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Abstrakt 

První část této práce se zaměří na otázky typu co je to literární kánon, jakou 

má historii, jak funguje, jak k němu přistupuje literární kritika atd., přičemž bude 

vycházet z předpokladu, že jakýkoliv literární kánon je v základě jen soubor 

literárních děl mající společnou metanarativní základnu neboli soubor idejí a ideálů 

které se tvůrci určitého daného kánonu snaží, někdy nevědomky, rozšířit. V druhé 

části se tato práce pokusí o rekonstrukci svého vlastního metanarativního příběhu 

založeného na románech, povídkách a básních které byli inspirací pro napsání textů 

písní známé britské heavy metalové kapely Iron Maiden. Hlavní metodou při této 

snaze bude čtení a interpretace tohoto kánonu – vybraných literárních děl – založené 

na porovnávání předlohy s texty odpovídajících skladeb a hledání společných 

charakteristik a vyzdvihnutých témat. 
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Abstract 

In its first part, this thesis will attempt to explore what really is the literary 

canon, what is its history, how it works, what are the different critical approaches to 

it etc. This exploration will focus on considering the presupposition that the literary 

canon (even Canon) is but a compilation of literary works centred around a 

governing meta-narrative, or a set of ideas and ideals which those responsible for 

creating a given canon are somehow, sometimes unknowingly, trying to spread. In its 

second part, this thesis will attempt to reconstruct a similar meta-narrative of its own 

based on the novels, stories and poems which were used as inspiration to write song 

lyrics by a famous British heavy metal band Iron Maiden. The principal method used 

for this task will be reading and interpreting this canon – the selected literary works – 

through the prism of the band’s song lyrics and trying to detect common 

characteristics and highlighted themes. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. On this work 

 Let us start with a bold statement: In the process of reading a literary work, a 

reader is immersed and lost in the text; in the process of analysing a text, a critic is 

immersed and lost partly in the text as well, but mostly in their own thoughts and 

(often sub-conscious) quasi-universal meta-narratives (ideologically swayed world-

views); neither of them, however, realizes the futility or, to be less nihilist, the 

arbitrariness and deterministic nature of it all.  

This work sets as its goal to investigate the above proposed statement. This 

means that it wants to examine and de-mask what meta-narratives and ideals lie 

behind individual schools of criticism and how these thought-currents alter (they 

would say “interpret”) the Canon – the main tool they use to propagate their ideas. In 

its second part, this works wishes to further demonstrate the arbitrariness of these 

schools of thought by an experiment where the Canon is reinterpreted using another 

meta-narrative, a one that would probably not be widely accepted by the general 

public, but which would be founded on similar principles and would be as well-

substantiated as are some of the other ones. This will be done by analysing the 

interpretations of selected canonical works through the prism of a specific sub-

culture centred around the musical genre Heavy Metal. 
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1.2. On Theory  

1.2.1. Schools of thought 

 So the first part of this work deals with various schools of literary criticism 

and their approach to the Canon. However, the point here is not in summarising and 

commenting on each and every one of them, but rather in trying to understand how 

they work and how they interpret the canon, which means to categorise them and 

then more closely inspect only one or two of each type. We must first look at what 

literary criticism is: “Literary criticism is the study, evaluation, and interpretation of 

literature. Modern literary criticism is often informed by literary theory, which is the 

philosophical discussion of its methods and goals. Though the two activities are 

closely related, literary critics are not always, and have not always been, theorists.” 

(“Literary Criticism”) This definition can be used as a tool to help us determine 

several categories of schools of literary criticism. 

 We can start with the opposition between the words “study x interpretation”, 

and the inclusion or omission of literary theory, which gives us the first two types: 

theoretical and practical. Theoretical approaches would be focused on all the various 

literary forms and techniques that are available and are used in works in general, or 

as demonstrated in particular works. Practical approaches is still quite a broad term, 

but another useful opposition is suggested by the words “methods x goals”: this can 

help us distinguish approaches that we can call analytical and engaged. Analytical 

would analyse how individual literary works work and relate to various extra-textual 

aspects such as the author, the reader, the mind or the reading process. Engaged 

approaches would be those that use literature to influence the society by researching 

into how the society influences the genesis of individual works and authors.  

As this work focuses on the subject of the Canon, we must also introduce and 

investigate other, minor approaches besides these aforementioned “grand” schools of 

criticism - in other words, we are interested not only in schools of literary criticism, 

but practically in everything that is interested in the Canon and creates its own 

interpretation (version) of it. And as virtually everything that studies or uses texts 

creates its own canon, or, a list of literary works that it deems important or 

influential, we can list a countless number of such approaches: Theme/Genre based, 
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National, Religious, Occupational, Scientific etc. All these types shall be discussed 

further on in more detail.  

 

1.2.2. Arbitrariness 

One of the main postulates of this work is the arbitrariness and deterministic 

nature of every and any school of thought. This idea of arbitrariness stems from 

Lyotard’s theory of meta-narratives, where every world-view is, if not altogether 

artificial, then at least inevitably episodic and incomplete (Lyotard 15), and thus any 

school of literary criticism is also clearly factitious. The ideas and goals of these 

extra-literary-theory schools of criticism (or rather the people behind these schools) 

are also determined by their culture and the time in which they emerged. This is true 

not only of engaged approaches, such as feminist criticism, which would not come 

up in an egalitarian society, but also of theoretical approaches, such as for example 

formalism, which can study only those literary forms which exist in a given culture 

or language.  

Realising this does not make us depreciate literary theory and criticism – we 

want to acknowledge that, for all its faults, literary criticism is useful and necessary 

in revealing the true value and meaning of literary works. (Rice 2) However, 

becoming aware of their shortages gives us an opportunity to understand the nature 

and the limits of these approaches, which lets us appreciate their real qualities.  One 

of the main limits of the critic (a reader) is revealed when we consider and apply to 

literature a quote by the psychoanalyst Slavoj Žižek who says that when we have a 

void (in our sense, a polysemic literary work) we spontaneously tend to fill in that 

nothingness with our fantasy, in order to see in that nothingness that, what we lack in 

it. (Pervert’s 1:01:50-1:02:20). This means that one sees and finds in literary works 

only that what one, in fact, wants (deeply, often subconsciously, desires) to find in 

them. This should be kept in mind at all times. 
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1.3. On Practice  

The practical part of this work is an experiment which wants to answer 

several questions. The main answer to be searched for is that if schools of literary 

criticisms are artificial, how easily another school can be created and how this school 

of thought (a world-view) would stand to the comparison with the “official” theories. 

There are also many other questions that will hopefully be answered, for example 

how “open” literary works really are or if different “readings” of a work are not 

actually “misinterpretations”. 

 

1.3.1. Heavy Metal 

 As a basis for this experiment, a world-view was intentionally chosen which 

is rather peripheral to mainstream lifestyles, although it is more and more accepted 

by various mass media such as the MTV and others. Heavy Metal started as a rather 

distinctive and underground type of music, but if we look at the statistics of the 2011 

Census in the United Kingdom (from where Iron Maiden originates) where “Heavy 

metal” was chosen in the category “religion” (where it is listed in the subcategory 

“no religion”) by over six thousand persons, which makes it the 23
rd

 most popular 

world-view out of the 55 registered possibilities (2011 Census), we can see that it is a 

real phenomenon and quite a widespread subculture linked not only to music.  

 

1.3.2. Heavy Metal-ism 

 A potential Heavy Metal canon would most probably be composed by a 

variety of fantasy, sci-fi and cyberpunk literature, as these often contain similar 

topics and ideas as can be found in song lyrics of this genre. However, for the 

purposes of this work it is more valuable to investigate the ways in which this world-

view reinterprets more “classical” canonical works, for it is the comparison of 

interpretations which allows us to better see the differences. In our little experiment, 

we are using a method that in its process is the opposite of what is done in the first 

part of this work. By putting together a Heavy Metal canon, we are interested in 
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finding out what meanings out of the ambiguity and polysemy of these works are 

meaningful and significant to this group of people and, subsequently, by comparing 

these findings with what mainstream critics find in the same works, we can discover 

what their world-view is and what Heavy-Metalism is all about. 

 A question arises in which category of critical approaches, which are 

proposed in the theoretical part of this work, Heavy-Metalism would belong to. As 

has already been mentioned, we are dealing with a specific world-view and due to 

the Census we might be tempted to call it as something similar to a religious 

approach. However, we must consider that, contrary to religious canons, this canon is 

very open and broad, and further that there are no founding texts and basically no 

organisation or structure whatsoever. It would make more sense to see it as a 

THEME-BASED approach, because it is the repeated topics and ideas we are 

interested in. And as it is a quite influential and mostly extra-literary world-view 

which reinterprets and reuses literary works and spreads its message in the form of 

song lyrics, we can also consider it as an ENGAGED approach. 

 

1.3.3. Iron Maiden 

 As one of the most important figures of Heavy-Metalism, and the data source 

for this work’s experiment, we can consider Iron Maiden. This band was founded in 

1975 by the visionary musician and bassist Steve Harris and soon became the pioneer 

of the movement New Wave of British Heavy Metal. (Wall 95) As such, and thanks 

to over 80 million album sales, more than 2000 live performances (some of which 

were played in front of audiences of over 100,000 fans), 15 studio albums and 

numerous live ones, and the fact that it is still full of energy even after almost four 

decades, makes this band one of the most influential Heavy Metal bands of all time. 

(“The Band.”) 

What makes Iron Maiden interesting for us, however, is that, unlike for many 

bands of this musical genre, they are quite literate – their song lyrics are often 

inspired by history (e.g. Aces High – which features an extract of a war speech by 

Churchill, Run to the Hills), mythology (e.g. Flight of Icarus, Isle of Avalon), social 
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critique (e.g. Be Quick or Be Dead, Man on the Edge), religion (e.g. Holy Smoke, 

Sign of the Cross) and, most importantly, literature (e.g. Brave New World, Lord of 

the Flies, Rime of the Ancient Mariner...). It is exactly the last type of songs that we 

are going to look at. Even though some other songs, that were not inspired by any 

literary works, might perhaps be more revealing, it is, as was already mentioned, the 

comparison of interpretations that we are interested in.  

 

1.3.4. Music and Meaning 

The song is a literary genre which is rather specific because of the element of 

music which accompanies the text itself, the lyrics. In a song, the music is often more 

meaningful than the text, and often a text is not even necessary for a song to be a 

good one. Music itself has the power to convey deep and complex meanings and 

when accompanied by text, it can accentuate some meanings or parts of it. However, 

this work does not set for itself the ambition to understand music; the focus is 

primarily on the text. On the other hand, one element of this genre can be very useful 

to us – the chorus. It is a part of the lyrics which is often repeated several times 

during a song and usually contains the main, be it short and simple, thought which 

somehow summarises the message and sets the atmosphere of the whole song. 

Another fascinating question we might find interesting to consider is the 

relation between Iron Maiden members (who are the composers, the interpreters, the 

Heavy-Metalist critics), the books they interpret and the Heavy Metal fans and 

world-view. Is it that their idiosyncratic interpretation of the literary works shapes 

the views of their fans, or is it that the meta-narrative of the whole community 

influences the doing and thinking of the band and subsequently their interpretation of 

the works? It is probably both, a complex reciprocal relationship, but unfortunately 

there seems not to be enough space in this work to consider the genesis of this genre, 

nor to conduct a broader social study. 
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2. A multiplicity of Interpretations 

2.1. “The Canon” or “a canon” 

2.1.1. The Word 

 We have already used the word “canon” and “Canon” several times in the 

introduction and as it is also one of the main topics of this work, we must look a little 

closer on what that word means. Etymologically, this word, in an unchanged form, 

comes from the Latin word “canon”, which translates as “a rule”, and in Old English 

the first written record can be found in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History dating circa 890 

AD. As we can see, the first meaning of the word had nothing to do with literature, 

but meant “a rule, law, or decree of the Church.” (Oxford English) Gradually, the 

meaning changes, starting with “canon law” which signifies “the written 

ecclesiastical law and decrees of the pope and statutes of councils”, through the 

meaning “[t]he collection or list of books of the Bible accepted by the Christian 

Church as genuine and inspired. Also, transf., any set of sacred books; also, those 

writings of a secular author accepted as authentic.” And finally, what most 

approaches our understanding of the term, “the list of works considered to be 

permanently established as being of the highest quality”. (Oxford English)  

 However, the last mentioned definition, although it is rather clear and 

concise, does not tell us much and raises some questions that need to be answered, 

such as what kind of list we should imagine, who the list was made by and what 

kinds of works it contains. Also, we need to consider if the list is permanent or can 

be altered and equally importantly, on what grounds the quality of included works is 

measured, not to mention that we do not know what aspects of these works are 

considered for measurement. 

 

2.1.2. The Good List 

  To understand the functions and workings of the Canon (capital C, the 

raditional western Canon), let us look at another definition, this time from a 

dictionary of literary terms: “the Canon denotes those works in anthologies that have 
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come to be considered standard or traditionally included in the classroom and 

published textbooks [...] the entire body of literature traditionally thought to be 

suitable for admiration and study.” (“Literary terms...”). The main function of the 

Canon would then seem to be to signal out those rare exceptional books which have 

something more to them than the endless majority of available titles. (Barry 29) In 

this way, as “one lifetime is not enough to allow us to read everything” (Bloom 27), 

the Canon allows us to benefit more from reading by knowing what derivative, 

unimaginative or transiently fashionable titles to avoid.  

These are the books which have stood the test of time, those, whose qualities 

are appreciated by different, even opposing critical schools, meaning that they have 

something universal to them. Thus they are not limited to a certain culture, time or 

ideology, for in fact they often actively undermine the tradition and the dominant 

meta-narrative of the time and place in which they appear. (Bloom 37-39) Another 

necessary requirement in order to consider them canonical is their depth – they need 

to require to be read several times in order to be understood (if they can be fully 

understood, that is), but also their aesthetic power, which is an amalgam of the 

mastery of figurative speech, originality, sharpness of wit, knowledge and wisdom. 

(Bloom 40-42)  

 And who determines if these works truly are canonical, meaning if they have 

all these qualities? It cannot really be the critics, as we have hopefully already 

enough established that they cannot be fully trusted as they cannot, by their very 

nature, be unbiased. The above definition says that these works “have come to be 

considered” as such, so it is perhaps no one specific who decides – it is perhaps the 

genius of the people, the collective unconsciousness. A different question altogether 

is, however, who determines if these canonical works are accepted as part of the 

official (traditional western) Canon, but let us yet postpone this question for a while.  

 

2.1.3. The Not-So-Good List 

 If we consider what has been said about the Canon in the preceding section 

(disregarding the last foreshadowing remark, of course), the Canon seems to be a 
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good and useful thing. To help us see why it is often criticised and deconstructed by 

many modern meta-narratives, let us look back at the origins of the canon. Returning 

to the already mentioned etymologically intermediate definition of the word “canon”, 

we get a nice definition of what a Religious canon (here Christian, but we can 

generalise) would be. Let us then now investigate this type, because it has many 

similarities to the traditional western Canon, mostly for the reason that it stems from 

the same cultural background – consider that universities were under church 

monopoly all the way until mid nineteenth century (Barry 12). 

 The Religious (Christian) canon, by this definition, would be that closed set 

of books (parts of the Bible, or works that interpret or elaborate on these) that is 

chosen by the people in authority (the top clergy) because it contains only those 

“truths” that this said authority finds acceptable and desirable for its followers 

(Christians). It would be a rather closed and permanent list, although it might be 

enlarged or reduced depending on the development of the doctrine, and the main 

quality that would determine the in/exclusion of works would be if they correlate 

with this doctrine. All the non-canonical works would be seen as vulgar but tolerated, 

vulgar and undesirable or outright forbidden and demonised (e.g. Index Librorum 

Prohibitorum). This type of canon, with such a level of censorship and imposition, 

does not at all resemble the idealised Good Canon we were talking about earlier.  

 

2.1.4. Against the List 

 One would expect that the western Canon, thriving in a free, democratic, 

enlightened society, would have nothing in common with the workings of the 

Religious canon, but the contrary seems to be the truth. Let us start by considering 

forbidden books: When the State officially declares that a book is not suitable for its 

citizens (which did happen quite often, even in the 20
th
 century), it does so not on the 

grounds of religious dogma (although consider that the State and the Church were 

historically one institution, at least in Britain and France, and that this reason is today 

still entirely valid in some more fundamentalist countries) but on the grounds of 

(again, Christian, or rather “liberal humanist”) “morality” (e.g. Lady Chatterley’s 

Lover, which was banned for this reason, while now it is considered to be a canonical 
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work). Many other works, though they were not directly outlawed, were demonised 

or deemed undesirable as well, in some cases, certain works simply cannot find a 

willing publisher, or, when they do, they are criticised by critics and the media so 

badly that no one would read them. In these cases, the censorship does not come 

from above, from an authority, but from below, from the people themselves, who 

have been so deeply indoctrinated by the dominant culture that they see it as “nature” 

(Rice 2) that they cannot accept any different points of view. 

  In this way, even though the Canon does have praiseworthy objectives, it is 

still limited by the fact that it is the child of only one, in some aspects very narrow, 

ideology. So it might be true that canonical works are above ideologies (Bloom 39), 

but these ideologies still at least try to twist these works into serving them by 

reinterpreting and narrowing down their meaning. The question is then perhaps not 

about the Canon itself, but about interpreting and restructuring it, shaping it to fit 

one’s needs. The Canonical works are grand, no doubt about that, but there are many 

equally valuable literary works that have been left out of the Canon, and the Canon 

as well as the understanding of these works is perverted. It is that, quite often, the 

works that are taught as canonical today are not aesthetically nor intellectually the 

best, but are taught in the name of social harmony and rectifying historical injustices. 

(Bloom 19) 

This is what modern critical schools try to point out, though, unfortunately, 

some commit the same mistake as they criticise the traditional western Canon and 

ideology but on the grounds of a different narrow ideology, with the intent to fight a 

battle and indoctrinate the readers with their own point of view, while, again, leaving 

out the complexity and multiplicity of interpretations. And of course, while doing so, 

each ideology, or, a school of criticism, creates its own “good” version of the Canon.  

Should we then want to do away with the Canon in general, when it always seems to 

come down to being a tool for manipulating the reader? Perhaps, although that is 

more of a political and less of a literary question. Yet should we want to do away 

with what we call the grand canonical works as well? Certainly not, but let us just 

call them what they (some of them) really are – some really good books among many 

other good books. Let us then look at some of these ideologies and how they try to 

manipulate both us and the meaning of certain literary works, as well as at those 
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other critical theories which are not about ideology and which create their canons for 

other purposes. 
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2.2. Episodical, Fragmentary View-points 

2.2.1. When All Was One 

 The absolute beginnings of literary theory and criticism cannot be traced out, 

but we may say that they were born together with the first text (a spoken history most 

probably) at exactly the moment when someone for the first time uttered something 

like: “That is a good/bad story because...” However, we may find the origins of our, 

western, tradition in the Antiquity, in the works of Plato and Aristotle, and later other 

influential philosophers. At this time, it was not yet a scholarly enterprise (nothing 

was, really) as we consider it today (though not all schools of literary studies today 

are scientific, of course), but was rather an amateur interest of individual 

philosophers and was considered not as a detached theoretical contemplation, but as 

part of the sum of practical knowledge that was to be used for the betterment of the 

society. The debates of the time were concerned mainly with the issue of whether 

“fiction” should be allowed to thrive in an ideal society or whether it is a bad thing 

altogether (consider Plato’s The Republic), or at least if the “lower” genres should be 

avoided and only the “higher” genres should be (ab-)used to cultivate the citizens 

(consider Aristotle’s division of genres) – to teach them by delighting, docere 

delictendo, as Ovid summarises the main principle of literature. (Barry 22) 

 These are then the very beginnings of the (Liberal Humanist) Traditional 

Western Canon and the literary theory that goes with it. Although the philosophers’ 

theoretical inspections into literary theory were no doubt very insightful and even 

today often stand as the basics for literary studies, their concern was mostly in the 

practical uses of literature and its possible influence on the audience and the society 

as a whole, which were often more prescriptive than descriptive. It is then evident 

that in the very origins of the (secular) Canon, it was already imbued with the 

characteristics which are reproached to it today: exclusion and prescription. It is also 

apparent that literary criticism was not at the time yet differentiated into the 

specialised schools we know today – there were no schools as such, only individuals 

who had their idiosyncratic opinions and interests in the field of literary studies 

(though they, of course, followed certain historical trends) all the way until the end 
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of the nineteenth century when literary criticism, with the birth of New Criticism, 

became a serious academic discipline. (Procházka 64) 

 

2.2.2. Episodical What? 

One of the main reasons that there was only one “school” of literary criticism 

is that all the theoreticians studied simply the “culture” – there were no sub-cultures, 

or if there were, they were effectively suppressed and ignored and “other cultures” 

were seen perhaps as exotic and magical, but inferior and worthy of no serious 

interest. (Barry 193) This approach, nonetheless, as it was valid for over two 

millennia, brought different movements, though we should not call them “schools” 

but rather “episodes” of the development of the traditional western school of literary 

criticism. These episodes (the Renaissance, Classicism, Victorianism, etc. – see 

below) are in our perspective only one school also because, even though they are in 

some aspects even directly contrary to each other, they are all concerned with the 

same issues and follow the same principles – they are all descriptive only to the 

extent to be able to be prescriptive, determine their existence by relating to (or 

opposing) the Antiquity and use literature in an attempt to create an ideal society 

based on humanistic principles.  

Before we go any further in analysing this school, we must note that what we 

have so far called the Traditional Western School of Literary Criticism is perhaps not 

a school of criticism at all. It rather seems to be a by-product of the liberal humanist 

worldview. Liberal Humanism is a philosophical school, concerned with all the 

possible aspects of the universe, including literary theory, but not exclusively – it 

only uses literary criticism to illustrate and propagate its ideas, the corpus of often 

unaware attitudes and assumptions that constitute the traditional western culture. 

(Barry 17) Though “Liberal” means “not politically radical [...] and non-committal 

on political issues” and “‘Humanism’ implies something similar” (Barry 3), this does 

not imply that these philosophers were not politically and socially active, only that 

their opinions and ideas were rather conventional and conservative. However, if we 

wanted to classify this thought-current as a school of criticism into one of the 

categories we have proposed in the introduction, the best fit would be that, for all its 
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efforts in social engineering, it is an Engaged school of criticism. Nonetheless, we 

may not classify it as such because, as we have already stated, it is yet 

undifferentiated and contains certain, though perhaps not fully manifested, elements 

of all these categories (theoretical, analytical, engaged, other).  

 

2.2.3. Episodical Disintegration 

As this work focuses on meta-narratives (stories), let us then look at the 

traditional western (hi-)story and analyse these episodes as they went chronologically 

– the Renaissance, Classicism, Augustan age, Neoclassicism, Romanticism and 

Victorianism (Procházka 3) – in the prism of the three characteristics which we have 

set out for them (social engineering, relation to the Antiquity, prescriptivism), and 

observe how these traditional elements were gradually losing their foothold. As we 

do this, we always have to mention the lead thinker behind each current, or the 

person who best managed to capture the perspective of his age, because, even though 

the contemporary debates were no doubt very controversial especially during each 

paradigm shift, retrospectively we can see whose critical writings had the greatest 

impact at the time. 

 For a long time, literature was destined only for the top educated classes and 

literary theory and criticism were concerned mainly with the rhetorical arts – the 

figures of speech and grammar – which derived from the knowledge of the ancients. 

The objective was usually either entertaining a narrow circle of similarly educated 

acquaintances (mostly the patron), or finding the best ways to persuade the audience. 

(Procházka 27) This changed with the invention of the printing press, which caused 

that literature became enjoyed by a broader audience and which forced the authors to 

consider the impact of their texts and lead to the birth of the moral censor – the then 

idea of the literary critic. As Sir Philip Sidney, the author of The Defense of Poesie 

(1595) saw it, literature should “produce images of virtues and vices which can have 

a beneficent influence on the morals and minds of the audience.” (Procházka 31) In 

other words, he believes that literature should educate the readers towards a better 

future society, which equals our first characteristic of this thought current – social 

engineering. The other two characteristics, prescriptivism and looking up to the 
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ancients, are also met because in The Defence, Sidney looks to the Antiquity for his 

literary ideals and marginally studies the work of his contemporaries only to criticise 

them for not obeying the dramatic unities, mixing genres and the use of laughter (low 

genres) in drama. (Procházka 35) 

The following three evolutionary episodes are even named after their 

allegiance to the antiquity: Classicism, as it derives from the “classical” age of Greek 

and roman culture, the Augustan age compares the golden age during the reign of 

Emperor Augustus to the greatest flourishing of Classicism in England, and Neo-

classicism denotes the revival and slight modification of Classicism by the end of the 

18
th
 century. (Procházka 37) The main theorists of these currents, John Dryden, 

Alexander Pope and Dr. Samuel Johnson, respectively, all agree that the critic is, in 

the first place, a judge and appraiser of literature. With this comes the normative 

function of literary criticism, and although they gradually put less emphasis on the 

observation of rules, they still propagate the same pure and simple aesthetic and 

philosophical qualities of the ancients. Among these, the most important is the focus 

on the imitation of nature not as it is, but as it could and should be (which the 

ancients did best of all). A change of this paradigm comes when Dr. Samuel Johnson, 

in his Preface to Shakespeare, acknowledges that Shakespeare, even though he 

“seems to write without any moral purpose” and without the observance of the 

unities (Procházka 43), cannot be denied a certain genius.  

 With the arrival of Romanticism, the turning away from formal rules and 

towards spontaneous emotiveness might seem like a change in the agenda, but this 

outward liberalization is rather deceiving. Literature, mostly poetry, was not 

supposed to teach us morals and lead us towards a better life anymore, but it still had 

a strong social programme which was to protect the reader from the contemporary 

alienated, industrialised world and resuscitate in them the lost imaginative powers of 

the human species. (Procházka 45) Most Romantic literary theory, which was 

produced mainly by Wordsworth and Coleridge, was based on battling the ancient 

and Classicist assumptions, showing why these are wrong and trying to loosen their 

apparent prescriptive grip, each artist creating his own style, which, in his eyes, was 

the best one for achieving their society-bettering goals. By allowing different 
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attitudes towards literature to coexist next to each other, this approach brought a 

certain burgeoning of critical theory. (Barry 23) 

 With Victorianism, the traditional western literary criticism is nearing its end, 

as the influence of the ancients, which started to dwindle during Romanticism, 

becomes even less apparent and the insistence of form is loosened as well. However, 

the last trait, the will to use literature for social engineering, is still present, and is 

now much stronger than ever before.  While Thomas Carlyle sees the aesthetics, and 

especially the figure of the hero – a mover of history, as the principal tool to 

influence social reality and deal with social questions as if they were universal 

cultural and aesthetic issues, William Morris and John Ruskin, each in their own 

way, criticise the industrialized society and seek to restructure it through new 

concepts of understanding and using of art. (Procházka 55-60) Matthew Arnold also 

starts noticing the fragmentation of the society and in his attempt to detach literature 

from politics (Barry 26) sets to describe the different contemporary literary genres 

and trends (Barbarians, Philistines and the Populace), but he is no longer able to 

prescribe which of these trends, or what new trend, literature and art in general 

should follow and settles for waiting for some dominant personality that would come 

and remedy the situation. (Procházka 56) However, no such personality which 

appears would set the standards for a unified literary paradigm that could be 

prescribed but, on the contrary, Walter Pater comments that the modern individual 

does not seek in art a way to better the society, but rather desires from it an absolute 

refuge from all that troubles him – is interested in art for art’s sake, not for its social 

relevance. (Procházka 62) This, of course, marks the demise of the traditional 

western literary criticism. 

 

.2.4. Fragmentation, Scientifically 

It took over two thousand years for the tradition of the ancients to decompose. 

As we have seen, its breaking apart began in Neo-Classicism, when the influence of 

the ancients began to dwindle, continued in Romanticism, where formal rules and 

prescriptions were loosened and was completed by the end of Victorianism when 

theoreticians realised that their will to engineer the society became impotent as the 
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result of an unstoppable social evolution. The main attribute of this paradigm shift, 

from the traditional western literary criticism towards New Criticism – though we 

must not overlook the fact that it was really a continuation of it in many ways (Rice 

1) – is that a work of art (not only literary) was now perceived as an aesthetic object. 

This brought with it an equally important change in the way the role of the critic was 

understood – he was now the scientist who was to analyse the “craft of fiction.” 

(Procházka 65) As for the understanding of the canon, which was in the traditional 

concept a list of selected well written books that were in some way functional in 

propagating the idealised desired humanist worldview – were used to maintain a 

certain ideological status quo in the society (Barry 13) – it stayed (and for a long 

time yet will stay) more or less the same, except that the aesthetic criteria were now 

predominant, and the scrutinizing examination if certain works really have the 

ageless qualities in order to be considered Canonical (in the sense “extraordinary”) 

comes only gradually. (Barry 31) 

In New Criticism, the fragmentation (we may call it specialization to make it 

sound more favourable) that was already present in the society and natural sciences 

started to manifest in literary theory and criticism as well. This is the time when most 

of the schools of literary criticism that we know today were born because the 

theoreticians and critics started to focus more deeply on different aspects of literary 

works and their relation to extra-literary reality accordingly as they were inspired by 

newly developing branches of natural sciences and by various political and social 

movements. Among the first new approaches (to mention just the most important 

schools of criticism) were Marxist Criticism and Psychoanalytic Criticism, which 

first started emerging in the thirties but were fully developed only in the sixties when 

Linguist and Feminist Criticism also became significant. In the seventies, 

Structuralism and Post-Structuralism spread from France and turned literary criticism 

more towards philosophy. As a contrary reaction, a return towards history and 

politics, New Historicism and Cultural Materialism were born in the eighties in 

United States and Britain respectively. Of course, the theorists also started noticing 

this ever increasing fragmentation both in literary criticism and in the society in 

general and two new approaches that reflect this – Post-Colonialism and Post-

Modernism – expand in the nineties. (Barry 33) Gradually it also became necessary 
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to focus on meta-theory, or a theory of literary criticism, in order to keep track of all 

these different theories and so various typologies of literary theories started 

appearing as well. One of such typologies was devised in the introductory part of this 

work and shall be further developed later on, but there are other typologies as well. 

 

2.2.5. To Put the Fragments Together 

There are many possibilities how to classify literary theories, depending on 

what criteria we choose. For example, M.H. Abrams, for his typology of literary 

theories, chooses the relation of a work of art to the four basic elements, or 

dimensions, of any “situation” of the work of art. These relations are: expressive 

(relating to the artist – his expressive urge), mimetic (relating to the universe – art as 

imitation of reality), pragmatic (relating to the audience – the effects of the work of 

art) and objective (explaining the work of art just from itself – as an autonomous 

object). (Procházka 9-10) However, this typology does not give us an easy way to 

catalogue critical theories, but only gives us aspects that we should focus on when 

we compare them to each other. It is that in our conception of critical theories, most 

of them look at more than one of these relations but differ in the explication of how 

these aspects relate to each other as well as in the understanding of the individual 

aspects themselves. For example, both Psychoanalytical and Structuralist critical 

schools study the relations between the work itself, the artist, the audience and the 

universe, while each sees something different under each of these elements as well as 

focuses on different aspects of their relations.  

 What we focus on in our typology of schools of literary criticism is primarily 

their understanding of the canon – either their reinterpretation of the traditional 

Canon or how and why they try to compose their own canon. To say it bluntly, in this 

work, we are not really interested in understanding critical schools as such because 

we would want to understand literary works better, but because we want to 

understand what drives their existence, what is behind them, and subsequently, what 

effects they have on the understanding of literary works. And it is this criterion that 

we have chosen for our typology of schools of criticism – how they work and how 

they see the world. We have already discussed in previous sections of this work how 
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these schools work in general, but, before we go into the analysis of individual 

currents and schools, we should perhaps repeat and summarise these underlying 

principles that all critical schools have in common and which we must keep in mind 

at all times: for each and every one of them, “[p]olitics is pervasive, Language is 

constitutive, Truth is provisional, Meaning is contingent, Human nature is a myth” 

(Barry 36), or, in simpler words, they are all fundamentally arbitrary. 
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2.3. A Comprehensive Typology of Fragments 

2.3.1. Typology, Classification 

 There are over twenty schools of literary criticism. The easiest to understand 

are perhaps those that would fit in the category Engaged and these are mainly: 

Gender Criticism (including Feminist Criticism, Lesbian Criticism and Queer 

Studies), Marxist Criticism, Afro-American Criticism, Postcolonial Criticism and 

Eco-Criticism. These have arisen as a result of various ideological and social 

tendencies (the theoreticians and practitioners of these ideologies had been around 

long before their literary critics), and have as their goal to correct what they see as 

cultural wrongs – their goals are primarily cultural, not literary. The reason for their 

interest in literature is mainly utilitarian, and their methods are re-evaluating 

canonical works by analyzing how they deal with the problems in question or 

introducing into the canon some less known and/or suppressed literary works which 

somehow promote their ideals. Besides their focus on literary criticism, which is 

usually only a minor interest, they sometimes also explicitly state their ideals in 

cultural manifests and the adherents of these currents are often politically and/or 

culturally active. 

In the category of Theoretical schools we put those approaches, which we 

could say are the direct contrary to the above category, for they seem to have no 

interest in the society, politics, and even the author or the reader, but are interested 

only in the literary work itself. Among these we count mainly: Aestheticism, 

Formalism, Semiotic literary criticism, Literary Deconstruction and Literary 

Hermeneutics. These schools can be divided into two groups whether they are 

interested in the formal aspect of literary works (the first two approaches), or in the 

theoretical principles of how we can understand the meaning (squeeze it out) of 

literary works, as dissociated from the surrounding culture, working only with that 

which is present it the work itself. These approaches focus on and thus see as 

canonical those works which best serve as models to illustrate their theories. When 

we think about these schools of criticism, we must realise that a theory is nothing but 

an incomplete working model and we must consider on what grounds the theory was 
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modelled and to what the theory is applied. The different answers to these questions 

explain these different approaches. 

Similar questions should be asked when we consider what we call Analytical 

schools of criticism. They are, in some aspects, similar to the second group of 

Theoretical schools in that they work with theories as well, since they are based on 

various scientific or philosophical disciplines, except that the meaning of literary 

works is studied in relation to either people (the author, the characters and the 

readers) or the society (meaning history, culture and philosophy). Those relating to 

people would be mainly: Psychoanalytical Criticism, Cognitive Studies and Reader-

Response criticism; and those relating to culture would be mainly: Structuralism, 

Post-Structuralism, Cultural Studies, New Historicism, Postmodernism, Mytho-

Criticism and Darwinian Literary Studies. 

The last, perhaps minor, category that we have set does not really deal with 

schools of literary criticism as they are commonly understood, but comprises all the 

other “schools” of thought that somehow work with literary works and the canon 

using various criteria. Some of these are: Theme/Genre based, National, Regional, 

Religious, Occupational, Scientific and perhaps others with their countless sub-

categories. These schools of criticisms seem to resemble the Traditional Western 

School of criticism in the way they assemble their canons and work with them, 

except that for their consideration they select works only from a very narrow, self-

imposed subset of literary works. For example, in a Genre based approach interested 

in Children’s literature, only works of this genre would appear in their canon, while 

they would be analysed using the practices of a mixture of perhaps all the other 

schools of criticism. Or in an Occupational, for example Medical, approach, mainly 

non-fictional works that are considered the most informative and up-to-date would be 

included in an ever changing canon, while works that are out-dated, “alternative”, or 

too progressive for their time – not fitting into the prevailing paradigm – would be 

denied recognition. 

 To illustrate the definitions and propositions of these four categories, we will 

now look more closely at each category by choosing one school of literary criticism 
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from each and analyzing it in greater detail while focusing on how it treats the canon 

and individual works form the canon. 

 

2.3.2. Engaged in Feminism 

 We have chosen to discuss Feminist Criticism in this part of our work for 

multiple reasons. Firstly, it is perhaps the most accessible of those schools of 

criticism that we have classified as Engaged while, at the same time, as many 

commentators propose, it contains in itself “arguably one of the most fundamental 

challenges to critical orthodoxies” (Rice 98), and thus inspecting it can help us 

underline most of the major concepts this thesis is trying to point out. Further, as it is 

also perhaps the oldest and thus most analyzed and best described of these Engaged 

approaches, we can, by studying its genesis, development and subsiding, generalize 

and infer the life-cycle of all other Engaged schools.  

2.3.2.1. Fragments within Fragments 

We have already said that the Feminist school of criticism (and other 

Engaged schools as well) is in essence dependent on the culture in which it arises – it 

could not arise in a culture where its ideological goals would not be needed and 

would already be an integral part of the mainstream society, which in our case would 

be a society where women were equal to men. The problem this causes when we try 

to describe Feminist criticism is that it is as variable as the society is. This means that 

we must take into account regional cultural differences, but, more importantly, we 

must describe its changes over time, because as the society evolves under the 

ideological pressure caused by the approach, the approach itself must inevitably 

change and evolve. These two causes of diversity make what would otherwise seem 

to be quite a straightforward movement into a very complex tangle of goals and 

ideals. So although this work tries to make it as orderly as possible, it is in fact much 

more complicated than it seems. 

2.3.2.2. The Feminine Stage – Before the Woman Was Born 

 The problem of complexity manifests itself not only on the level of ideology, 

goals and tools, but even on the level of terminology. “Feminine”, when talking 
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about feminism in general, means “a set of culturally defined characteristics” – what 

a culture understands as being womanly and what roles a woman has in the particular 

society – as opposed to “Female”, which is “a matter of biology” and “Feminist”, 

which is “a political position”. (Barry 122) This major distinction, between what is 

biologically given and what is only fabricated and imposed on women by a given 

society, is what drove Feminist criticism and feminism in general from its 

beginnings.  These issues were being considered long before Feminist criticism 

manifested as a distinct school of literary criticism – we have already proposed that 

certain elements of all the Engaged movements are apparent in the society long 

before they start including literary studies. In this case, the predecessors were those 

who had already diagnosed the problem of women inequality in society and tried to 

propose solutions, and who appear as early as by the end of the eighteenth century, 

such as Mary Wollstonecraft, while Feminist criticism as it is know today, dates only 

from the nineteen sixties. (Barry 121) 

 As follows from the above definition of “Feminine”, when talking about 

literature and women’s writings, the Feminine stage, or rather the Feminine style of 

writing, refers to those works in which women writers strived “to equal the 

intellectual achievements of the male culture and internalised its assumptions about 

the female nature.” (Showalter 106) This stage thus talks about an ambiguous time 

before feminism when women were dissatisfied with their position in the society and 

wanted to become like men – they wanted to be recognised as as good writers as men 

were, and tried to fight male prejudices against women’s writings by publishing their 

works under male pseudonyms. On the other hand, they still had internalised in them 

the contemporary stereotypes about women and, in fact, often wrote as if they 

actually were men. This means that they imitated dominant artistic norms and 

aesthetic standards (Barry 123), thus further promoting the patriarchal social system 

and culture which discriminated against them.   

2.3.2.3. The Feminist Stage – Feminism Proper 

 This stage, which, if we look back at the meaning of the term “Feminist”, is 

concerned with the political position of women and its rectification and so this stage 

is what we could call Feminist Criticism Proper, as it is the stage that is truly socially 
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engaged. The literature of this, Feminist, stage protests against male government, law 

and medicine, and desires vengeance. (Showalter 106) Literary criticism at this stage 

focuses on implications of the fact that gender is a cultural construct, changes our 

perception of individuals, societies and arts, studies how women slip into their roles 

as women, and makes us aware of the nature of male and female roles and identities 

as tools of male domination. (Procházka 116-118) However, this Feminist literary 

criticism is not only about studying the portrayal of women in literature and their 

position in the society, but also about literature as such. Nonetheless, the amount of 

focus on literary and various other topics depends on regional traditions of literary 

criticism in general, of which there are usually described three types: American, 

British and French. 

 The American approach to Feminist literary criticism, which was dominant 

mainly in the nineteen seventies, believes that literary and social theory are not 

important and so its methods have not developed far from those of Liberal Humanist 

Criticism. This means that they focus on close reading of literary texts and the 

comparison and evaluation of literary representations of women’s lives against 

reality using historical data and extra-literary texts. (Barry 124) This approach, then, 

is rather docile compared to the other two, as it does not really deconstruct or 

undermine the Liberal Humanist worldview. It only manages to expand it slightly 

while it actually ends up recreating and stabilising it because it uses the exact same 

methods of literary criticism and holds on to the same concepts of universalism and 

essentialism. (Rice 98) 

 The British approach, which developed mostly in the eighties, was more 

radical and perhaps most engaged of these three approaches. It is Socialist Feminist 

in orientation due to its close affiliation to Cultural Materialism and Marxism and has 

strong political and theoretical tendencies. (Barry 124-125) It studies literary texts 

“through an analysis of specific articulations of patriarchy within capitalist society” 

(Rice 98), which includes the economic position of women in the society, division of 

labour, control and organization of reproduction and sexuality and the institution of 

literature as a masculine discourse. (Rice 98) The French approach, contrary to the 

previous two, is often even more theoretical as well as even less engaged and often 

interested in literature only in the second degree. It is inspired by Post-Structuralist 
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philosophy and focuses on topics such as language, representation and psychology, 

and usually first deals with a lengthy exhaustive analysis of these topics before it 

focuses its interest on literary works themselves and the analysis thereof. (Barry 125) 

Though each of these approaches does it differently, they all use the deconstructive 

reading of texts as their primary tool – they are “listening for the silences, the 

absences, the unspoken, the encoded” and then try to break the silences. (Procházka 

121) This means that they analyze “male” texts and focus on what is omitted or 

considered as matter-of-course, while it is, in fact, a matter of culture, not nature, and 

is only imposed by the male society. 

2.3.2.4. The Female Stage - Gynocriticism 

 The third stage, the Female stage, rejects both imitation (Feminine stage) and 

protest (Feminist stage) because it sees them both as a form of dependency on the 

male meta-narrative and tries to liberate from this meta-narrative completely by 

creating a school that would study the autonomous female experience – 

Gynocriticism. (Showalter 107) In the Female stage, critics are no longer interested 

in the male point of view, but exclusively study the female subculture (which has 

always run unnoticed alongside the dominant male meta-narrative) as it is, search for 

their self-constructed identity,  and try to establish a female framework for the 

analysis of women’s literature. (Showalter 102) It focuses on women-writers (which 

it must often rediscover first) and specific women’s poetics, the “écriture feminine”, 

which is also often described as “bodily writing”. This style is characterised mainly 

by looser grammatical structure, the free play of meaning, anarchistic breaking of 

automatisms, following dream/unconsciousness-like logic and an inherent 

subversiveness of the female language. (Barry 126-129) An important aspect of this 

approach is that, while the previous Feminist stage focused on the reinterpretation of 

the male Traditional European Canon as on a tool to make their ideological point, 

Gynocriticism strives to create an autonomous Female canon composed of works 

written by women-writers who write in accord with the Female aesthetic standards. 

(Procházka 121) 
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2.3.2.5. Post-Feminism 

Even in the last Female stage, Feminist criticism seems to, at least in some 

senses, abandon their explicit ideological society-changing goals. It is perhaps that 

the message they were trying to promote became less revolutionary as their ideology 

was gradually accepted by the majority society. Nonetheless, it still is, and we may 

expect that it still will be (unless and until some great societal paradigm shift occurs), 

a very important and influential school of criticism. It is because besides promoting 

the rights and equality of women, it also manages to questions perhaps all the pre-

existing notions of the workings of our society and, equally importantly, the previous 

notions of the workings of language, education and literature. 

 However, even though the previous paragraph seems to make a nice epitaph 

of Feminist Criticism, we must note that it is not dead, but, yet again, only 

transformed into another stage. As the primary goals of Feminism are being 

recognised by the majority society, Feminism loses its radicalism and can expand its 

focus on other follow-up issues, which, in turn, become radical and revolutionary in 

its place. This is how Lesbian criticism arises, which is moreover sometimes, in its 

most radical form, seen as the ultimate stage or level of Feminism and which tries to 

do for sexuality that what feminism has done for gender.  (Barry 140) This approach 

seems to mimic the evolutionary steps of feminism in that it was also hidden in the 

dregs of the society, became apparent and radical, while being equally diversified in 

its various forms of opposition to homophobia and heterosexism and its 

reinterpretations of the Canon and subsequent creation of its own canons. And it 

even ends in a similar fashion, by becoming accepted and docile and evolving into 

another approach – this time, Queer Theory. This description might go on and on, but 

this is perhaps enough as an introductory example into the theoretical background of 

the workings of an Engaged school of literary criticism. 

2.3.2.6. Lady of the Flies 

 One more thing it might be enriching to look at as far as Feminist criticism is 

concerned would be a practical example of how this school approaches a specific 

literary work. For this endeavour, The Lord of the Flies by William Golding (which 

will also be analyzed from the Heavy Metal perspective later on) was chosen. This 
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comparison of interpretations will hopefully also be another chance to further stress 

the polysemy of literary works and the inevitable narrow focus of individual schools 

of criticism. As William Golding is a male author, his work cannot be analyzed 

neither from the Feminine nor Female perspective, though it is almost a perfect 

specimen to be criticised from the Feminist perspective proper, more precisely the 

British approach as the novel deals with the workings of the society.  

 This is thanks to the most noticeable element of the novel – there are no 

women (or girls) in it. This means that it portrays the essential structure and 

functioning of the real patriarchal society, and thus, by analysing this novel, it can 

also be pointed out what, in the feminist point of view, is wrong with the society in 

general. This can be done because, as a Feminist critic might argue, even though 

there are women in the real world, it is as if they were not really there. The world is 

run by men (among whom may from time to time penetrate masculinised women) 

and women together with their approaches, worldviews and ideals are suppressed or 

effectively ignored by the mainstream culture.  

Thus if there were girls among the boys on the island, the most likely scenario 

is that they would be disregarded and ignored by the main male protagonists same as 

they are in reality by the establishment and same as are the “littluns” in the novel. 

The second possible scenario is that the boys would notice the girls and their distress 

thanks to their (otherwise impotent) “Britishness” and would perhaps do more to 

elevate their comfort and their own standards of hygiene. Though this would most 

probably not stop them from their disunity and their war-games, same as the wives of 

real world leaders cannot stop them from waging wars, and, on the contrary, might 

even cause more antagonism among the boys who would fight for the affections of 

the most valuable trophy-girl. Both of these scenarios thus lead to the same 

conclusion as if there were no girls at all, the only difference perhaps being that if 

they were there, the littluns might be better looked after – the girls would most 

probably feel more obliged to take care of them than the boys do, due to their 

different upbringing (social-roles indoctrination). 

 A different thing altogether would no doubt be if there were only girls 

marooned on the island and no boys. There is a wide array of possible scenarios of 
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what would happen then, but if the author was a Utopian Feminist and the genre an 

“Amazon Utopia”, the novel would describe “the complex tasks of comb-building 

and filling, the care and feeding of the young [...] the educative and selective 

processes of the group-mothers, and the passion of loyalty, of social service” (Rice 

107). Though if the theme of the novel was to be the same (the investigation into the 

darkness of wo-man’s heart and the search for the source of evil), it is questionable if 

such a novel could be written at all, as it would in that case have to be radically 

different in almost all its aspects. 

 However, even though there are no females present in the narrative as such, 

they are sometimes, actually very sporadically, referred to by the boys. This in itself 

tells us something about the society they come from, though a part of the reason that 

is so may be because every time someone mentions home, he is shushed (Golding 

29) because it is a taboo. When they do talk about homes or adults, they mostly use 

only the generic term “a man” (Golding 27) or “grown-ups” (Golding 12, 28, 113, 

117, 246). And when they do mention their parents, which even the littluns do very 

seldom – “They cried for their mothers much less often than might have been 

expected” (Golding 74) – they focus mainly on their fathers (except for Piggy who 

talks about his Auntie who brought him up because his father was dead): Ralph 

boasts about his father being in the Navy and surely rescuing them and is interested it 

the other boy’s father’s (not mother’s) profession. (Golding 19) Also, when he 

wishes for some help, he wishes, again, for his father. (Golding 117) When their 

mothers are mentioned though, we get a very interesting and unfavourable picture of 

them: Piggy starts talking about his mum, but never finishes the sentence (Golding 

17), so we know nothing about her, except that he would rather not talk about it. 

Similarly, Ralph remembers a time when “mummy had still been with them” 

(Golding 139), which means that she has either died or left them. In either case, 

mothers are seen as incompetent and unreliable.  

However, the society described in the novel is gender-differentiated 

altogether: In a flashback into his normal life, Ralph remembers refusing to read a 

book because the main protagonists were girls, and reads mostly books that were 

explicitly written for boys. (Golding 139) This shows that since early childhood boys 

and girls are taught to have different values and interests and that they live in 
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different worlds, so to speak. However, these two worlds are nothing but human 

constructs. While the boys do not want to tie back their overgrown hair because they 

would look like girls (Golding 212), the savages, thanks to their masks, are liberated 

from shame, self-consciousness (Golding 80) and the influence of imposed social 

standards, and so they tie their hair back because of its practicality (Golding 216) and 

do not mind that it would make them look feminine in the eyes of their culture. And 

if having long hair tied back being feminine is nothing but an artificial social 

construct, there is no telling where to draw the line between what is and what is not 

so. 

 Feminist Criticism, however, focuses not only on the female protagonists (or 

their absence) in literary works and the way the feminine is defined there, but also on 

the way the patriarchal society works and what is wrong with it. The boys on the 

island follow the male power-oriented societal archetypes: Their primary concern, 

when they first meet, is asking where the grown-ups (people in power) are (Golding 

12, 27). And even as soon as there are only two of them get together, their primary 

aim is in determining who of them is better, or at least, less conspicuously, whose 

father has a higher position in the social hierarchy (Golding 19). When this hierarchy 

is unclear, they start fighting for power over others. First, Ralph starts making fun of 

Piggy for his nickname and thus sets himself above (Golding 16). As for the littluns, 

they give Ralph and Piggy the “same simple obedience” as to “the man with the 

megaphone” because they, to the littleuns, seem like adults and have a recognizable 

symbol of power – the conch, which is similar to the trumpet. Likewise, Jack 

Merridew gets his recognition thanks to his “uniformed superiority” (Golding 28) 

and uses the same tactics of putting down his opponents as Ralph did by calling 

Piggy a Fatty. (Golding 28)  

 A problem arises when these two authorities – Ralph and Jack – meet, for 

there “ought to” be someone “to decide things”, a chief. (Golding 29) When neither 

can become the accepted authority on their own accord only thanks to their powers, 

they must turn to others to decide which of the two (evils) is better and a democratic 

voting procedure is organised, roles and duties are distributed and everything seems 

to be going well for a while. (Golding 30-31) However, as we are dealing with a 

patriarchal authoritarian society, the first thing that they want to establish, what they 
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see as the foundations of a functional society, is rules, lots of rules and, more 

importantly, punishments for breaking these rules. (Golding 44) Furthermore, the 

boys come from a society which is based on competition and where virtually 

everyone is brought up to be the best one, to get as high as possible in the social 

hierarchy. So it is only a question of time before the whole “democratic” system falls 

apart and inevitably ends up a fascist dictatorial regime based on fear, punishment, 

brute force, and the promises of a better tomorrow as does Jack’s tribe by the end of 

the novel – “It’s time some people knew they’ve got to keep quiet and leave deciding 

things to the rest of us”. (Golding 126) All this is because they are boys and follow 

the behavioural patterns that were instilled in them by their fathers, and which would 

be radically different were it the Feminist values they followed.  

2.3.2.7. Other Engaged Schools 

 The other Engaged schools of literary criticism follow a similar pattern as far 

as their life-cycle and organization is concerned to that of the Feminist and Lesbian 

schools that we have described above. The aspects in which they differ is, however, 

not only the ideological positions they are trying to defend and promote, but also the 

different methods they use and the various other approaches of literary criticism to 

which they turn for inspiration. These include Cultural studies, Structuralism and 

Post-Structuralism, Literary Deconstruction, Post-Modernism, New Historicism, 

Aestheticism, and perhaps others. And as far as the topics go, Marxist Criticism 

focuses on the differences between social classes; Afro-American Criticism studies 

the history and culture of African Americans and fights for their equality; Post-

Colonial Criticism begins by recognising the “otherness” of the cultures of former 

colonies and acknowledges their autonomy and integrity; and lastly, Eco-Criticism, 

or “green-studies”, focuses on “the relationship between literature and the physical 

environment.” (Barry 248) 

 

2.3.3. Theorising about the Form 

Theoretical approaches differ from all the other approaches in that they focus 

more on the form than on the content – either on the form as such or on ways in 

which the form can be used to get to the content that is hidden beneath. In this 
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section we are going to look at Formalism, Russian Formalism to be more precise, 

because it explains why the study of the form is important, why there is such a wide 

variety of formal devices and what effects the form itself can have on the reader. 

Also, Russian Formalism is quite important and interesting because it was at the 

beginning of the transformation of the Liberal Humanist approach to the new, 

modern understanding of Literary and Literary-Critical Studies in the 1920s when 

more rigorously scientific methods started being used for studying literature. 

(Rice16) 

2.3.3.1. What Is That? 

 The one most important term that helps explain everything about form we 

need to understand is the concept of ostranenie or “defamiliarization”. (Rice 17) 

Ostranenie is Russian for “making strange”, which is exactly what formal devices in 

literature, if applied properly, can do: People often assume that things are what they 

are without critical reflection simply on the basis that it is habitual, always was what 

it was, and so they do things automatically (unconsciously). However, when some 

things are described differently to what the readers are used to, it makes the things 

strange in a way and brings the things out of the readers’ habitual perception into a 

more conscious understanding of the things and so they can see them for what they 

really are, not what they traditionally accepted without thinking that the things are. 

(Shklovsky 19)   

 This is why Russian Formalism gives such importance to and focuses 

on the form, or as they would say, “literariness”. (Rice 16) The study of literariness 

means the study of what makes literature into literature, which is basically the special 

use of language, literary language, which is characterised by the use of a wide variety 

of linguistic figures, whether it be figures of speech or of sound or rhetorical or 

syntactic figures. It might come to mind that once all these figures are described and 

analysed, Formalism would be achieved and have nothing more to offer. However, in 

reality, this can never happen because those devices that once made readers perceive 

something as new and strange, by a repeated and frequent use, begin to lose their 

effectiveness and new fresh techniques and devices must by invented by writers to 

achieve the same desired effect of ostranenie. (Rice 17) And to find the newest or 
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most inventive figures, techniques and devices, Formalism then turns to and builds 

its canon out of works, not necessarily always literary works (Shklovsky 21), which 

use these the most. This means that it privileges poetry and difficult or modernist 

works which also often “lay bare the device”. (Rice 17)  

2.3.3.2. The Form of the Ancient Mariner 

 As an example of a Formalist analysis of a literary work, it would be good to 

choose a work which contains many of these “defamiliarising” methods – for 

example the poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by S. T. Coleridge. The first 

thing we must get back to, before we even get to looking at the poem in more detail, 

is the concept of evolution of estrangening devices which we have mentioned in the 

previous section: If the artistic standard of a certain time evolves too much, those 

devices associated with it that have once been habitual and have lost their effect may 

come to acquire it again when they become less used and forgotten by the general 

public. Also, it is not only specific linguistic figures that change over time, but entire 

literary genres as well, and so as the modern reader is often not used to reading 

poetry, the fact itself that The Rime is a poem may have the effect of estrangement. 

Furthermore, there are some devices that perhaps never lose their effect – the 

division of a work into separate segments (seven parts of The Rime and division into 

stanzas) and the rhythm (here Iambic), which both serve to slow down the pace of 

the readers so that they have more opportunities to think more deeply about the 

content. 

 Now, there are many figures in The Rime so we shall look at but a few to get 

a general picture of what may be found in a Formalist critical analysis: First of all, 

we may notice the strange language with many archaic words and grammatical 

structures, which were archaic even at the time of the poem’s creation, consider: 

“Now wherefore stop’st thou me?”. From figures of speech we find, for example, 

similes “As green as emerald”, “Red as a rose is she”, images “As idle as a painted 

ship / Upon a painted ocean”, personification and periphrasis “The sun came up upon 

the left, [...] And he shone bright, and on the right / Went down into the sea. // Higher 

and higher every day, / Till over the mast at noon”, which is a very roundabout way 

to say that they were sailing south. From the figures of speech we have already 
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mentioned rhythm, but we can also notice a regular rhyming pattern and, for 

example, alliteration “The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew, / The furrow 

followed free”. Out of rhetorical figures we can find, for example, rhetorical 

questions “Is this the hill? Is this the kirk?” or a paradox “the silence sank / Like 

music on my heart”. And, lastly, some noticeable syntactic figures: a very frequent 

inversion “all fixed on me their stony eyes”, “That moment that his face I see” or 

repetition coupled with asyndeton “At first it seemed a little speck, / And then it 

seemed a mist: / It moved and moved, and took at last / a certain shape, I wist // A 

speck, a mist, a shape, I wist!” These are of course only some examples of only some 

linguistic figures that can be found in this poem, but they are perhaps sufficient to 

demonstrate the richness of the subject-matter that Formalist criticism studies.  

2.3.3.3. Other Theoretical Approaches 

 Theoretical approaches then are not really interested in the meaning of a 

literary work or its relation to its extra-literary environment, but rather the effects of 

the form itself and in the various ways that meaning is hidden in them or can be 

extracted from them. This would be true for the following Theoretical approaches: 

Semiotic literary criticism focuses on the structure of a literary work, trying to 

generalise its components (characters, places, repeated story-lines) taking them as 

symbols and then finding relations between these symbols and corresponding 

symbols in other similar works. Literary Deconstruction also focuses on key terms 

and concepts in a given work, but then looks at how these concepts are undermined 

by the work itself which, in the end, shows the work as inhomogeneous and self-

destructive. Literary Hermeneutics studies texts using various methods which derive 

from logic and, by applying these methods, analyses the hidden real meaning of a 

text. However, for Aestheticism, it is a little different because, though it is interested 

in form same as Formalism, it is not interested in the meaning and use of the form as 

much as in the aesthetic evaluation of the formal aspects of a given literary work. 
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2.3.4. Psycho-Analyzing 

2.3.4.1. Analytical approaches 

We have already stated that in our understanding of this category, Analytical 

schools of literary criticism use various theories of the workings of the real world 

and people within it to analyse the meaning of literary works, the relations of these 

works to the world and people around them – the author and the reader – as well as 

to investigate the nature of literary works and the creative processes behind their 

genesis. As an easily approachable, yet quite complex, example we have chosen the 

Psychoanalytical School of literary criticism because, in its various forms (Freudian, 

Lacanian, Jungian), it addresses all these relations. As many of the other Analytical 

schools focus their various theories on the same fields of inquiry, they often 

influence each other and help each other develop and so it happens that, for example, 

Lacanian Psychoanalytical current was very much influenced by Structuralist 

Linguistics (Barry 108) and thus is very different from the Freudian approach. 

2.3.4.2. Freudian approach 

Psychoanalytic approach started with Freud’s investigations into the workings 

of the human unconscious and especially with his noticing that the dream-like 

workings of the unconscious rather closely resemble the poetics of literary works 

(Barry 98) in that they use the same processes of conveying hidden meaning.  

Literature, same as the unconscious meaning manifested in dreams, “don’t say 

things, they shows things” (Barry 99) using various concealment techniques such as 

indirect images, symbols, emblems and metaphors (Barry 102) because saying them 

directly would often cause either the mind or the society to react violently against the 

proposed ideas or would not allow them to emerge at all due to an established 

censorship of the ego (Barry 99, italics in original), or the prevalent cultural 

paradigm.  

Freudian Psychoanalytic criticism is then interested not in the surface (the 

conscious) of literary works, but rather in the hidden (the unconscious) meaning that 

is buried underneath the visible and easily understandable. (Barry 96) To understand 

this hidden meaning, the Psychoanalytic critic then uses various Frudian concepts, 

mainly those of repression, sublimation, ego, superego, id, libido and its stages (oral, 
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anal, phallic), eros and thanatos, various defence mechanisms of the mind 

(transference, projection, screen memory, the slip), displacement and condensation. 

(Barry 97-98) These are sometimes used to such an extent that a work of 

Psychoanalytic literary criticism may come to resemble more an explication of 

psychoanalysis on the example of a literary work, than the explication of the literary 

work using psychoanalysis. 

 As Freudian Psychoanalysis focuses on the human mind, what it studies in 

relation to literature is not only the way real meaning is hidden in literary works, but 

it mostly focuses on analysing the unconscious of either the authors or of the 

characters within their works, trying to find the repressed in them which emerges in 

the literary work. Subsequently, it is then detached from the outside world for it finds 

the explanation of a person’s behaviour in their individual “psycho-drama” rather 

than the “social-drama”. (Barry 105) However, for all its contributions to the 

understanding of literature, Freudian Psychoanalysis is often criticised for its 

subjectivity, chauvinism and excessive emphasis of the role of sexual libido (Barry 

103-105), and so it is often disapproved of and various reinterpretations of Freud are 

given preference.  

2.3.4.3 Lacanian Approach 

 One of the most influential revisions of the Freudian approach is the work of 

Jacques Lacan, a French psychoanalyst, who, because of his exposure to the theories 

of Ferdinand de Saussure and Roman Jakobson, wants to go “back to basics” (Barry 

109) and using Linguistic and Structuralist theories reinterprets the role of the 

unconscious as “the kernel of our being.” (Barry 113) The same theories lead him to 

a modified understanding of the workings of the unconscious, whose structure, in the 

Lacanian approach, very closely resembles the structure and workings of language. 

(Procházka 123) To understand this similarity, we must look into how the infant 

mind develops: First, the mind perceives the Imaginary Realm where all is one, the 

baby identifies completely with the world around and sees itself as an integral part of 

it. Then, in the Mirror Stage, it notices that it is a separate but complete entity and 

enters the Symbolic Realm when it starts using the language system. In this Realm, 

the world is not only fragmented into pieces that are given names, but mainly where 
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it can no longer identify with these objects directly because in order to think about 

them and handle them it has to use linguistic signs which are abstract and have no 

direct connection to the objects themselves. (Procházka 123, Barry 114)This 

distancing creates in the infant a feeling of lacking something and an unquenchable 

desire for a return into the heavenly primordial state – the fullness and completeness 

of the Imaginary Realm.  (Rice 124) 

 What this means for literary criticism is that this approach brings forth a 

radically different understanding of the literary character and the way meaning is 

conveyed by texts than was the Freudian concept. Firstly, it sees Psychoanalytic 

criticism as a wholly verbal science because it uses language to a study system that is 

itself based on language and which can read a literary work in the same way as it 

reads the unconscious. (Barry 110-111) As the literary character (or a person) “is” 

his or hers unconscious, and the unconscious is fundamentally linguistic – stemming 

from a pre-existing, unchangeable structure – the characters lose all their 

individuality, are no longer seen as persons, but rather as “assemblages of signifiers 

clustering around a proper name.” (Barry 113) The way hidden unconscious desires 

of such a character (or the buried meaning in a text when we analyse a literary work 

as a whole) manifest in the conscious mind (the surface level of the text) follows the 

two main principles already developed by Freud: condensation and displacement. 

Condensation works on the same principle as the metaphor, when two images merge 

into only one, and displacement is like metonymy, when a part of an image, an 

object, is substituted for the whole image or object. (Procházka 124)  

 This unification of the unconscious, language and literature together with the 

dissolution of the literary character in the literary work results in that a Lacanian 

Psychoanalytic literary critic would not be interested in analysing authors or literary 

characters as a Freudian critic would, but would rather analyse the text itself, 

considering it a self-contained universe of discourse. (Barry 115) Mentioning 

universes of discourse, we have mentioned that Lacanian Psychoanalysis 

distinguishes two universes, or Realms, the Imaginary and the Symbolic. These two 

universes correspond to two ideal types of texts Lacanian literary critics distinguish – 

the Imaginary would be anti-realist, poetical and “female”, and the Symbolic would 

be realist, structured, prosaic and “patriarchal”. Of these two, the Lacanian 
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Psychoanalytic literary canon would preferably contain those works in which the 

Imaginary realm breaks into the Symbolic, questioning its artificial constructs, so that 

meta-fictional and magical realist literary works would be favoured. (Barry 114) 

2.3.4.4. Jungian Approach 

 When we talk about Psychoanalytic literary criticism, we must include the 

insights of Carl Gustav Jung for he not only further develops theories of artistic 

creation and the nature of literature, but also investigates directly into the concept of 

the literary critic. In his understanding, “there is a fundamental difference of 

approach between the psychologist’s examination of a literary work, and that of the 

literary critic” (Jung 276), where, in our grasp of these terms, “literary critic” would 

mean “a Traditional literary critic” and “psychologist”, “a Psychoanalytic literary 

critic”. The latter then, as opposed to the former, would be interested in works of an 

otherwise rather “dubious merit” (Jung 276), works which contain “a primordial 

experience which surpasses man’s understanding” and a “disturbing vision of 

monstrous and meaningless happenings”. (Jung 278) In other words, works which, in 

order to be understood, need to be analyzed using psychoanalytical techniques and 

processes. These works, that would constitute the Jungian literary canon, are called 

“visionary” and are opposed to the fully self-explanatory “psychological” works (the 

psychological novel) where the behaviour of the characters is already analysed by the 

authors themselves and which then require no further analysis by the Psychoanalytic 

critic. (Jung 276-278) 

Jung also further develops the role of the unconscious in the authorial creative 

process and subsequently in the readers’ understanding of a literary work. His grasp 

of this issue is in opposition to Freud who proposes that a work of art is born in the 

authors’ unconscious and stems from their personal idiosyncratic neuroses and 

complexes which, in turn, arise mostly from their real or imagined childhood 

experiences. (Jung 279) Jung, who sees these peculiarities as irrelevant (Jung 279), 

insists on the impersonality of a work of art. (Jung 278) He sees the artist as nothing 

but a possessed inhuman medium through which the work of art can manifest from 

the collective (be it local) unconscious in order to restore the psychic equilibrium of 

the given culture and epoch by producing an actualization of universal primordial 
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images and concepts. (Jung 280-282) A reader then reads this work of art, the 

author’s dream, so to speak, lets it act upon himself/herself same as it acted upon the 

artist and through this process of “participation mystique” (s)he is also able to access 

the “healing and redeeming forces of the collective psyche.” (Jung 282) 

2.3.4.5. Psychoanalytical approach 

 We have seen that the Psychoanalytical school of literary criticism is as 

diversified as any other school, with various, often opposing views and concepts, 

which, in turn, are not static, but undergo a never-ending continuous development 

(but these changes come as no surprise for we know that this is characteristic of all 

critical schools, that they are all equally fundamentally arbitrary and volatile). The 

development of the Psychoanalytic school started with Freud by analysing certain 

aspects of the subject and, as far as our description goes, ended up with Jung who 

analysed global aspects of the whole universe. However, the development does not 

mean that the sub-schools which seem to be overcome cease to be valid and useful, 

on the other hand, as each of the partial approaches focuses on a different aspect of a 

work of art and its context, it is most helpful to combine all of them to get the most 

exhaustive analysis of a literary work. To see how these sub-schools complement 

each other, it would be good to look at a practical example of literary psychoanalysis. 

2.3.4.6. Brave New Psycho-Analysis 

 As a literary work on which to illustrate what Psychoanalytic literary 

criticism may do in practice, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World was chosen 

because, though it is a novel which deals mainly with the criticism of the society, it 

also offers many interesting points of interest to the psychoanalyst. One of such 

points is that it openly mentions and elaborates on Freud’s theories of the importance 

of early upbringing and the birth of various neuroses and complexes. Another is that 

a deeper understanding of its characters, situations and ideas may be quite easily 

gained using other psychoanalytical terms and topics, not only from the Freudian 

approach, but from Lacanian and Jungian approaches as well. 

 Perhaps the most interesting thing about this novel from the Psychoanalytical 

point of view is that it tries to show in practice what it would look like to take 

Freud’s theories on the workings of the human mind ad absurdum and apply them 
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institutionally to the “betterment” (meaning easier control) of the whole society. If 

the source of societal instability are individuals’ neuroses and complexes, then, 

evidently, the only way to maintain the desired stability is to get rid of all these 

neuroses. And if most of them are caused during early upbringing in the family 

(Oedipal complex etc.), by unsatisfied desires and basically any strong emotions, 

then the obvious solution is the proposed one: abolish the family, ensure an easy 

instant gratification (especially of the sexual want, as, according to Freud, the main 

drive of a person is their libido) and proffer a ubiquitous tool to smooth down any 

unpleasant thoughts – the drug Soma. (Huxley 36-52) Also, as the second strongest 

initiative in a person’s life is the thanatos, the death-instinct, the citizens must be 

conditioned to accept death and all that is linked to dying. (Huxley 195) To stress the 

necessity of these precautions, the novel presents the Savage who shows us how 

miserable life would be if it were not for all these measures: he has a horrible 

childhood, an ambiguous and very disturbing relationship with his mother, a “father” 

whom he wants to kill so he could have her only for himself, is full of all kinds of 

inferiority complexes, (Huxley 147-164) cannot enter into a working relationship 

with a woman (Huxley 226) and is generally antisocial. However, the situation is not 

as easy as it seems, because the practice is quite different from the theory because 

both Bernard and Helmholtz, and by the end Lenina partly also, are unhappy in the 

society in which they should be perfectly content. Bernard suffers from inferiority 

complexes because of his deficient height (Huxley 76-77), Helmholtz sees through 

the illusion and is dissatisfied with the emptiness of the proposed distractions 

(Huxley 79), and Lenina desires a strong, long-term attachment to somebody 

(Huxley 46). Furthermore, these aberrations seem to be quite common, for even the 

World Controller admits that there are many islands where people who dislike this 

society can find a satisfactory refuge from it all. (Huxley 274) In this way, the novel 

undermines and deconstructs all the proposed measures and by doing that also 

criticizes the application of Freud’s theories. 

 However, this is not the only way the novel can be read using the Freudian 

approach. For example, the workings of the society in Brave New World may be 

understood by comparing it to the three-part concept of the Self: In this reading of 

the novel, the idealised image of the society, with all its rules of conduct and 
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hypnopaedic wisdom would be the superego. The id would be all the base and 

undesirable (although biologically perfectly natural) impulses, which need to be 

conditioned out of the citizens or, should they arise anyway, immediately suppressed 

by using Soma such as all and any strong emotions, deep emotional attachments, the 

desire for solitude, introspective thought and other unacceptable aberrations.(Huxley 

285) And finally the ego which is any given individual who is trapped between these 

two tendencies, wants to conform to the superego but has problems with it because 

of the ever protruding id. Another noticeable and noteworthy thing is the force of the 

mostly conditioned unconscious which controls the way the people behave so that 

they have unwitting reflexes to certain stimuli. An example would be when they start 

reproducing a piece of the hypnopaedic wisdom immediately when a situation even 

remotely resembles a deviation from the desired norm, their fear of solitude, dirt, 

blood etc. 

 As for a Lacanian interpretation, we can add to our understanding of the 

novel by focusing on the two Realms, Imaginary and Symbolic, and especially the 

Mirror Stage during which the structure and thought patterns of the Symbolic realm 

start reflecting in the mind of  the developing heroes. The most important thing about 

the novel is that there are actually two Symbolic Realms, two world-views or 

paradigms, which are in fundamental disagreement – this causes most of the 

problems that the Savage, and his mother before him, encounters. (Huxley 140-143) 

Both these Realms are, in accordance to Lacan’s theory, language-based.  The first 

one we encounter is of the modern world and is inscribed into the children’s mind 

through conditioning, hypnopaedia and the various sayings which reflect the desired 

values of the society. The second one is an idiosyncratic mixture the folklore from 

the reservation (which itself is a mixture of native beliefs and Christian values) and 

the world of Shakespeare’s works which is put together by the Savage through 

listening to the tales of the elders and re-reading his most valued book. As is given 

for the Symbolic Realm, both of them accordingly, though manifested in their 

different ways, allow a person to understand, analyze and grasp the world in great 

nuances. (Huxley 157) However, at the same time, they cause the estrangement of 

the person from their immediate situation so that they can never again perceive the 

situation directly but only through the sieve of language-concepts. (Huxley 231-232) 
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This then creates in the person different lacks and so different desires that need to be 

fulfilled and both  Symbolic Realms have a powerful tool – poetry – at hand to help 

confirm the set world-view. These aspects in themselves are enough to make a 

person in one of those realms fundamentally unhappy, but for the Savage and his 

mother this is even worse because they are right in the middle of the clash of these 

two Symbolic realms. Accordingly, they cannot live even the relatively happy life in 

either of the two worlds and need to find a refuge either in drugs (Linda) or in a 

solitary escape from both (the Savage). 

 The Jungian approach would, again, focus on different things altogether. First 

of all, we can see that Brave New World truly is a “visionary” work – otherwise the 

three above paragraphs would be redundant and useless for the ideas expressed in 

them would be included rather explicitly in the novel itself, which they are not. Next, 

we should perhaps analyze here how Aldous Huxley himself was obsessed by 

writing and artistic creation (Rolo VIII), that he was a writer of ideas (Rolo IX), that 

the novel was called forth by the universal unconscious to help us deal with the 

threats of communism, fascism, media propaganda, the gradual disappearance of 

religion, the nature and possible misuse of science, the uncertain future of 

humankind and various other phenomena and how all these reflect in both the 

universal and human psyche. However, if we look into the novel itself, we can see 

that some of the concerns that would interest a Jungian psychoanalyst critic are 

manifested in the character of the writer Helmholtz: He feels an irresistible urge to 

write and produce deep literature even though he has been actually effectively 

conditioned out of feeling such an urge. It is because there is something in him that 

wants out, only he cannot clearly grasp what it is for it is too deeply in his (the 

universal) unconscious, though he is aware that the problem is in the society around 

him which is too shallow, too empty underneath all the distractions and empty 

hypnopaedic rhymes (Huxley 82-83). He recognizes what he feels only after it has 

itself, without his knowing, fully materialised through him in his poem which, 

finally, has some deeper meaning. This poem also has the power to pierce through 

his students and make them feel uneasy because it interferes with their conditioning 

(Huxley 215-217) and, though they shall not accept it, tries to align them to the great 

universal purpose. 
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2.3.4.7. Other Analytical schools 

Not only is the Psychoanalytic interpretation of Brave New World that has 

been proposed in the above pages only a stub, we must also keep in mind that it is 

only one of the many possible ways in which the relation between a literary work and 

its environment can be viewed and studied. It must also be noted that even though all 

these Analytical schools of literary criticism are not fully independent from each 

other, but actually form a complex web of reciprocal influence as each of them 

focuses on different aspects or uses different methods and concepts in analysing 

these aspects of the literary work to environment relation. Though each Analytical 

school would choose for interpretation, and thus into its own favoured canon, 

different literary works, according to in what works their concepts are most apparent 

and can be thus best analysed using the given approach, for comparison,  it would be 

useful to have a look at what each school would focus on if they were to analyse 

Brave New World: Cognitive Studies would no doubt find it interesting to consider 

whether all the brain-washing technologies would actually work and if it were really 

possible to have surrogate replacement for emotions. Reader-Response Criticism 

would ask how the reader reacts to and is influenced by the work. Structuralist 

criticism would analyse the system of signs and the recurrent themes in this work and 

how they are organised. Post-Structuralists would look for places where the work 

self-contradicts and so deconstructs itself and would look for the “silences” – what 

the text says by not saying it. Cultural studies would compare the fictional cultures 

and how they relate to each other and to the outside, extra-literary world. New 

Historicism would find it interesting to point out how the World-State maintains its 

power over its citizens and from what actual extra-literary texts these ideas arise. 

Postmodernism would analyse the work to see the mixing and instability of literary 

genres within, search if it takes up ideas or themes from other previous literary works 

and what the type of relation this is and look for meta-narrative instances. Mytho-

criticism would analyse the characters and plots to see if they call upon any 

mythological archetypes. And last but not least, Darwinian Literary Studies would 

study the genres present in this novel and study how literature evolved to be able to 

produce a work of this kind and would find interest in the metaphors present within 

and how they would arise from the distinct use of language in the novel. 
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2.3.5. A Nation Building a Canon Building a Nation 

 In section “Typology, Classification” we have already peaked on two 

approaches (Genre-based Children’s literature and Occupational-Based Medical) of 

those that fit in our last category comprising of approaches that manipulate with the 

canon often in a very direct and deliberate way. The question is if we can call them 

schools of literary criticism at all – probably not because they are not literary in their 

fundamentals (except perhaps Genre-based approaches but even those not really). 

They impose on themselves certain limitations as to which literary and non-literary 

works they focus on based on certain random (though well-substantiated) criteria and 

then evaluate this narrow set of works on other random (though well-substantiated) 

criteria. Also, everything they do is only to validate their choice of criteria and 

promote their tenets while narrowing the meaning and character of these chosen 

works. This can be well demonstrated on the example of a National canon. 

2.3.5.1. The Charge of the Great Nation 

 It might be argued that such a thing as a National canon has a very good basis 

for its existence and is not haphazard or random at all. However, considering that any 

nation is in fact only the outcome of various historical accidents and the nationalist 

feeling nothing but yet another vain meta-narrative claiming a universal nature, it can 

be said that even such a firm and self-evident phenomena is, in fact, nothing that it 

pretends to be. When assembling and interpreting a National canon, those works 

would be chosen that somehow reflect and glorify the history, ideology, temperament 

or supremacy of the given nation and its peoples.  

 As a concrete example of a National analysis of a literary work, the poem The 

Charge of the Light Brigade by Lord Alfred Tennyson, which shall also be analysed 

further on from a Heavy-Metalist perspective, can be easily used. This poem is a 

very good example of the use of a literary work for nationalist purposes – it was 

distributed, in pamphlet form, among troops taking part later on in the war it 

describes an episode of. (“The Charge...”) The poem was used as such because it 

glorifies the self-sacrifice in the name of the country: it first sets the role of a 

common soldier “Theirs not to make reply, / Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to 

do and die.”, prepares them for what to expect on the battlefield “Cannon in front of 
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them / Volley’d and thunder’d; / Storm’d at with shot and shell,”, makes facing 

certain death a matter of heroism “Boldly they rode and well, / Into the jaws of 

Death” and promises never-ending glory and even world-wide recognition “When 

can their glory fade? / O the wild charge they made! / All the world wondered.” even 

though their entire endeavour may be in vain and their death the result of a negligent 

mistake “Some one had blunder’d”. 

 From the above analysis it is evident what the poem wants to achieve overtly, 

but it is more interesting to look at what the analysis presupposes and what it tries to 

do deep down. The first bold belief is that the destiny of the soldiers, and so of the 

whole nation, matters to the whole world, nay the whole universe. And everyone is 

interested in it because it is so great – so great that it is worth dying for. The death of 

the soldier, and indeed of any person, is an acceptable and welcome sacrifice as long 

as the nation prevails to spread its own grand narrative. The soldiers and the citizens 

of this great nation should blindly and unquestionably obey the authorities and 

overlook its mistakes and weaknesses as these are the desired qualities of a good 

soldier and citizen of this nation. In this way, the nation maintains its existence – by 

any means necessary – such is the strength of its belief in its own righteousness. 

2.3.5.2. Other Cannon-Makers 

 Although all National canons are almost exactly the same in how they do 

what they do, they vary greatly and are often even in direct opposition in what they 

want to promote and what works they choose to help them do so. This is true even 

for other approaches of this type, and mainly for their many sub-categories, whether 

they are part of the Theme or Genre-based, National, Regional, Religious, 

Occupational or Scientific approaches. 

 

2.3.6. What Shall We Do with this Broken Mirror? 

 Now is the time to figure out what could be the conclusion of this incursion 

into the various types of schools of literary criticism. It was shown that even though 

each school goes as deep as it can, it is at the same time very narrow due to the limits 

and methodology it has set for itself. Furthermore, it was ascertained that both this 
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depth and narrowness are set-up ad hoc, determined by the history, culture and 

ideology (the dominant meta-narrative or an opposition to it) of the time and place of 

birth of each approach. Thus the reason for the fragmentariness of these literary-

critical approaches stems from the fragmentariness of the world itself and so cannot 

be seen as a fault, but only as a reflection of the real-world state of affairs.  Similarly, 

same as is perhaps true for any human institution, the main characteristic of each 

approach is that they do everything possible to perpetuate their existence and use 

every possible venue to support their claims and confirm their validity. For this they 

mainly use the creation and analysis of their own canons into which they assemble 

works that are most easily (ab-)used for their purposes to illustrate and promote their 

various concepts, goals and opinions. 

 Though this evaluation might seem oftentimes rather dismissive of literary 

criticism and its schools and approaches, that is not really the message of this work: 

It has also been pointed out on many occasions that literary criticism is indeed very 

useful in helping us understand the nature and meaning of literary works as well as 

many other aspects of the human experience in general, as long as we stay aware of 

their concurrent limitations and weaknesses. So perhaps the only and best thing to do 

would be to maintain this ambiguous paradoxical relationship to literary criticism 

where we can learn from what it has to offer but not fall for it too much, and thus 

enjoy the variety of possible interpretations and points of view that they offer when 

combined together.  
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3. One More Interpretation 

3.1. Why? 

Though it was proposed in the Introduction of this work that Heavy-Metalism 

most resembles an Engaged approach, the upcoming part of this work, unlike a 

typical work of other Engaged approaches, does not set as its purpose to spread a 

certain message and bring about social changes, but rather only wishes to inspect 

how various schools of literary criticism work, to examine their accidental nature and 

inspect if it is yet possible to come up with new approaches and how difficult such a 

feat would be. In this case, it is rather easy because what is called Heavy-Metalism in 

this work already exists in a quite developed though yet unresearched state – it even 

has its own canon of literary works, those that have been musicalized by Iron 

Maiden, a thing most approaches only struggle to create over time. On the following 

pages, some works from this canon are to be analysed from the Heavy-Metalist 

perspective to find those elements in them that make them interesting for this group 

of people, elements thanks to which these works have become canonical for Iron 

Maiden and their fans.  This is an important task because, as Harold Bloom suggests, 

finding that by what Canonical works captivate the reader is the ultimate goal of 

literary studies (Bloom 73), no matter that the readers are only a small fraction of the 

society and belong only to a minority sub-culture. 
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3.2. The Analyses 

 The selected canonical works are Lord of the Flies, The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner, Brave New World and The Charge of the Light Brigade. These works are 

not only canonical for Heavy Metalism, but are also considered Canonical by the 

Traditional Western approach. They have already been analysed using the 

perspectives of other schools of literary criticism in the previous section of this work 

so that these differing approaches could be compared in order to bring out the 

endless multiplicity of possible interpretations. 

 

3.2.1. We Are Lord of the Flies 

The lyrics of Lord of the Flies by Iron Maiden stem very narrowly from the 

original novel by William Golding, but the perspective they take seems to be rather 

different to what the novel itself is trying to promote. As the novel is partly, perhaps 

mainly, a parable which wants to illustrate general ideas (Golding iii) we are given in 

it several perspectives (grand narratives) that are in opposition and which are 

portrayed by individual characters, the main of which are: Ralph and Piggy who are 

the kind, rational, democratic, simply but not overly civilized part of the populace; 

Jack and Roger the savage, power-hungry, brute aspect of every person; and Simon 

the observer, the philosopher. In the Heavy Metal interpretation, the main voice is 

given to the view-point of Jack, the savage, whose opinions in the novel, same as the 

Heavy Metal subculture in the real world, is rather depreciated by the mainstream 

culture (Ralph and Piggy), though studied and beginning to be understood by its 

philosophers and sociologists (Simon). Before going on further, it must be noted that 

there are still major differences between Jack’s values as they are voiced in the song 

lyrics and the actual ideals of Heavy-Metalism. 

To start with the most important message of the song, the chorus: ‘Saints and 

sinners / Something within us / We are lord of the flies // Saints and sinners / 

Something willing us / To be lord of the flies’. This brings up the same argument 

which is often raised when this novel is being discussed by the traditional Liberal 

Humanist approach, whether the evil that is in a person is innate or whether it is 
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imbued into us by the surrounding cultural paradigms. In other words, the question is 

what is the nature of Beelzebub, the nature of that what was willing the boys (and 

secretly wills every person) to behave in a manner that is deemed unacceptable and 

uncivilised by our culture – to use imagery from the novel, did Beelzebub arise in 

them because civilisation was scraped off the boys together with their clothes, or was 

it that they were, both literally and metaphorically, covered in dirt? This question 

seems to be left unanswered, though it might be appeased by realising that the 

problem is perhaps not really what we are like in our core, but rather what we would 

like to achieve in this world: Ralph and Piggy want to be rescued, which is why they 

act the way they do – responsibly, maintaining reason and subordinating their desires 

(which they partly share with Jack) to achieve their goal of keeping the fire burning. 

Jack, on the contrary, does not care for a rescue, seizes the opportunity that he is 

delivered from civilization and ‘Faith has brought [him] to these shores’ and wants to 

make do with and enjoy what he has – ‘I don’t care for this world anymore / I just 

want to live my own fantasy’.  

 What is so thrilling about being a savage is that it simply is thrilling, ‘all the 

mixed emotion and anger [...] And feeling so high on this much adrenalin’ for 

example when you are hunting alone in the forest for a wild pig. Another attractive 

thing is that when you set on a task with a group of people, ‘it makes [you] feel as 

one’ for in the novel, one of the biggest desires of the boys it to feel included 

(Golding 234), be a part of a tribe, for which they are willing to do anything, even 

betray, as Samneric betrays Ralph. (Golding 236) It is a desire to become one with 

the others, to merge with them – the boys who were at first lost, scared and alone, 

each from a different school (Golding 25), strange and dissimilar, gradually become 

a homogeneous group. This merger is achieved especially during the pig-killing role-

play when the swarm of frenzied boys becomes “the throb and stamp of a single 

organism”. (Golding 187) This, even though the consequences are deadly for Simon, 

appeals to the Heavy-Metalist because it resembles what you can feel at a concert – 

the music in both cases becoming a hypnotizing “steady pulse” (Golding 187) of a 

many-headed organism which is nearly impossible to resist and not become an active 

part of. Even Ralph and Piggy, with all their reservations against it, cannot resist the 

compulsion to join the frenzy.  
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 The main thing that Ralph and Piggy reproach to Jack, besides that he is not 

interested in maintaining a signal fire, is that he so often breaks the rules they have 

set for themselves, such as when he so often speaks without having the conch. The 

lyrics ‘I just want to feel like we’re strong / We don’t need a code of morality’ is an 

opposition to Piggy’s conviction that Jack should behave “not because [he is] strong, 

but because what’s right’s right” (Golding 211) and a reflection of Jack’s “Bollocks 

to the rules! We’re strong...”. (Golding 114) It is a result of Jack’s understanding the 

inhospitality of the island (the world) where talking is useless and what is important 

is sheer survival, while only the survival of the fittest is possible. Jack does what he 

sees as necessary to ‘prepare [himself] for the elements’ that threaten with 

destruction on an island (world) where reason is impotent and inner strength to face 

the dreary and dangerous world around him can be best achieved through real 

physical strength. Only a thin unheard voice of Simon’s tries to show that the place 

perhaps is not as bad as Jack believes and that he really does ‘live [his] own fantasy’ 

(imprisoned in a narrow meta-narrative) because the beast they all fear is only an 

illusion that lives only in their heads and if they realised the true nature of the island, 

they could, in fact, make it “Like the Coral Island” (Golding 248). 

Yet it is not only the survival instinct that drives Jack, it is also for a great 

part the joy of being free and doing what one likes for when one has tasted the thrill, 

s/he may ‘[find] that [s/he likes] this living in danger’ and feeling the animalistic 

rapture of abandon. Even Ralph and Piggy understand that there must be time for 

play besides the time for work, though they prefer moderation and more self-control. 

The enrapture that Jack proposes is not accepted lightly: ‘Killing so we survive, 

wherever we may roam / Wherever we may hide, we've got to get away’ – get away 

before it reaches the final brutal and violent stage which Jack has reached and which 

is seen as undesirable by Ralph and Piggy as well as by Iron Maiden.  It is only at the 

moment of rescue, when facing reality again, that all the savages realise how it is 

‘scary to believe what [they]'ve become’ and how far they have gone out of bounds.  

The song is a fair warning that we should be careful not to follow Jack’s example 

and get that far because we ‘don't want existence to end’ either. In other words, the 

point of the song seems to be that when we recognise and the essential need to 

belong to a tribe, we must choose what tribe we want to belong to: If we desire to be 
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the ‘saints’ and join Ralph’s tribe together with Piggy and Simon of if we succumb to 

the temptations of Beelzebub and end up as ‘sinners’ together with Jack and his 

horde of painted savages. 

 

3.2.2. The Moral of the Ancient Mariner 

 Iron Maiden song The Rime of the Ancient Mariner was inspired by the lyric 

poem of the same title by S.T. Coleridge. In this musical retelling of the story, the 

perspective is shifted from the first-person narrative of the mariner himself, 

interspersed with descriptions of the place of his telling (the wedding) and of his 

listener (the wedding guest), into a third-person narration of the events that took 

place by an unknown narrator (perhaps the singer, for the lyrics say ‘and the curse 

goes on and on for them and me’). Otherwise, the song lyrics mimic very closely 

both the composition and atmosphere of the original poem. Even though The Rime is 

Iron Maiden’s longest song as it has over thirteen minutes and counts eighty-six 

lines, it is still inevitably a rather noticeable abbreviation of the poem, though all the 

important parts and elements of the story are preserved.  

 The story is a spiritual journey whose outcome is foreshadowed by the fact 

that the mariner is telling his tale at a wedding, a ceremony when two people declare 

unconditional love in front of God, forever. For most part, the journey is a 

‘nightmare’, a voyage to ‘a place nobody’s been’, a place where there is no wind, no 

movement and so no time, only suffering, for only there, by getting a different 

perspective of things, can the mariner realise the real nature of God’s intent. The 

turning point, which, together with the end part, gives us the moral message of the 

whole story comes when the mariner, tormented by the curse inflicted upon him by 

the albatross and the ‘Life in Death’, notices the sea creatures and becomes aware of 

their role in the whole of creation: ‘And by the light of the moon / He prays for their 

beauty, not doom / With heart he blesses them / God’s creatures all of them too’. 

This causes that the curse inflicted on him and the crew by the albatross is lifted, the 

crew is allowed to enter “the light” – ‘Spirits go from the long dead bodies / Form 

their own light’ – and the mariner himself is delivered back to life on land. Though 

he is not free, ‘penance of life will fall onto him’ and he must ‘tell his tale wherever 
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he goes / to teach god’s word by his own example’. So the moral message of the 

song is this truth, ‘That we must love all things that God made’ without distinction, a 

message that is bound to make each of us a ‘wiser man’. 

 However, this is not the only thing that Iron Maiden wants to teach its 

listeners by this song because there are some other instances from which they can 

learn something: Who really suffers from the albatross’s vengeance is not the crew 

who are punished by Death and find peace in the end, but the mariner who is 

punished by ‘Life in Death’ and is doomed to do her will without ever resting, a fate 

much crueller than death. And, anyway, one might ask why the crew was punished at 

all when the one that killed the albatross was only the mariner. It is because ‘they 

justify him / and make themselves part of the crime’ which shows that even if you do 

not commit a crime directly but only agree with it and do nothing against it, you are 

guilty of the crime as well. However, though Iron Maiden teaches these many lessons 

which should make its audience wiser, they stay realistic and do not take many 

chances that the song will really change anything because people tend to repeat their 

mistakes and so ‘the tale goes on and on and on.’ And the mariner can never cease in 

his task, nor can Iron Maiden go on further spreading his message, not because it is a 

punishment, but because if people looked after not themselves nor their fellow 

humans but the whole of creation, the world would become a heavenly place. 

 

3.2.3. Our Brave New World 

 The song Brave New World was inspired by a novel of the same title by 

Aldous Huxley, the title of which comes from a quote from Shakespeare’s The 

Tempest “O wonder! / How many goodly creatures are there here! / How beauteous 

mankind is! O brave new world, /That has such people in't.”, where it is an ironic 

remark and which is used ironically when naming the novel, and the Iron Maiden 

song later on as well. As the novel is a negative utopia, the song, drawing on this 

genre, is a social critique, though not of a possible future world, but rather of ‘Our 

brave new world’, as the chorus repeats many times in the song. The novel raises 

many issues, and a select number of them are, though perhaps briefly, hinted at in the 
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song, though without knowing the original novel they may rest rather obscure and 

need to be interpreted using references to the novel. 

 However, before turning to the inspection of the many things that are 

criticised about the society in Brave New World (and, at the same time, the real 

contemporary society), there are two things that need to be mentioned first: Going 

back to the quote from Shakespeare gives a hint into what to expect in this vision. 

There are beautiful people, indeed, but only on the outside, and moreover, there are 

ugly and deformed people as well, only they are hidden or overlooked. The second 

thing is in the very first line of the song – ‘Dying swans, twisted wings’. This image, 

though it fits perfectly into the mood and concept of the song, is nowhere to be found 

in the novel. However, it is possible (this information stays unconfirmed) that it 

might refer to another , less known, Huxley’s novel After Many a Summer Dies the 

Swan, which was written eight years after Brave New World and which is a 

philosophical and social satire dealing with narcissism, superficiality and obsession 

with youth. (“After Many a Summer”) 

Next, to take the other issues raised in the song as they are chronologically 

mentioned in the lyrics: Firstly, it is that there is ‘beauty not needed here’ because, as 

the World Controller says, beauty throttles consumption and leads people towards 

undesired introspection (Huxley 262) which might cause them to see through the 

illusion and grasp the emptiness of their lives. A similar problem is that ‘mother love 

is no more’ – in the novel, the family has been effectively dismantled and 

demonised, but also in the real modern society, the family is often shrunk to the 

immediate family and distant relatives stay too distant. Furthermore, there is not any 

other kind of love permitted either, except carnal love, which is (as was analysed in 

more detail in chapter 2.3.4.6. Brave New Psycho-Analysis) because love between 

two people creates strong emotions and strong inter-personal ties which may lead up 

to disloyalty to the society and be a threat to the greater good.   

Another thing is that there is an accepted and even supported, if not socially 

obligatory, use of drugs to ‘close [the] mind, dull [the] brain’ and make people docile 

and idle to stop them from wanting to change anything unpleasant they encounter. 

Though sometimes someone bright enough sees through the drug and pleasure 
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induced mist and recognizes that something is not quite right, they are too few and 

cannot make themselves heard and convince others because ‘those who know will 

not tell’ and will perpetuate their lies instead. They do this because they want to stay 

in power and so those few who are ‘dying to tell you the truth’ cannot succeed not 

only because they are immediately effectively suppressed and “shipped off to an 

island” but mainly because of your own indifference so that, in the end, there is no 

way for you to realize that ‘you are planned and you are damned in this brave new 

world’. Everyone, indeed, is planned, so to speak, even in the real world, where 

every individual is found a place in the society where they can be relatively happy 

and content enough not to want any major change to the existing social situation. 

And besides, there are no known accepted alternatives to the current system so there 

is no escape from it (or do you know of any “islands” in the real world?). 

 This whole vision is, of course, not accepted lightly and causes depression 

and despair in those who are aware of the state of affairs and ‘[make] no sense of it 

all’, have ‘lost [their] life, lost [their] dreams’ and pleadingly ask ‘where is salvation 

now?’. There is perhaps some chance for Helmholtz or Bernard, but you cannot 

‘bring [the] savage back home’ because he has no home, same as a Heavy-Metalist in 

the real word, he is an outsider everywhere and is tormented by it so much that he 

tries to ‘rip the bones from [his] flesh’ in order to find some sort of solace or at least 

oblivion to be able to deal with the dystopian reality. Perhaps the most astounding 

and dispiriting thing is that all the measures that are criticised about the idealised 

utopian society are those that have been put in place to ensure peace, happiness and 

social stability. Removing them would only cause chaos and havoc as the world 

controller rightly points out. Knowing this, all one is left with are ‘silent screams, 

laughing [...] dying’. So that what is needed would be something opposed to this 

grim vision, finding some beauty in our lives which would help as overcome this 

dreary world and help the Savage and every other person find inner stability, even at 

the cost of the oversold social stability.  
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3.2.4. A Trooper of the Light Brigade 

 The Iron Maiden song The Trooper was inspired by Lord Alfred Tennyson’s 

poem The Charge of the Light Brigade. Both describe the same event, the battle of 

Balaclava during the Crimean War in 1854, but each rendition offers a different, 

even opposing perspective: The poem takes the perspective of an outside onlooker 

who describes the events of the battle from without and in a larger context of the 

battle of nations and world-wide glory (for a closer analysis of the poem, return to 

the chapter 2.3.5.1. The Charge of the Great Nation). In comparison, the song lyrics 

of The Trooper take a conflicting, first-person perspective of a soldier who takes part 

in the condemned assault as an individual fighting for his bare life, not an 

anonymous unit that can only decrease in numbers. Therefore, while the poem 

describes the advance and retreat of the whole, though dwindling, brigade and gives 

counsel as to what the soldiers might expect and how they should behave, the song 

tries to show how a soldier in the middle of the decimation actually perceives the 

whole attempt and inevitably dies. 

 To give some concrete examples: While the poem glorifies, dehumanizes and 

sort of cleans-up the description of the attack, the song gives us rather more earthly 

and corporeal descriptions. Compare “Boldly they rode and well” to ‘The horse he 

sweats with fear, we break to run’ and “While horse and hero fell” to ‘The screams 

of pain as my comrades fall’. Similarly, notice the details that are chosen to be 

described by each rendering of the battle – “Flash’d all their sabres bare / Flash’d as 

they turn’d in air” as opposed to ‘We hurdle bodies that lay on the ground’ – where, 

again, gory detail is favoured over images that might be considered beautiful if it 

were not for the context of people dying.  

 Although, in both the poem and the song death is accepted as a matter-of-fact 

and seen as imminent “Theirs but to do and die. [...] Into the mouth of hell” and ‘As I 

plunge on into certain death [...] We won’t live to fight another day’. However, the 

glory of this death is altogether a different story: The poem itself is a promise of a 

never-ending glory of the troops in the brigade and their feats “When can their glory 

fade? [...] Honour the charge they made! / Honour the Light Brigade”. On the 

contrary, the song lyrics offer no glory or recognition at all ‘as I lay forgotten and 
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alone’ and furthermore stress the futility of the whole ordeal ‘But on this battle field 

no one wins’ while, perhaps surprisingly, they show no remorse and moreover a 

certain reconciliation with the trooper’s fate – ‘Without a tear I draw my parting 

groan’.   

 The Heavy-Metalist critique of The Charge of the Light Brigade is rather 

strong for it seems to attack almost all the ideological tenets of the poem, brings its 

imagery down to earth and effectively deconstructs its effort to serve as a tool for 

promoting war as an instrument for spreading the national meta-narrative. Though as 

the song does this, it also, perhaps a little paradoxically, holds a similar view that one 

should fight for the causes one believes in, even though it can cost them their life and 

they get nothing out of it in the end. 
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3.3. A Meta-Narrative 

3.3.1. The Story  

The four above analyses give a glimpse into the Heavy-Metalist world-view, 

a strong and complex meta-narrative that seems to have a lot to say to the world. To 

extract some of the main topics and desires: It takes a peripheral dissident 

perspective of things, tries to make the world a better place, wants freedom and so 

criticises authoritarian control and the attempts to limit human frankness which, in 

comparison, makes it seem to strive for anarchy even. It proposes universal harmony 

and protests against war and needless violence, while, at the same time, finds 

fascination in strength, both physical and inner, and enjoys the adrenalin and 

excitement of life-threatening situations. Sometimes, the Heavy-Metalist experiences 

despair when facing the inhospitability and harshness of the world and recognizes the 

need to belong to a family, a group or tribe which would support the individual to 

face this world. This is what the above analyses seem to be saying, but what 

perspective does Iron Maiden itself take when asked how they see their role in this 

world? 

 “Having gone through the gamut of so many countries and generating so 

much hope in people, it’s starting to occur to me now that we are actually... What’s 

that expression? ...being thrust onto the tip of the spear in terms of putting some kind 

of message out there. All people need is something to hang onto that’s real, you 

know, that somewhere in the universe there’s something you can rely on that won’t 

let you down, and if Maiden fulfilled that for people, I think that would be a 

remarkable thing. We might all end up retiring at some point in the future having 

actually achieved something. Wow.” (Flight 666 1:40:40-1:41:18) 

 These were the words of Bruce Dickinson, the lead singer of Iron Maiden and 

they very well summarise the function of all meta-narratives and seem that no more 

needs to be said about this meta-narrative, except, perhaps, for a last remark by the 

guitar player Janick Gers which also shows their approach to things: 
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“We play music. We enjoy it. And if you like our music, God bless you! And 

if you don’t like it... You know what? ...God bless you too!” (Flight 666 1:39:35-

1:39:42) 

This statement expresses the same message as the mariner in The Rime 

wanted to convey and debunks the common prejudice about Heavy Metalists that 

they are aggressive, violent and antisocial (although, if one thinks same as the World 

Controller in Brave New World, this would, in fact, most probably be considered 

antisocial). 

 

3.3.2. Listening to the story 

Only four works belonging to the Heavy-Metalist approach have been 

inspected here to give a glimpse into the grand narrative of Heavy-Metalism, 

however, there are many more Iron Maiden songs that make up this story, that were 

inspired by literary works either directly or indirectly through the intermediary of a 

film rendition of a given literary work – see Appendix for a complete list. Not only is 

it important to analyse the canonical works, but it is also necessary to look at what 

works are considered as such to begin with. They are works that, by their content, 

somehow aid Iron Maiden in expressing their views and ideals either by sharing their 

ideals, as it is with most of these works, or by a possible opposition to these, such as 

was illustrated on the analysis of The Trooper which criticises and contradicts the 

tenets of The Charge of the Light Brigade. Further, they seem to be mostly of Anglo-

American origin (except perhaps The Book of Five Rings by Miyamoto Musashi and 

The Phantom of the Opera by Gaston Leroux) which is also understandable because 

it is easier to relate to works that come of a similar cultural background.  

The fact that the Heavy-Metalist meta-narrative stems rather deterministically 

from a specific narrow (sub-)culture (as do all approaches) seem to be in 

contradiction with the fact that it is so universally well accepted – for they have fans 

all over the world. One explanation would be that in the British underground of the 

nineteen eighties was born a universal narrative that offers consolation to every 

human being no matter their origin and cultural background, though this seems rather 
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unlikely, for it is still not accepted even by all levels of the British society itself. 

However, it does point to the fact that this world is getting globalised and culturally 

homogeneous, though socially diversified and stratified, and it is only one of these, 

now universal, portions of the society that this meta-narrative appeals to.  

On the other hand, this fact that Heavy-Metalism seems to be tied to only a 

limited section of the entire humanity does not limit its strength of meaning and 

variety of possible applications that its adherents find in this meta-narrative. For 

some, the message found in Heavy Metal lyrics is so real that they consider it as a 

basis for their entire lives, as has already indicated the UK Census of 2011 which 

was cited in the Introduction of this work and as is true for some people even to 

extreme levels: To consider only one example, the “number one fan of Iron maiden”, 

there is an actual priest in São Paulo, nicknamed “father Iron Maiden”, who has 162 

tattoos inspired by Iron Maiden graphics and who bases his sermons around the 

morality of their lyrics. (Flight 666 1:17:20-1:18:04) And though perhaps most 

people who like Heavy Metal do not feel this strongly about it, their message and 

way of life must be appealing to them in some ways, otherwise Iron Maiden and 

Heavy Metal in general would not be so popular worldwide. 
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4. Final Words 

4.1. Creating an Approach 

Finally, it is time to summarise the answers to the questions this work 

promised to try to answer in its beginnings (especially in the section 1.3.):  

It was actually rather easy to create this new approach to literary criticism, 

mainly because this work did not really “make” it, but only “recreated” it. This was 

possible due to the choice to recreate an Engaged approach and, as it was pointed 

out, the theoreticians and practitioner of Engaged approaches are usually active long 

before it comes for the approach to be considered literary. So what was left for this 

work was to take what these have already achieved – Iron Maiden song lyrics, an 

Iron Maiden biography, a documentary film about the band – add some personal 

experience with the sub-culture, use these to re-read the chosen literary works and 

attempt to deduce what it is all about.  

What came out of this endeavour is a Heavy-Metalist school of literary 

criticism which seems to be quite coherent and stable. Also, if it was to be compared 

to other schools and approaches of the Engaged type, this approach seems able to 

acquire a proper status and place among them because a significant portion of the 

society stands behind it and the ideas and ideals it wants to promote. A different 

situation would perhaps arise if it was attempted to elaborate a Theoretical or 

Analytical approach, because they do not stand on the opinions of a group of people 

but on some theories and so to assemble a new school of this kind, it would be 

necessary to elaborate some kind of a new theory of cognition, which would require 

a much greater effort, if it were achievable at all. 

Comparing any of the two analyses of one literary work as they are presented 

in this work shows us that a literary work is indeed very open to various 

interpretations. It is, as was pointed out, that the reader finds in any given literary 

work whatever (s)he wants to find there even if it does not seem to be there at all. 

However, this does not mean that all (not even some) readings of a literary work are 

misinterpretations, because to call something a misinterpretation, one would first 

need to establish an only one correct interpretation, which is impossible due to the 
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nature of the reader’s and the critic’s cognition and their subordination to 

fragmentary and episodical meta-narratives. And further, as our excursion into 

psycho-analysis has pointed out, not even the original authorial interpretation of 

his/her own work can be considered as complete and valid due to the role of the 

unconscious (be it individual or universal) which interferes and, without the author’s 

knowing about it, inserts into the work meanings sometimes far beyond his/her 

understanding.  It results that any interpretation of a literary work is as good as any 

other. 
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4.2. End Note 

Hopefully this work has answered, proved and fulfilled all that it has set for 

itself, if not by stating it explicitly, then at least implicitly in the way it is written and 

in its underlying assumptions. However, this work is well aware of its many 

limitations: Firstly, that in the theoretical part it is inevitably selective and restrictive 

as far as goes the choice of approaches that were chosen to be analysed as well as in 

the scope and depth of their practical examples, which could, no doubt, be more in-

depth. These cutbacks are due to the nature and limited length of this work which 

might be expanded and deepened if this were to become for example a doctoral 

thesis or a an introductory manual into schools of literary criticism. Secondly, the 

second part of this work concerned with the Heavy-Metalist meta-narrative could be 

expanded as well to include more works that belong to the canon of works selected 

and put to music by Iron Maiden (see Appendix for a complete list) or could include 

other perspectives on the same works or other works brought by other heavy metal 

bands, though these are quite rare. 
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Appendix – Song Lyrics and Background 

A Complete List of Canonical Heavy-Metalist Song-Books 

 

Songs inspired directly by a literary work 

Author; Title Song 

William Golding 

Lord Of The Flies 

Lord Of The Flies 

S T Coleridge 

Rime Of The Ancient Mariner 

Rime Of The Ancient Mariner 

Aldous Huxley 

Brave New World 

Brave New World 

 

Lord Alfred Tennyson 

Charge Of The Light Brigade 

The Trooper 

 

Joseph Conrad 

The Duel 

The Duellists 

Alan Sillitoe 

The Loneliness of the Long Distance 

Runner 

The Loneliness of the Long Distance 

Runner 

Frank Herbert 

Dune 

To Tame a Land 

E A Poe 

Murders in the Rue Morgue 

Murders in the Rue Morgue 

Alistair MacLean 

Where Eagles Dare  

Where Eagles Dare 

Orson Scott Card 

Seventh Son 

Seventh Son of a Seventh Son 

Songs inspired by a literary work indirectly or through some intermediary  

(usually a film rendition of the literary work) 

Author; Title Song 

Joseph Conrad 

Heart Of Darkness 

The Edge Of Darkness 

C.S. Lewis 

Out Of The Silent Planet 

Out Of The Silent Planet 

Cornelius Ryan 

The Longest Day 

The Longest Day 

Robert Burns 

Tam o' Shanter. 

The Number of the Beast  

Philip Gordon Wylie, Edwin Balmer When Two Worlds Collide 



II 

 

When Worlds Collide 

David Pinner  

The Ritual 

The Wicker Man 

Gaston Leroux  

The Phantom of the Opera 

Phantom of the Opera 

Miyamoto Musashi 

A Book Of Five Rings 

Sun And Steel 

 

 

 

 

 

Lord of the Flies 

This song, written by Janick Gers and Steve Harris, first appeared in 1996 as 

a single and then as the second track on their album The X Factor. The original 

version is sung by Blaze Bayley, who was only a temporary replacement for Bruce 

Dickinson and during whose stay in Iron Maiden the band acquired a more 

aggressive and intense sound.  

 

Lord of the Flies 

I don't care for this world anymore 

I just want to live my own fantasy 

Fate has brought us to these shores 

What was meant to be is now happening 

 

I've found that I like this living in danger 

Living on the edge: it feels, it makes feel as one 

Who cares now what's right or wrong? It's reality 

Killing so we survive wherever we may roam 



III 

 

Wherever we may hide, we've got to get away 

 

I don't want existence to end 

We must prepare ourselves for the elements 

I just want to feel like we're strong 

We don't need a code of morality 

 

I like all the mixed emotion and anger 

It brings out the animal, the power you can feel 

And feeling so high with this much adrenaline 

Excited, but scary to believe what we've become 

 

Saints and sinners, something within' us 

We are lord of the flies 

Saints and sinners, something willing us 

To be lord of the flies... 

 

 

 

 

 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner 

The poem by S. T. Coleridge was adapted by Steve Harris in 1984. It is their 

longest song and, same as the poem, is composed of several distinct passages that 

vary greatly in their mood and composition. The song lyrics stick very closely to the 

original poem, reuse certain metaphors and imagery and even directly quote two 

passages of the original poem (these passages are highlighted in the lyrics 

transcription below). 
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Rime of the Ancient Mariner 

Hear the rime of the ancient mariner  

See his eye as he stops one of three  

Mesmerises one of the wedding guests  

Stay here and listen to the nightmares of the sea.  

 

And the music plays on, as the bride passes by  

Caught by his spell and the mariner tells his tale.  

 

Driven south to the land of the snow and ice  

To a place where nobody's been  

Through the snow fog flies on the albatross  

Hailed in god's name, hoping good luck it brings.  

 

And the ship sails on, back to the north  

Through the fog and ice and the albatross follows on.  

 

The mariner kills the bird of good omen  

His shipmates cry against what he's done  

But when the fog clears, they justify him  

And make themselves a part of the crime.  

 

Sailing on and on and north across the sea  

Sailing on and on and north 'til all is calm.  

 

The albatross begins with its vengeance  

A terrible curse a thirst has begun  

His shipmates blame bad luck on the mariner  

About his neck, the dead bird is hung.  

 

And the curse goes on and on at sea  

And the curse goes on and on for them and me.  



V 

 

 

Day after day, day after day,  

we stuck nor breath nor motion  

As idle as a painted ship upon a painted ocean  

Water, water everywhere and  

all the boards did shrink  

Water, water everywhere nor any drop to drink. 

 

There calls the mariner  

There comes a ship over the line  

But how can she sail with no wind in her sails and no tide.  

 

See... onward she comes  

Onward she nears out of the sun  

See, she has no crew  

She has no life, wait but here's two.  

 

Death and she life in death,  

They throw their dice for the crew  

She wins the mariner and he belongs to her now.  

Then... crew one by one  

They drop down dead, two hundred men  

She... she, life in death.  

She lets him live, her chosen one.  

 

One after one by the star dogged moon,  

Too quick for groan or sigh  

Each turned his face with a ghastly pang  

And cursed me with his eye  

Four times fifty living men  

(And I heard nor sigh nor groan)  

With heavy thump, a lifeless lump,  

They dropped down one by one. 
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The curse it lives on in their eyes  

The mariner wished he'd die  

Along with the sea creatures  

But they lived on, so did he.  

 

And by the light of the moon  

He prays for their beauty not doom  

With heart he blesses them  

God's creatures all of them too.  

 

Then the spell starts to break  

The albatross falls from his neck  

Sinks down like lead into the sea  

Then down in falls comes the rain.  

 

Hear the groans of the long dead seamen  

See them stir and they start to rise  

Bodies lifted by good spirits  

None of them speak and they're lifeless in their eyes  

 

And revenge is still sought, penance starts again  

Cast into a trance and the nightmare carries on.  

 

Now the curse is finally lifted  

And the mariner sights his home  

Spirits go from the long dead bodies  

Form their own light and the mariner's left alone.  

 

And then a boat came sailing towards him  

It was a joy he could not believe  

The pilot's boat, his son and the hermit,  

Penance of life will fall onto him.  
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And the ship sinks like lead into the sea  

And the hermit shrieves the mariner of his sins.  

 

The mariner's bound to tell of his story  

To tell this tale wherever he goes  

To teach god's word by his own example  

That we must love all things that God made.  

 

And the wedding guest's a sad and wiser man  

And the tale goes on and on and on. 

 

 

 

 

Brave New World 

‘Brave New World’ was written by Bruce Dickinson, Steve Harris and Dave 

Murray, based on the novel by Aldous Huxley. It is the title song of the album Brave 

New World which came out in the year 2000. This is the first album where Iron 

Maiden played with its current line-up of three electric guitars and as such marks a 

turning point in their evolution where their now typical and unique sound was born. 

 

Brave New World 

Dying swans, twisted wings, beauty not needed here 

Lost my love, lost my life, in this garden of fear 

I have seen many things, in a lifetime alone 

Mother love is no more, bring this savage back home 

 

Wilderness, house of pain, makes no sense of it all 
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Close this mind, dull this brain, Messiah before his fall 

What you see is not real, those who know will not tell 

All is lost, sold your souls, to this brave new world 

 

A brave new world, in a brave new world 

A brave new world, in a brave new world 

In a brave new world, a brave new world 

In a brave new world, a brave new world 

 

Dragon kings, dying queens, where is salvation now 

Lost my life, lost my dreams, rip the bones from my flesh 

Silent screams laughing here, dying to tell you the truth 

You are planned and you are damned in this brave new world 

 

A brave new world, in a brave new world 

A brave new world, in a brave new world 

In a brave new world, a brave new world 

In a brave new world, a brave new world 

 

A brave new world, in a brave new world 

A brave new world, in a brave new world 

In a brave new world, a brave new world 

In a brave new world, a brave new world 

 

Dying swans, twisted wings, bring this savage back home 
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The Trooper 

The Trooper is a song written by Steve Harris in 1983 and based on Lord 

Alfred Tennyson’s poem The Charge of the Light Brigade. During live performances 

of this song, the singer Bruce Dickinson usually waves the Union flag and wears a 

uniform worn by the soldiers during the battle of Balaclava which the poem and song 

describe. 

 

The Trooper 

You'll take my life but I'll take yours too  

You'll fire your musket but I'll run you through  

So when you’re waiting for the next attack  

You'd better stand there's no turning back  

The bugle sounds the charge begins  

But on this battle field no one wins  

The smell of acrid smoke and horses’ breath  

as I plunge on into certain death  

 

The horse he sweats with fear we break to run  

The mighty roar of the Russian guns  

And as we race towards the human wall  

The screams of pain as my comrades fall  

 

We hurdle bodies that lay on the ground  

And the Russians fire another round  

We get so near yet so far away  

We won’t live to fight another day  

 

We get so close near enough to fight  

When a Russian gets me in his sights  

He pulls the trigger and I feel the blow  

A burst of rounds takes my horse below  



X 

 

And as I lay there gazing at the sky  

My body's numb and my throat is dry  

And as I lay forgotten and alone  

Without a tear I draw my parting groan 

 


