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1. Alter, Robert. Blake: An Illustrated Quarterly 17 (Summer 1983): 20-22.

Since The Great Code for the most part has the unfortunate effect of revealing the defects of its
authot’s virtues, something should be said first about those virtues. Northrop Frye, long before the
new wave of literary theory, was the first widely influential critic writing in English to conceive
literature as a system and to try to define the intricacies of its workings systematically.

He has exhibited a Viconian deftness in the articulation of historical and generic schemata
(Vico in fact is given some prominence in the first chapter of the new book), spelling out the stages
and aspects of his sundry literary cycles and sequences with a boldness that always has an intrinsic
poetic allure and sometimes a certain explanatory power. Frye has brilliantly scanned a vast corpus
of literary texts, ancient and modern, spotting significant interconnections others have overlooked,
ot, at the very least, imaginatively arguing for the connections that have struck him. The Great Code,
which he conceives as a “restatement’—and, implicitly, a kind of summation—of the critical
outlook he has developed over the past three decades, has moments of engaging wit and even
penetrating insight, as one would expect from so intelligent a writer, but the project as a whole
exposes an underlying weakness of Frye’s predilection for schemata and networks of connection.

A more accurate subtitle for the new book than the one it has been given would be “The
Bible and Archetypes,” for one learns little here about literature, or about the Bible and literature, or
about the Bible, though there is an eloquent exposition offered by a loyal modern adherent of the
traditional Christian typological view of the Bible. A good deal of space is devoted to rehearsing
what is familiar from dozens of handbooks on the Bible or from the biblical texts themselves—
ranging from paraphrases of the arguments of Ecclesiastes and Job to summaries of the
Mesopotamian flood story and other ancient Near Eastern antecedents to the Bible. But when Frye
is not reviewing familiar material, what he says about the Bible generally proves to be at least a little
misleading and sometimes dead wrong. The basic problem—and I believe it is also a basic problem
in his whole conception of literature—is that he is far too concerned with the comprehensive
structure of archetypes to attend with much discrimination to the differential structures of specific
literary texts. For Frye, the individual case is finally interesting only to the degree in which it
participates in the archetype; indeed, in some sense it is the archetype that validates the individual
case for him, that confirms its status as literary expression.

Given this orientation, Christian typology becomes an ideally congenial way of organizing
disparate texts, and in fact, The Great Code makes one wonder whether Christian typology may not
have been the ultimate model on which Anatomy of Criticism was based. To be sure, Frye’s frame of
reference for typology is more modern anthropology than medieval theology. Writing with a sense
of historical perspective, he does not seriously imagine that the authors of the tale of the binding of
Isaac in Genesis and of the dead and resuscitated son of the Shunamite woman in Kings were
explicitly adumbrating the story of the crucifixion and resurrection. But in the logic of his system,



those earlier tales of threatened and saved sons are structurally subsumed under the Christ story, in a
way “fulfilled” through it because the crucifixion and resurrection perfectly realize, and thus make
perfectly transparent, the implicit archetypicality of the Old Testament tales. “The two testaments,”
Frye affirms, “form a double mirror, each reflecting the other but neither the world outside” [78]. 1
think this formulation discards the problem of referentiality in the Bible too readily, but I would like
to address myself particularly to the distortions involved in Frye’s viewing the Old Testament in the
conviction that it should be imagined as one panel in a diptych mirror.

To begin with, everything must be seen as ordered progression moving from Old to New.
Thus, he proposes seven “phases” of biblical literature forming a causal and chronological sequence:
creation, revolution, law, wisdom, prophecy, gospel, and apocalypse. Any careful scrutiny of the
actual evolution of biblical religion and the complicated history of the production of the sundry
biblical texts will reveal that this sequence—most transparently, in the three middle phases—does
not reflect a diachronic process at all but only Frye’s rhetorical ingenuity. Similarly, Frye proposes a
biblical “structure of imagery” [139]—“demonic,” “analogical,” and “apocalyptic’—moving in
grand progression away from “the oasis imagery of trees and water” [142] in Eden through pastoral,
agricultural, and then urban imagery, and finally back to a new Eden. Again the variegated data of
the texts suggest nothing like this orderly “structure.” The biblical poets referred to oases and
gardens and sheep and vineyards because these were part of the reality they inhabited; they also
referred to glassmaking and ceramics and architecture and laundry processes, but Frye passes over
these in silence because they do not neatly confirm his schema. If the biblical writers had had
bicycles and refrigerators, they would have also made those part of their stockpile of metaphors.

For Frye, however, the final source of the image is the archetype, not reality. Thus, when the first
Psalm compares the righteous man to “a tree planted by rivers of water,” Frye immediately perceives
this as “the paradisal imagery of trees and water” [150]. But there is nothing at all paradisal in the
distinctly this-worldly, non-mythological poem that is Psalm 1, and the simile is invoked because
everyone living in the Near Fastern climate and topography knew that only a tree planted close to a
source of fresh water could have healthy roots and hope to flourish.

A good many of the archetypal misreadings are graver than this. Frye sees traces of an
Oedipus myth in the creation of Adam, “whose ‘mother,” so far as he had one, was the feminine
adamah or dust of the ground, to whose body he returned after breaking the link with his father”
[156]. This is imaginative but perverse. The story presents God as Adam’s fashioner, never as his
father; there are no textual hints of anything maternal about the earth which, far from being a
submerged Gaea-Tellus, is represented here as mere raw material for man’s construction; and in a
language where all nouns have gender, the fact that adamab is feminine (as is also, for example, the
biblical word for sword) hardly suggests in itself female identity.

Frye cites a Babylonian ritual of ceremonial humiliation of the king by the high priest as an
explanation for the remarkable clash between David and his wife Michal on his triumphant entrance
into Jerusalem, dancing and cavorting before the Ark of the Covenant. She rebukes him for
exposing himself (apparently, in the sexual sense); he retorts sarcastically by saying he will make
himself as lowly as he pleases, for he, and not her father’s house, has been chosen to rule. Now, for
Frye, it is important to assimilate this story to the supposed archetype of the humiliated king because
then it becomes a typological anticipation of the crucifixion. But the only way to reach such a
reading is by ignoring all the rich details of the story, which is manifestly about the explosively
loaded marital and political relationship between David and Michal that has evolved over many years
and has nothing whatever to do with rituals of royal humiliation. There are more instances than I
can take space to enumerate of such wrenching of literary materials out of their defining contexts
into the more edifying and obfuscating context of archetypal schemata. Metaphors are invented and
then said to inform the text. Thus, Frye suggests that the “beginning” introduced in Genesis 1 is



not birth but “rather the moment of waking from sleep” [108], an interesting enough idea, nowhere
intimated in the text but which is said to be “the central metaphor underlying” the biblical creation
[108]. The keyword hebe/ (AV “vanity”) in Ecclesiastes, which means the breath of one’s mouth, or
vapor—that is, something fleeting and insubstantial—is said to mean, on no philological authority,
“dense fog” [124], so that it can play a symbolic role against light in the archetypal system Frye
proposes for Ecclesiastes.

Let me offer one final example. Reading Job with Christian, typological eyes, Frye asserts
that “Job lives in enemy territory, in the embrace of heathen and Satanic power which is
symbolically the belly of the leviathan, the endless extent of time and space” [195]. Every element
of this statement happens to be false. There are no heathen in this scrupulously monotheistic book.
There is equally no “Satanic power” in Job: The Adversary or Prosecuting Attorney (he is never
designated with a proper name in the Hebrew) is not the Satan of Christian demonology and has no
“territory” or power independent of God. A figure of ancient Near Eastern folklore rather than of
mythology proper, he is one of a vaguely conceived crowd of benei elohin, divine beings, with a
specific function of oppositionalism in the narrative. It is only later tradition that will develop him
into the Prince of Evil. The Book of Job is concerned obsessively with man’s finitude and not at all
with endless time and space, and I fail to see by what mental gyration Job could be said to be living
in the belly of the leviathan.

Yet Frye goes on to conclude about the ending of the book: “The fact that God can point
out these monsters [leviathan and behemoth] to Job means that Job is outside them, and no longer
under their power” [190]. Frye, of course, exhibits an archetypal kneejerk response to leviathan and
behemoth, assuming, because leviathan is elsewhere mythological, that they must both be
mythological and demonic creatures in the Book of Job. But, if one really bothers to read the
context, it is perfectly clear that these two strange beasts are part of a grand zoological catalogue,
that they are the crocodile and the hippopotamus, quite realistically rendered in many respects,
though with a degree of poetic hyperbole that draws on mythology for heightening effects. The
poet’s point is that both are exotic and uncanny beasts dwelling along the Nile, far from Job’s
observation, and thus are vividly part of that vast panorama of creation beyond his ken. In any case,
they are not represented in the poem as evil; on the contrary; they are objects of God’s providential
supervision as Creator: and in no sense could anything that preceded lead us to imagine Job was ever
in either of their bellies, figuratively or otherwise. One could hardly have invented a clearer case in
which the adhesion to archetypes has led a gifted mind to drastic misreading.

Individual literary texts, of course, cannot be read in isolation. Literature is certainly a
cumulative tradition and, as Frye has so often argued, an endlessly cross-referential system. But by
fixing above all on the system, we may forget to look for what the individual text gives us that is
fresh, surprising, subtly or startlingly innovative, and that, alas, is the fault illustrated page after page
in The Great Code.

2. Becker, John E. “The Word of God and the Work of Man.” Worldview 25 (September
1982): 5-8.

Modern physicists have penetrated far beyond vision into an ultimate pantheon of mesons and
muons and other demiurges of matter. We have managed to turn their poetic penetration into the
physical threats of Three Mile Island and a nuclear arms race. American statesmen after World War
I1, with uncommon and far-reaching vision, set about restoring a devastated world. The world they
produced, a world of free, interdependent, and disputatious nations, seems to many Americans and
myopic political leaders a source of embarrassment rather than the fruit of our own farsighted



statesmanship. It is also a world marked by “a constant and steady perversion of the vision of a free
and equal social future, as country after country makes a bid for freedom and accepts instead a
tyranny far worse than the one it endured before. There seems to escaping the inference that the
real desire for freedom and quality is not only repressed . . . but is in fact one of the most deeply
repressed feelings we have.”

It is not hard to catch, in these words of the Canadian literary critic Northrop Frye, echoes
of the central message of the English poet William Blake: on the day-to-day level we are frightened
by our own dreams; we misuse them and we defeat ourselves. The mills and factories of our world
may seem not quite so dark and satanic as the mills of Blake’s world, largely because we now live in
a culture of workers; there is no significant leisured class. Yet we do not seem to understand our
work, if indeed we can even discern that we have real work to do. “A good deal of human activity is
wasted or perverted energy, making war, feeding a parasitic class, building monuments to paranoid
conquerors, and the like. The genuine work which is founded on the human need for food and
shelter moves in the direction of transforming nature into a world with a human shape, meaning,
and function.” The wotld, says Frye, is but an environment, indifferent to us. But by means of the
word—the worlds we make with our imagination—we work to make it our home.

The scope of Frye’s writing is encyclopedic. It may be entered through many conceptual
gateways. But the clarity of his idea of human work, and of the work of the critic in particular,
makes that entryway a particularly attractive one. The Great Code: The Bible and Literature is Frye’s
latest work of literary criticism, the first of two books on the Bible, by which he means both
testaments. In the language of conventional biblical scholarship it is his “general introduction,”
covering such matters as language, translation, style. But Frye’s introduction, though general, is
certainly not conventional. Reading him is a bit like reading Ralph Waldo Emerson. There is an
argument, a structure of thought, but the sentence-by-sentence insights are so rich that the mind
goes spinning off into reflections of its own, refusing to be controlled by a center. The falcon will
not hear the falconer. But the center does hold, and one who returns and traces the movement of
the argument will find it strict in inner coherence.

The image of the center seems appropriate. Frye sweeps the horizon of his subject like a
radar beam, always revealing the whole of it, yet giving new dimensions with each sweep. Part one
is “The Order of Words” and proceeds through language, myth, metaphor, and typology. Part two,
“The Order of Types,” moves in reverse order through typology, metaphor, myth, and language.
But each topic has been transformed in the meantime, retaining the shape of its earlier moment, yet
standing forth in a new and different light. Frye is not very useful to a teacher of the Bible who
wants to look something up. Frye, however, knows his work: “All my books have really been
teachers’ manuals, concerned more with establishing perspectives than with adding specifically to
knowledge” [xiv]. But “the teacher. . . is not primarily someone who knows instructing someone
who does not know. He is rather someone who attempts to re-create the subject in the student’s
mind” [xv]. In other words, the reader will have understood The Great Code if, having read it, he
returns to the Bible and reads 7, less concerned with applying the patterns he has learned from Frye
than with recreating the Bible, taking possession of it on his own terms, emulating Frye only in his
concern to see the Bible as a unity, as the ground of our literary heritage.

Frye’s work on the Bible signifies, for him, an arrival. His study of William Blake at the
beginning his career transformed, he tell us, his attitude toward literature. Gripped by Blake’s effort
to create not just a body of work but a mythology that would recreate and revitalize the mythology
of the past, Frye tried his own daring sweep, recreating all of Western literature as a single
comprehensive system in the Anatomy of Criticismz (1957). Millennia of literature are swept into cycles,
from myth to irony, spring through winter, wheels within wheels like Ezekiel’s vision of the throne
of God. The Anatomy is not so much a critical method as an image of Frye’s own recreation of



literature. What he insists on is that literature is a body of structured thought and not just an
accumulation of reading exercises. The proper response to the Anatomy is the same as the proper
response to The Great Code: one rereads and recreates his own literary heritage, taking possession of it
in its totality. Frye continued his work, studying Milton, Shakespeare, and English Romanticism. In
The Educated Imagination (1964), The Well-Tempered Critic (1963), and The Critical Path (1971) he
continued also to clarify his sense of how critics contribute to the universal human task of building a
human community. In all of these works the Bible is a dominating presence; the phrase from Blake,
“The Great Code,” a recurring promise. Before trying to outline the fulfillment of that promise, let
me first try to sketch in the basic notion of the work of the critic—who is, according to Frye, not
the spinner of sophisticated analyses, but the teacher who tries to get his students to recreate their
culture.

Frye begins by noting that though we may think of our ordinary language as prose, it is not.
What we actually speak is kind of associative rhythm of companionable signals, emotive and
expressive rather than communicative. We are more anxious for reassurance than careful of clarity
or alert for new information. If ordinary language, however, remains our only form of talk, then the
charming chatter of childhood becomes the pure babble of the isolated ego that can find community
only in a mob.

Training in our own language brings us into the realm of community and communication.
Poetry is the first step. It is the repository of a community’s stories, its collection of wisdom, and its
catalogue of knowledge. It remains throughout our lives the basic route of access to our most
fundamental human needs and fears. Having begun with poetry, education draws us on to the
deliberative and descriptive syntax of prose, where the sentence disciplines our thoughts so they may
be communicated to others. Here—a frightening experience—we learn to recognize ourselves as
other and—an exhilarating experience—to recognize the world of information as controllable,
something we can organize, and ¢riticize too. Though both of these developments, poetry and prose,
are developments out of ordinary speech, they remain dependent on ordinary speech and its emotive
rhythms for vitality and authenticity. “The area of ordinary speech, as I see it, is a battleground
between two forms of social speech, the speech of a mob and the speech of a free society. . . .
Nobody is capable of free speech unless he knows how to use language, and such knowledge is not
a gift: it has to be learned and worked at.”

Poetry and prose bring us to the point at which we are capable of taking conscious
possession of our culture. That culture consists of a verbal universe within which are two nested
and complementary kinds of myth. The “myth of concern” is a single and unified body of stories, a
mythological system, which identifies our culture and enshrines its values. In some societies this is
the only moral arena for literary activity. In an open society, on the other hand, the myth of concern
is complemented by a “myth of freedom.” The literature of such a culture may transcend conflict,
escape the here and now, point beyond socially defined “realities” to infinite possibilities. The
prototypes of this action are Socrates devising an intellectual escape from the domination of the
Homeric myth, the Hebrew prophet demanding that the people get beyond the limited vision they
have established in sin and allow God to act. Freedom and free speech, then, are not mere
catchwords for Frye, but the ground of the critic’s commitment to society. “For most of us, free
speech is cultivated speech, but cultivating speech is not just a skill, like playing chess. You can’t
cultivate speech, beyond a certain point, unless you have something to say, and the basis of what you
have to say is your vision of society.”

If the content of free speech is the vision of society, the failure of free speech is the
starvation of the imagination that envisions it. Critics have objected to Frye’s recurrent argument
that literature is not an accumulation of unique works but an autonomous and interconnected
structure of knowledge. We will in a moment attend to this in literary terms, but Frye has a moral as



well as a literary point: To put it in its most scandalous form, the artist is recreating the New
Jerusalem; and the critic, in his work as teacher, encourages his students to the same creative vision.
The taking possession of culture is the all-important appropriation of the dream of a New Jerusalem.

Let us return, however, to the literary experience on which Frye’s theory is based. We tend
to think of the ideal literary experience as an experience of unmediated vision. A play, a book, a
lyric bursts upon us and transforms in a moment our whole way of seeing. Yet, says Frye, though
this is a wondrous event, it is rare and accidental. Who of us could expect to appropriate our culture
on the basis of the few such privileged moments we are likely to be granted? Head colds, a bad
stand-in for the lead, indigestion, small print, all or any of these can spoil the epiphany. Rather, we
must recognize that the experience of literature ordinarily proceeds through two stages.

There is first the sequential experience, the page-turning of a good read or the act-by-act-
development of a play. Whether this is wonderful or not so wonderful may depend, as we have
seen, less on the art than on accidents. We move on to a second stage, however, when what was at
first spread out through time is now present to us as a whole. We begin to see its art, its self-
reference, the interconnections of words and images, how they define and redefine each other in an
organic development which may become so powerful that it detaches itself from any immediate
context and becomes a kind of monument of perfect language. This second stage, the beginning of
critical appreciation, is certainly not confined to critics. For all of us the accumulation of these
experiences begins to arrange itself into patterns: tragedy, comedy, romance, pastoral; people
become heroes, fools, villains.

Teachers find out these interconnections by necessity, but others too find themselves
speaking of one book in terms of another, one play or film in terms of a whole corpus of drama. A
training of the mind occurs, a unity of subject develops; we recognize that both the experience of
literature and the study of literature are legitimate parts of our total possession of it. The teacher
sees that though he does not directly teach literature, he teaches the principles and insights which
unify it into a body of knowledge. If the student responds, Tom Joness’ shrug at the possibility of
having slept with his mother leaps out as a comment on Oedipus’ bleeding eyes. Huck Finn
becomes Sancho Panza moved to the center of the stage, and Tom Sawyer a decadent Don Quixote.
Experience adds to experience, experience corrects experience, and we acquire a habit, a virtue of
literature.

It is the teachability of this habit, its availability, that makes literature democratic. The
appreciation of literature is not the privileged act of an aesthetic elite who shrugs off the hunger of
those who despair of sharing its culture. Nor is it the decorative activity of a single class, whether
working or leisured, whose values are defined in its literature for the purpose of excluding the rest.
Moreover, preoccupation with the uniqueness of each literary work, the systematic deemphasis of its
inevitable relationship to other works, tends to subject the literary experience to a false demand for
relevance. It comes to mean to us only what it means at the moment; it becomes vulnerable to use
as rhetoric: a tool for carrying belief into action. But when the critic’s work links literary experience
to literary experience, literature becomes a body of hypothetical thought and action subsisting freely
in the imagination. It can then float free even of the quirky and often limited ideas of the artists and
writers who produce it. It becomes a shared and sharable vision of the human community, the
human source of spiritual authority.

And if this democratizing process fails to take place, we are left not just with a population of
comic boors who would rather be out bowling or playing bridge but with men and women deprived
of a source of spiritual authority, or, worse, men and women eager to turn themselves over to the
authority of closed and intolerant, cheap and destructive systems of religious or secular belief. The
failure to possess one’s culture is the failure to grasp the possibilities it has created for the realization
of human community.



As Frye’s understanding of education is rooted in the child’s acquisition of language, so his
thinking about the Bible begins in the earliest stages of Western culture’s development of language.
First there was a language of metaphor in which the name of a god was immediate to natural forces,
whether the inner forces of the psyche or the outer forces of nature. Monotheism arises in
connection with a later development of language toward metonymy. The single divine force
transcends all natural and psychic forces; and words get their meanings by allegorical reference to
ideas in the divine mind. God is finally displaced by the development of the objective language of
today wherein says Frye, a God who is not dead may be buried.

Myth—the plot of the stories men use their language to tell—develops into a mythological
system that eventually forms a defining boundary around a culture. The Christian Bible, read
sequentially, is the founding mythological system of Western culture. But once we have read it
sequentially, and grasped it whole, it becomes a “single, gigantic, complex metaphor” [63] expressing
not the cyclic structure of paganism but the image of beginning and end. The meaning of this
metaphor is clarified in the New Testament, where it becomes a vision of upward metamorphosis;
we begin here and now but move toward a new and higher stage of existence.

The bond that unifies the Bible into this single and complex metaphor is typology.

Typology is like allegory in that it seeks the meaning of events outside the events themselves; but
instead of finding that meaning in a conceptual system, typology discovers it through later events.
Adam’s fall is illuminated by Christ’s redemption. The progress of the Jews through the Red Sea
and across the Jordan River into the Promised Land is made meaningful by the passage of Christ
through death and of the Christian through the waters of baptism. The whole concern of the New
Testament writers is to affirm every possible connection between the events of Christ’s life and the
events, images, and prophetic oracles of the Old Testament. The meaning of Christ is his
typological connection with the whole Bible.

The unity created by the bond of typology allows us to see the Bible as moving through
seven phases: creation, revolution, law, wisdom, prophecy, gospel, and apocalypse. Each phase
assumes and intensifies the other. Creation responds to our basic need to assert an origin that
explains who we are. Revolution, the Exodus, initiates the historical life of the people, which is then
institutionalized in Law. Wisdom individualizes the Law, and Prophecy sees the creative possibilities
beyond the here-and-now, thus establishing a basic drive of Western literature to resist the here-and-
now in favor of the visionary possible. The Gospel phase assumes the Old Testament pattern of the
rise and fall of the people under countervailing forces: their own self-limiting sins and God’s
redemptive power. It lifts all this, then, onto a new plane with the notion of wefanoia, a transforming
vision of the possibilities of human life, free of the sin that blocks God’s activity. The Sermon on
the Mount is 2 comment on the Ten Commandments; but its force is in the revelation of an ideal
above law, and to turn it into a new set of institutional commands is to pervert it. The perfection of
Jesus is irrelevant to moral conformity; he represents the confrontation of the complete individual
with the destructive legalism of every human society. Christians assumed that it was Jewish legalism
that killed Jesus, and so they remained blind to their own. But Jesus, says Frye, is the one man in
history whom no society could have allowed to live.

The Apocalypse, finally, is not a gigantic fireworks display coming next Tuesday but the
inner meaning of all that is happening now. It is not directed at the obvious power of the secular
world; it points to the inner meaning that may break over anyone at any time. The apocalyptic
destruction of nature is the destruction of our way of seeing nature.

At a point in The Secular Scripture (1976), Northrop Frye puts the glory and the unreality of
literature in its most fundamental terms: “In a life that is a pure continuum, beginning with a birth
that is a random beginning, ending with a death that is a random ending, nothing is more absurd
than telling stories that do begin and end. Yet this is part of the counter-absurdity of human



creation” [125]. In the dark light of this vision, attacks on the unreality of literature show up for
what they are: the blindness of men kidding themselves that their ephemeral modes of perception
are ineluctable science, that their technological mastery has achieved a sounder reality than the
primitive imaginative drive of the singer of tales.

We need Northrop Frye. What he tells us is no other than what Ernest Becker tells us in
The Denial of Deatly: that culture is our only defense against absurdity. Frye’s understanding of
culture, rooted in the fundamental act of human creativity, grows and spreads to a wondrous
ramifying vision of human words as religion, as philosophy, as literature that embraces them all and
excludes none. This world created by the human imagination, though not the world of daily work, is
the source of its meaning.

But why should the political thinker, the “scientist” of society, the bureaucrat or the
technocrat of social systems want to read Northrop Frye? If they read him, they will be tempted to
resist what literary critics have resisted in Frye: an acknowledgement of the fictional world as an
autonomous world. The Balkanization of study that has gone on for decades has tended to set
discipline against discipline. Fighting for their own privileged access to a reality before which they
feign passivity, thinkers have learned to evade both the necessity and the validity of their own
creativity. But the modern world, confronted by problems of every dimension from birth to death,
from population explosion to nuclear explosion, problems that know no disciplinary boundaries,
pushes us to confront the ultimate fictive quality of every discipline.

Once that is acknowledged, however, each of us may discover the richness of our own
resources. Econometric models, models of the atom, myths of creation, stories of another world—
these are the realm of the imagination out of which the solutions to problems come. Without such
an imaginative world the animality of man in nature and the alienation of man from nature would
combine to destroy him. “The feeling that death is inevitable comes to us from ordinary experience;
the feeling that new life is inevitable comes to us from myth and fable. The latter is therefore both
more true and more important.”

What is at stake is the possibility of human community. The rejection of that imaginative
world created and recreated by the artist in all of us is the rejection of a vision of human community.
Too many people can only conceive of community on the immediate or even private level. Our
only human instrument for seeing farther is the imaginative instrument of language and culture. To
reject one’s culture is to evade the large responsibility. If we say that it is the New Jerusalem that
literature is building, then how easy it is to use that term as an excuse for rejection: Literature is a
visionary, utopian, unrealistic; it makes bad diplomats. And so reality continues to be defined in the
satanic language of our self-induced slavery to present institutions. The arms race may go on safely
to Armageddon while the Third World continues to redefine nationalism as the building of slave
camps. It is a question of what men want: ““The world of work is also an expression of desire as well
as of need: what man really wants is what the positive and productive work he does shows that he
wants. In literature there are two great organizing patterns. One is the natural cycle itself; the other,
a final separation between an idealized and happy world and a horrifying or miserable one. Comedy
moves in the general direction of the former, and traditionally closes in some such formula as “They
lived happily ever after.” Tragedy moves in the opposite direction, and toward the complementary
formula ‘Count no man happy until he is dead.” The moral effect of literature is normally bound up
with its assumptions that we prefer to identify ourselves with the happy world and detach ourselves
from the wretched one. The record of history, in itself, does not indicate this: it indicates that man
is quite as enthusiastic about living in hell as in heaven.”



3. Cahill, Joseph P. “Deciphering The Great Code.” Dalhousie Review 63 (Autumn 1983):
412-21.

Introduction.

The literary critic and the Biblical scholar share a similar enterprise. But, as Hans Dieter Betz once
pointed out, they are somewhat like relatives who only occasionally meet and exhibit a certain
awkwardness in halting attempts at conversation. Usually a respectful distance is maintained. Rare
would be the individual claiming competency in both literary criticism and Biblical scholarship.
Nonetheless Northrop Frye, while occasionally being apologetic about presumed deficiencies in
what are assumed to be the tools of modern Biblical scholarship, speaks both as a literary critic and
as one thoroughly acquainted with the Bible. This puts him clearly within the circle of literary
interpreters, a circle which surely contains Biblical scholars.

Mainly because of the staying power of the Bible and its enduring capacity to evoke and
respond “to progressive critical treatment” [1], Frye classifies the Bible as “deeply serious” [221], a
book with an imaginative unity which has continually expanded human vision [pp. 167, 226, 227,
230, 232]. Hence Frye secks to articulate a conceptual framework which will account for the Biblical
power, for its imaginative unity, and, he hopes, lead “to the open community of vision, and to the
charity that is the informing principle of a still greater community than faith” [227]. Uncovering the
power of the Biblical narrative and generating hope for a transformation of consciousness quite
evidently must begin with the Biblical language. Examination of the sequential ordering of words
(mythos precedes and parallels scrutiny of types). So, we have the chiastic structure which should
satisfy any Biblical critic: language I, myth I, metaphor I, typology I—typology 11, metaphor II, myth
I1, and language 11.

The Unity of the Bible

If one secks a simple answer to the question, “Wherein resides the imaginative unity, and hence the
powet, of the Bible?” the response would be, primarily in its typological structure, its recurrent
imagery, its stylistic coherence. This unity emerges “rather mysteriously . . . from a vision of the
world from creation to apocalypse” [7]. The Bible is, in earlier words of Frye, “encyclopedic form.”
This assertion relates neatly to themes that Frye has elsewhere elaborated, particularly to his
discussions of myths of concern and of freedom. That any reader should find such startling unity in
a book formed over a protracted period of oral reminiscence and transmission, one shaped mainly
by anonymous compilers, elusively redacted, filled with a diversity of forms and genres mainly taken
from adjacent cultures, populated with characters of very contrasting moral qualities, and centered
on a very patriarchal and willful God, is indeed astonishing and ultimately mystetious.

Typological Unity

No modern writer has insisted more on the typological unity of the Bible than Northrop Frye. We
are not here speaking of the very obvious and explicit instances of typology that have mainly
occupied the attention of Biblical scholars. Rather, Frye speaks of a typological structure.

Inside the story of Adam is the story of Israel, who falls from a Promised Land into the
bondage of Egypt and Babylon. Besides being a second Adam, Christ is also a second Israel
who wins back, in a spiritual form, the Promised Land and its capital city, Jerusalem. In this
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capacity, the story of the Exodus or deliverance of Israel from Egypt prefigures his life in the
Gospels (“The Typology of Paradise Regained,” Modern Philology 53 [May 19506]: 229).

To this critical observation made more than a quarter of a century ago, Frye now adds a sequence of
phases “of Biblical typology, each phase being a type of the one following it and an antitype of the
one preceding it” [106]. In ascending order the phases are: creation, revolution (exodus), law,
wisdom, prophecy, gospel and apocalypse. The perceptive reader may note a similarity here to Paul
Ricoeur’s analysis of Biblical discourse into the five forms of prophetic, narrative, prescriptive,
wisdom, and hymnic discourse. The similarity, not of outcome but of procedure, is more striking
when one considers that each writer is attempting to restore the historical character of revelation as
well as its force by returning to the original shape, form, and style of the Biblical revelation.

Typological phases are grounded in Frye’s theory of polysemous meaning, “a single process
growing in subtlety and comprehensiveness, not different senses, but different intensities or wider
contexts of a continuous sense, unfolding like a plant out of a seed” [p, 221]. Frye’s use of
polysemous is, in fact, quite traditional in its dialectical development of the ancient literal, allegorical,
moral, and anagogic levels of Biblical interpretation. It is very reminiscent of Vincent of Lerins
statement, used in the Decree on Revelation in Vatican 1, that “intelligentia. scientia. sapienta” should
continually grow, both in the individual and the community. What Frye adds to the tradition is a
thematization, the combination of types and antitypes into a spiralling process in which each type is
absorbed into a subsequent antitype including and enlarging on its predecessor. This is the order of
types.

Incidental to the order of Biblical types and antitypes are the antitypes constituted by
theologians, by ecclesiastical authority, and, indeed, by every reader. One cannot help being
reminded of Jocahim of Fiore and the theoretical problems that leap to mind when “every text is the
type of its own reading” [226] and where the “antitype starts in the reader’s mind” [226]. One may
here wish that a forthcoming work of Frye would unravel this inevitable impetus to system and the
implications it has not simply for the reader but for the community of vision and for the higher
levels of integration of which Frye frequently speaks. When you have the present event, person, or
thing becoming an antitype but ultimately destined itself to become a type, there are severe
theoretical implications, mainly, I think, theological but not unconnected with a realistic literary
criticism.

Earlier Frye had insisted that typological thinking was really a form of literary design—which
indeed it is. In the present work there is the implicit but undeveloped theme that faith, hope, and
vision perceives a unity and then articulates this unity. This is reasonably close to what Robert Alter
has called the informing vision of God’s design which works in history. Here faith both perceives
and creates. An informing vision, relying now on the medieval connotations of the term
“informing,” is something more than literary design, perhaps not separable from it but certainly
distinct. One awaits further development of the semantic transformations which made history into
theophany and expressed the contrasting poles of design versus disorder through typological phases.

Imagery

As Frye moved from instances of typology and typological structure to phases of typology, he now
progresses from simple recurring imagery—the city, the garden, the sheepfold—to “phases of
imagery in the history of Israel” [142]. Frye devotes two pages to an outline of Apocalyptic Imagery
and its counterpart, Demonic Imagery, an antiphonal relationship. The divine, angelic, paradisal,
human, animal, and vegetable categories of apocalyptic imagery each have a class and corresponding
individual. For instance, the paradisal category takes the form of the Garden of Eden and is
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individualized as the Tree of Life and Water of Life. The paradisal category of demonic imagery has
the manifest demonic form of the waste-land or sea of death; its group and individual parody is the
Tree and Water of Heathen Power. The phasal progression is from pastoral through agricultural to
urban. As if to stress the conservative nature of these conceptual categories, Frye explicitly notes
that these classifications echo the Great Chain of Being and thus are based on hierarchical
progression and the principle of ascending plenitude [165].

Functionally recurring imagery performs three roles. First, it stimulates the memory,
secondly expands vision, and thirdly unifies the reader’s literary experience. In a book which
terminates with revelation, memory and hope coalesce. In the Book of Revelation all the motifs are
assembled. Christ is the One God, the One Man, the One Lamb, the One Tree (of Life), the One
Temple. To this Frye might have added that there too Christ is the One Light and the One Word,
permeating, transmitting, incorporating, and heightening the first creation generated by a Word.

There is neither the time nor the need to amplify Frye’s reflections on unifying imagery in
the Bible. But it is useful to recall, however briefly, the two types of reading postulated by Frye.
Centripetal reading is the organizing effort of the mind to unify the total text into a meaningful
thematic totality. Centrifugal reading is understanding the image by its relationship to an outside
referent, i.e., the meaning the term or image has in the latest dictionary or monograph. The literal
meaning of the Bible is found through centripetal reading [61]. The centralizing sense of context is
shaped by centrifugal reading but informed by centripetal reading. Though these distinctions
remind one of the difference between semiotics and semantics made by Benveniste, more
immediately pertinent is the congruence of both kinds of reading in biblical research.

Style

Dispersed through The Great Code are observations about stylistic characteristics constituting the
imaginative unity of the Bible, modes of conception and literary execution which are consistent and
pervasive. I shall content myself with some superficial observations that deserve more extended
analysis elsewhere.

While Biblical narrative is laconic, it makes use of repetition, either of phrases, keywords,
images, actions, patterns. Images not only recur but are subtly modified so that the fiery stream of I
Enoch 14 and Daniel 7:9, developments of Ezekiel 1, becomes the life giving water in the New
Jerusalem and a vehicle signifying closeness to God. Recurrent symmetrical design is apparent in
Judges. Israel is apostate, becomes enslaved, cries to God for help and a “Judge” is sent for
deliverance. Stories fit a pattern. The evangelists continue by fitting the events of Jesus’ life into the
manner in which they read the Old Testament as prefiguring his life. This is repetitive symmetry.
Perhaps even the arrangement of the New Testament followed this law: Gospels as Law, Acts, as
History, Epistles as Prophecy, Revelation as Writings. And perhaps John’s Gospel, an antitype of
Genesis, may have been intended to be the first book of the Christian canon. Repetition and
symmetrical design, accompanied by foreshadowing and heightening, are not decorative but
semantic devices to illustrate the total control of God over history.

Occasionally motifs from later Old Testament books may explain literary usage of New
Testament books. For instance, Frye noted that Malachi 4:4-6, the closing words of the Old
Testament, urged the reader to recall the law of Moses and “wait for the return of Elijah” [179]. If,
as critical scholarship generally agrees, Mark is temporarily the first Gospel, then the motif of Elijah,
introduced and developed by Mark at the beginning of his Gospel, represents a commentary and a
continuation of the Elijah motif in Malachi 4:4—6. Such a hypothesis gives foundation for the
recurrence of Elijah, sometimes at improbable points, in the Gospel tradition. Mark may well be
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beginning the Gospel of Jesus Christ with the Elijah legend which itself is “a summary of the Word
of God” [179].

The imposition of pattern or design, whether this be manifest in typology or the cycle of
enslavement, promise and delivery or the paradigm of the Exodus which Frye says “is the only thing
that really happens in the Old Testament” [171], manifests a significant Biblical attitude toward what
we call history. History is didactic, it teaches. Therefore, its form is “historical reminiscence” [39].
The Bible manifests a calculated indifference to secular history, not because history is not a
worthwhile academic enterprise but because this “violently partisan book” [40] focuses on moral
interest and concern. Whereas the events of history are particularized and tied to one time and
place, however exemplary their meaning, the Bible speaks of events and situations that are universal,
that are always occurring. The literary offshoot is narrative characterized by “resonance.” A
particular statement and context acquires a universal meaning. So the winepress of Isaiah 63 enters
human consciousness through “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and the literary world through
The Grapes of Wrath. The cry to Pharoah, “Let my people go,” becomes part of the black person’s
vocabulary and a cry against all oppressors.

A more differentiated and influential resonance appears in two controlling Biblical
metaphors: the legal metaphor and the royal metaphor. The legal metaphor goes all the way back to
an assumed fall, one that is considerably developed in the Pseudepigraphical books, and portrays life
as under trial and judgement. The loyal metaphor assumes that all are members of one body.
Ignatius of Antioch then formulated this metaphor which received institutional fulfillment through
the social bodies of “State and Church . . . [as] larger social bodies to which individuals are related as
individual cells are to our own bodies” [99]. Ileave to the reader’s pursuit the stimulating suggested
reversal of the royal metaphor proposed by Frye and based on Galatians 2:20 [87-101; 228].

I shall bypass stylistic characteristics commonly noted by every literary critic, as, for example,
paratactic structure, what Frye calls “leonine rhetoric” [212—13], a characteristic that gave what
Auerbach called a tyrannical quality to the Bible, the pervasive use of irony, personification,
hyperbole, metonymy, paranomasia, etc. One might however notice the irony of the first born in
the Bible and the way in which this irony is pursued and completely reversed in the New Testament.

But one must mention parallelism and antithetical rhythm. Frye notes that the “second half
of a parallel couplet is not intended to add to the sense” [210], a common enough observation. But
ignoring this and adhering to a more literal twist, the redactor of Matthew misunderstood the text.
Zechariah 9:9 reads: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold
they King cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly and riding upon an ass, and upon
a colt the foal of an ass.” Mark, Luke and John quote the passage and clearly understand the passage
as poetry. There is but one animal involved, the second part of the parallel couplet being merely a
poetic repetition. Missing the point, the Mattaean redactor has Jesus instructing his disciples to
bring not only the ass but also a colt. Later overly literalistic interpreters find themselves in very
good company.

Permeating Biblical style is the fusion of two logics—that of the actual course of events and
the way in which the events are narrated, the narrative logic. The cleansing of the Temple occurs in
the Synoptics at the end of the public life; in John, at the beginning. As Frye quite correctly points
out, Jesus’ “act of cleansing the outer temple is of such symbolic importance that John places it at
the very beginning of his ministry” [157]. A similar emphasis on Jesus’ displacing the Temple is
present in Matthew’s description of the rending of the veil of the Temple (Matthew 27:51) which is,
however, consigned to the moment of Jesus’ death. Mark handles the Temple displacement or
transcendence in a still different fashion. No more than the artist can reproduce a sunlit lawn,
writers cannot reproduce the activity of God. Thus they suggest and remind the reader of this
activity by a certain code which constitutes a series of relationships in which the parts become
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intelligible through the whole and the whole through the parts. The power of suggestion and recall
inherent in this hermeneutic circle will be in direct proportion to its artistic cogency, a point that
needs elaboration elsewhere.

Frye’s reflections on the constitutive elements of imaginative unity are more than literary for
they intend to make “the body of human imaginative response” [231] more accessible and
compelling. This is an undeveloped theological arrangement to which one might hope Frye will turn
his attention. In any case, Frye is proposing the possibility of what might be, a proposition with
implications.

Implications

The community of vision suggested by Frye is based on the unity of the Bible. There is one vision.
There is likewise an intrinsic unity between what we have been hitherto called Old and New
Testaments. This suggests not merely the unity of the Bible but involves a completely different
relationship of Jews to the latter half of the book and of Christians to the first part. Nor are this
unity and its implications left unnoticed in the more technical works of Biblical scholars. One can
no longer look at the New Testament as a self-sustaining and independent unity, with Judaism as a
kind of background. Nor can Judaism ignore its continuation in at least one form in the latter part
of the Bible.

For Biblical criticism there is a number of direct consequences. First, Frye, through
polysemous meaning, reinstates the original literal, allegorical, tropological and anagogical categories
by incorporating them into a more differentiated and integrated interpreting consciousness.
Secondly, Frye has made a very good case for the primacy of the literary operation in understanding
the Bible (cf. P. Joseph Cahill, Mended Speech: The Crisis of Religions Studies and Theology New York:
Crossroad, 1982) 115-27). Thirdly, this literary emphasis restores to the Bible its essential character
as narrative and directs attention to narrative strategies. This suggests a transformation of the
accepted History versus Kerygma approach that has so dominated not only Biblical studies but also
theologies wishing to be Biblical. Clearly Frye’s notion of the Bible as “historical reminiscence” [39],
coupled with Robert Altet’s classification of the Bible as “historicized prose fiction” (The Art of
Biblical Narrative. New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1981, p. 24), needs more articulation and distinction.
Here the literary critic and Biblical scholar may have to end up doing what might seem to be the
work of historians. The Bible is indeed a form of historiography, though not a very simplified one.

There is yet a more complex implication not only for Biblical criticism but also for
theological criticism. The History of Religions school with its disclosure of Hellenistic, Stoic, and
late Palestinian influences on the Bible has occasionally fragmented, if not transformed, some
Biblical categories. To read the Bible critically as an imaginative whole should enable the reader to
come very close to what the Bible seems to be saying. The incorporation and transformation of
outside influences leads to a semantic metamorphosis which, whatever else it may be, is peculiarly
Biblical. The serious question is whether or not Christianity has really preserved the Biblical ideas or
substituted for them alien ideas. In a much neglected observation, 1. de la Potterie, in his gigantic
and comprehensive work on truth in St. John (La VVerite dans Saint Jean. Tome 11. Rome: Biblical
Institute Press, 1977, pp. 1022-23), asked whether or not Christianity has perpetuated the Johannine
idea of truth. Has, asks de la Potterie, the Greek notion of truth, colored by the dualism of Plato
and Aristotle, so permeated Christianity that it has not been faithful to the word of God? This is a
hermenecutical puzzle of considerable complexity, raised, of course, by Rudolf Sohm and Adolf
Harnack years ago and taken up again by Bultmann under the rubric of constitutive versus
consequent, and analyzed by the critical operations of Sachexegese and Sachkritik. From a slightly
different perspective but with equally compelling results, Paul Ricoeur has pursued the critical path
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backwards, from tertiary symbolism to primary symbolism, to reach the conclusion that a
bibliography orientated doctrine of original sin is hardly Biblical. If literary criticism here cannot
provide positive answers, it may at least raise legitimate if technical questions and may likewise
exercise a carthartic function.

Conclusion

The Bible, both by historical circumstance and the influence of its language and vision, finds itself in
a conventional category called literature, though it is obviously more than literature. The complex
writing and redactional procedures that produced the Bible are reflected in the rules of the
communities of which the writers and redactors were a significant part. These interpretative
covenants were public property. Current readers, whether they be Biblical scholars, systematic
theologians, literary critics or simply interested people are currently trained into certain ways of
paying attention, into certain modes of interpretative strategies. Both text and reader emerge and
develop in interpretative communities which themselves are governed by open, public, conventional
and accessible points of view. The semantic competence required for interpretation resides not in a
text but in a reader. Learned interpretative strategies form communities of interpretation,
communities which are not shaped by physical juxtaposition, like roomers in a motel or even
professors in a university, but by shared presuppositions and a shared common meaning. This is
one kind of potential community.

But within this interpretive community there are levels. At the uppermost plain are those
with highly differentiated levels of consciousness denoting high levels of integration. This is what
Frye, I believe, calls the community of vision and the higher level of integration. Here there is
palpably present what Josiah Royce called a “new and distinctive level of being” (The Problem of
Christianity. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968, p. 9). It is this new level of being that
creates genuine community and distinguishes community from a casual group. Royce notes that a
community is distinct from mere collections of people because of the community’s relation to a time
order and to the process of history. Itis a remembered past and a hoped for future that engenders
common life and enables individuals to relate to each other and thus to form a community. Frye
clearly hopes to present the substance of a vision which can create community. Elsewhere Frye has
made it clear that the vision is always in front of us, never actually realized. I am inclined to think
that this is perhaps the distinctive characteristic of the Biblical literature. This stands in stark
contrast to other religious literature which suggests that one can attain complete identification with
some transcendent reality here on earth. The danger in this latter proposal is that we end up with
“inflated egos” rather than genuine holiness. It would, therefore, be interesting to see Northrop
Frye come to grips with the diverse visions proposed by other religious traditions for it is quite clear
that Frye wishes to present the substance of a vision which can create community.

No doubt Frye’s experience makes him aware that, in the words of Louis Dupré, precisely
“in its integrating function . . . religion is most apt to degenerate into a power structure. Always
tempted to take a short cut, religious man tends to destroy opposition rather than to integrate it
under a more comprehensive absolute” (The Other Dimension. Garden City: Doubleday & Co., Inc.,
1972), p. 19). This tendency, of course, is not confined to religions. Hence Frye’s almost wistful
remarks about our tendency to build and perpetuate anxiety structures designed to inhibit liberty
which he maintains is the “chief thing that the gospel has to bring to man” [232]. Elsewhere Frye
has succinctly noted that the aim of criticism is ethical and participatory. Hence the Bible as
literature is not something to be contemplated but a power to be assimilated and absorbed. Beyond
what he has already written, I should like to hear more about how exactly this power is to be
assimilated and absorbed. This, I think, is basically a question of spiritual implications. Frye’s
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theological background puts him in the position of being capable of dealing with the question on a
more intimate level than has thus far taken place.

No doubt the quest for a new level of being permeates the Bible. The first creation account
(Genesis 1:4) begins with the creation of light by a transforming word. The final book ends in an
idealized city, one which “has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its
light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Revelation 21:23). It is a city in “night shall be no more; they need
no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light. . . .” (Revelation 22:5). This
metaphorical light, the transformation of all being is the consistent message of the apocalyptic
prophets who people the Biblical theatre and who base their communications on a vision of “a new
heaven and a new earth” (Revelation 21:1). Prophetic Apocalyptic blends vision, language, and
community. Frye’s search for the imaginative unity of an ancient book rests upon the hope of a
vision which may again create community. The Great Code is a remarkable book, a critical and
pensive hope that the past is remembered, that the hoped for future somehow transform the
present. Can the writer take the issue farther to see how hope copes with the powers of darkness?

4. Cameron, J. M. “A Good Read.” New York Review of Books 29 (15 April 1982): 28-31.

Evans-Pritchard once wrote, having in mind the fog in which, so he thought, the discussion of
primitive religion had been plunged by Frazer, Durkheim, Marett, and others, that anyone who
wanted to do fieldwork on this topic ought to have “a poetic mind which moves easily in images and
symbols” (Theories of Primitive Religion. Oxford University Press, 1965, p. 112). Such a prerequisite
seems even more obviously needed for the study of the Bible. The materials in the Biblical writings
(the Bible, in which I have to say about Frye’s book, is the Christian Bible, the so-called Old and
New Testament, with the apocryphal-—deuterocanonical-books, Ecclesiasticus, Wisdom, I and 11
Maccabees, and others) include most of the traditional kinds of oral and written work: epic,
chronicle, folk tale, myth of origin, epithalamion, songs of exile, collections of proverbs, letters,
biographies, proclamations of salvation, apocalyptic visions.

Put together in the King James Version, they are the most widespread cult object in North
America, for the rest on or near every bedside table in hotel and motel. New vernacular translations
of the original Hebrew and Greek continually appear and are brought in great quantities. What it all
amounts to is hard to determine. University teachers report (Professor Frye confirms the report)
that their pupils—sometimes their younger colleagues—don’t know the content of the Bible and
don’t know how to read the perplexing volume. Off-the-cuff references, in lectures, to Joseph and
his wonderful coat, the deliverance from Egypt, the theophany of the burning bush, the suffering
servant of Isaiah, the parable of the laborers of the eleventh hour or the prodigal son, Paul’s
shipwreck on the shores of Malta, rarely produce a response. We know there are those who
scrutinize the text for news of the coming of Antichrist and Armageddon; but we may think this has
a lot in common with the hunger for fantasies (worlds in collision, flying saucers, babies possessed
by demons) and the vogue of such follies as palmistry and astrology.

The ignorance of the highly intelligent seeking an advanced education in the humanities
presents the universities with a technical problem, namely, how to make the body of literature in
English intelligible, for Langland, Chaucer, Milton, Blake, Hardy, Henry James, Joyce, cannot be
fully grasped and valued by readers who have no serious acquaintance with the Bible (For example,
The Wings of the Dove draws its pattern of feeling and not simply its title from Psalm 55: “For it is not
an open enemy, that hath done me this dishonor: for then I could have borne it . . . But it was even
thou, my companion: my guide, and mine own familiar friend . . . The words of his mouth were
softer than butter . . . his words were smoother than oil” [Book of Common Prayer version]).
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Northrop Frye meets Evans-Pritchard’s requirement. He has “a poetic mind” and is as well
the most ingenious and comprehensive of the formal critics writing in English today. As a
systematic thinker about the theory and practice of his own art he has no equal. His Anatomy of
Criticism tightened up the practice and enriched the vocabulary of literary studies. We can say he
completed what had been begun by Eliot in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”: the exploration
of the literatures of the past as composing an order to be circumnavigated, surveyed, and accounted
for. Frye is not just a highly intelligent man of letters, as Trilling was, or Edmund Wilson. His mind
is synoptic and orders—sometimes to excess—its material; so far these powers have been shown
most impressively in Fearful Symmetry his book on Blake, and in the exposition of forms, categories,
ways of proceedings, in the Anatomy.

Frye’s notion of criticism, as it is set out and practiced in the Anatomy is “the whole work of
scholarship and taste concerned with literature which is a part of what is variously called liberal
education, culture, or the study of the humanities.” Such criticism has a variety of tasks; the most
important is to give a voice to what is dumb, to make the verbal fiction itself deliver up its secrets.
Imaginative literature is not (Frye argues) communication, but “a disinterested use of words”; poems
are as silent as statues.”

We have to proceed inductively, rummaging through the great heap that is literature. There
may be difficulties over what things are to count as data for the critic, what verbal structures are to
count as parts of the heap. The difficulties are overcome—the move in argument is like Burke’s in
justifying the authority of traditional institutions—by prescription, not by a discussion of conflicting
value judgments. We can then look at the material under four headings: a theory of Modes, of
Symbols, of Myths, of Genres. These broad topics are then divided under headings: the theory of
Modes, for example, treated historically, divides into the mode of fiction in general, then into the
tragic and comic fictional modes, and into thematic modes. A particular topic, imagery (which
comes under the theory of Myths), for example, divides up into apocalyptic, demonic and analogical.

This doesn’t do justice to the fineness of detail in the analysis, but it indicates Frye’s mode of
procedure, which he keeps to in The Great Code. He sometimes argues that the persistence over long
periods, of similarities of structure in imaginative fictions means that underlying this unity of culture
there “must” be “a common psychological inheritance.” “Must” is a dire word in argument
suggesting, a transcendental argument, as in Kant, from what is empirically given to what must be
the case if this is given. The argument could be truistic, but then there would be no point in saying
“must.”

In the index of the Anatomy there are more references to the Bible than to any other set of
books, except the poems and plays of Shakespeare. The Bible is followed closely by Aristotle, Plato,
Dante, Milton, and Blake. Thus Frye is concerned with European literary culture in a broad sense;
but his primary interest is in the imaginative, visionary expression of this way of taking the world, a
way he believes belongs to the essence of humanity, not submerged in nature as are the other
animals, but living in a universe of myth. The Bible is in the Christian era a principal contributor to
our visionary account of the universe and of ourselves within it. If we are to move easily within our
inherited culture, knowing how to read the Bible is not something we can do without.

The Bible, as a compilation of many books, as a sacred volume constituted by a canon or
rule including this book, excluding that, and as a source of influence within literature, has plainly
been squatting in Frye’s path for a long time. Sensing in his pupils the lack of knowledge and
competence we have already noticed, he has given a course on the Bible for many years, and some
of The Great Code comes presumably from what was first roughed out for his fortunate students.
The Bible is not, for him, just literature; it is &erygma proclamation of a saving message, not, Frye is
anxious to make clear, as expressing or being a foundation for a doctrine, but £erygma nonetheless;
what this implies, we must presently ask. Its suitability as material for commentary by the critic and
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the theorist of criticism lies in its use of so many literary modes, in its offering in rich confusion
metaphor, metonymy, symbol, analogy, and other figures of language in its complete account, as it
were, of human history and of human mind and self-reflection: “creation, exodus, law, wisdom,
prophecy, gospel, and apocalypse.”

The program of The Great Code is most conveniently stated in Fearful Symmetry.

The basis of the Bible is, like that of the epic, religious and historical saga concerned with
anthropomorphic gods and theomorphic men, part of it legendary history and part prophetic
vision. But the Bible is neither a single work of art like the I/ad, nor an expanded one like
Mahabharata: it is the historical product of a visionary tradition. It records a continuous
reshaping of the earlier and more primitive visions, and as it goes on it becomes more
explicitly prophetic, until the confused legends of an obscure people take the form of the full
cyclic vision of fall, redemption and apocalypse. The Old Testament begins with an account
of an escape from Egypt into Canaan led by Joshua, and ends with the prophetic allegorical
recreation of this event: the escape of the imagination from a “furnace of iron” into a City of
God through the power of a divine humanity or Messiah.

The Gospels consolidate this vision of the Messiah into the vision of Jesus, who has the
same name as Joshua, and the proof of the events in Jesus’ life, as recorded in the Gospels, is
referred to contemporary evidence but to what the Old Testament prophets had said would be true
of the Messiah. The imaginative recreation of Old Testament visions in the New Testament,
reaching its climax in the dense mosaic of allusions and quotations in the Apocalypse, merely
completes a process which goes on to a considerable extent within the Old Testament itself.

Frye is able to take the Bible in English as an established fact that doesn’t in practice raise
severe problems for the critic whose Hebrew and Greek may not reach professional standards.
Judaism and Christianity have always been hospitable to the idea of translation. In this they differ
from Islam: the Koran is tied to Arabic in a way the Jewish and Christian Scripture are not tied to
Hebrew and Greek. There have been four great translations: the LXX (the Septuagint, for the
Greek speaking Jews of the pre-Christian diaspora), Jerome’s Latin Vulgate, the King James Bible
(Authorized Version), and Luther’s Bible. (The best of the modern English translations, the Revised
Standard Version, is closely tied to the King James.) We have to keep the original languages in
mind, and profit from what the specialists tell us; but in practice it has to be assumed that a critical
reading of the classical translations is sufficient for the study of the whole Bible. Specialized
scholars don’t go in for this; only theologians and exceptionally vigorous literary scholars have the
courage to attempt synthetic and synoptic accounts.

The central idea of The Great Code is that of the many ways of reading to which the Bible
invites us one is of capital importance: it has to be read typologically, not because this is an
interesting pattern after we have given the kaleidoscope a shake, but because this is how the Biblical
authors, in the main, wrote.

To take the most majestic of the types, the “And God said, ‘let there be light™* (Genesis 1:3)
has its antitype the prologue to the Fourth Gospel: “In the beginning was the Word. . . . All things
were made through him. . .. In him was life, and the life was the light of men” (John 1:1-4). The
Exodus is so much the dominant collection of types for the entire Bible that Frye can even write
“that mythically the Exodus is the only thing that really happens in the Old Testament.” Moses’
organization of the Israelites into twelve tribes finds its antitype in the twelve apostles; the passage
through the Red Sea signifies baptism; manna signifies the Eucharist; the Law is given from Sinai
and thus the most celebrated collection of moral counsels in the New Testament is the “Sermon on
the Mount.” In all the Gospels the passion and death of Jesus are centered upon (despite the slight
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difference of timing between the Synoptics and the Fourth Gospel) the Passover; the Last Supper is
a Passover meal, the Crucifixion is the journey through the desert, the Resurrection is victory over
Israel’s enemies.

This is how the Bible has always been treated liturgically, in both the Jewish and the
Christian traditions, though some of what is for the Christians realized antitype is for Jewish
believers still to come (compare, for example, how Isaiah 53 would be read by the two sets of
believers). The type-antitype relation is brought out plainly in the prayers and ritual actions of the
Seder; among the Christian liturgies perhaps the most magnificent celebration of the relation is in
the “Exsultet” of the Holy Saturday liturgy; this contains the famous “O certe necessarium Adae
peccatum. . . . O felixc culpa. . . . O vere beata nox. . ..” (O truly necessary sin of Adam. ... O happy fault.
... O night blessed indeed. . . .).

Why the typological tradition should, despite its liturgical repetition, have for so many
dropped out of mind is a many-sided question. Perhaps an important cause has been a
presupposition, sometimes stated, sometimes taken for granted, of much liberal Protestant work on
the Bible: that the Bible records a progressive change from the primitive and barbaric if
monolatrous, society reflected in the Pentateuch to the ethical monotheism of the Prophets, and
then on to the pure ethical doctrine that can be extracted from the New Testament once it is purged
of apocalyptic discourse and once it is separated (as by Matthew Arnold in Literature and Dogma and
St. Paul and Protestantism) from its dead carapace of Hebraicisms.

In placing typology at the foundation of his reading of the Bible Frye has done much to rob
the presupposition of its plausibility. And it is the types seeking, as it were, their antitypes, antitypes
turning into types that have other antitypes, the whole to-and-fro movement of a searching reading
of the Bible, that makes it proper to describe the volume as The Great Code (thought there is a further
implication that the Bible is a code for the deciphering of the secular literature into which it has
entered in its text and through its spirit).

Typology gives us only the skeleton of Scripture. There are many poetic devices that make
up the density and richness of the Bible. Metaphor is picked out by Frye as one of the determining
modes of Biblical discourse. We have the imagery of Eden-Paradise, an oasis imagery of trees and
water, Frye remarks, having a special charm for those who were originally desert nomads. The Bible
moves between the images of pastoral life, shepherds, sheep, good shepherds, lost sheep, and those
of the city, Jerusalem, the city of David, the place of the Temple, consigned to desecration and
destruction, the place where God’s wrath and justice are manifested in destruction and
reconstruction; and finally “the Jerusalem above. . . . and she is our mother” (Galatians 4:26). The
identification involved in metaphor is a curious, even a troublesome problem, and what Frye has to
say deserves careful thought; he is certainly right in resisting moves to make metaphor no more than
condensed simile or a mere metonymic reminder.

Frye’s assembly of considerations and arguments, praisings and blamings, aphorisms,
Chestertonian jokes, obiter dicta needs and will receive through examination and criticism from
scholars and critics. Here I confine myself to raising one question, a fundamental once, as I believe,
that is forced upon us by Frye: what is the place of the Bible in human life? What is the Bible abouf?
What is the connection of what is said by the Biblical writers with the wortld of human history?
These are simply ways of breaking down the question generated by the collision of Frye’s view with
the view of the believer. I don’t assert that “the view of the believer” is something transparent and
easily stated; but we have in some way to come to terms with it, precisely because Frye insists that
the Bible is &erygma, the proclamation of a saving message, a collection of the oracles of God. This
is not what the nineteenth-century liberal (Arnold is again the apposite figure) thought the Bible was;
and it is not how students of “the Bible as literature” have taken it.
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I understand Frye’s argument in the following way. The Bible has the structure of two
mirrors, each reflecting the other; and what the Biblical writers say refers in a primary sense, even
where the intention of the writer seems historical, to other parts of the Bible. It is isolated from
ordinary questions about truth and fact—to raise such question is a solecism into which both
fundamentalists and radical critics fall. Its function is not to point beyond itself, and to summon us
to faith, with its conjoined virtues of humility and obedience, but to elevate us beyond faith to the
higher life of vision. Our encounter with the Bible can induce in us a version of what Frye calls
“upward metamorphosis,” the making of all things new spoken about at the end of the Apocalypse.

. .. the Bible deliberately blocks off the sense of the referential from itself: it is not a book
pointing to a historical presence outside it, but a book that identifies itself with that presence.
At the end the reader, also, is invited to identify himself with the book. Milton suggests that
the ultimate authority in the Christian religion is what he calls the Word of God in the heart,
which is superior even to the Bible itself, because for Milton this “heart” belongs not to the
subjective reader but to the Holy Spirit. That is, the reader completes the visionary operation
of the Bible by throwing out the subjective fallacy along with the objective one. The
apocalypse is the way the world looks after the ego has disappeared.

As no on knows better than Frye, the questions that press upon us once we reflect on
referential, descriptive, and other uses of language, on the logical status of fiction, the sense and
testability of particular historical statements, on metaphor and metonymy, on the connections of
sense with reference (to use Frege’s standard example, “the evening star” and “the morning Star”
differ in sense but have the same reference), and other topics, are many and teasing. In most kinds
of writing there is no need to be wary and to raise such questions, but here we must. We read, for
example, that (Frye is following Aristotle) “History makes particular statements,” whereas “Poetry
expresses the universal in the event, the aspect of the event that makes it an example of the kind of
thing that is always happening”’; and later that “A myth is designed not to express a specific situation
but to contain it in a way that does not restrict its significance to that one situation”; and then we
come to the conclusion that “Its [the myth’s] truth is inside its structure, not outside.”

One can’t read this without raising questions about “inside” and “outside,” and about how
we get, as we surely must, from our knowledge of particular happenings to the kind of thing that is
always happening. I think we are meant to think that Frye has clarified a set of problems, whereas
he has complicated very greatly these problems and added a quite unnecessary one, namely, how the
truth of a myth, at least where it is to be considered “poetic”—and Frye thinks “the Biblical myths
are closer to being poetic than to being history” (the truth I take it being the universal)—is zuside the
structure of the myth. Does this mean we mustn’t fidget and ask silly questions about the
archaeology of Ur of the Chaldees or Jericho or about whether or not there was an Exodus from
Egypt? Plainly these are not the only questions, and perhaps not the most important questions,
about the Biblical stories; but they can’t be proscribed.

Immediately after this excursus on myth and history, Frye stresses the impossibility of taking
the Bible as through and through poetic; if we were to do this “we should have no criteria for
distinguishing . . . Jesus from the prodigal son of his own parable.” This seems right. But once we
have allowed the distinction between fiction and fact, between poetry and history, to be made, then
it seems inadequate to argue “that if anything historically true is in the Bible, it is there not because it
is historically true but for different reasons.” What can these be? Well, they “have something to do
with spiritual profundity or significance.” This seems weak, even when Frye elucidates spiritual
profundity by referring to the admittedly poetic and unhistorical book of Job or to the heroic stories
of enslavement and deliverance, stories in which “priority is given to the mythical structure or
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outline of the story,” in Judges. Frye’s emphasis throughout is that if we want to understand the
Bible, we can only do so by examining the intentions of the Biblical writers themselves. If we do
this, then we seem forced to conclude that the historical and, if we must use the phrase, the
spiritually profound are conceived by them otherwise than Frye supposes. The catharsis, or
whatever it is Frye thinks to be brought about by a faithful reading of the Bible, is connected in
some cases with its reference to what lies outside the poetic myth or the literary aspect of the
structure of typology. There are many instances of this. I choose only one: Paul’s insistence on the
non-mythical, historical, brutally factual character of the Crucifixion. When he writes (I Corinthians
1:23) that “we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles,” we may
gloss what he says as follows. To the Gentiles the preaching is foolish; for the Greek world is full of
stories about dying, suffering, and resurrected gods, but these things happen 7 illo tempore (as Mircea
Eliade puts it), not “under Pontius Pilate.” As to the Jews, here is the Messiah of promise, this
scarecrow figure on a gibbet; and for this to be a stumbling block it has to be as historical as the
Roman procurator under whom the Crucifixion happened.

I don’t here want to dispute over Paul’s claim, but simply to note it; for if we are to accept
Frye’s view that the Bible has a double-mirror structure, and that this structure represents the
intentions of the authors, then we have also to note that here the intention is to use the structure
and at the same time to go beyond it: to take the crucified one as the antitype of the figure in Isaiah
53 (“he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our inequities,” v. 5) and also to
assert that the antitype is to be identified with a given man, Jesus of Nazareth, who belongs to
history in the same way as do Paul and Gamaliel. What Frye a little contemptuously calls the
scholars’ “obsession with the Bible’s historicity” is perfectly justified by the ethos and concerns of
some of the Biblical writers themselves. Whether or not there is good evidence for what the writers
assert as historical is another, an ideologically independent question. But they do make such
assertions, and stress that their historicity is crucially significant.

There are many other difficulties in Frye’s treatment of a number of questions. He falls too
easily into persuasive definition: e.g., “there is no real evidence for the life of Jesus outside the New
Testament”—a bullying way of saying that Frye doesn’t think the evidence outside the New
Testament is sufficient. There are several loose—too loose—generalizations about Marxism, of the
kind that have been repeated from author to author during the past fifty years: e.g. “The burning-
bush contract introduces a revolutionary quality into the Biblical tradition, and its characteristics
persist through Christianity, through Islam and survive with little essential change [persuasive
definition again| in Marxism.”

But this is a magnificent book, a necessary recall to some fundamental principles of Biblical
interpretation and a collection of problems and questions of the first importance for critics, Biblical
scholars, and the educated public in general. If I were asked to pick out the best thing in the book, I
should choose the three pages [123—125] on Ecclesiastes, perhaps the most misunderstood and
under-appreciated book in the Bible. Frye shows that the weary cynicism often attributed to the
author is a misreading. “Only when we realize that nothing is new can we live with an intensity in
which everything becomes new.” I ended my second reading of The Great Code with feelings of
pleasure and envy: Frye’s architectonic power is so astonishing.

(It is a pleasure to handle a book so well printed and of such handsome appearance. I have
noticed only two misprints, on pp. 36 and 213. There is what I assume to be an incomplete
sentence (““The whole complex . . . witch-burning and the like”) on p. 163.)

5. Crossan, John Dominic. Commonweal 109 (10 September. 1982): 475-9.
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The critical study of the Christian Bible has operated since its inception within a predominately
historical paradigm. Source criticism emphasized the genetic relationship within and between texts.
Form criticism looked for the sociological setting from which such forms derived. Redaction
criticism presumed the use of sources and focused on how the final writer used those given
materials. It is interesting that the data so brilliantly illuminated by those methods co/d have been
seen just as easily in terms of process as of product. That whole vast research can be, and has been,
used to isolate and venerate either the original or the final text, but it ca also be used to contemplate
the total hermeneutical process from original to final text, giving no ultimate honor to either product
but to the developmental process itself. What remains thereafter as normative or at least
provocative is a continuing and contemporary process rather than any text, original, intermediate, or
final, as fixed and dated products. Such could be but it is not yet how biblical study is taken.

There are, instead, two major reactions to the exclusivity of historical interests in biblical
studies. One comes from within the ranks of scholars trained in the traditional methods of
philology, archaeology, and history. Examples are Daniel and Aline Patte’s use of French
structuralism in Structural Excegesis: From Theory to Practice (1978) and Robert Polzin’s use of Russian
formalism in Moses and the Denteronomist (1980). The second reaction comes from scholars trained in
literary criticism and deliberately invading a territory where even the religion and literature analysts
have feared to tread. Examples are Frank Kermode’s theoretical and philosophical mediations in
The Genesis of Secrecy (1979) and Robert Alter’s detailed close readings in The Art of Biblical Narrative
(1981). And to this latter group must now be added Northrop Frye, taking his title from Blake’s
claim that “The Old and New Testaments are the Great Code of Art.” Frye asks programmatically,
“Why does this huge, sprawling, tactless book sit there inscrutably in the middle of our cultural
heritage like the ‘great Boyg’ or sphinx in Peer Gynt, frustrating all our efforts to walk around it?”

“The Bible is . . . a pattern of commandments, aphorisms, epigrams, proverbs, parables,
riddles, pericopes, parallel couplets, formulaic phrases, folktales, oracles, epiphanies, Gattungen, 1ogia,
bits of occasional verse, marginal glosses, legends, snippets from historical documents, laws, letters,
sermons, hymns, ecstatic visions, rituals, fables, genealogical lists, and so on almost indefinitely.”
This is one aspect of the biblical sprawl but the other is just as important: “Literally, the Bible is a
gigantic myth, a narrative extending over the whole of time from creation to apocalypse, unified by a
body of recurring imagery that ‘freezes’ into a single metaphor cluster.” Frye’s own work is not
structured by either the Bible’s internal generic diversity or its external linear narrativity but is
presented as a giant chiasm in which The Order of Words, subdivided as Language, Myth, Metaphor,
Typology, reverses itself as The Order of Things, subdivided as Typology, Metaphor, Myth, Language.

Language opens and closes the book. “Language I”” proposes the possibility of a “history of
langnage,” that is the translatable sense in words that cuts across the variety of tongues (languages)
employed. This history—in effect, the story of emergent Western consciousness—moves from the
“this is that” of hieroglyph and metaphor, through the “this for that” of abstract metonymic
language, and into the demotic or descriptive (“just the facts please”) mode that dominates modern
discourse. (The bias for the latter mode—which places, us outside events—accounts in part for the
difficulty in assimilating biblical meanings.) But if these phases begin successively, for us they
remain simultaneous modal options—with poetry lying closest to the creative sources of language.
It follows, then, that “it is the primary function of literature, more particularly of poetry, to keep re-
creating the first or metaphorical phase of language during the domination of the later phases.”

Even though the biblical idiom does not coincide with any single mode of language—and in
fact represents a fourth option, the kerygmatic or revelatory mode (the theory of phases breaks
down badly here)—still, notes Frye, metaphor “is not an accidental ornament of Biblical language,
but one of its controlling modes of thought.”
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Myth “means, first of all, mythos, plot, narrative, or in general the sequential ordering of
words.” “Myth I” then asks, “Granted that the narratives in the Bible are myths in the sense we
have give the word, whether they are histories or fictions, are they histories or fictions?” Frye
struggles boldly with that question but emerges slightly limping in the dawn. On the one hand: “if
anything historically true is in the Bible, it is there not because it is historically true in the Bible, but
for different reasons.” On the other: “while reading Biblical myth poetically is a more liberal
exercise than reading it as factual history, trying to reduce the Bible entirely to the hypothetical basis
of poetry clearly will not do.”

It is possible that the Bible’s constant frustration of our attempt to distinguish absolutely
between history and theology, letter and metaphor, fact and fiction, teaches us something
fundamental about that distinction itself, namely, that where the depth is deep enough or the fight is
fierce enough we can never tell where the distinguishing line actually is? This seems likely.

“Myth II”” surveys the individual or internal units which are modeled on the external or
overarching construction of “the entire Bible, viewed as a ‘divine comedy,” contained within a U-
shaped story . . . in which man . . . loses the tree and water of life at the beginning of Genesis and
gets them back at the end of Revelation.” But, of course, that inaugural question from “Myth I”
(fact or fiction?) haunts the corridors of both small and large structures, and the larger the biblical
structure the greater the haunting presence becomes.

In “Metaphor I”” the problem of distinguishing “literal” and “metaphorical” is solved by
conflation: “the primary and literal meaning of the Bible, then, is its centripetal or poetic meaning”
[61]. In “Metaphor II” five different metaphorical structures are traced throughout the Bible. But
the paradisal (trees, water), pastoral (flocks, herds), agricultural (harvest, vintage), urban (Jerusalem,
Temple), and human (marriage) metaphorical clusters have both an ideal or apocalyptic aspect and
an evil or demonic counterpart. It is this dialectical patterning that supports internally the somewhat
external or canonical unity imposed on the disparate biblical materials from a later situation.

Typology is the book’s hinge. “Typology I”” notes the classic principle that the New
Testament was concealed in the Old, while the Old was revealed in the New. This gives an
historical dimension to biblical typology, and in “Typology II”” Frye proposes “seven main phases:
creation, revolution or exodus (Israel in Egypt), law, wisdom, prophecy, gospel and apocalypse”
which follow one another in succession, “each phase being a type of the one following it and as
antitype of the one preceding it.”

'The book’s structure is chiastic but with an abcd/dcba rather than an abc/d/cba
construction. This entails the book’s reversing itself not around some emphasized center but
around a black hole or better, a white page. I finished the book with an acute sense of
disappointment, as of something missing that should have been there. Maybe this absence is no
more than the promised second volume. I fear, however, that the absence is more profound than
that. We can study the Bible as literature, and it has been done. We can study the Bible and
literature and Frye has probably done it here as well as it can be done. But what if the Bible’s heart
is the combination of religion and history and literature? What happens when religion appears as a
frustratingly indistinguishable amalgam of all three phenomena in a book? If that is the triple
challenge posed by the Christian Bible to any serious reader and not just to believer alone, then
emphasizing only religion, or only history, or only literature, or even any two of those aspects, will
not meet the Bible on its own terms as the great code of all three in combination, as the great round-
dance of religion, history, and literature.

6. Dudek, Louis, “The Bible as Fugue: Theme and Variation.” University of Toronto
Quarterly 52 (Winter 1982-83): 128-35.
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Despite his outspoken lucidity (“the fear of heresy . . . the deadliest social psychosis in history,” p.
11), his academic humility (“what I briefly attempted myself in the Awatomy of Criticism,” 224]), and
his colloquial casualness at times (“It makes good sense to call the Bible and the person of Christ by
the same name,” [77]), there is a powerful aura of something covert and withheld in the writing of
Northrop Frye, a cloud of awesome implication that remains forever on the horizon and which
leads to much misunderstanding of his meaning,.

Scholars and critics who were impressed by his mythic approach to literature were hardly
aware, for example, that the college library which he had redecorated and reorganized was gradually
becoming a cloister, and that the architectural extensions of this structure were taking the form of a
church. Moreover, it was not merely a church among, the other churches, but one that was to
replace the rest as the one “definitive” structure (p. 226). That mythopoeic criticism pointed to “a
veiled Christianity”—that it was in fact “the myth of the Christian religion” in a unique Protestant
form—I argued in an obscure essay in 1963, to the dismay of some literati (see De/ta 22 (October
1983), 26. The essay is reprinted in my Selected Essays and Criticism. Ottawa, 1978, pp. 175-79). Now
here is Frye in The Great Code to tell us that “in a sense all my critical work, beginning with the study
of Blake published in 1947, and formulated ten years later in Anatomy of Criticism, has revolved
around the Bible” [xiv]). I should say here that when the implications concerned mainly the
teaching and interpretation of literature I was highly critical of the theory. Now that they concern
mainly the reading and understanding of the Bible I feel much less so. The Bible to me is a
collection of archaeological texts of great interest, on the same shelf with Greek philosophical
writings, with “wagon loads of Egyptian papyrus” and “mountains of cuneiform tablets” (Werner
Keller, The Bible as History, trans. William Neil [New York 1980], p. 201), with the Upanishads and
Vedas, the Chinese classics, the Talmud and the Koran. It is only one among the world’s sacred and
philosophical archives, illuminating various cultures and periods of human thought, but not a
privileged text nor a central revelation.

I have an enormous admiration for Frye’s critical genius, his gift for theoretical
interpretation, and his scholarship, and yet I can only approach him as I would a master chess-
player: I must analyze his game. Not to do so would be to resign from the start, or to fail to test his
particular strength.

As with myth criticism in general, the implications of The Great Code loom far in the
background and most readers are likely to avoid looking in that direction. For there are some dark
and menacing shadows. What are we to make, for example, of the off-hand definition of human
beings as “psychotic apes who want to kill” [211]?  Or the statement that mythology is not a direct
response to the natural environment; “it is part of the imaginative insulation that separates us from
that environment” [37]? Is mythology than a kind of delusion? What is Frye’s view of objective
nature, of the natural world we live in? Deeper still, in matters of faith Frye stands far outside any
traditional view as regards God. Following Blake, he sees gods as “representative metaphors™ [31].
In this view God does not exist in an objective sense as a being outside ourselves. He is really part
of the verbal and mythical structure which is Frye’s exclusive concern: an idea in a pattern. Frye says
that “even the existence of God is an inference from the existence of the Bible: in the beginning was
the Word” [61]. Or stronger still: “God condemns himself to death” when he “transforms himself
into a Word of God” [111]. (Both these statements are conditional, preceded by “we could almost
say” and “we come to the possibility,” but they point to the central issue. It is what I mean by
implication.) Even Christ exists in this metaphoric sense; Christ is identified metaphorically with the
Bible [11]. Thus: “Ezekiel seems to present us with a profoundly neurotic God who keeps
desperately punishing his own people in order to reassure himself of the reality of his own
existence” [218]. As a result, a profound revision of the traditional view of man’s relation to the
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divine emerges: “The whole metaphorical picture of the relation of mankind and God has to be
reversed. Man does not stand in front of an invisible but objective power making conciliatory
gestures of ritual and moral obligation to him” [34]. The implications of this conclusion are
immense, as we shall see.

In the same way radical revisions of many aspects of orthodox Christianity are required by
Frye. The traditional idea of hell, “the nightmare of a hell in unending time after death,” he calls a
“foul doctrine” [74]. But, then, neither is heaven out there waiting for us. He argues that “in the
Bible the invisible world is not morally thought of as a separate and higher order of reality” [124]—
as though the 2000-year-old reading of the New Testament had been a misreading or
misinterpretation. The Kingdom of Heaven means “the eternal and infinite . . . now and here made
real, an actual present and an actual presence.” And this kingdom is either within you or among you,
“but in either case means here not there” [130]. Astonishingly, a this-worldly vision emerges from a
centuries-old “other worldly” religion. Such are the transformations of Frye’s mythological reading.
Almost every traditional term gets retranslated by this new method into some new formulation. The
doctrine of original sin, so deep-dyed in old theology, becomes “fear of freedom” [232], that is,
fixation on dogma or attachment to specific belief and doctrine. (Chess notation here: exclamation
point!). Repentance becomes “an enlarged vision of the dimensions of human life” [130]. Prophecy
is “the creative imagination” (p. 128). The Second Coming was not to be “simply a future event,”
nor did the end of the world mean “that the world was coming to an end”—it meant “the
destruction of the way of seeing that order” [135, 130].

All this is very puzzling unless we look at the thesis of the book and the epistemology that
underlies it. Frye’s central hypothesis, that myth is meaning, bypasses the two approaches to the
Bible that have given so much trouble in the past. What Matthew Arnold called “the fact”—the fact
that “failed us”—that is, the literalness of the historical account, the notion that “it actually
happened” thus and so, is of no relevance in Frye’s argument. The historical and cultural approach
gave him no “clues” [xvii]. The second approach, the doctrinal, which concerns creed and belief, he
tell us “was relatively useless” [xviii]. Thus the contentions of the Catholic and Protestant churches
throughout the centuries, as well as the historicist assaults on the Bible over the past three hundred
years, are set aside as no longer relevant [226—7]. In effect they have missed the meaning of the
Bible.

Frye’s approach to the Bible is through “imaginative criteria”; that is, we get at its meaning
by considering the shaping myth that holds the Bible together as “a single gigantic complex
metaphor” [63]. Quite explicitly: “the present book takes myth and metaphor to be the true literal
bases” [64]. Myth itself is the meaning. It constitutes a &erygma, or proclamation; it offers a
“revelation” that then stands self-evident, as the gospel or message.

We get to the unified myth through what is called typology. Christianity from the beginning,
even in the very writing of the Gospels and Epistles, saw the events of the New Testament as
prophetic fulfillments of the Old: such parallels are metaphors taking literally, that is, the early
Christians took the parallels as literal prophecies, as did most medieval and Renaissance interpreters
—but for Frye this belief in literalness is merely incidental. The metaphorical process which so
takes over the mind is the key to larger meaning. The Bible as unified myth is typology carried to its
ultimate structural completeness.

Thus we have a number of “interchangeable synonyms for home of the soul” [171]: Eden,
the Promised Land, Jerusalem, Mount Zion, the Kingdom of God. All these are one and the same
at the metaphorical level. In the same way, the Bible as a whole consists of “seven main phases™:
creation, exodus, law, wisdom, prophecy, gospel, apocalypse [106]. Each of these is a variation on a
U-shaped story, a descent or dramatic fall, such as the story of Israel in Egypt, of the Babylonian
captivity, and a return to grace or good fortune; with the exception that the last of these, the
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Gospels and Apocalypse, offer a permanent return, in the person of Christ. This series of identical
events, “each phase being a type of the one following it and an antitype of the one preceding it,” are
much like a Great Fugue or series of variations on a theme; as Frye puts it, “each phase is not an
improvement on its predecessor but a wider perspective on it” [106].

But if the Bible begins with the loss of Eden and ends in a permanent return with the
coming of Christ, as tradition has long maintained, the meaning of Christ here, which is now the
name, as we see, for the Bible as a whole, will not be as cozy and familiar by any means. When Frye
tells us that the “recurring imagery” just summarized ““freezes’ into a single metaphor cluster, the
metaphors all being identified with the body of the Messiah, the man who is all men” [224], he is
referring to a vision, in the Blakean sense, which he offers as the ultimate “revelation” of the Bible.
This is a vision of reality beyond time and space, in which the personal ego is dissolved, and all
mankind is identified as one. All distinctions between men vanish, and even the distinction between
God and man disappears: “the master-slave duality, of which the creature-creator duality is perhaps
a projection,” is at last broken and we reach a completely open perspective, beyond all distinctions
of faith and doctrine [232]. This “open community of vision,” described as “a still greater
community than faith” [226-7], is in fact a common element in all the great world religions—Frye
actually calls it “the quality of all serious religions” [232]—however it may be belied by the history of
these religions.

But how, at last, do we get to such an open vision through a religion whose essential
characteristic, whether in the Judaic or Christian form, has been an exclusive conviction of its own
truth and a fierce intolerance for any difference? Frye grants that “there is a traditional prejudice
against the disinterested in Christianity,” but he believes that “this can be transcended too” [223].
Actually, the most striking feature of Judaism from the time of Moses on has been its intolerance
toward the other gods, in a part of the world generally tolerant of variety. Thus Deuteronomy:
“You shall demolish all the sanctuaries where the nations whose place you are taking worship their
gods. . .. You shall pull down their altars and break their sacred pillars . . . and thus blot out the
name of them from that place.” “You shall not leave any creature alive. You shall annihilate them”
(Deuteronomy 12:1-3; 20:16-18). This characteristic was certainly passed on to Christianity—as
anti-semitism and as “the deadliest social psychosis” [111]—and then from Christianity to Islam:
such is the sad history of these religions.

How the highly tolerant or ecumenical theory which Frye proposes has emerged, a theory
which ironically enough must also make some claim to being “definitive” now [226—7], may perhaps
be understood by seeing it in the context of responses to rationalism—and in fact accommodation
to rationalism—since the eighteenth century. William Blake the poet was himself a part of such a
reaction and accommodation. In general I see this as a continuing “Save-the-Bible” movement,
gradually adapting the great book to current ways of thought; most remarkably so with Frye, who
tells us that if we now think, in the modern way, that “God is Dead” and we know only an
existential this-worldly reality, then this is what the Bible has meant all along—with the proviso that
Christ is still at the heart of it.

So I run across a contemporary scholar writing about this process in the period of
Romanticism:

Not long after Enlightenment scepticism had discredited the Bible as divine revelation, the
esthetic appreciations of Biblical poetry by Herder, by Robert Lowth, and eventually by
Chateaubriand prepared the way for a partial rehabilitation of the scriptures. Seen by the
romantics as a record of primitive poetic myths, and not merely as the tool of Christian
autocrats, the Bible came to be respected along with other great epic-religious cycles as an
expression of the folk wisdom of the collective unconscious. So the romantics tended to
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ignore the Bible’s distinctively Judeo-Christian components—the history of the Jewish nation
and the life of Christ. They responded primarily to those Biblical books that seemed to
coincide with the major phases of the generalized myth of Paradise Lost and Paradise
Regained, which, nourished by cabalistic, illuminist, and Neoplatonic sources, pervaded the
late eighteenth century (Lawrence M. Porter, reviewing Abraham Albert Avni, The Bible and
Romanticism [The Hague, 1969], in Comparative Literature 24 [Winter 1972]: 90).

The phrase “generalized myth” is particularly apt and appropriate here. But clearly such
generalization has been going on for some time. The father of contemporary Protestant theology is
said to be Friedrich Schleiermacher, about the year 1880. I find in his Monologen a passage which
contains, one might say, the tiny seed of Frye’s view of Bible mythology and the very essence of his
vision. Schleiermacher refers to those who aspire to personal immortality after death as deluded
dreamers—somewhat as Frye holds passant that the question of immortality after death is “up for
grabs” [230]—and then Schleiermacher observes that “their mythology is more profound than
they,” a statement entirely in the spirit of Frye. He then goes on to say that the “inner process . . .
this spiritual life” with its reflections on the soul and supernal realities is but a product of
imagination: “and the realm of shadows may serve me here on earth as archetype of reality.” And,
finally, “even now the spirit spans the world of time. Eternity is in sight thereof, and the celestial
rapture of immortal choirs. Wherefore begin at once your life eternal in the constant contemplation
of your own true being” (Friedrich Schleiermacher, Monologen [1800), trans. as Schleiermacher’s
Soliloguies [Chicago, 1920], p. 25).

This beautiful thought corresponds perfectly with Frye’s conception of reality and vision in
The Great Code. But it is also a very modern idea. As we know, the general tendency to extract this
kind of contemporary truth from the Bible is to “demythologize” it, to free it, not only of historical
baggage and constricting creeds, but also of the mythological accretions that makes its current
acceptance difficult. One such effort in our time is the work of Rudolf Bultmann, whose important
essay of the subject, “New Testament and Mythology,” dates from 1943 (Hans Werner Bartsch, ed.,
Kerygma and Myth: A Theological Debate, trans. Reginald H. Fuller [London, 1964], 1, 1-44). Bultmann
appears very dramatically in The Great Code at the end of chapter 1, and suitably so since the program
of “demythologizing” appears to be the very opposite of Frye’s. He is effectively refuted on pages
41-42, where Frye says that, if we remove myth from the Bible, “there will be, quite simply, nothing
left of the Gospels at all.”” For Frye, as we know, the myth precisely is “the universal” and the
vehicle of meaning [46].

Bultmann, however, gives us a good deal of context for this debate. It was Adolf Harnack,
in 1904, who significantly reduced the Bible to pure kerygma or teaching, “a few basic principles of
religion and ethics.” (ibid., 1, 13). Again, Wilhelm Dilthey, in 1923, argued for validating biblical
myths; “once they are re-interpreted as statements of universal validity they express the highest
living form of all history” (ibid., 1, 24). And Bultmann sees his own work, in this regard, as being
identical with what Kierkegaard and Heidegger have properly “demythologized,” is “a revelation of
the meaning of universal reality” (ibid., 1, 25). This idea, of course, is precisely identical in import
with Frye’s in The Great Code, and that brings us, finally, to a striking paradox.

“Demythologizing” and pure “myth as meaning” become one and the same. For after all a
myth is only a kind of idea: it is a mode of generalization, a concrete universal. It is astonishing to
discover, for example, that all the mythic elements of the Bible are seen in The Great Code as
originating in reductive beginnings. Thus, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is “obviously
connected with sex” [109]. The idea of transcendence and of “two worlds” is traced to “waking
from sleep and going back to sleep” [108]. God himself “as creator is a projection from the fact that
man makes things” [112]. Also, God “derives from the master-slave relationship” [232]; and Jesus
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as king and also as servant is “intended to resolve the master-slave dialectic” [91]. Furthermore, the
Trinity of Father, Son, and Spirit are “probably the sky, the sun, and the air” [156]. Thus, from an
epistemological point of view, the mythic elements arise by a metaphorical generalization or
representation of the natural world and of human experience. But this metaphorical process leads to
profusion and multiplicity, as the etymology of every language reveals. Frye’s effort to unify the
metaphorical edifice so that a single metaphor, in the person of Christ, stands at the point of
pyramid, results in a curious reversal.

For one thing, the entire system, which began by dissociation from doctrine, inevitably
presents itself as doctrine at the end of the work. Since language has passed through three phases—
the metaphoric, the metonymic, and the descriptive—and since the Bible uses all three but actually
adopts “a fourth form of expression,” for which the words &ergma (from Bultmann), proclamation,
and revelation must be used, the content of this revelation is presented as a reality to be accepted, a
reality revealed. One cannot read the final pages of The Great Code without the feeling of a doctrine
emerging from the exposition.

But further still, and most astonishingly, when all the mythologizing procedures culminate in
a single myth, the myth of Christ and the vision of identity, it is clear that the myth itself has become
pure idea. Itis the idea of human community, of love, and of a higher order of consciousness. This
must be so because all myths are the image forms of complex ideas, they are man’s first grasp of the
possibility of knowledge in language; and when they are “boiled down” or unified in the kind of
analytic process which this book undertakes, the result is an idea. Bultmann who “demythologizes”
and Frye who would have the Bible pure mythology are saying pretty much the same thing.

To summarize, then, I would say that Frye has presented a secular and highly enlightened
vision of reality—roughly Hegelian in character—as though it had evolved or had always been
present in the Judaeo-Christian tradition; it is a vision which really takes us beyond religion, since it
is entirely free of any faith or doctrine as usually understood. The same vision, however, can be
reached by other roads, for example, by the road of Greek rationality and tolerance; but whether we
take this road or the mythological one, such a vision can be reached only by individuals who are
caring enough, self-critical and patient enough, to achieve that high point on their own. It can never
be a collective belief. Also, the mythical road-marks of the Bible are so encrusted with age-old
dogma and other regressive obsessions that they can hardly be seen in Frye’s way without a great
deal of quizzical reservation. For the terms of the old interpretations are not easily pulled from their
moorings. Frye’s real contribution lies not in any strengthening of the religious tradition, since he is
highly sceptical and even “revolutionary” as a thinker, but in his opening up of new areas of
exploration for humane speculation and curiosity.

7. Einbinder, Susan. “Alter vs. Frye: Which Bible?” Prooftexts 4 (Sept. 1984): 301-8.

Talmudic legend holds that before his death Moses was favored with a visit to the classroom of
Rabbi Akiba, the man purportedly most responsible for the transmission of his teachings to the
future generations. The great scholar and martyr of the first century is credited by tradition with the
development of the major hermeneutic techniques for rabbinic interpretation of the Bible. So little
did the Akiban school’s rendering of the Law resemble Moses’, that it is little wonder that the
mighty prophet could not understand a word of the lesson. Perhaps ironically, he was assured
when, after a disciple challenged Akiba and demanded the source of his interpretation, the master
calmly responded, “this is the teaching according to Moses from Sinai”. (The story appears in Sefer
ha’aggadah of Bialik and Ravnitzky [Tel Aviv, 1974], p. 178, where its source is cited as Menahot 29b.)
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In the face of the formidable hermeneutic of modern-day criticism, one wonders how
reassured he would be by the same response today. The Bible as an entity has implacably resisted
the pokes and prods of theology, philology, mysticism and history. Most recently the literary critic
has turned his hand to the task. The ensuing deluge of literary studies, theories, analyses, models,
elucidations and explications of the Bible demands that we go beyond the mere question of whether
the Bible is literature at all. What defines the bounds of literature, and what it is supposed to do,
have always been a consequence of culturally variable and mutable perceptions and institutions.
Perhaps more to the point here, is to question whether the current flurry of interest in literary
studies of the Bible is symptomatic of a development, even crisis, in the academic and professional
realm of literary studies. It would then be appropriate to question also the significance of such a
development in the larger context of cultural systems, and crises, of which the academic community
(despite its frequent protestations of immunity) is a highly specialized part.

Whether the Bible is literature or not, or even a book, with the formal properties of closure
and unity which that implies in Western letters, it is being subjected to literary scrutiny and
understanding. The Great Code: The Bible and Literature, by Northrop Frye, and The Art of Biblical
Narrative, by Robert Alter, bring very different methods of literary analysis to the Bible. If genuine
literary criticism, as Frye has suggested in a much earlier work, the Anatomy of Criticism, “progresses
toward making the whole of literature intelligible” [9], then he applies that principle in attempting a
generalized study of the linguistic, mythic, metaphoric and topological structures of the Christian
Bible. That generalized study sees in the Bible, ultimately, the key to the mythological and poetic
structures it bequeathed to the Western world, and which they syncretized to their Hellenistic
counterparts. Alter’s work, in contrast, is concerned with the close reading of narratives from the
Hebrew Bible. He attempts to show the invention and development of special narrative techniques
as a special consequence of the evolution of monotheistic thought.

Both authors, to begin with, recognize the seriousness of the question of translation in any
literary treatment of the Bible. (I refer the reader to Edward Greenstein’s excellent article, “Theories
of Modern Bible Translation” in Prooffexts 3:1 [1983]: 9-39.) Yet their solutions are radically
distinct. Alter, who treats only the Hebrew Bible, provides his own translations. Unsurprisingly, the
translation often reflects his interpretation of the text at hand, a problem with all translations, but
one of which the non-Hebrew reader should here be forwarded. Frye insists upon the King James
Version (AV), which choice he justifies as follows: “I use [the AV] version because as [the authors]
explain . . . they were not trying to make a new translation but a traditional one. In other words, the
AV is a translation centrally in the Vulgate tradition, and so comes very close to the Bible familiar to
writers in Europe from the fifth century on” [xiii]. Significantly, then the “Bible” for Frye appears in
the manifestation in which it serves as a crucial structure in the generative matrix of Western
mythology and thought—in the words of William Blake, a favorite of Frye’s, the “Great Code.”
And indeed, it is the Bible as the cipher of Western culture which lies at the heart of Frye’s work.
The Bible is a “gigantic myth,” a narrative spanning creation to apocalypse. Its synchronic
companion is a “metaphor cluster” generated by its imagery motifs. The overall pattern of the Bible
is one of the descent and return, the New Testament (N.T.) mirroring and paralleling the Old and
directing it describes as existing in the Christian Bible itself” [xxii]. Each unit of the first half of the
book sets up the theoretical model for a more specific development in its mirror unit in the book’s
second half. (Frye promises us that the whole book is merely presage to a second volume.) The
first chapter (Language I) begins with a discussion of language, Vico, and the evolution of certain
concerns in Western thought about literature. Vico’s premise of the primacy (chronological and
qualitative) of poetic over prosaic forms is central to Frye. Frye takes up Vico’s three stage
movement from mythical to heroic to vulgar forms of expression, renames them hieroglyphic,
hieratic and demotic, and associates them with poetic, allegorical and descriptive forms of writing.
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History moves progressively to the descriptive mode, but retains elements of the more “primitive”
modes as well. Hence the tense concerns of Western language—between reality and illusion, myth
and history, subject and object. The Bible does not clearly fall into any one of the three literary
modes, but into a fourth category, which Frye calls “kerygma,” the form of proclamation and
“oratorical rhetoric” [29]. Myth as the proper vehicle of kerygma, is the subject of chapter 2 (Myth
D).

Frye defines myth in its radical sense of “plot” or narrative, and secondarily as “the language
with which a society is told what is important for it to know” [33]. The first function attaches myth
to literature, the second to its social utilization as “concerned knowledge” [47]. Stressing the
“literal” truth of the text, Frye obviates any need to distinguish between biblical #zy#h and history:
“The general principle involved here is that if anything historically true is in the Bible, it is there not
because it is historically true but for different reasons” [40]. The Bible is a Heilgeschichte vision,
presenting us with a history of God’s actions in the world, and the relationship of human beings to
them. Metaphor I, the third chapter, describes the imaginative and metahistorical elements of his
this vision. Frye now introduces the synchronic axis of his critical plan. Read sequentially, the Bible
is a narrative, or myth. Seen as a totality, it “freezes” into a unified structure, or metaphor. Most
mythologies, Frye argues, “freeze” into cosmologies. True to its eccentric form, the Bible resists
“freezing” into static metaphor. Just as its narrative character resisted Vico’s three-tiered
categorization, compelling the creation of a fourth tier (the kerygmatic), its metaphor cluster
“freezes,” not into the anticipated cosmology, but to a “vision of upward metamorphosis” [76]. The
social myth of the people Israel is reflected and extended in the personal life of Jesus; the combined
Old and New Testaments are thus a metaphor for the figure of Christ. The next chapter (Typology
I) introduces the double-mirror structure of the Christian Bible, and the concept of topological
thought. Typology, in which things are seen as the fulfillment of antitypes preceding them, is
essentially future-related. (Causality, on contrast, finds fulfillment in the past.) Frye develops the
type of the “royal metaphor.” Most mythologies, Frye argues, “freeze” into cosmologies. True to
its eccentric form, the Bible resists “freezing” into static metaphor. Just as its narrative character
resisted Vico’s three-tiered categorization, compelling the creation of a fourth tier (the kerygmatic),
its metaphor cluster “freezes,” not into the anticipated cosmology, but to a “vision of upward
metamorphosis” [76]. The social myth of the people Israel is reflected and extended in the person
life of Jesus: the combined Old and New Testaments are thus a metaphor for the figure of Christ.

The next chapter (Typology I) introduces the double-mirror structure of the Christian Bible,
and the concept of topological thought. Typology, in which things are seen as the fulfillment of
antitypes preceding them, is essentially future-related. (Causality, in contrast, finds fulfillment in the
past.) Frye develops the type of the “royal metaphor.” Here, for example, the king may stand by
extension for the whole people; by analogy, the Messiah (N.T.) is a royal metaphor for the society
Israel of the O.T. Implicit in the royal metaphor is a tension between the individual and his
subordination to the social metaphor (even in democratic societies, Frye notes, the “notion of a
socially detached individual is an illusion” [100—1]. The royal metaphor becomes an effective, if
totalitarian, identification of individual and state.

At this juncture, the book pivots, and starts on its upward return. In chapter 5 (Typology
II), Frye lays out the seven phases through which the (Christian) Bible dialectically progresses. In
Creation, the focus in on integration and then the fall irrevocably alienating man from nature.
Revolution emphasizes the anti-cyclical progress of history and a theological attitude (a “culbute
générale” [115]) affirming the triumph of the righteous. This is followed naturally by Law, and then
Wisdom which Frye sees as the individualized commentary on the general phase of Law. An
“anxiety of continuity” [121] echoes in the Wisdom literature, with its concomitant concerns for the
preservation of authority, and prudence in future action. Prophecy, the next phase, is the
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individualizing commentary on Revolution, and stresses cultic or secular (monarchic) validation of
the revolutionary impulse. Gospel is an intensification of the prophetic vision. Frye returns here to
the tension between individual and state, society’s inability to absorb the individual and the type of
scapegoat. The final phase, Apocalypse, sets forth a new series of antitypes for a messianic “re-
Creation.”

Chapter 6 (Metaphor II) describes the imagery patterns of the Bible. There are two levels of
nature, the lower nature dominated by human life and the higher nature of Eden/Redemption, each
possessing a parodical, or demonic, counterpart. Frye elaborates upon five bodies of biblical
imagery: the paradisal, the pastoral, the agricultural, the urban and the imagery of human life. He
notes the “shrinkage” [158-9] of sacred space from Creation, through the Old into the New
Testament (until, in Revelations, it is no longer necessary, cf. Rev. 21:22). The following chapter
(Myth II) exposes the “U”-shaped narrative which Frye claims characterizes the Christian Bible. A
series of descents and ascents, with their parodical antitheses, is elaborated, all of which themselves
become adumbrations on the descent-and-ascent of the Exodus from Egypt. (The descent into the
Sea, and the ascent into freedom on the other shore are paralleled in the N.T. by Jesus’ death,
descent to Hell and Resurrection.) The final chapter (Language II) discusses a theory of the
“polysemous meaning” [220] of myth. This brings Frye back to his introductory chapter, and
Dante’s four-fold categories for interpreting language—the literal, allegorical, moral and anagogical
—evoking The Great Code’s own antitype, the Anatomy of Criticism.

Frye’s argument for the Christian Bible as an internally coherent and generative totality
informs his analysis. Alter also sees the (Hebrew) Bible as a commanding totality. But, for Alter,
this is less the dominant issue than an underlying presupposition to his detailed explications de texte.
The inner workings of Old Testament narrative expose the evolution (Alter would say, revolution)
of monotheistic culture. The Art of Biblical Narrative opens lamenting the “Infancy” of literary
analysis of the Bible (for Alter, the “Bible” is always the Hebrew Bible) and the more or less salutary
influences of various schools of modern literary criticism on an understanding of biblical text. Two
techniques characterize biblical narrative: (1) narrative analogy (one narrative providing commentary
on another) and (2) a “richly expressive syntax” [21]. Dismissing objections to a literary analysis of
“sacred history,” Alter argues that the unique character of biblical narrative is connected radically
with the practice of monotheism. The Bible as “prose narrative” is, first, an avoidance of the
(polytheistic) epic form, and, second, a unique instance of a sacred history composed in prose [25].
Alter concludes that a tension reverberates in the biblical narrative, between divine order and human
disorder, divine providence and human freedom.

Like Frye, Alter recognizes the importance of “type-scenes” in the biblical story. He argues
for reading them as variations on an implicit convention, rather than as “duplications” of a single #r-
story [50]. As in the Homeric literature, certain conventional scenes, motifs and situations are
expected in the narrative. Alter illustrates the type-scene of the betrothal, with its variations, in the
stories of Rebekah and Abraham’s servant, Jacob and Rachel, Moses and Zipporah, Ruth and Boaz,
the aborted betrothal scene with Saul (1 Sam. 9:11-11), David and his wives, and Samson. He then
turns to a discussion on the uses of dialogue and third-person narrative. The Bible’s preference, he
claims, is for the former, and direct dialogue becomes a medium for subtle characterization. Where
narration appears in place of dialogue, it is always important to ask why it does so. Is it conveying
actions essential to the plot, providing data ancillary to the plot, or “mirroring, confirming,
subverting or focussing” dialogue statements [77]? A chapter is devoted to devices of repetition in
biblical narrative, a scale of techniques including the /s#wort (a “leading word” which recurs in
various permutations and significations), and motif image, the theme, sequences of actions (e.g., the
folkloric three trials), the type-scene. The story of Balaam (Num. 22-24) and Potiphar’s wife (Gen.
39) serve as illustrations, resounding Alter’s theme of “human freedom” in tension with “divine
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historical plan” [113]. He uses the story of David, Michal and Saul to further demonstrate biblical
techniques of characterization. Again, the biblical sense of character as evolving and even erratic, as
well as the techniques for character representation, relate to its theological outlook: “since art does
not develop in a vacuum, these literary techniques must be associated with the conception of human
nature implicit in biblical monotheism .. .” [115].

The Bible is a work of “composite artistry,” and Alter next tackles contemporary attitudes
towards coherence, unity and authorship. The appropriate boundaries for any of these concepts
differ markedly for the biblical writer and the reader today. Two narratives—Joseph remeeting his
brothers in Egypt (Gen. 42) and the Creation story (Gen. 2)—provide the textual proof. The final
chapter resounds his theme; the biblical tale is a “narrative experiment in the possibilities of moral,
spiritual and historical knowledge” [157] in the wake of a “monotheistic revolution” [176]. The
concluding pages offer keys to the reader of biblical narrative, emphasizing attentiveness to words,
actions, dialogue and narration.

Both Alter and Frye make compelling statements about the virtuostic achievement of the
biblical writers. Alter’s book contains some very sensitive readings of biblical narrative. His
objective is limited to narrative, and he stays carefully within its bounds. Still, his interpretations are
sometimes flawed by a tendency to ascribe modern psychology and emotions to biblical personages.
Thus, Tamar is sentimentally described as a “childless young widow” [7] when the text stresses not
her pitiability but her legal claim to Judah’s son (incidentally, there is no indication that she is young,.
Similarly, Alter invokes “the naked unreflective brutality of Judah’s response” to her [9], which reads
a bit too much of modern male consciousness into a preliberation character. His analyses
occasionally take on a near midrashic life of their own. This means his conclusions are not always
warranted by the data. In this regard, his control over the reader, through his translation and
presentation of segmented narratives, is crucial. For instance, in making a perfectly valid
observation about the subtle possibilities for characterization in the juxtaposition of terse v. long-
winded discourse, he offers the exchange between David and Saul in 1. Sam. 24: “To David’s
impassioned, elaborate rhetoric of self-justification, Saul responds with a kind of choked cry, ‘Is it
your voice, David, my son?’ Perhaps he asks this out of sheer amazement . . . or because he is too
far off . . . or because his eyes are blinded with tears” [37]. The analysis hangs on the brevity of
Saul’s reply. But a look at the text will quickly reveal that Saul catches his wind in a short order, and
responds with some pretty heavy-handed rhetoric himself (1 Sam. 24:17-21—and it is valuable to
compare the doublet to this story in 1 Sam. 26, where in fact Saul’s replies are relatively truncated, cf.
1 Sam. 26-:17, 21). Alter is consistently better when he sticks to the texts than when he strains to
harmonize them to his theories about the relation of prose narrative to monotheism, and the motif
of freedom and chaos against divine plan. The point that literary forms, and literary tensions, evolve
in relation to a cultural context is well-made. In the case of the Bible, it is also risky. We do not
know whether the Bible was a central document, a representative document or a unique document
in its original context. The phenomenon or prose narrative is not, as Alter claims, unique to the
Hebrew Bible—see, for instance, the Idrimi narrative from Alalakh (in northern Syria).

Nor are cultural anachronisms absent in Frye’s work. Thus, prophecy provided a
“comfortable living” by the “not very difficult effort” involved in its practice [126]. God prefers
Abel’s “massacre of animals” to his brother’s vegetarian offering [150]. (On several occasions, Frye
misreads the attributes of various animals. The “Biblical preference for sheep” over bulls may have
simply been a matter of economy; the symbol of automobile culture is not a Rolls Royce but
something on a lesser scale.) That female animals are generally ignored in the biblical literature [185]
is a significant comment even beyond economics (male animals are more expendable), which Frye
does not develop: was there, in fact, a mythological or psychological motivation behind a cultic
preference for male or female offerings?
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Scholars of the Hebrew Bible, in addition to their unhappiness over the use of the AV, may
feel Frye has left them holding half a book. They will also feel uneasy with the image of the O.T.
(with its books in Christian sequence) as a projection towards messianic fulfillment in the New.
Frye very definitely treats an English-language, Christian Bible (thus, for instance, he can speak of
“dragon imagery” in the Bible) which he sees as metaphorically equivalent to the person of the
Christ. Nonetheless, his analyses of biblical imagery, methods and structures illuminate both the
Hebrew and Christian works. Someone should repeat Frye’s work with the Hebrew canon. Frye
treats the biblical cult cursorily, although he makes some tantalizing remarks about sacred space.
That short shrift to the cult is noteworthy in a work so staggeringly encyclopedic. Frye makes
several observations on the “shrinkage” of sacred space as one progresses through the Bible. And
when he presents his double-mirror of the New and Old Testaments, he correctly sees the
Pentateuch as the antitype, and reflection, of the Gospels. But there are five books, in the
Pentateuch, and four in the Gospels—a conspicuous erasure of the typological fulfillment of
Leviticus, the Pentateuch’s central book. Leviticus, in fact, is the Pentateuch’s central book because
it mimetically repeats, in literary form, the architectural centrality of the Tabernacle and cult. The
sacred space of the cult was protected by buffering concentric zones of decreasing sanctity;
Leviticus, the literary analogue of that space, is buffered by Genesis and Exodus, Numbers and
Deuteronomy. This suggests a perception of structure neither U-shaped nor linearly directed from
origin to goal, but center-oriented. One of the organizing principles of the biblical writers may not
have been a start-to-finish one, with a structure defined by its beginning and end. Parts of the Bible
may, indeed, reflect a perception of structure held together by a magnetic center, which challenges
the fundamental premise of Frye’s comprehensive analysis.

The insistence of both Frye and Alter on situating the Bible, Jewish or Christian, in a central
position of specifically literary and generally cultural importance, in itself runs counter to several
prevailing literary-critical schools of discourse. These schools—deconstructionalism primarily, but
also those of Hegelian/Marxist influence, Lacan, Foucault, Kristeva (which, though less influential
in the U.S., have strong adherents in Europe)—have bought to the fore, in recent years a growing
arsenal of decentering terminology, their point being, with individual variations, to detach the text from
its sanctified centrality and to approach it from positions of interdisciplinary networks of thought
and peripheral perspectives. The analogy to the N.T. annihilation of sacred space is relevant: the
new critics come to displace and supplant the old notions of textual centrality, sanctity, and
imperviousness to other cultural disciplines.

In this context, the efforts of Frye and Alter, as well as the myriad other forays into biblical
literature (in academic enclaves and in the seminaries) are suggestive. When Harry Orlinsky
commented, regarding the “new” (1962) JPS translation of the Pentateuch, that we had entered
upon a new renaissance of biblical translation, he was perhaps arguing the advent in literary studies
such as these. For, Orlinsky says, “Ever since World War I in the teens, the world depression of the
early thirties, the rise of fascism in Europe, the horrors of World War II, the cold and hot and
lukewarm wars of the past decade and a half, increasing unemployment and automation, and the
rather frequent recessions, it has become ever more clear that reason alone was unable to bring our
problems closer to solution. And so, people have begun to come back to Holy Scripture, to the
Bible” (“The New Jewish Version of the Torah: Towards a New Philosophy of Bible Translation,”
Essays in Biblical Culture and Bible Translation [New York, 1974], p. 397).

To the extent to which the academic community is a seismic register of society at large, the
current interest in the Bible “as literature” is perhaps attuned to an endemic anxiety in Western
culture. And certainly Western society is undergoing a moment of serious soul-searching and
disorientation. It is a soul-searching and a disorientation whose tremors are of a magnitude which
must be felt in the most privileged of its subunits, the academic community among them. And one
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may, perhaps, be permitted to tender the correlative to such a statement—that same privileged
community is obligated to transmit its rarefied perceptions to the general community—that, in the
end, this is a crucial ingredient in academic, and societal, redemption.

At a recent symposium of literary critics gathered to discuss the relationship of politics to
literary interpretation, Edward Said lamented the self-serving ethereality which has come to
characterize the academic community, a state of affairs in which “critics read each other and (care)
about little else.” Interpretation, he comments, “is the work of intellectuals, a class badly in need
today of moral rehabilitation and social redefinition.” Both Frye and Alter speak eloquently of
humanistic ends. Alter’s concern with the struggle to reach order from a disordered world is after all
more a concern of the present age than of the Patriarchs’. Frye, too, speaks movingly of the
message of Job, the human striving for “a consciousness that is neither proud nor abased, but
simply responsible, and accepts what responsibility is there . ..” [195]. If these books serve in any
way to clarify human history, and the human enterprise, they belong not only to scholars. “The
Book” never has. And if it is an unfortunate necessity that is to scholars they are chiefly accessible,
then scholarship must resume its struggle in relating to the world, and rehumanizing the world—a
world, in fact, which even scholars have never left.

8. Fennell, William O. “Theology and Frye: Some Implications of The Great Code.”
Toronto Journal of Theology 1 (Spring 1985): 113-21.

The interest of Christian scholars in Northrop Frye’s bestseller on the Bible is easily understood. To
subject it to critical appraisal from their perspective may seem another matter. It wasn’t written with
them predominantly in mind. It is a work of literary criticism, written by a renowned literary critic,
who from the commencement of his brilliant career has had a deep and lasting interest in the
formative role the Bible has played in the creation of the literature of western culture. A colleague
has written. “Frye’s general theory calls for the literature of a civilization to be the working out and
maintenance of its mythology, the interrelated set of metaphors and narratives that articulates the
imaginative world within which civilization lives. It has been a key contention of his that the Bible
represents the mythology that performs this function for Western civilization and makes Western
literature intelligible” (Francis Sparshott, in a review published in Philosophy and Literature 6 [October
1982]. I use this helpful quotation with some hesitation because I judge some aspects of the review
to be unfair).

It is clear from the quotation why Frye should sub-title the book “The Bible and Literature”
rather than “The Bible as Literature” and why the dominant perspective from which it is written is
not that of faith and the Church but of general culture and humane letters.

Surely no Christian believer should object in principle to such an approach to the study of
the Bible and its meaning for humankind. But it is deeply interesting for the theologian to note what
happens to the Bible and its message when culture and its interests are made predominant rather
than the faith out of which the Bible has come and to which it is addressed. It could be that we find
here only different understandings that flow from different interests and methodologies such as
occurs when sociologists or cultural historians, for instance, adopt methods of enquiry into the
nature of the Church which in principle exclude the insights of faith but without contesting their
validity. There is what Frye speaks of as polysemy, diverse, multidimensional kinds of
understanding which clash only when one confuses one kind or level for another. Nevertheless, as
Frye makes clear, no fundamental contradiction in thought and understanding is legitimate.
Polysemous meaning must preserve an organic integrity for all its diverse kinds of understanding.
Reason must preserve wholeness in all attempts to understand and know.
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The question this essay seeks to explore is whether Frye’s literary understanding of the Bible
represents simply a diverse kind to theological understanding or whether fundamental contradictions
appear at crucial points that he states or implies. Written in a spirit of interdepartmental dialogue,
our effort will show at least where difficulties in understanding reside.

With regard to the way in which Frye’s general understanding of language dominates the
particular understanding of the Bible’s structure and meaning, one wonders if sufficient room is left
for the theological understanding of the way the community’s faith determined both form and
content in the tradition out of which the Bible came. Frye discusses the myths of the Bible, and
indeed the Bible itself as one gigantic myth, in terms of a general understanding of the way in which
both myths of many gods, and the myth of a monotheistic God, function in culture generally. But
Brevard Childs, in his work My#h and Reality in The Old Testament, has sought to show how faith
convictions modified the myths that were borrowed from the surrounding culture in order to make
them adequate to express the community’s faith (Myth and Reality in the Old Testament. [London:
S.C.M,, 1960], p. 112).

This controlling feature of faith would mean that there was, to use Frye’s term, some kind of
metonymic control over the metaphoric language chosen to convey the message about what was
believed. On principle, Frye would have to regard this dominance as a weakening of the metaphot’s
power to express its vision of reality. But is this necessarily the case? A “broken myth” thatis a
myth reflected upon by reason, does not necessarily reduce the myth to a simple illustration of a
philosophic or theological argument. For a dialectical relation may be sustained between a myth’s
visionary insight and linguistic power to convey meaning on the one hand, and faith’s understanding
of reality on the other, each giving to and receiving from the other in dynamic ways. Is not T.S.
Eliot’s poetry a case in point? Is it not so that with him, as with the sources from which the Bible
came, it is faith’s understanding that dominates the language that is sought and found to express it in
powerful ways? Frye makes much of the “kerygmatic” style of the Bible, “rhetoric” marking it
throughout. But one wonders whether the testimonial, witnessing character of the Bible is
sufficiently taken into account by Frye. When one passes from the question of form to the question
of meaning and asks what the rhetoric is about, does not metonymic understanding inevitably
dominate the language of myth and metaphor and the narrative forms of expression even while
being empowered by them in communicating its message?

In a symposium held at the University of Guelph recently, under the title ““The Bible in the
University,” Paul Ricoeur was asked for a paper on “The Bible and the Imagination” (see Hans
Dieter Betz, ed., The Bible as a Document of the University. Gerhard Ebeling, James Barr, and Paul
Ricoeur [Chicago: Scholars Press, 1981], p. 1i, 178). In it he engages in his usual profound and
insightful way in an interpretation of two biblical parables, the Sower and the Unjust Tenants, seeing
them in their hermeneutical interrelation one with the other. But then he shows that the parables
yield this interrelated understanding only when set within the context of the larger parable or story
of the Story-Teller himself. It was faith’s understanding of the significance of the death of Jesus for
the spread of the Gospel that fed into the biblical stories and Ricoeut’s imaginative interpretation of
them.

Frye is sharply critical of a traditional view that Scripture finds fulfilment in the doctrines of
the Church, the Bible thought to be the type for which they are the antitype. Doctrine for Frye
seems always to suggest something rigid, fixed, stilted, lacking in flow! Myth and metaphors alone
are alive. Without denying that theology often has become, and continues in some quarters still to
become, rigid and arid in these ways, surely there is another possibility—that theology like the faith
it seeks to understand, may be kept fresh and alive through the closest relation with the Bible’s
poetic, metaphorical forms of expression which Frye brilliantly and helpfully describes. Surely in
doing theology, as in preaching, the vitality of the Word of God that flows through Scripture #ay be
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sustained; something of the inexhaustible Word 7ay keep the constantly renewed content of
theology fluid and alive. And again we ask, must not such a theology be called on inevitably (as in
Eliot, Childs, Ricoeur) to serve as guide to faith-understanding of Scripture, as a whole or in part?

We cited above the title of Child’s book, My#h and Reality the Old Testament. 1In it “reality”
connotes something outside literature that literature serves. It is difficult for this reader at least to
determine exactly what “reality” is for Frye, or how it relates to words. He states that the most
primitive and therefore fundamental way to reality is by way of myth and metaphor [226]. But for
Frye these forms of language do not seem to be, as they are for Childs, kinds of language used to
express reality other than they. They are themselves the reality expressed! Reality, it would seem, is
ideality, or better, spirituality—rvision incarnated in the words and express it. Fundamentally, reality
is not something looked at, but something one looks with; not something objectively true or false
but vision of ideal possibility that sets the self and society the task of actualizing it in the world.

In this regard a critical point for theology arises at the places where Frye resists the idea that the
Bible has any point of reference beyond itself. What may have been originally “facts,” say in the
history of Israel or the life of Jesus, have in the Bible been taken up and expanded into myths—
without “remainder” so to speak. Frye says: “If anything historically true is in the Bible it is there
not because it is historically true but for different reasons. The reasons have presumably something
to do with spiritual profundity or significance. And historical truth has no correlation with spiritual
profundity, unless the relation is inverse” [223]. A number of critical comments suggest themselves
in these regards. First, there is throughout the book, as we have noted, an idealizing of reality that
one associates with an earlier theological period that was under the influence of Hegel. Frye
acknowledges that influence. But we have witnessed in our day a powerful theological critique of
such spiritualizing understandings of the Christian faith, which believes to find in the Bible itself a
more realistic understanding of the reality of God and his kingdom and thus of the historical destiny
of humankind.

Secondly, we may well agree with Frye’s insistence that the only Jesus we can or need to
know is the Jesus of the Bible s7o7y, and that the Bible in no way offers any kind of scientific
description of his person and life. But surely it is not therefore necessary to hold that the full reality
of Jesus is contained in the biblical story of him. Some of the difficulty here may lie in Frye’s
seemingly simplistic understanding of what history means. History for him seems only to mean
“chronicle.” No room appears for the possibility that history may mean interpreted happening and
that myth or metaphor may be the kinds of language used for that interpretation. In Frye the
factuality of that of which the Bible speaks disappears; the occurrence, the happening, becomes
entirely swallowed up in the interpretation of it, with no aspect of externality remaining. The
“historical event” is transformed into a “language event” and the reality becomes a tale that is told.
Again the question arises: What does reality mean; wherein does it reside? Surely the objectivity of
Jesus Christ cannot simply be swallowed up in the story in this way. It is true that for an
understanding of who Jesus was, and is, we must indeed look, and remain looking, at the biblical
story of him. But his reality is not exhaustively the Bible’s story of him but a real otherness of being
that the story itself implies. (See the interesting argument of Hans W. Frei in The Identity of Jesus
Christ: The Hermenentical Basis of Dogmatic Theology [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975], xviii, p. 173.)
As Frye insists, there is in the Bible no scientific description of an “historical” Jesus. There is only
the Jesus seen through the eye of faith and told about in story form. But the story points, we
believe, to reality other than itself, as indeed, one way or another, all stories do.

It is for some such objective referring from Bible to reality “beyond” it, that Frye becomes
critical of Dante’s understanding, while commending him most highly for his biblical understanding
in other regards. Concerning Dante’s understanding of the “pointing character” of the Bible to
Jesus’ person and work as reality beyond the Bible itself Frye writes: “Once more the more real . . .
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turns out to be something external to words, and regarded as superior to them” [223]. To that
comment we feel constrained to answer “yes” and “no.” The reality “beyond” the Bible may indeed
be no more real than the story itself, or “superior” to it so much are these one with the reality itself.
Nevertheless, biblical words, no matter how potent and alive, do not exhaust God’s or Christ’s
reality for faith. The Bible must always be though to have a “pointing” character, witnessing to
Being beyond itself.

This understanding Frye seems to deny. “The Bible,” he asserts, “deliberately blocks off the
sense of the referential from itself: it is not a book pointing to a historical presence outside it, but a
book that identifies itself with that presence” [137]. Again we perforce must answer “yes” and “no.”
The latter part of the statement is certainly true. But the former part is not necessarily its implicate.
Surely the reality and presence of God cannot be entirely thought of as “linguistic event.” The Book
of Revelation, says Frye, “describes [sic]] God as the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and end of all
possibilities of verbal expression” [137]. Is there here an unconscious slip on Frye’s part, away from
a fully metaphoric way of thinking to a “demotic” way of thinking about God, first in the use of the
word “describe” and second, in interpreting the Greek alphabetic metaphor solely in a verbal sense?
Frye does the same with the metaphor “Word of God.” But understanding “Word” literally in this
way, as signifying only language, seems to move in a direction away from metaphorical to a
descriptive understanding.

However, to return to the main point, we could not object to identifying God with the
biblical witness to him if what was asserted is no more (nor less) than that there is no other God to
be known, and no other way of encountering him, than through the verbal witness of Scripture. We
would still experience some difficulty with assertions that identify the reality of God as “Word” with
the literal words of Scripture. A literalist idolatry seems to threaten here. Frye makes a move against
the threat by identifying himself with a saying of Milton: “Milton suggests that the ultimate authority
in the Christian religion is what he calls the Word of God in the heart, which is superior even to the
Bible itself, because for Milton this “heart” belongs not to the subjective reader but to the Holy
Spirit. That is, the reader completes the visionary operation of the Bible by throwing out the
subjective fallacy along with the objective one. The apocalypse is the way the world looks after the
ego has disappeared” [138].

We may return later to the question of the disappearance of the ego, but at the moment our
concern is with the disappearance of the objective reality of God. We repeat, God may indeed not
be known other than through the biblical testimony to him. But the God thus known is surely
Other than the testimony to him—even “more” if you will. It is not the Bible that is the living
Word of life, though Who he truly is, and what his deed, cannot be learned otherwise than here.

It is difficult for the writer to imagine a reading of the Bible that could dispense with the
metaphor of God as a reality before Whom, or even, as with Bonhoeffer, “without Whom,” one
lives out his days. But in his discussion of the implications of the biblical witness to atonement Frye
suggests that “the whole metaphorical picture of the relation of man and God has to be reversed”
[134]. “Man does not stand helpless before an invisible but objective power, making conciliatory
gesture of ritual or moral obligation to him” [134]. It is rather God behind, “a power that can do
anything through man,” that is implicit in Jesus’ strong emphasis on God as “Father” [134]. Such a
way of imagining the relationship between humankind and God offers to Frye a glimpse of “the
possibility of getting past the pseudo-issues growing out of the metaphor of a divine presence in
front of us, who may be believed or disbelieved ‘in’ because he may or may not be ‘there.” The
discussion then continues in a somewhat baffling way, given the foregoing: “Theist and atheist are
one in regarding personality as the highest category known to experience. Whether it is possible for
human personality to be connected with and open to a divine one that is its own infinite extension
may still be in question” [134].
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If “personality” is so fundamental to our thinking about ourselves and God, why change the
metaphor of man before God? Why not rather give to the metaphor “Word of God” an even fuller
metaphorical sense than Frye’s linguistic understanding of it? Preserving the truth that “personality
is the highest category known to human experience,” “Word of God” would then signify a personal
God engaged in loving self-communication, first within his own divine self-being, the Word being
with God, and being God from the beginning (John 1:1); then that same loving-will-to-
communicate-with-the-other, creating a world containing (eventually) human personal beings
capable of receiving and responding to the personal address of their Creator.

In thinking of the Bible as such a “Word of God,” we may indeed have thought too naively,
simplistically and exclusively in terms of the prophetic mode of God’s self-communication to his
human creatures, as Frye claims most have, thus ignoring the “scissors and paste” manner in which
the narrative of God’s self-giving Word has been shaped by the tradition. But not to see the Word
—and hear it—as an address of God who is Other, communicating his being and will to his people
from beyond themselves, seems to be telling a story about God that is other than the one the Bible
tells. Of course, in the case both of Frye’s interpretation and our own, we have indeed broken into
the metaphor with the reason, using metonymy in quest of metaphot’s meaning, a use of reason that
would seem unavoidable to both literary critic and theologian.

We touch here on the question of “revelation.” Unlike the word “inspiration” for which
Frye finds little use, there is, he thinks, need for the term “revelation” for want of a better word.
What revelation means for him it is again not easy to say. We find difficulty in the interpretations he
offers for the Bible’s seven phases of revelation, as he counts them: Creation, Exodus (or
“revolution”!), Law, Wisdom, Prophecy, Gospel, Apocalypse. Anything of the nature of “mystery”
seems to have disappeared from the humanizing, secularizing interpretation Frye gives to these
terms. Interestingly enough, having regard to what Frye has written about the non-referential
character of the Bible, toward the end of the book he writes: “This ‘literal’ Bible of myth and
metaphor then combines with its opposite, or secular knowledge, the world of history and concept
which lies outside the Bible, but to which the Bible continually points. 1t points to it because it grows out
of that world, not because it regards it as establishing the criteria for itself” [228; italics added].

As for the literal Bible of myth and metaphor, “revelation” might represent, one supposes,
the secret source of spiritual energy that becomes transformed into vision and articulated in words.
“Emerging revelation” is blocked, Frye thinks, not by what was anciently spoken of as a “forgetting”
but by what moderns peak of as “repression.” Perhaps the reader can appreciate how a biblical
theologian would find considerable difficulty in regarding much of this account as adequate!

At the beginning of this book Frye speaks about the significance of the fact that its sub-title
is not “the Bible as Literature” but rather “the Bible and Literature.” The distinction is important,
firstly because it marks the intent of the work which, including the intended second volume, is to
discuss the impact of the Bible on the literature of Western culture. However the distinction also
represents the fact that for Frye the Bible is more than literature as such. That “more” has to do
with “faith.” Faith for Frye, as he makes even clearer in his book The Critical Path, expresses
humanity’s need for myths of concern to meet the existential problems of life. The Bible in addition
to being a work of literature is a gigantic myth of concern. It addresses also that other social need
which is for a myth of freedom transcending concern—a myth creative of a free community of love
that myths of concern as such cannot meet. Faith, Frye asserts, is always a limiting thing. It creates
closed communities. “Professed belief in itself is instinctively aggressive” [229]. Even at best “there
comes a point at which a structure of faith seems to become part of the Tower of Babel, one of a
number of competing and mutually unintelligible assertions with a vague factual basis” [230]. What
humanity needs most is “a language that escapes from argument and refutation,” a language of love.
This too the Bible offers to those who have eyes to see. But it may be that only the students of the
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“works of human imagination” can make any real contact with this vision of the Bible. “Such vision
is, among other things, the quality in all serious religions that enables them to be associated with
products of culture and imagination, where the limit is the conceivable and not the actual” [231].
The following list of questions may serve as a summary of mentioned or further critical points:

1. Need differing communities of faith be as lovelessly separatist as Frye thinks they
inevitably must be? Have not the ecumenical endeavours of our time, meagre and ambiguous
though they be, demonstrated beyond possibility the actuality of communities at once of faith and
love?

2. Does not the basis for this realized possibility reside in the reality of Jesus Christ, who is
at once object of faith and source of love, a grace-giving-pr