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Allegory is a literary form that teaches through misdirection, telling its readers it 

is about one thing while actually being about another. It encourages readers to interpret 

figuratively for religious, political, or moral meanings rather then look only at the 

narrativeôs literal meaning. Enlightenment Allegory argues that the period from about 

1660 to about 1750 is especially important for the history of allegory. During this period, 

allegory adapted to many of the historical and cultural changes accompanying the British 

Enlightenmentðincluding the increasing authority of empirical epistemology, the 

gradual spread of secular thinking, and the growing expectation for semiotic 

transparency. The projectôs main argument is that eighteenth-century writers responded 

to these changes by modalizing the allegorical genre, meaning that they separated the 

previously indivisible literary form into its components and used those components apart 

from their original overarching structure. This process of modalization resulted in the 

coexistence of generic and modal allegory, with some writers approaching it as a self-
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contained, continuous genre and others as a mode that could be used selectively and 

discontinuously. 

Many of the most eminent scholars of allegory contend that it did not survive the 

transition from the seventeenth to the eighteenth century. Enlightenment Allegory 

challenges this argument. Enlightenment writers approached allegory not as an obsolete 

literary form, but as one that could be adapted for an audience becoming increasingly 

invested in empiricism and secularismðthat is, in the here and nowðas authoritative 

ways of understanding the world. But how individual writers adapted allegory in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries varied greatly: some wrote allegories with a degree 

of concrete detail unprecedented for the form; others used personified abstractions to 

describe secular, worldly concepts; and others encased allegories within predominantly 

literal texts. Allegory was a remarkably versatile form that had the potential for being, on 

the one end of the spectrum, a literary genre that consistently gestured towards ulterior 

meanings and, on the other end, a mode that could be used intermittently and even mixed 

with more literal and discursive modes.  

Enlightenment Allegory consists of two parts, each divided into two chapters. Part 

I studies the changing role and status of allegory in Restoration England, using John 

Bunyan and John Dryden as chief examples. Chapter 1 argues that Bunyan responds to 

the growing authority of empiricism by infusing allegory with an unprecedented amount 

of concrete detail. This infusion leads Bunyan into a problem. Though empirical and 

concrete detail is a powerful way to teach his readers about the spiritual realm, it also 

runs the risk of reinforcing his readersô tendencies to focus on literal instead of allegorical 

meaning. Bunyan acknowledges this problem of overinvestment in the literal and 
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responds by, first, connecting his allegories to biblical precedent and, second, including 

marginal notes that draw the readerôs attentions away from the literal signifiers and 

towards the allegorical signifieds. 

Chapter 2 strengthens our understanding of Restoration allegory by shifting to 

Drydenôs poetry. I argue that Dryden, like Bunyan, helps move allegory in the direction 

of the empirical and temporal. He does this not by including concrete detail in religious 

allegories (as Bunyan does), but by using allegory to represent the historical and political. 

In Absalom and Achitophel Dryden uses the modus operandi of political allegoryðwhich 

functions by using one set of particular persons or characters to discuss real-life 

politiciansðto discuss the events of the Exclusion Crisis under the guise of retelling the 

biblical story of Absalomôs rebellion against King David. In The Hind and the Panther 

Dryden also uses the allegorical form to represent the political and temporal, but in a 

strikingly different way. He uses the beast fable form, understood at the time as a 

subsection of allegory, to criticize the Protestantsô demonization of Catholics and to draw 

attention to the negative political manifestations of Protestant beliefs. Dryden also treats 

the allegorical beast fable as a mode of writing that can be mixed with more literal and 

discursive modes, departing significantly from earlier iterations of the form like those of 

Spenser and Bunyan. 

Part II brings the analyses of Bunyan and Dryden to bear on eighteenth-century 

versions of the allegorical form. It looks at how various writers incorporated allegory into 

their texts, even when those texts were not members of the allegorical genre. Chapter 3 

examines how writers incorporated allegory into their satires, using Jonathan Swiftôs A 

Tale of a Tub and Alexander Popeôs The Dunciad as particularly illustrative examples. 
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Both of these two texts, though not allegories themselves, borrowed allegory as a 

powerful satirical instrument. In Tale of a Tub Swift oscillates between a religious 

allegory about three brothersðrepresenting the Catholic, Protestant dissenting, and 

Anglican churchesðand digressions that portray allegorical reading in a negative light, 

asking his readers to find a middle ground between unlicensed allegorical reading that 

can be used to serve oneôs self-interests and superficial reading that misses a textôs 

hidden meaning. In Dunciad Pope intermingles personified abstractions such as Dulness 

with real-life individuals, using a traditional convention of allegory without committing 

fully to the genre. Despite differences between the two texts, both A Tale of a Tub and 

The Dunciad use allegory intermittently, pushing the form towards being an occasional 

mode as well as a self-contained genre. Both texts also use the allegorical mode to push 

against an over-reliance on the concrete and empirical, Tale of a Tub by satirizing the 

indulgent experiments of the Royal Society and Dunciad by modelling, through the 

speaker, how to think about history in both abstract and specific terms. Adapting allegory 

to the eighteenth century does not only mean bringing the form into accordance with 

emerging interests and investments. It also means using the form to react against those 

interests and investments. 

The general shift from generic to modal allegory is not absolute, but rather leads 

to the coexistence of the two. This is made especially clear in Chapter 4, which focuses 

on the role played by both generic and modal allegory in eighteenth-century periodical 

essays.  The chapter examines a range of periodical essays written during the period, 

looking both at how critics discussed allegory and at the uses of allegory in the essays 

themselves. I argue that Joseph Addison, Richard Steele, Samuel Johnson and others 
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bring allegory into accordance with an increasing focus on literary decorum, if we 

understand this phrase not in the strict, overbearing sense sometimes attributed to the 

eighteenth century but as denoting a general focus on reception and plausibility and on 

the congruity of a textôs various components. These writers created aesthetic principles 

for managing generic and modal allegory and then used specific strategies to satisfy those 

principles. Enlightenment Allegory ends with a coda focusing on one of Johnsonôs 

aesthetic principles, in particular. Johnson, in his comments on Miltonôs Paradise Lost, 

argues that writers should separate allegorical figures from literal characters when using 

modal allegory by making allegorical figures immaterial and literal character material. 

His argument is typical of contemporary criticism in its insistence that writers should 

properly distinguish between the literal and the allegorical. 

My manuscript will make significant contributions not only to the field of 

allegory studies, but to our understanding of genre theory during the British 

Enlightenment. It argues against the kind of literary history that associates the 

transformation of traditional genres like allegory with the demise of those genres. In 

many ways, allegory is a test case: studying its transformation throughout the 

Enlightenment yields insights into how the periodôs writers approached a literary genre 

that many associated with the religious and political worldviews of medieval and early 

modern culture. Enlightenment writers were tremendously resourceful in picking and 

choosing components from traditional literary genres, treating them not only as genres in 

and of themselves but as modes that could be used within existing and emerging genres. 

Far from fading away, traditional literary forms persisted through changing literary and 

historical conditions. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

Allegory in the Age of Enlightenment:  

Or, Rethinking Allegoryôs Demise 

 

  Allegory has always been the phantom in the opera of late seventeenth-  

and eighteenth-century scholarship.  It wonôt go away, but neither will it 

come forward for inspection. 

                               Kevin L. Cope1 
 

I have found ñallegoricalò a splendid term to cover up oneôs ignorance, but 

a useless one for communicating any valuable information. 

              Arnold Williams2 

 

Some of the most important scholarship on allegory claims that the literary form 

faded away after the Renaissance. In Dark Conceit: The Making of Allegory (1959), 

Edwin Honig argues that Enlightenment empiricism led allegory into a ñliterary dead 

end.ò He asserts that by the late seventeenth century allegory was a genre with nowhere 

to turn, because culture demanded a focus on the concrete and demonstrable over the 

abstract.3 Michael Murrin similarly contends that allegory died around 1660.4 Marilyn 

Francusôs more recent references to the ñabandonment of allegory, which began in the 

                                                
1 Kevin L. Cope, Enlightening Allegory: Theory, Practice and Contexts of Allegory in the Late Seventeenth 

and Eighteenth Centuries (New York, NY: AMS Press, 1993), xiii. 
2 Arnold Williams, ñThe English Moral Play before 1500,ò Annuale Mediaevale 4 (1963): 9. 
3 Edwin Honig, Dark Conceit: The Making of Allegory (1959; reprint, Brown University Press, 1982), 39. 

He also writes that ñOpinion about allegory in literary histories is fairly unanimous: most agree that it is 

dead but disagree about the date of its demise,ò 5. The notion that allegory is dead is ubiquitous in literary 

criticism. For a brief survey of accounts of allegoryôs purported demise, see The Vitality of Allegory: 

Figural Narrative in Modern and Contemporary Fiction, ed. Gary Johnson (Columbus, OH: Ohio 

University Press, 2012), 1-5. J.E. Spingarn argues that Neo-Aristotelianism and Neo-Classicism made 

allegory practically obsolete by the time Ben Jonson was writing, A History of Literary Criticism (New 

York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1930), 276-79. 
4 Michael Murrin, The Veil of Allegory: Some Notes Toward a Theory of Allegorical Rhetoric in the 

English Renaissance (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1969), 199-212 and The Allegorical Epic: 

Essays in its Rise and Decline (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 173-96. 
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seventeenth century with the rise of empiricismò is even more telling because it restates 

Honigôs and Murrinôs shared argument as an established fact.5  

 In his poem ñThe Death of Allegoryò (1999) Billy Collins engages with the 

notion of allegoryôs demise, lamenting the loss of lamenting the loss of ñthose tall 

abstractions/that used to pose, robed and statuesque, in paintings/and parade about on the 

pages of the Renaissance/displaying their capital letters like license plates.ò6 He reflects 

on the process by which the abstractions of allegory have been banished to a ñFlorida of 

tropesò to make way for condominiums and ñobjects that sit quietly on a line in lower 

case.ò7 Collins treats with a degree of nostalgia the time when personified abstractions 

(Truth, Chastity, Courtesy, Villainy, etc.) and allegorical locations (the Garden of Mirth, 

the Bower of Bliss, etc.) were conventions, opposing it to the relative triviality of modern 

culture. The death of allegory is part of the process whereby the modern age has become 

insipid and lifeless. 

The prevailing metaphors for discussing allegory after the seventeenth centuryð

dead end, death, and abandonmentðare inadequate. They are symptomatic of an 

overinvestment in the medieval and Renaissance notions of allegory, equating literary 

change with the demise of the form. Recently scholarsðespecially Theresa Kelley and 

Jane Brownðhave pushed against allegoryôs purported demise. They have argued 

compellingly that allegory, far from dying with the rise of empiricism, played a pivotal 

                                                
5 Marilyn Francus, ñThe Monstrous Mother: Reproductive Anxiety in Swift and Pope,ò ELH 61 (1994): 

844 and Monstrous Motherhood: Eighteenth-Century Culture and the Ideology of Domesticity (Baltimore, 

MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), 41. 
6 Billy Collins, ñThe Death of Allegory,ò in Questions about Angels (Pittsburgh, PA: University of 

Pittsburgh Press, 1999), ll. 1-4. 
7 Ibid., l. 11, 24. 
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role in post-Enlightenment and even modern writing.8 This body of scholarship has done 

us the service of partially freeing us from the notion that allegory simply stopped being 

important after the Renaissance.  

This dissertation arose out of the conviction that the more recent scholarship is on 

the right track, but that we still do not sufficiently understand the role and status of 

allegory during the Enlightenment.9 Until now, attempts to argue that allegory does 

continue through the eighteenth century have been defensive and even apologetic. 

Enlightenment Allegory seeks to present a more positive and more sophisticated series of 

arguments about the transformation of allegory in the modern period. It looks at how 

allegory adapted to the cultural changes accompanying the Enlightenmentðincluding the 

increasing dominance of the empirical worldview, the process of secularization, and the 

rise of the modern aesthetic.10 Limiting discussion to the purported death of allegory after 

the Renaissance means missing the complexities of the Enlightenmentôs engagement with 

one of the most pervasive and influential literary forms of earlier periods. It also means 

holding onto a notion of allegory as a rigid form that is ultimately irreconcilable with 

                                                
8 See Theresa M. Kelley, Reinventing Allegory (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 70; 

Jane K. Brown, The Persistence of Allegory: Drama and Neoclassicism from Shakespeare to Wagner 

(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007). Brown also calls the eighteenth century ñthe 

most difficult and significant period in the history of allegory, the period in which allegory is believed to 

have disappeared but in fact underwent profound transformationò in ñReinventing Allegory by Theresa 

Kelley: Review,ò Modern Philology 98 (2001): 643. 
9 Even those scholars focusing on the transformation of allegory tend to skip over the eighteenth century as 

an important period in that transformation. See Gay Clifford, The Transformations of Allegory (New York, 

NY: Routledge, 1977); Paul de Man, ñThe Rhetoric of Temporality,ò in Blindness and Insight: Essays in 

the Rhetoric of Contemporary Criticism (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), 207; 

Brenda Machosky, Structures of Appearing: Allegory and the Work of Literature (New York, NY: 

Fordham University Press, 2013), 10-3. And a recent collection of essays dedicated to rethinking the 

history of allegory, Thinking Allegory Otherwise (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010), supports 

the notion that allegory persists throughout the Enlightenment, but the collection as a whole does not 

advance our knowledge of Enlightenment allegory. A notable exception to the tendency to gloss over the 

Enlightenment is the essay collection Enlightening Allegory, op. cit.. 
10 Deborah L. Madsen argues that the understanding of allegory as a rigid genre has prevented us from 

putting the form within its changing cultural context, Rereading Allegory: A Narrative Approach to Genre 

(New York, NY: St. Martinôs Press, 1994), 132. 
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empiricism and secularization. Allegory, however, is far from rigid. Writers 

experimented with the form throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It is in 

fact more versatile and resilient than scholars often recognize.  

The term ñThe Enlightenmentò has many different meanings for scholars, and can 

be a deceptive term because of its singularity and apparent simplicity. As it is understood 

in this dissertation, the Enlightenment was a process of uneven development through 

which the empirical, the secular, and the literal became increasingly authoritative as 

means of understanding the world.11 It is not accurately characterized by a linear 

progression from an age of superstition to an age of reason (though many eighteenth-

century writers understood it this way), but as a zig-zagging progression that involved, in 

general, a growing investment in the here and now.12 During this period, the material and 

the literal became more than signifiers for the sacred; they became signifieds in and of 

themselves. As I understand it, the British Enlightenment thrived not on rejecting the 

artistic forms of the past, but on retooling those forms for an audience becoming 

increasingly invested in the here and now.13 

 

I.  Definitional and Methodological Questions: What is Allegory? How do we  

study it? 

 

                                                
11 The phrase ñuneven developmentò is taken from a tradition of Marxist criticism that analyzes how 

historical processes occur at various social and economic levels at different rates. For a particularly helpful 

discussion of this term, see Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of Space 

(New York, NY: Basil Blackwell, 1984), 5-6. The phrase emerges from discussions of historical and 

economic developments, but it also of great metaphorical value for talking about a range of historical and 

epistemological processes like The Enlightenment. 
12 The focus on the here and now, which is part and parcel of the Enlightenment, preexists the eighteenth 

century. It is particularly strong in Francis Baconôs explication of the scientific method in Novum Organon 

(1620). See Bacon, The New Organon, ed. Lisa Jardine and Michael Silverthorne (New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
13 See Gertrude Himmelfarb, The Roads to Modernity: The British, French, and American Enlightenments 

(New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004), 18ï19, 38, 50ï51. 
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 The term ñallegoricalò has had a particularly powerful significance within a 

tradition of biblical hermeneutics that understood the proper interpretation of Scripture as 

a process of reading for partially discrete, simultaneously functioning semantic levels. 

Medieval exegetes often explicated biblical passages according to a now-familiar four-

fold interpretive technique. In Summa Theologiae (c. 1265-75), for instance, Thomas 

Aquinas distinguishes between the literal and the spiritual, the latter of which is itself 

divided into the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical.14 Dante Alighieri subscribes to 

a similar sort of biblical interpretation, and argues that readers should apply the same 

reading interpretive methods to The Divine Comedy (1308-1320):  

For the clarification of what I am going to say, then, it should be 

understood that there is not just a single sense in this work [The Divine 

Comedy]: it might rather be called polysemous, that is, having several 

senses. For the first sense is that which is contained in the letter, while 

there is another which is contained in what is signified by the letter. The 

first is called literal, while the second is called allegorical, or moral or 

anagogical. And in order to make this manner of treatment clear, it can be 

applied to the following verses: ñWhen Israel went out of Egypt, the house 

of Jacob from a barbarous people, Judea was made his sanctuary, Israel his 

dominion.ò Now if we look at the letter alone, what is signified to us is the 

departure of the sons of Israel from Egypt during the time of Moses; if at 

the allegory, what is signified to us is our redemption through Christ; if at 

the moral sense, what is signified to us is the conversion of the soul from 

the sorrow and misery of sin to the state of grace; if at the anagogical, 

what is signified to us is the departure of the sanctified soul from bondage 

to the corruption of this world into the freedom of eternal glory. And 

although these mystical senses are called by various names, they may all 

be called allegorical, since they are all different from the literal or 

historical. For allegory is derived from the Greek alleon, which means in 

Latin alienus (ñbelonging to anotherò) or diversus (ñdifferentò).15 
 

                                                
14 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Questions on God, ed. Brian Davies and Brian Leftow (New 

York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2006), I.i.10. 
15 Dante Aligheri, Literary Criticism of Dante Alighieri, trans. and ed. Robert S. Haller (Lincoln, NE: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1973), 99. 
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Here Dante uses a passage from Psalms 114 to demonstrate how to read for each level of 

significance: literal interpretation focuses on the narrative as history; allegorical 

interpretation (what we now often call typological interpretation), on how events of the 

Old Testament prefigure the coming of Christ; moral interpretation, on how Christians 

should act; and anagogical interpretation, on the individualôs afterlife in Heaven. Each 

interpretive position acts as a lens, or a heuristic framework, through which to study 

Godôs word. And the significance particular to each interpretive level was not seen to 

contradict those of other levels. For Dante as for Aquinas, each lens had something 

uniquely valuable to contribute to the study of Scripture. The beauty of an interpretive 

method that focused on the polysemantic nature of Scripture was that each position 

would extrapolate a different sort of meaning from the very same narrative. It is also 

worth noting Danteôs slippage in language. He first distinguishes between the literal, the 

allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical and then reuses the term allegorical to denote 

non-literal interpretation in general. It is this second usage, which departs from how 

Aquinas and other theologians discussed allegorical interpretation, which would become 

increasingly popular later on. 

Allegory emerged as a distinct literary genre during the medieval period, taking as 

its signature characteristic the ability to encourage readers to interpret the narrative 

allegorically. Etymologically, ñallegoryò comes from the combination of the Greek words 

allos (meaning ñotherò) and agoria (ñspeakingò). Speaking otherwise entails putting a 

great deal of confidence in the readerôs ability not only to identify when interpreting non-

literally is necessary, but to then interpret the narrative according to the context 

surrounding the text. It asks them to look for something that is, simultaneously, absent 
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and pivotal to the textôs meaning. Angus Fletcher writes that ñallegory says one thing and 

means another. It destroys the normal expectation we have about language, that our 

words ómean what they say.ô When we predicate quality x of person Y, Y really is what 

our predication says he is (or we assume so); but allegory would turn Y into something 

other (allos) than what the open and direct statement tells the reader.ò16 The effect of 

allegory is akin to a sustained form of irony, asking readers to consistently interpret 

beyond or even against the words on the page. ñPushed to an extreme,ò writes Fletcher, 

the logic of allegory would ñsubvert language itself, turning everything into an Orwellian 

newspeak.ò17 

Allegories are therefore predicated on a balanced skepticism towards languageð

treating wordsô potential for signifying something other than their direct meaning as a 

valuable tool for discussing religion, politics, literature and other topics. Allegory turns 

the relationship between signifier and signified essential to literal meaning into a three-

way relationship between signifier, primary signified (on the literal level), and secondary 

signified (on the allegorical level). So, for instance, in the first book of The Faerie 

Queene (1590, 1596) Edmund Spenser uses the Redcrosse Knight to signify, 

simultaneously, the literal character (a knight fighting off various foes) and the everyday 

Christian. As Maureen Quilligan points out, it is important not only to recognize the 

potential gap between the literal and the allegorical, but also to look at ñthe relationships 

across the gaps.ò18 The allegoristôs words simultaneously evoke literal and allegorical 

                                                
16 Angus Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1964; 

reprint, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 2. 
17 Ibid., 2. 
18 Maureen Quilligan, The Language of Allegory: Defining the Genre (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 1979), 27. 
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signifieds (thus, for Quilligan, resembling a pun more than irony),19 and we should pay 

attention to how these signifieds interact with one another as well as how they differ. 

Even though allegory makes a practice of saying one thing and meaning another, it does 

not completely dismiss its literal narrative.20  

 Allegories are more than narratives that can be interpreted allegorically. 

Allegoresis (allegorical interpretation) can hypothetically be applied to any text, and 

indeed several scholars have written about how allegoresis sets the foundation for all 

sorts of textual commentary. Northrop Frye writes, ñall commentary is allegorical 

interpretation...The instant that any critic permits himself to make a genuine comment 

about a poem...he has begun to allegorize.ò21 Quilligan also distinguishes between 

allegoresis and allegory, reminding us of the formerôs emergence from philosophical and 

religious discussions that found in Homerôs epics ñthings other than what they first 

meant.ò22 Allegoresis has a negative connotation because readers can use it to rationalize 

what is immoral or wrong under the guise of looking for hidden meaning. But if 

allegoresis could be applied to any text to the extent that many scholars see it as 

inextricable from interpretation itself, then what makes allegory distinctive? Allegory is a 

literary structure that uses what is explicit to point readers towards what is implicit, 

thereby giving those readers reason to look at political, religious, and moral contexts. 

And as we will see throughout this dissertation, allegorists have a variety of ways to 

                                                
19 Ibid., 21-6, 40-51. 
20 Quilligan makes a similar point, ibid., 29. One testament to the importance of the literal level in 

Renaissance allegories is Kenneth Grossôs Spenserian Poetics: Idolatry, Iconoclasm, and Magic (Ithaca, 

NY: Cornell University Press, 1985), which focuses on how to read The Faerie Queene as a literal text. 
21 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957; 

reprint, 1990), 89. Ernst Curtius similarly writes that allegoresis is ñthe basis of all textual interpretation 

whatsoever,ò European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard R. Trask (New York, NY: 

Harper and Row, 1953), 204-5. 
22 Quilligan, The Language of Allegory, op. cit., 29. 
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indicate the existence of implicit meaningðsuch as the use of personified abstractions 

that represent mental concepts, the use of details connecting the narrative to recent 

political events, and the inclusion of morals that purportedly (and sometimes 

tendentiously) lay out the taleôs tropological significance.23  

 These generalizations about how allegory typically functions should not be taken 

rigidly. Indeed, in this dissertation I will seek to find a middle ground between, on the 

one hand, the kind of inconsistent use of ñallegoryò that Arnold Williams mentions in the 

second epigraph and, on the other hand, what Deborah Madsen calls the ñessentialist 

conception of allegoryò that supports narratives of the formôs demise.24 Williams is right 

that the unself-conscious use of ñallegoryò frustrates scholarly conversation because it 

can very quickly become a catch-all term with no concrete meaning. But equally 

misguided are attempts by scholars to apply a rigid definition of allegory, whether based 

on the termôs etymology or some other foundation, to the point of purifying the term by 

excluding related literary forms like the fable or personification. This second trend is 

represented by the criticism of Thomas Maresca, who blames Bunyanôs The Pilgrimôs 

Progress and other post-Renaissance allegories for a confusion of allegory and 

personification. Maresca uses the definition of allegory as speaking otherwise as a basis 

for driving a wedge between allegory and personification, arguing that the names given to 

                                                
23 Frye and Quilligan each make a similar point, but take it too far. Frye argues that ñWe have actual 

allegory when a poet explicitly indicates the relationship of his images to examples and precepts, and so 

tries to indicate how a commentary on him should proceed,ò Anatomy of Criticism, op. cit., 90. Quilligan 

goes even further, contending that allegories resist allegoresis because they contain their own 

interpretation. See Quilligan, ñAllegory, Allegoresis, and the Deallegorization of Language,ò in Allegory, 

Myth, and Symbol, ed. Morton W. Bloomfield (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981), 185. I 

think the argument that allegory points towards its own interpretation is incontestable, but it is hardly the 

case that allegories contain their own meaning or even start to unpack themselves in any explicit terms. 
24 Madsen, Rereading Allegory, op. cit., 132. 
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personifications identify exactly what the writer is discussing.25 Allegory speaks 

otherwise, while prosopopoeia or personification tends towards specificity and clarity. He 

further argues that the erroneous association between allegory and personification is a 

historically specific one that becomes widespread in the eighteenth century:  

Baldly stated, it [my argument] is this: allegory has nothing to do with 

personification. Corollary: The Pilgrimôs Progress, for example, is not an 

allegory. Corollary: an accurate theory of allegory cannot start by 

accepting such texts as The Pilgrimôs Progress as bona fide allegories. 

Corollary: the confusion of personification and allegory is probably a 

chronologically late development (perhaps even traceable to Bunyan) and 

probably successfully contaminated the idea of allegory in the course of 

the eighteenth century when great rhetorical importance was attached to 

the notion of personification.26 

 

This passage represents an extreme to be avoided. The more generative approach is to 

remain sensitive not only to the etymology and original meaning of allegory, but to the 

constantly evolving ways of discussing the form throughout history. The changes in how 

writers and critics discuss allegory are worthy of study, not dismissal. Indeed, the major 

pitfall of Marescaôs approach is that it makes it very difficult to understand allegoryôs 

transformation because of the overly rigorous way in which it defines allegory. 

 I agree with Maresca that speaking otherwise is the best description of the 

allegorical form throughout history. But I disagree with his understanding of speaking 

otherwise as a rationale for excluding related forms like personification. The phrase 

ñspeaking otherwiseò is useful because it is both precise enough to be meaningful and 

capacious enough to include forms that contemporaries understood as being allegorical. It 

                                                
25 Thomas Maresca, ñSaying and Meaning: Allegory and the Indefinable,ò Bulletin of Research in the 

Humanities 83 (1980): 258. See also Maresca, ñPersonification vs. Allegory,ò in Enlightening Allegory, op. 

cit., 21-39. Maresca takes Rosemond Tuveôs point that personification is only one kind of allegory too far. 

See Tuve, Allegorical Imagery: Some Mediaeval Books and Their Posterity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1966), 25. 
26 Maresca, ñSaying and Meaning,ò op. cit., 257. 
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characterizes a method of using signifiers to gesture towards ulterior signifieds, but does 

not place any limits on what those signifiers and signifieds can be: allegorists can use 

signifiers as diverse as animals, personified abstractions, and fictional or historical 

persons; and they can signify religious or secular concepts, real-life persons, or moral 

lessons. This dissertation does not seek to settle the ambiguity of allegoryôs meaning. It is 

to, rather, acknowledge that ambiguity as an important aspect of allegoryôs history 

because it is built into the essential function of the literary form. 

 The best way to improve our understanding of Enlightenment allegory is to 

approach the literature of the period with a degree of open-mindedness about the meaning 

of allegory, treating it as a term specific enough not to impede discussion but flexible 

enough not to exclude texts that contemporary writers and readers understood as 

allegorical. The Enlightenment retained a notion of allegory as a genre of speaking 

otherwise. One indication of this is the popularity with which seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century lexicographers gestured towards the wordôs etymology. Edward 

Phillipsôs The New World of Words (1658), one of the first English dictionaries, defines 

allegory as ñ(Gr. i.e. saying one thing and meaning another) a Rhetorical Term, being a 

continued Metaphor, where there is something couchôd in the words, that is different 

from the literal Sense, and the Figure is carried on through the whole Discourse.ò27 Many 

later lexicographers ascribed to at least part of this definition, which moves from the 

wordôs etymology to the notion of allegory (taken from Quintilian) as a continued 

                                                
27 Edward Phillips, The New World of Words: Or, A Universal English Dictionary (London, 1658). See 

also John Harris, Lexicon Technicum: or, an Universal English Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (London, 

1702). About a century after Phillips, Samuel Johnson describes allegory as ñA figurative discourse, in 

which something other is intended, than is contained in the words literally taken,ò A Dictionary of the 

English Language (London, 1755). 
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metaphor to the expectation that the conceit must continue throughout the entire text.28 

However, when we look at how writers and critics treated the form as opposed to how 

lexicographers defined it, there is much more flexibility.29 Writers and critics used the 

terms ñallegoryò and ñallegoricalò to describe not only internally consistent texts with 

ñdarkò or ñcouchedò meaning, but also components of predominantly non-allegorical 

texts that (often through personification) gestured towards the allegorical tradition. The 

modus operandi of this dissertation is to mostly include texts that were called allegories 

or allegorical by either contemporary readers or, in some cases, the writers themselves. 

Where such comments are absentðbecause we cannot depend on writers and readers to 

identify all of the periodôs allegorical textsðI have included a text because enough 

contemporaries had discussed similar texts as allegorical. Such is the justification for 

including John Drydenôs The Hind and the Panther in the second chapter: Enlightenment 

writers did not regularly distinguish (as many modern writers do) between allegory and 

fable, and there is sufficient evidence to suggest that beast fables were understood as a 

subgenre of allegory. 

 The historical approach of this dissertation entails conceptualizing allegory as 

both a mode and genreðthat is, as a rhetorical trope that can be used intermittently 

within a larger discursive framework and as a formally coherent kind of text defined by 

the continuous reference of a literal narrative to a consistent non-literal level of 

                                                
28 See Quintilian, The Oratorôs Education, trans. David A. Russell (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2002), vol. 3, VIII.vi.44. Compare definitions of allegory in Edward Cocker, Cockerôs English 

Dictionary (London, 1704) and John Kersey, Dictionarium Anglo-Britannicum: Or, A General English 

Dictionary (London, 1708). 
29 Thomas Vogler observes that ñBy the end of the eighteenth-century óallegoryô had become one of the 

most important words in the European aesthetic vocabulary. It had also become almost meaningless,ò a 

point that says much more about how scholars and critics used the term than how lexicographers defined it, 

ñThe Allegory of Allegory: Unlockeing Blakeôs óCrystal Cabinet,ôò in Enlightening Allegory, op. cit., 75-

130. 
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meaning.30 Whereas Fletcher argues that allegory is fundamentally a mode that can be 

used within a variety of genres and Quilligan responds by contending that allegory is a 

genre because ñthere is a pure strain, that is, a group of works which reveal the classic 

form of a distinct genre,ò31 in this dissertation I argue that allegory functions as both a 

genre and a mode. I suggest that it is not important to definitively describe allegory as a 

genre or as a mode, but rather to pay close attention to how writers and critics themselves 

conceptualize the form. Whether an author approaches allegory as genre or modeðor 

bothðis a far more generative question than whether allegory is one or the other.  

 Understanding allegory as a form of speaking otherwise that has the potential for 

being either a genre, a mode, or somewhere in between accords with Fryeôs formulation 

in Anatomy of Criticism (1957). Frye places allegory on a continuum ranging from, on 

the one end, continuous allegories like those of Dante, Spenser, Tasso, and Bunyan and, 

on the other end, ña freistimmige style in which allegory may be picked up and dropped 

again at pleasureò like those of Ariosto, Goethe, Ibsen, and Hawthorne.32 I will argue that 

the eighteenth century, in general, moves allegory towards the ñfreistimmigeò end of the 

spectrum, with authors increasingly tending to include personified abstractions and 

miniature allegories within texts that cannot be read allegorically as a whole. This is not 

to say that allegory as a distinct genre fades away, as we still have many important 

examples of generic allegories in eighteenth-century England. To name a few: Alexander 

Popeôs The Temple of Fame (1715), James Thomsonôs The Castle of Indolence (1748), 

William Congreveôs Quadrille: An Allegory (1729), Herbert Lawrenceôs The Life and 

                                                
30 For a discussion of allegory as a mode and genre, see Alastair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An 

Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2002), 191-5. 
31 See Fletcher, Allegory, op. cit., 3; Quilligan, The Language of Allegory, op. cit., 14. 
32 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, op. cit., 90-1. 
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Adventures of Common Sense: an historical allegory (1769), and Lucy Peacockôs The 

Adventures of the Six Princesses of Babylon; in their travels to the temple of virtue: an 

allegory (1785).33 To say that the eighteenth century pushes allegory towards the 

freistimmige pole of the spectrum means that eighteenth-century writers found uses for 

speaking otherwise even within predominantly literal texts. The stakes of this observation 

will become especially clear in the second half of Enlightenment Allegory, which focuses 

on how eighteenth-century satirists and periodical essay writers incorporated the 

allegorical form into their respective literary genres. 

The modal use of allegory during the Enlightenment was certainly not 

unprecedented. There were some examples during the medieval and Renaissance periods 

of what Pamela Gradon calls ñpseudoallegories,ò texts that use allegorical conventions 

without themselves being categorizable as allegories.34 But these examples were few and 

far between. Enlightenment writing went a long way in making the modal use of allegory 

a more general practice, with many authors picking and choosing components of allegory 

and retooling them for an audience becoming increasingly invested in the here and now, 

instead of in the heavenly and eternal. The most extreme version of the modal use of 

allegory is the ongoing use of personified abstractions, which scholars have long 

                                                
33 This list is incomplete but it sufficiently demonstrates the ongoing relevance of allegory as a 

recognizable genre. There are also many examples of titles and subtitles which demonstrate writers and 

editors marketing texts as allegories. These include Benjamin Keachôs The Progress of Sin, or, The Travels 

of Ungodliness where, the pedigree, rise (or original) antiquity, subtilty, evil nature, and prevailing power 

of sin, is fully discovered, in an apt and pleasant allegory (London, 1684), the anonymous Star-Board and 

lar-board: or, sea-politicks. An allegory (London, 1711), and Hannah Moreôs Sunday reading. The 

Pilgrims. An allegory (London, 1790). 
34 Pamela Gradon, Form and Style in Early English Literature (London, UK: Methuen, Inc., 1971), 374. 

Mindele Anne Treip also argues that ñepisodic allegoryò begins with Torquato Tassoôs Gerusalemme 

Liberata (1581), though she uses the phrase to describe allegorical interpretation rather than allegorical 

writing. See Allegorical Poetics: The Renaissance Tradition to ñParadise Lostò (Lexington, KY: 

University Press of Kentucky, 1993), 4-6, 41, 63-72, 99-103, 131-2. See also Kenneth Borris, Allegory and 

Epic in English Renaissance Literature: Heroic Form in Sidney, Spenser, and Milton (Cambridge 

University Press, 2000), 77-8. 
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understood to be a major trope in poetry throughout the period. The use of 

personifications represented one way in which practices common to allegories had 

become effectively separated from their conventional genre. But, as we will grow to 

appreciate throughout this dissertation, the modal use of allegory took many other forms. 

Scholars who have studied the persistence of allegory have not yet accounted for 

the wide range of Enlightenment texts that included allegorical components even if the 

texts themselves were predominantly non-allegorical: satires; essays published in 

periodicals; dramas and novels that included allegorical names for characters; and many 

others. The modal use of allegory was characteristic of the widespread Enlightenment 

tendency to break traditional genres into their component parts and then to create new 

wholesðmultimodal texts as well as members of emerging genresðby combining those 

parts with those of other genres. Treated as a mode, allegory came into close contact with 

already existing and emerging practices associated with particular genres, as those genres 

had their own, constantly evolving ways of structuring temporality, space, and agency. 

The main questions facing Enlightenment writers wanting to use modal allegory 

concerned not how to push against or reject it in favor of more literal modes, but how 

they could manage the different modes within individual texts. Should writers separate 

the literal and allegorical modes from one another and, if so, how should they do so? 

How could writers use components of allegory to further their own purposes even if those 

purposes were far removed from those of medieval and Renaissance allegorists? The 

second half of Enlightenment Allegory will make it especially clear that Enlightenment 

writers and critics, across the board, had very different answers to these questions. 
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II.  Adapting a Traditional Form  

The great transitional text in this dissertation is John Miltonôs Paradise Lost 

(1667, 1674). In Book II, Milton uses Sin and Death alongside literal characters such as 

Satan and the other angels, incorporating two personified abstractions into a 

predominantly literal narrative.35 Many scholars argue that Milton uses Sin and Death to 

mount an argument against allegory, characterizing him as an anti-allegorist. 36 Victoria 

Kahn gives a more promising account of Miltonôs relationship to allegory when she calls 

the scene with Sin and Death an ñallegorical parody of allegory,ò noting Miltonôs 

ambivalence (rather than his opposition) towards allegory. 37 Milton turns allegory 

against itself, at once challenging the literary form as it has been practiced up until that 

point and preserving the conventions of that form. 

 Miltonôs miniature allegory of Sin and Death in Paradise Lost encapsulates the 

dynamic relationship between preservation and subversion at the center of Enlightenment 

allegory. As a parody of allegory, Paradise Lost simultaneously preserves the literary 

form and detaches itself from it so as to criticize and subvert it. It is this dynamic between 

preservation and detached subversion that makes parody, in particular, a model of 

historical change. Parody perfectly embodies the historical process of adapting forms by 

creatively reappropriating those forms for new historical and social contexts. Similarly to 

                                                
35 Miltonôs poem is fundamentally figurative, even if it is not allegorical, in that it accommodates the realm 

of the spirit to human understanding by describing that realm as if it were physical. We will come back to 

this idea in more detail in this dissertationôs coda, which focuses on how Johnson reads the allegory of Sin 

and Death. 
36 Kelley characterizes Milton an ñanti-royalist, anti-allegoristò who anticipates the anti-allegorical thrust of 

the eighteenth century, Reinventing Allegory, op. cit., 4. See also Catherine Gimelli Martin, The Ruins of 

Allegory: óParadise Lostô and the Metamorphosis of Epic Convention (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 1998) throughout, but especially 30-62; Vladimir Brljak, ñThe Satanic óorô: Milton and Protestant 

Anti-Allegorism,ò The Review of English Studies 66 (2015): 403-22. 
37 Victoria Kahn, ñAllegory and the Sublime in Paradise Lost,ò in John Milton, ed. Annabel Patterson 

(New York, NY: Routledge, 1992), 189. 
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parodists, Enlightenment writers adapt the allegorical form to their ever-changing literary 

and historical surroundings, simultaneously preserving it and subverting many of the 

literary practices associated with the form. They were not interested in abandoning the 

form completely nor in simply carrying it over from the medieval or Renaissance periods. 

On the contrary, Enlightenment writers were invested in using what they could from 

allegory even with the increasing importance of an empirical, secular worldview.  

 The process of adapting traditional forms for the eighteenth century often entailed 

separating what medieval and Renaissance persons conceived as wholes into their 

component parts. 38 For literature, one of the effects of the British Enlightenment was that 

it broke traditional genresðpreviously conceived as wholesðinto parts, so that those 

parts could be considered and analyzed apart from their original overarching structure. 

Writers then recombined the resulting parts with parts of other genres, in the process 

creating innovative literary mixtures. 

 The ongoing fragmentation and recombination of previously whole genres is a 

widespread process during the eighteenth century that included traditional literary forms 

such as pastoral, romance, and satire. Michael McKeon argues for the continuity of 

pastoral during the eighteenth century and brings our attention to how writers transvalued 

the form for their readers rather than abandon it.39 Romance, similarly, did not die despite 

savage critiques of the form by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century writers. Writers 

working with other genres made use of pastoral and romance conventions, appropriating 

                                                
38 See Michael McKeon, The Secret History of Domesticity: Public, Private, and the Division of Knowledge 

(Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), xxivïv, 4, 15. 
39 McKeon, ñThe Pastoral Revolution,ò in Refiguring Revolutions: Aesthetics and Politics from the English 

Revolution to the Romantic Revolution, ed. Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker (Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press, 1998), 267-89. 
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those conventions for their own purposes. The eighteenth-century novel, for instance, 

grew out of already existent forms including pastoral and romance. Early novelists used 

bits and pieces of these forms to contribute to the emergence of what was marketed at the 

time as a ñnewò genre of writing. In the creation of ostensibly new genres such as the 

eighteenth-century novel, as Claudio Guillén puts it in his Literature as System (1971), 

ñall genres are potentially usefulðand expendable.ò40 Novelists, to stick with one major 

example, make use of epic, romance, and pastoral conventions in order to contribute to 

the trajectory of an emerging genre. Enlightenment Allegory takes Guillénôs point to 

heart. It also extends such an emphasis on the ongoing relevance and usefulness of 

traditional literary genres to allegory.  

 The thesis that allegory transformed during the Enlightenment, thus, finds a 

strong rationale in various models of genre change. As the British public, in general, 

became increasingly empirical and secular in their thinking, writers often approached 

allegory not as an obsolete genre, but as a literary form that could be modified and 

combined with other literary forms in surprising and creative ways. This historical 

processðwhereby allegory changed due to social and cultural forces rather than being 

led into a ñliterary dead endò or killed by themðincluded many texts of the Restoration 

and early eighteenth century and played a tremendously significant part in the literary 

formôs history.41 One final caveat: I understand the Enlightenment not as a dramatic 

                                                
40 Claudio Guillén, Literature as System: Essays Toward the Theory of Literary History (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1971). Guillén argues that this idea is the major lesson arising out of reading 

Mario Fubiniôs ñGenesi e storia dei generi letterari.ò 
41 The forces of empiricism and secularization start to transform allegory as early as Spenserôs The Faerie 

Queene, though their influence is most conspicuous in texts like Bunyanôs The Pilgrimôs Progress, 

Drydenôs Absalom and Achitophel and The Hind and the Panther, mock allegories like Swiftôs A Tale of a 

Tub and Popeôs The Dunciad, many of Joseph Addisonôs allegories in The Spectator, and Fieldingôs A 

Journey from This World to the Next. 
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break from the early modern period, but as part of an already ongoing process. As we 

move through the eighteenth century, it will behoove us to look back at how certain 

aspects of eighteenth-century thought were anticipated by early modern writers.  

 As persons, in general, became increasingly invested in the material and became 

further removed from what David Rosen and Aaron Santesso call ñallegorical culture,ò 

Enlightenment writers approached allegory as a literary form to be experimented with in 

creative and surprising ways.42 The resulting experiments were remarkably multifarious, 

as writers had very different ideas about how allegory could be transformed for an 

eighteenth-century audience. Sometimes, as with Bunyan, writers infused allegory with 

the empiricism of the emerging New Science; sometimes, as with Dryden, writers used 

allegory to draw attention to the similarities and differences between two historical 

situations or to produce a shocking aesthetic effect by mixing allegorical and literal 

modes to the point that they were inseparable; sometimes, still, writers appropriated 

allegory for social satire; and at others, writers used allegory as a short, instructive mode 

within genres (like the eighteenth-century periodical) that were largely based on literal, 

direct speech. These different uses of allegory involved very different ratios of 

preservation and subversion, which are to be understood as two ends of a scale rather 

than as mutually exclusive antitheses: our job is not to categorize texts as pro- or anti-

allegory, but to study how those texts balance the two opposites or fall somewhere in 

between them. Enlightenment Allegory should, if nothing else, demonstrate the 

                                                
42 David Rosen and Aaron Santesso, ñSwiftian Satire and the Afterlife of Allegory,ò in Swiftôs Travels: 

Eighteenth-Century British Satire and Its Legacy, ed. Nicholas Hudson and Aaron Santesso (New York, 

NY: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 11-24. 
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extraordinary complexity of allegory as a literary form extending from the medieval and 

early modern periods to the end of the Enlightenment. 

 In this dissertation, I have chosen the word ñadaptationò as a central term for 

thinking about what happens to allegory during the eighteenth century. The word is 

meant to evoke an analogy between the cross-media adaptation of particular texts and the 

transformation of literary forms over time. Adaptation studiesðwhether we are 

discussing books, films, musical compositions or any other narrative formðcenters on 

looking for continuities and discontinuities between a text and its source material. To 

understand what an adapter does with his or her chosen text, we must study how the 

adaptation both follows and/or departs from that text. Similarly, when we study 

Enlightenment allegory, we must understand how certain writers follow and/or depart 

from precedents of the allegorical form. I would argue, that adaptation is also useful for 

thinking about eighteenth-century allegory because it entails a kind of artistic distance: 

like parody, adaptation functions by preserving past forms while also changing it to 

account for historical, social, and literary changes. 

Let me conclude with a brief description of how this dissertation is structured. 

Enlightenment Allegory consists of two parts, each divided into two chapters. The first 

part looks in detail at the allegories of John Bunyan and Dryden, two Restoration models 

from which we can gain a fruitful perspective on the role and status of allegory during 

that period. Both Bunyan and Dryden experimented with allegory: Bunyan uses an 

almost unprecedented amount of concrete, empirical detail in The Pilgrimôs Progress 

(1678, 1684), The Life and Death of Mr. Badman (1680), and The Holy War (1682); 

Dryden uses political allegory in Absalom and Achitophel (1681) to place events in 
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sacred and secular history in typological relationship to one another, taking advantage of 

the similarities as well as the differences between the Duke of Monmouthôs rebellion 

against King Charles II and Absalomôs uprising against King David in the Old 

Testament. A prolonged focus on Bunyan and Dryden provides a promising foundation 

for asking questions about what happened to allegory throughout the Enlightenment.  

In the second part of Enlightenment Allegory, I shift from the Restoration to the 

early-and mid-eighteenth century and from two particular figures to more general trends 

that have long been associated with Enlightenment writing. Chapter 3 addresses questions 

about how Jonathan Swift and Pope use allegory as a means of social satire, using A Tale 

of a Tub and The Dunciad as its central examples. These writers create a parodic or 

satiric distance between their readers and their allegories, detaching them from the 

overarching semantic structure that supports the unified experience of generic allegory 

and thus furthering its modal transformation. Chapter 4 studies discussions of allegory in 

eighteenth-century periodicals as well as the allegorical compositions printed in the 

periodicals themselves. Little attention has been paid to the miniature allegories within 

these periodical publications, or to their influence on how readers and writers 

conceptualized allegory during the period. The coda rounds off the dissertation by putting 

Samuel Johnsonôs comments on Miltonôs Paradise Lost within the context of the rise of 

the modern aesthetic and the focus on decorum. 

As Chapter 4 and the coda make clear, the end-date of Enlightenment Allegory is 

meant to be flexible. The subtitle ñAdapting the Allegorical Form in British Literature, 

1660-1750,ò should not be understood to suggest that writers stopped adapting allegory 

after 1750. Indeed, I have taken many of the examples used in Chapter 4 and the coda 
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from texts written after 1750. Many of the questions and concerns generated in 

Enlightenment Allegory continue to be relevant into the Romantic period and beyond. 

 My manuscript will make significant contributions not only to the field of 

allegory studies, but also to our understanding of genre theory during the British 

Enlightenment. It is ultimately against the kind of literary history that conceives the 

transformation of traditional genres like allegory as their demise. In many ways, allegory 

is a test case: studying its transformation throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries yields insights into how Enlightenment writers approached a literary genre that 

had been strongly associated with medieval and early modern ways of understanding the 

world. Enlightenment writers were in fact tremendously resourceful in picking and 

choosing components from traditional literary genres, treating them not only as genres in 

and of themselves but as modes that could be used within existing and emerging genres 

like the novel or the periodical essay. Far from fading away, traditional literary forms 

continued to live on and adapt to changing literary and historical conditions.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

ñhe makes base things usher in Divineò:  

Bunyanôs Allegories and Scripture 

 
 

These things have I spoken unto you in proverbs: but the time cometh, 

when I shall no more speak unto you in proverbs, but I shall shew you 

plainly of the Father. 

   -John 16:251 
 

We ought not to be thinking óThis green valley, where the shepherd boy is 

singing, represents humilityô; we ought to be discovering, as we read, that 

humility is like this green valley. That way, moving always into the book, 

not out of it, from the concept to the image, enriches the concept. 

          -C.S. Lewis2 
  

God never meant man to be a purely spiritual creature. That is why He 

uses material things like bread and wine to put the new life into us. We 

may think this is rather crude and unspiritual. God does not: He invented 

eating. He likes matter. He invented it. 

          -C.S. Lewis3 

 
 

 Bunyan published all of his major allegories between 1678 and 1684, securing his 

place in literary history relatively late in his career. He had already made himself into a 

prominent preacher and writer of sermons in the 1650s, before his imprisonment for 

preaching without a license from 1660 to 1671. Together, his The Pilgrimôs Progress 

(1678), The Life and Death of Mr. Badman (1680), The Holy War (1682), and The 

Pilgrimôs Progress, The Second Part (1684) represent some of the most fascinating 

experiments with allegory in Restoration England. Bunyan uses the allegorical form for 

two major purposes. The first is to portray the constant uncertainty and despair felt by 

                                                
1 The Bible: Authorized King James Version, ed. Robert Carroll and Stephen Prickett (New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press, 2008). Henceforth all citations from the Bible, unless otherwise noted, are from 

this edition. 
2 C.S. Lewis, ñThe Vision of John Bunyan,ò in The Pilgrimôs Progress: A Casebook, ed. Roger Sharrock 

(London, 1976), 198. 
3 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 1980), 64. 
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Christians in Restoration Britain, whether at the hands of constantly-shifting political and 

religious authorities or because of a predestinarian belief that oneôs salvation or 

damnation has already been decided. Bunyan does this by using personified abstractions 

and other imaginary beings, externalizing the components of the embattled Christianôs 

consciousness into a series of individuals who seemingly stand apart from the central 

figure (whether that central figure is, as in The Pilgrimôs Progress explicit or, as in The 

Holy War, implicit). The second is to demonstrate the dynamic relationship between 

Christian experiences and Scripture, with the marginal glosses modelling how the Bible 

can be used to reflect on everyday life and vice versa. 

 This chapter looks at the relationship between Bunyanôs major allegories and the 

Bible, which Bunyan uses not only as support for his form of writing but as a primary 

component of his allegoriesô content. It also lays the groundwork for Enlightenment 

Allegory by placing Bunyanôs narratives firmly within the trajectory of Restoration and 

eighteenth-century allegory. Many scholars have focused on Bunyanôs indebtedness to 

earlier allegories, but they have not yet taken full advantage of his experiments with the 

allegorical form. They typically situate The Pilgrimôs Progress and his other allegories at 

the literary formôs breaking pointðthat is, at the very point when allegory dies away and 

the novel starts to emerge as the dominant literary form.4 Such an argument 

underestimates the influence of Bunyanôs allegories on the form by paying attention to its 

proto-novelistic components. But his allegories are not part of the endpoint. On the 

                                                
4 For instance, see Brian Nellist, ñThe Pilgrimôs Progress and Allegory,ò in The Pilgrimôs Progress: 

Critical and Historical Views, ed. Vincent Newey (Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Noble Books, 1980), 132. The 

tendency to regard Pilgrimôs Progress as a final installment of the allegorical genre also characterizes the 

attempts of many scholars to present the text as an unusually literal allegory. I will cite some of these 

attempts in the third section and deal with them in detail there. 
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contrary, they exert a strong influence on the allegories written throughout the eighteenth 

century.  

 In the first section of the chapter, I discuss Bunyanôs self-conscious defense of 

allegory in his paratextual materials, especially in those accompanying the two parts of 

The Pilgrimôs Progress. He consistently associates his mode of writing with biblical 

precedent, dovetailing allegorical writing with the practice in Scripture of producing 

spiritual light from rhetorical darkness. In his defense, however, Bunyan also recognizes 

the notorious instability of allegory: allegorists have a tremendously difficult time 

guiding interpretation because the fundamental characteristic the literary formð

according to Bunyan and many of his contemporariesðis rhetorical darkness. In the 

second section, I argue that Bunyan uses marginal glosses to address this instability and 

to direct interpretation while allowing the literary worlds of his allegories to remain 

relatively uninterrupted. In other words, his use of sidenotes is an expression of the same 

ambivalence towards allegory evident in his paratexts. In the third and final section, I 

shift from Bunyanôs attempts to draw attention to the spiritual significance hidden within 

his literal narrativesðwhich are so conspicuous in his use of paratext and sidenotesðto 

the engaging nature of the narratives themselves. This shift is partly due to the paradox 

unearthed in the first two sections: despite Bunyanôs investment in encouraging readers to 

look beyond the literal levels of his texts, he also demonstrates a clear investment in 

engaging his readers with those literal levels. Indeed, one of the main benefits of 

Bunyanôs allegories over his sermons is that the allegories engage readers through 

verisimilitude and sensory detail. Bunyan is acutely aware of the advantages and pitfalls 
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of the allegorical form, and the trick is to recognize these without losing what is useful or 

distinctive about it. 

 

I.  Bunyanôs Paratexts 

 In the first part of The Pilgrimôs Progress Bunyan includes ñThe Authorôs 

Apology for His Bookò and a concluding poem, both of which address his use of the 

allegorical form. Together with ñThe Authorôs Way of Sending Forth His Second Part of 

the Pilgrim,ò appended to the second part of The Pilgrimôs Progress, these paratextual 

materials constitute what William Tindall has called Bunyanôs ñminiature essays on 

criticism,ò condensed statements about how allegory functions as a literary form.5 These 

paratextual materials provide remarkably self-conscious reflections on what it means to 

write allegories at the end of the seventeenth century. Bunyan begins his apology, for 

instance, by casting himself as an unwitting allegorist who gets caught up in his own 

writing process while working on another project. On the verge of finishing The 

Heavenly Foot-man (1698, published posthumously), he feels compelled to write an 

allegory. Scholars often dismiss the entire apology as disingenuous, and to a degree 

Bunyan merely mimics the self-deprecation typical of medieval and Renaissance writers 

who credit divine inspiration (whether through God or the muses) for their literary works. 

Dismissing it too quickly, however, takes attention away from the extraordinary 

complexity of Bunyanôs self-description as a writer who ultimately decides to complete a 

tangential book project to protect his current one: 

                                                
5 William York Tindall, John Bunyan: Mechanick Preacher (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 

1934), 43. U. Milo Kaufmann also calls the apology in The Pilgrimôs Progress an ñaesthetic brief,ò The 

Pilgrimôs Progress and Traditions in Puritan Meditation (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966), 

8. 
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   When at first I took my Pen in hand, 

  Thus for to write; I did not understand 

  That I at all should make a little Book 

  In such a mode; Nay, I had undertook 

  To make another, which when almost done, 

  Before I was aware, I this begun. 

   And thus it was: I writing of the Way 

  And Race of Saints in this our Gospel-Day, 

  Fell suddenly into an Allegory 

  About their Journey, and the way to Glory, 

  In more than twenty things, which I set down; 

  This done, I twenty more had in my Crown, 

  And they again began to multiply, 

  Like sparks that from the coals of Fire do flie. 

  Nay then, thought I, if that you breed so fast, 

  Iôll put you by your selves, lest you at last 

  Should prove ad infinitum, and eat out 

  The Book that I already am about.6 

 

Given these lines, it is easy to see why scholars tend to read the apology as a harbinger of 

allegoryôs decline. Bunyan himself presents The Pilgrimôs Progress as a tangential 

writing project that threatens to take over his primary one. The allegory, once begun, 

practically writes itself. Bunyanôs ideas about how to put ñthe Way/And Race of Saintsò 

into allegorical form soon ñmultiply,/ Like sparks that from the coals of Fire do flie,ò as if 

they simply get away from the writer. At this point, Bunyan seems to be genuinely 

apologizing for his chosen mode of writing by depersonalizing it. 

 Brenda Machosky begins a recent essay on The Pilgrimôs Progress by suggesting 

that we read the word ñfell,ò from this passage, ñquite literally.ò ñThe fall into allegory,ò 

she writes, ñis analogous to the fall from the realm of heaven and true light into the dark 

and profane world in which we live, implying that the fallen world is always already 

allegorical.ò7 Her analogy is particularly useful. It links Bunyanôs statements about 

                                                
6 John Bunyan, The Pilgrimôs Progress (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2008), 3 .For the claim 

that this apology refers to The Heavenly Foot-man, see, 291, n3. 
7 Brenda Machosky, ñTrope and Truth in The Pilgrimôs Progress,ò SEL 47 (2007): 179. 
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allegory to his cosmological worldview, presenting the practice of reading allegorically 

as looking beyond the material and literal. It also suggests that The Pilgrimôs Progress 

fallen nature is exactly what qualifies it as a vehicle for spiritual meaning in a fallen 

world: the text, unlike printed sermons like Heavenly Foot-man, will appeal to humans 

who have lost the ability to directly understand spiritual truth.  

 Later in the apology, Bunyan launches into a defense of allegory, responding to 

common anxieties about teaching religion through ostentatiously fictional narratives by 

extending biblical hermeneutics to his own text.8 For the speaker of the first two lines, 

who embodies the contemporary skepticism towards allegory, The Pilgrimôs Progress 

lacks solidness because its characters and events are imaginary. Bunyan, in turn, argues 

against this interpellated speaker by suggesting that the improbability of The Pilgrimôs 

Progress does not mean it lacks ñsolidnessò because its imaginary elements mediate 

spiritual truth:  

But they [metaphors] want solidness: Speak man thy mind: 

 They drownôd the weak; Metaphors make us blind. 

  Solidity, indeed becomes the Pen 

 Of him that writest things Divine to men: 

 But must I needs want solidness, because 

  By Metaphors I speak; was not Gods Laws, 

  His Gospel-laws in older time held forth 

  By Types, Shadows, and Metaphors? Yet loth 

  Will any sober man be to find fault 

  With them, lest he be found for to assault 

  The highest Wisdom. No, he rather stoops,  

  And seeks to find out what by pins and loops 

  And Calves, and Sheep; by Heifers, and by Rams; 

  By Birds and Herbs, and by the blood of Lambs; 

  God speaketh to him: And happy is he 

                                                
8 James F. Forrest covers some of these Puritan anxieties in ñAllegory as Sacred Sport: Manipulation of the 

Reader in Spenser and Bunyan,ò in Bunyan in Our Time, ed. Robert G. Collmer (Kent, OH: The Kent State 

University Press, 1989), 93; Barbara A. Johnson, ñFalling into Allegory: The óApologyô to The Pilgrimôs 

Progress and Bunyanôs Scriptural Methodology,ò in Bunyan in Our Time, 118. 
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  That finds the light, and grace that in them be.9 

 

The bone of contention between the two opposing sides is the relationship between 

representation and content. For the first speaker, who prefers plain writing over figurative 

discourse, representing spiritual truths through a fictional narrative amounts to a lie. For 

the second, what matters is that the narrative is consistent with Scripture. The Pilgrimôs 

Progress has ñsolidityò as long as its meaning is in-line with the word of God. This 

second argument, which wins out throughout the course of the apology, hinges on the 

point that Scripture itself uses figurative tropes including allegory. It vindicates allegory 

as mode of representation so long as it uses the similarities between its signifiers and 

signifieds to reinforce and emphasize the laws of Scripture. 

 By coupling The Pilgrimôs Progress with the Bible in the apology, Bunyan 

reinforces the primary argument of the frontispiece and title page, two paratextual 

materials that simultaneously announce the storyôs fictionality and its connections to the 

methods of writing found in the Bible. The largest word on the title page is ñDREAM.ò 

(Fig. 1) In the frontispiece, the image of a sleeping Bunyan looms large. Centered and 

significantly larger than anything else in the illustration, the image emphasizes that 

Christianôs journey is above all a mental event. Taken together, the frontispiece and title 

page remind us that The Pilgrimôs Progress fits into a long history of allegorical dream 

visionsðincluding The Romance of the Rose, The House of Fame, and Piers Plowmanð

where the dreamscape functions simultaneously as a space inhabited by imaginary beings 

and as a vehicle for spiritual meaning. Guillaume de Lorris begins The Romance of the 

Rose by arguing that dreams can have true meaning: ñSome say that there is nothing in 

                                                
9 Bunyan, The Pilgrimôs Progress, op. cit., 5-6. 
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dreams but lies and fables; however, one may have dreams which are not in the least 

deceitful, but which later become clear.ò10 The paratext of The Pilgrimôs Progress 

similarly suggests that Christianôs journey, though a dream, contains useful information 

about spiritual enlightenment. The title page, for instance, creates a parallel between the 

ñSimilitude of a DREAMò and the similitudes found in Scripture. The words from the 

Book of HoseaðñI have used Similitudesòðencapsulates the modus operandi of the 

Bible and thus gives authority to Bunyanôs own method. For Bunyan it is tremendously 

important that, in the Book of Hosea, these words are spoken by God himself to Ephraim, 

who is noteworthy as a deceitful and conniving ruler who eventually offends God and 

dies. God says to Ephraim that ñI have also spoken by the prophets, and I have multiplied 

visions, and used similitudes, by the ministry of the prophets.ò11 God sets up similitudes 

as one instrument through which He speaks to humankind. And in The Pilgrimôs 

Progress, Bunyan uses the epigraph to associate his text with how God himself inculcates 

spiritual knowledge through similitudes to earthly things.  

                                                
10 Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun, The Romance of the Rose, trans. Frances Horgan (New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 2008), 3. 
11 Book of Hosea, in The Bible, op. cit., 12.10. 
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Figure 1. Frontispiece of Bunyanôs The Pilgrimôs Progress (London, 1678). Early 

English Books Online 4 December 2015. 

 

 

Bunyan thus opens The Pilgrimôs Progress by dovetailing his mode of writing 

with the methodology of biblical hermeneutics, which relies on the infallibility of Godôs 

word to encourage what Bunyan calls ñstoop[ing].ò Stooping involves a particular kind of 

readerly temperament whereby readers suspend their criticismðbecause finding fault 

with the Bible would amount to ñ[assaulting]/The highest Wisdomòðand takes for 

granted that nothing is superfluous: all details, no matter how unnecessary they may 

seem, have a hidden meaning. It is a mode of clue-hunting that results from investing 

spiritual narratives with an authority resembling that of the Bible. Readers are to look 



33 
 

 
 

closely at how the details of Bunyanôs narratives resemble or figure forth spiritual 

concepts just as they are to look closely at the pins, loops, calves, sheep, heifers, rams, 

birds, herbs, and lambs of the Old Testament. Such a clue-hunting mindset is 

characteristic of traditional allegoresis, in which readers take humble positions with 

respect to the text and understand mysteries as resulting from humansô limited capacity. 

 Bunyanôs claims are part of an extensive historical and literary process, which had 

been in motion long before the publication of The Pilgrimôs Progress, that extends 

scriptural hermeneutics to non-biblical, and even literary, texts.12 Indeed, his use of 

biblical precedent to defend his writing is common to seventeenth-century allegory. In 

the immensely popular The Isle of Man: Or, the Legall Proceeding in Man-shire against 

Sinne (1627), the Puritan preacher Richard Bernard likens his method of writing to the 

narratives told by Nathan and Ezekiel: ñIf the manner of laying these things down in a 

continued allegory, be the offence to some, I do suppose they know, that Nathan did 

teach David by an allegorie...Ezekiel taught the Jews so too, and...our Saviour spake 

many parables to his hearers.ò13 The prophetsô allegories do not ñderogate any thing from 

their holy aged gravities,ò but rather enlighten others through making Godôs lessons 

accessible to mankind. Both Bernard and Bunyan set up their allegories as imitations of 

prophetic language that seeks to accommodate divine knowledge to humansô limited 

capacities. Bunyan is especially adamant on this point. Elsewhere in his apology he 

                                                
12 In Typologies in England, 1650-1820 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1982), Paul J. Korshin 

traces the importance and status in Enlightenment England, but his comments also demonstrate how the 

process of applying what he calls ñabstractedò typology to literary texts started before the eighteenth 

century. See also Michael Austin, New Testaments: Cognition, Closure, and the Figural Logic of the 

Sequel, 1660-1740 (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 2012), 79-122 and ñThe Figural Logic of 

the Sequel and the Unity of The Pilgrimôs Progress,ò Studies in Philology 102 (2005): 484-504. 
13 Richard Bernardôs The Isle of Man: Or, the Legall Proceeding in Man-shire against Sinne (London, 

1627). 
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writes that the Bible ñIs every where so full of all these things,/(Dark Figures, 

Allegories,) yet there springs/From that same Book that lustre, and those rayes/Of light, 

that turns our darkest nights to days.ò14 Moreover, towards the end of the apology, he 

argues that allegory is not merely ornamental. The Bible uses allegories to reach its 

readers and to highlight lessons without compromising truth: ñI find that in holy Writ in 

many places/Hath semblance with this method, where the cases/Doth call for one thing to 

set forth another:/Use it I may then, and yet nothing smother/Truths golden Beams; Nay, 

by this method may/Make it cast forth its rayes as light as day.ò15  

 It was common for classical and Renaissance writers to describe allegories as a 

form of dark speech. Quintilian, for instance, defined allegory as ña duplicitie of meaning 

or dissimulation under covert and darke intendements.ò16 And Edmund Spenser called it 

a ñdark conceitò which, because of the covertness of its commentary, is especially prone 

to misinterpretation.17 Bunyan picks up on these descriptions of allegory as dark or 

obscure speech, creating a play between allegoryôs rhetorical darkness and its ability to 

encourage spiritual enlightenment.18 Allegories produce light from darkness by 

convincing readers to look closely at the literal and the material for what might resemble, 

represent, or figure forth the spiritual. Indeed, this ability gives allegories a didactic 

                                                
14 Bunyan, The Pilgrimôs Progress, op. cit., 7. 
15 Ibid., 7-8. 
16 Quintilian, The Oratorôs Education, op. cit., vol. 3, VIII.vi.44. 
17 Edmund Spenser, ñLetter to Raleigh,ò The Faerie Queene, ed. A.C. Hamilton (New York, NY: Pearson 

Education Limited, 2007), 714. 
18 Maresca argues that Bunyan confuses allegory and personification, suggesting that the two actually move 

in opposite directions (with the first characterized by covert commentary and the second by openness). See 

Maresca, ñSaying and Meaning,ò op. cit., 257-8 and ñPersonification vs. Allegory,ò in Enlightening 

Allegory, op. cit., 21-39. But these lines demonstrate that Bunyan himself understood his allegories to be 

kinds of dark speech. 
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advantage over plain-spoken sermons. As Bunyan puts it in his ñThe Authorôs Way of 

Sending Forth His Second Part of the Pilgrimò: 

Things that seem to be hid in words obscure, 

Do but the Godly mind the more alure; 

To study what those Sayings should contain, 

That speak to us in such a Cloudy strain. 

 I also know, a dark Similitude 

Will on the Fancie more it self intrude,  

And will stick faster in the Heart and Head, 

Then things from Similies not borrowed.19  
 

For Bunyan, allegories have two main advantages over texts like Heavenly Foot-man or 

the majority of his published sermons. First, they ñalureò godly minds by convincing 

them that there is hidden meaning behind the narrativeðsomething that evades an initial 

reading and which is recoverable only through close attention. Secondly, allegories have 

a greater capacity for ñstick[ing] faster in the Heart and Headò because they delight as 

they instruct. They serve as powerful mnemonic devices for teaching moments and 

lessons from Scripture. 

More than Quintilian or Spenser, Bunyan insists that allegoryôs darkness can be 

used to produce spiritual light through encouraging Christians to look beyond the literal 

narrative and, correspondingly, the material world to uncover spiritual meaning. He does 

not, in general, write about allegory as duplicitous or unruly, but as one pedagogical tool 

amongst many that can be used to captivate and instruct. As he makes clear elsewhere in 

his apology, teaching through rhetorical darkness can succeed where teaching through 

plain speech does not: ñDark Clouds bring Waters, when the bright bring none;/Yea, 

dark, or bright, if they their silver drops/Cause to descend, the Earth, by yielding 

                                                
19 Bunyan, The Pilgrimôs Progress, op. cit., 163. 
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Crops,/Gives praise to both, and carpeth not at either.ò20 What matters is the end result. 

As long as writers ñSeek the advance of Truth,ò imparting spiritual knowledge through 

whatever means, it is not ultimately important how they do so.21 In fact, in the apology 

Bunyan argues that writers should use whatever is in their arsenal to reach their readers 

so long as they serve the truths of the Gospel. He, for instance, compares writers to 

fishermen and fowlers who diversify instruction in order to catch their prey. Fishermen 

use a variety of ñEngins,ò including ñhis Snares, Lines, Angles, Hooks and Nets:/Yet Fish 

there be, that neither Hook, nor Line;/Nor Snare, nor Net, nor Engin can make thine.ò22 

And fowlers similarly use ñdivers meansò to catch birds because ñhe must Pipe, and 

Whistle to catch this;/Yet if he does so, that Bird he will miss.ò23 Allegory is just one 

mode of representation amongst many, suited for engaging some readers and ill-fitted for 

engaging others. There is nothing wrong with this representational mode so long as it is 

bolstered by the authority of Scripture. 

Bunyan pushes against a one-size-fits-all model of spiritual instruction, preferring 

instead a reader-centered approach that takes into consideration the audience membersô 

different needs. This stands to reason, since for Bunyan allegories are effective only if 

they convince readers to perform their own interpretations. Readers must feel the desire 

ñTo study what those Saying should contain,/That speak to us in such a Cloudy strain.ò 

They need to take it upon themselves to search for meaning as diggers do for gold 

amongst the dirt or as people do for pearls in toadsô heads and oyster shells.24 In his 

                                                
20 Ibid., 4. 
21 Ibid., 7. 
22 Ibid., 5. 
23 Ibid., 5. 
24 Ibid., 5. 
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various metaphors for how allegories function, indeed, Bunyan consistently puts the onus 

of interpretation on the readers rather than the writer. We saw this already in the logic of 

stooping, where readers treat the textôs details as clues to a hidden spiritual meaning. 

Allegories, if they are to ñmake truth to spangle, and its rayes to shineò rely on rhetorical 

darkness to send readers on this interpretive journey.25 Allegory ideally puts readers in 

humble positions with regard to the text, convincing them to look through ñthings that 

promise nothing, [which] contain/What better is then Gold.ò26 To produce spiritual light 

from rhetorical darkness, allegorists must lead their readers alongðhinting at hidden 

meaning but not presenting it outright.  

According to Bunyan, allegorists must be acutely aware of what kinds of texts 

will reach their audience and, therefore, of their reading patterns. They should use a 

variety of genres and modes in order to inculcate spiritual truths, and these didactic 

methods are legitimate as long as they further the truths found in Scripture. It is because 

of this reader-centered approach that Bunyan figures so prominently in reader-response 

criticism. Both Stanley Fish and Wolfgang Iser include chapters on The Pilgrimôs 

Progress in seminal texts on reader-response theory, Fish in Self-Consuming Artifacts 

(1972) and Iser in The Implied Reader (1972).27 From this angle The Pilgrimôs Progress 

is an interesting example partly because of Bunyanôs conspicuous investment in getting 

readers to perform their own interpretations and to apply the modes of interpretation 

found in The Pilgrimôs Progress to their personal lives. 

                                                
25 Ibid., 5. 
26 Ibid., 5. 
27 See Stanley Fish, Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century Literature 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1972), 224-64; Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns 

of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1978), 1-28. 
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 Bunyan, like Spenser before him, is fully aware that the mysteriousness of 

allegories make them prone to misinterpretation. He ends The Pilgrimôs Progress with a 

poem that warns his readers to ñtake heed/Or Mis-interpreting: for that, instead/Of doing 

good, will but thy self abuse;/By mis-interpreting evil insues.ò28 For Bunyan, readers 

misinterpret allegorical texts when they ñ[play] with the out-sideò of the story, failing to 

look inside it for the intended spiritual meaning.29 The problem emerging from Bunyanôs 

discussion of allegory, in other words, is that allegoryôs darkness makes it difficult for the 

writer to direct interpretation. This issue, which we see play out so conspicuously in the 

paratexts of The Pilgrimôs Progress, drives Bunyanôs literature even on the level of the 

page. All of Bunyanôs major allegories include marginal glosses that attempt to impose 

certain kinds of interpretation on the readers. As such, they serve to ward off 

misinterpretation by making connections for readers and by aligning their interpretations 

with the writerôs intended meaning. These glosses are the subject of the next section. 

 

II.  The Key in the Window  
 

In the 1960s, Penguin Books and Houghton Mifflin published editions of The 

Pilgrimôs Progress without the marginal glosses included in the original text. James 

Thorpe, the editor of the Mifflin edition, writes that they cut out the glosses from The 

Pilgrimôs Progress to make the text ñmore readable.ò30 The assumption is that the glosses 

interfered with the diegesis of The Pilgrimôs Progress and made it seem less original, less 

engaging than it would have appeared without them. According to Thorpe, modern 

                                                
28 Bunyan, The Pilgrimôs Progress, op. cit., 155. 
29 Ibid., 155. 
30 James Ernest Thorpe, ed. The Pilgrimôs Progress (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1969), xxiv. 
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readers share a distaste for literary texts that direct their own interpretation. Cutting out 

these glosses altogether, as an editorial decision, brings attention to the engaging nature 

of the narrative while ignoring Bunyanôs clear desire to condition how readers understand 

it. The decision accords with Samuel Taylor Coleridgeôs comment that The Pilgrimôs 

Progress shows the victory of the ñBunyan of Parnassusò over the ñBunyan of the 

conventicleò precisely because removing the glosses discounts Bunyanôs attempts to 

connect his narrative to Scripture.31 But, as scholars have come to appreciate since the 

Penguin and Mifflin editions, the marginalia are central not only to The Pilgrimôs 

Progress but to all of his allegories.32 Bunyan separates the allegory proper from its 

allegoresis, effectively modeling for his readers how to interpret his texts. He provides us 

with an especially clear example of allegoristsô tendency to, in the words of Frye, 

ñindicate how a commentary on him should proceed.ò33 Indeed, Bunyan himself argues 

that readers should use his glosses to avoid getting lost in the allegoriesô divine mystery 

and, instead, to arrive at his intended meaning. Like the various guides in The Pilgrimôs 

Progress that keep Christian from straying from Godôs path, the glosses help prevent 

readers from ñlos[ing] their wayò by guiding them towards correct interpretations. 

Bunyan describes the importance of his marginalia in The Holy War: 

     Nor do thou go to work without my key, 

 (In mysteries men soon do lose their way;) 

 And also turn it right, if thou wouldst know 

 My riddle, and wouldst with my heifer plough. 

 The margent.   It lies there in the window. Fare thee well, 

                                                
31 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ñLectures of 1818,ò in Coleridgeôs Miscellaneous Criticism, ed. Thomas 

Middleton Raysor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), 31. 
32 See Valentine Cunningham, ñGlossing and Glozing: Bunyan and Allegory,ò in John Bunyan: 

Conventicle and Parnassus, ed. N.H. Keeble (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1988), 217-240; Maxine 

Hancock, The Key in the Window: Marginal Notes in Bunyanôs Narratives (Vancouver, BC: Regent 

College Publishing, 2000, 13-24. 
33 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, op. cit., 90. 
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 My next may be to ring thy passing-bell.34 

 

Here Bunyan works through one of the primary problems with allegory, which emerges 

from the imitative logic expressed in his apology to The Pilgrimôs Progress: because 

allegories imitate the biblical practice of instructing through similitudesðof illuminating 

spiritual truth through the darkness of allegorical conceitðit is notoriously difficult to 

exert control over their meanings. Spenser also broaches this problem in his ñLetter to Sir 

Raleigh,ò where he explains the design and meaning of The Faerie Queene, ñknowing 

how doubtfully all Allegories may be construed.ò35 Bunyan takes a different course of 

action. Rather than attempting to lay out the significance of his allegories in a letter 

appended to the texts, he includes a complex apparatus of marginal glosses that refer 

readers to his intended meaning as well as the passages from Scripture that undergird his 

narratives. The process of using these glosses, however, is not without its problems. Not 

only must readers refer to the key in the margins as interpretive guides, but they must 

also learn to ñturn it rightò; even with these notations, readers can misinterpret the 

allegory if they apply them incorrectly. In other words, as interpretive guides the margins 

are reflexive. If you interpret them correctly you are well on your way to interpreting the 

allegory correctly. 

 Bunyanôs use of marginal glosses is far from new. The Geneva Bible, which 

Bunyan knew well despite its replacement as the official English Bible by the King James 

Version in 1611, uses glosses to encourage an intensely typological form of interpretation 

that cross-references passages from the Old and New Testaments. Throughout the 

English Renaissance, as literary historians like William W.E. Slights point out, writers of 

                                                
34 Bunyan, The Holy War, ed. James F. Forrest (New York, NY: New York University Press, 1967), 6. 
35 Spenser, The Faerie Queene, op. cit., 714. 
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devotional and secular texts regularly use the apparatus of the Geneva Bible for a variety 

of purposes: to connect their texts to scriptural language and themes; to summarize the 

narrativeôs events for readers; to make explicit allegorical meanings that would otherwise 

have remained implicit.36 Devotional texts like The Plain-manôs Pathway to Heaven 

(1601) and Lewis Baylyôs The Practice of Piety (1616)ðthe texts that Bunyan received 

as a dowry when marrying his first wife in 1648ðboth feature extensive marginal notes 

that support their claims about spiritual enlightenment.37 Richard Bernardôs immensely 

popular The Isle of Man (1627), which Bunyan almost certainly read, includes margins 

with biblical citations, moralizations, and plot summaries. And Phineas Fletcherôs The 

Purple Island (1633), a loco-descriptive poem that uses a fictional place to represent 

human physiology, features lengthy glosses that lay out the most recent anatomical 

findings.  

                                                
36 See William W. E. Slights, Managing Readers: Printed Marginalia in English Renaissance Books (Ann 

Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2001), 19-60. 
37 Bunyan himself informs us that he received these two books as dowry and frequently read them with his 

first wife, Elizabeth, in Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, ed. W.R. Owens (New York, NY: 

Penguin Books, 1987), 9. 
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Figure 2. Excerpt from Bunyanôs The Holy War (London, 1682). Early English Books 

Online. 4 December 2015. 

 

 

Bunyan borrows the spatial layout of the Geneva Bible and Renaissance 

devotional and allegorical texts to circumscribe the meanings of his allegories, 

demonstrating the kinds of connections readers should make without infringing on the 

narrativesô integrity. As Slights points out, ever since the medieval period ñThe margins 

were conceived of as a space in which readersô responses to a text could be influenced.ò38 

For Bunyan in particular, sidenotes serve to demonstrate how an allegoresis of his texts 

should proceed. Consider the selected passage from The Holy War, which represents in a 

convenient form the variety of functions these glosses perform. (Fig. 2). At this moment 

                                                
38 Slights, Managing Readers, op. cit., 11. 
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in the allegory, Diabolus (Satan) has taken over the Town of Mansoul for the first time, 

and Bunyan is in the process of aligning certain concepts (the will, the mind, and the 

conscience) with either Diabolus or Emmanuel (Jesus). In addition to picking out 

particularly important plot pointsðas he does here with ñThe Will takes place under 

Diabolusòðhe includes three major kinds of interpretation. The first involves uncovering 

one-to-one correspondences, as when Bunyan identifies the different parts of the Town of 

Mansoul with particular concepts: the captain of the castle is manôs heart; the Governor 

of the wall is manôs flesh; and the keeper of the Gates is manôs senses. With these 

notations, Bunyan helps his readers work through the major conceit of The Holy War, 

which consistently matches up the Town of Mansoul with the Christian body. The 

frontispiece, indeed, features a large-scale sketch of Bunyan superimposed onto the 

Towne of Mansoul, both of which are located between the warring forces of Emmanuel 

and Diabolus. (Fig. 3). By consistently pointing back to the one-by-one correspondences, 

Bunyan makes sure that his readers keep an eye on that conceit even while becoming 

engaged with the literal narrative. 
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Figure 3. Frontispiece of Bunyanôs The Holy War. Early English Books Online. 4 

December 2015. 

 

 

In his sidenotes, Bunyan also offers generalizations about the Christian 

experience. These notes, like the plot summaries, are less about uncovering the textsô 

hidden references than about how readers should apply the texts to their own lives. For 

instance, when Shaddai is trying to take back the Town of Mansoul from Diabolus, the 

townsmen panic and shout ñThe destroyers of our peace and people are come!ò The 

sidenote explicates this moment with a generalization: ñWhen sinners hearken to Satan 

they are set in a rage against godliness.ò39 This kind of sidenote is especially prominent 

throughout The Holy War, though Bunyan certainly uses them in The Pilgrimôs Progress 

                                                
39 Bunyan, The Holy War, op. cit., 46. 


