“There is something at work in my soul, which I do not understand”
The Noble Savage at heart!

Ter Ellingson suggests, “The Noble Savage, according to eighteen-century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rosseau, is an individual living in a ‘pure state of nature’- gentle, wise, uncorrupted by the vices of civilization” (Ellingson, 2001, p.1). In this essay I will consider ways in which the idea of “living in a pure state of nature and the possibility of innate goodness are explored in a range of literary texts. The archetypal character of the chain bound Prometheus who brought the gift of fire to mankind, or fashioned man from clay in alternative mythological accounts of creation will be explored and exonerated throughout the Romantic period, especially in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein of 1818. Shelley’s creature will be compared with Huxley’s character of John the Savage, who naively views the world through rose-tinted glasses, championing the famous Shakespearian quote from the Tempest, “O’ brave new world, that has such people in it”. The character of Caliban will be examined as a figure fitting this trope, a hard done by figure, enigmatic and difficult to decipher, playing on the ambiguities and power-plays of the Tempest. We shall conclude our exploration with Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, in which the human spirit and place of the individual in society is masked and supressed in a nightmare totalitarian state. Orwell’s is a world where even thought is not free, where censorship of language aims to eradicate freedom of thought; a place where even the imagination, the “stuff as dreams are made on” is curtailed. 

The dream-like opening scene of The Tempest immediately depicts a disparity between established lines of authority and elicits a feeling of chaos. The roaring waves pay no heed to regal titles, only Prospero’s magical harnessing of natural forces subdues the storm as the boatswain exclaims: “You mar our labour…what cares these roarers for the name of king? As Norbrook notes: “Roaring connotes misrule and rebellion, roaring boys or girls” (Norbrook, 1999 p.167). A situation is established “(W)here individuals because of the life-threatening circumstances of the storm no longer feel obliged to traditional social conventions and hierarchies” (Bulger, 1994 p.38). Through-out the play time seems suspended through Prospero’s “rough magic”, a masque of misalignment with things being on the brevet, pervades the play. “Every figure on the Island has some kind of vision of a society that would transcend existing codes and signs: ‘Thought is free sing Stephano and Trinculo’ (III.ii.121) (Norbrook,1999 p.168). Caliban is a character who is certainly not free. He is bound in servitude to Prospero, who is all too aware of this master-slave relationship. Caliban remarks, “He does make our fire, Fetch in our wood, and serves in offices that profit us” (I.ii.311-312). The use of language as a consoling device, “Be not afeared, the isle is full of noises, sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not” (III.ii.133-134), adds credence to the idea that though savage he is innately noble. Caliban’s insight into the legitimacy of his claim to the Island especially the laws of inheritance, “This Island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother, / which thou tak’st from me” (I.ii.333-4), was to Coleridge in his work of Shakespearian Criticism a sign that Caliban was “in some respects a noble being”. One could make the assertion that this earthy character influenced the figure of the Ancient Mariner, as both characters touch at our heart strings with their poetical utterances. 

The very nature and demarcation of Frankenstein as a “creature”, links him to Caliban, and “indicates a made or fashioned thing but with the sense of continued or potential process, action, or emergence built into the future of its active verbal from” (Lupton,2000 p.1). Frankenstein’s creation is a character in a state of becoming, almost as if the spark of life has animated a self-perpetuating and organic growth of mind which branches out exponentially. It could be said that through the course of the novel with the creature collecting firewood and easing the chores of the De Lacey’s, that the “inhuman creation becomes increasingly human while his creator becomes increasingly inhuman” (Oates,1984 p.545). The De Lacey’s are representative of Shelley’s ideal of the egalitarian family, they serve to “not only stimulate the creature’s emotions and arouse his desire to do good to others (which takes the form of gathering firewood for them), but also introduce him to the concept and function of spoken and written language” (Mellor, 1988 p.49). As the monster encounters it, language is tied to human love and patterns of kinship and relation, as if in confirmation of the views of an anthropologist such as Claude Levi-Strauss, for whom the structures of kinship are the first writing of a society” (Brookes,1995 p.86). Language for the creature becomes a tool, much like the poetic evocations and complex soliloquies of Caliban which present him equally as a sentient being. Caliban states that the attainment of language is only useful in that is enables him to curse Prospero: “you taught me language, and my profit on’t, Is I to know how to curse” (I.ii.362-363).  As Sawyer argues: “Both creatures, are radicalized outsiders, both fear isolation and loneliness, both lament the lack of a mate, and both struggle with language” (Sawyer,2007 p.20).

Writing specifically on the context of Frankenstein, Sawyer further notes: “The novel, just like (Shelley’s) monster represents many things to many people, and the creature functions as a table rasa on which we inscribe our own fears and hopes, aspirations and limitations” (Sawyer,2007 p.26). John Locke, whom Shelley read, furthered dialogue on the notion of this “blank canvas”, in his work- An essay concerning human understanding (1690). In contrast to the ideas inherent in the concept of the “Noble Savage”, “Locke concurred that natural man is neither innately good nor innately evil, but rather a white paper or blank slate upon which sensations write impressions that then become ideas or conscious experience”. (Mellor, 1988 p.48). The basis for the idea of the Noble savage in the case of Frankenstein, could be attributed to Mary Shelley’s reading of Rosseau. Initially the creature could be likened to humanity in its inherent natural, and unfallen state, “the story would then show how civilization corrupts an essentially benevolent being into a demon” (O’Rourke,1989 p.543). “Mary Graham Lund believes that it is entirely due to the purpose of the plot that the monster must be change(d) into a Mephistophelean fiend who drove Frankenstein to his doom” (O’Rourke,1989 p.543). 

Just as Mephistopheles torments Marlowe’s Doctor Faust, so to Shelley personifies the creatures inner torment “I was cursed by some devil and carried about with me an internal hell; yet still a spirit of good followed and directed my steps” (Vol.3 Ch VII p.207). This is an example of the Miltonic paralleling throughout the novel, where the creature eulogises and identifies with Lucifer in Paradise Lost. “Early on in his epistolary exchange with his sister, Walton tropes himself as a rebellious angel, acting against his Father’s injunction not ‘to embark in a seafaring life’ and his expedition to the Artic clearly recalls the fallen angels’ exploration of the ‘dismal world’, of hell in Book II of Paradise Lost (Lamb, 1992 p.309). Goethe, who like Marlowe explored the notion of a damnable pact with the Devil in the Faust story, has a work featured in the novel. The Sorrows of Young Werther features as one of the main books in the novel. The protagonist in Goethe’s work yearns to “fly with wings of the crane above me to the shores of the limitless and drink the surging joy of life from the foaming cup of eternity and feel, with the restricted powers of my breast, one single drop of the bliss of Him, who created all this”. It is in a similar vein that Victor seeks communion with divinity. In the introductory letter to his sister Robert Walton relates this Romantic notion of “poetic genius”, or perhaps outright hubris. “Do you share my madness? Have you drunk also of the intoxicating draught? (Shelley, Vol 1, Ch IV p.29) A clear aspiration to feed on ambrosia, the nectar of classical mythology, to taste of immortality, of which mankind is prohibited. This notion is taken up by Shelley, playing on the Biblical story form the book of Genesis, the apple from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. This acts as a kind of philosophers’ stone, towards which Victor feels drawn, almost predestined and “fixed as fate”, in his quest to create life, to bring benevolence to mankind in a vain attempt at keeping death and illness at bay. On the one hand Victor sets out to “accomplish some great purpose”, and perhaps like Faust is willing to pay the price, “for the acquirement of the knowledge which I sought for the dominion I should acquire and transmit over the elemental foes of our race”. Victor could be seen as a modern-day alchemist portrayed either as a glory seeker, wishing to attain a victory for mankind, in keeping with Shelley’s punning of his name. Or a misguided youth engrossed in canon of antiquarian literature and lore, who displays all the hallmarks of a Faustian fool. “But what glory would attend the discovery, if I could banish disease from the human frame and render man invulnerable to any but a violent death (Shelley, Vo, 1 Ch II p 42).

Self-educated but lacking in comprehension, consuming but not digesting a diet of literature from Goethe to Milton, the creature of Frankenstein finally identifies with the character of Satan in Paradise Lost, “I am thy creature: I ought to be thy Adam: but I am rather the fallen angel, whom thou drivest from joy for no misdeed” (Oates,1984 p.543). Just as Victor reads Elizabeth’s letter, Victor, “dared to whisper paradisical dreams of love and joy; but the apple was already eaten, and the angel’s arm bared to drive me from all hope” (Vol.3 Ch. V p.193). This distinction between creator and creature completely dissolves later in the novel during Victor’s nightmare when, “metaphorically, the creature becomes Frankenstein’s ‘own vampire’, cannibalistically devouring his creator” (Mellor, 1988 p.135), “I felt the fiend’s grasp in my neck, and could not free myself from it”. In the early letter to his sister, Victor seems to comprehend the Coleridgean idea of the sanctity of life envisaged in the “Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, Victor vows “I shall kill no Albatross, therefore do not be alarmed for my safety, or if I should come back to you as worn and woeful as the ‘Ancient Mariner’” (Vol.1, LTR 2, p.21). Through the course of the novel, we begin to feel that Victor has the realisation that he has metaphorically slain the Albatross. The creature embodies the notion of breaking this taboo by Victor, acting as the pangs of conscience, as if the weight of the world is on Victor’s shoulders, “could I enter into a festival with this deadly weight yet hanging round my neck, and bowing me down to the ground”? (Vol.3 Ch.1 p.157). Instead of bearing a crucifix, Victor’s unholy alliance, and seemingly noble intentions, ends with him ultimately sharing a similar fate to that of Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, “Instead of the Cross the Albatross, about my neck was hung” (Lyrical Ballads, 1798). Shelley’s use of the Rime of the Ancient Mariner and that the creature embodies the symbolism of the Albatross are hinted too early in the novel, “I continued walking in this manner for some time, endeavouring by bodily exercise to ease the load that weighed upon my mind” (Vol.1, Ch. V p.60). 

In Huxley’s Brave New World, John “represents art, science, humanity, individuality, religion and the folly of humankind” (Claeys,2010 p.115). Even the main protagonist of this novel, Bernard Marx declares an inner feeling that there is more to heart than the banality and conformity of the world in which he exists. “Did you ever feel “he asked”, as though you had something inside you that was only waiting for a chance for you to give it a chance to come out?”. These lines from the novel elicit the notion of a man enslaved by society. Is the only escape to be found in the Native American reservation, or extradition to remote places such as Iceland or the Falkland Islands? The destination to where estranged intellectuals and individuals who don’t fit in to this soulless world are ultimately exiled. Self-reflection predominates in the narrative form of Brave New World. Contrary to most utopias, dystopias “differ in not being described by an outside source but from within, they are clearly connected to the present in which they are written. In that connection they provide an explicitly positive message to go with a negative one” (Sargent,2010 p.29). In Brave New World, Bernard Marx succinctly posits the question whilst dreaming of a life of contemplation, “what would it be like if I could, if I were free-not enslaved by my conditioning”? It is perhaps John the savage, of the remote Indian reservation who comes to upset the status quo, engendering freedom and embodying the unfettered yearnings of the human spirit. Yet much like the wonder and amazement with which Miranda welcomes the new inhabitants in the Tempest, belaying an inherent naivety of human nature. John is also taken aback in awe, or perhaps delayed trepidation. “By some malice of his memory the savage found himself repeating Miranda’s words, “O ‘Brave new world that has such people in it”. Just as the motto “community, identity, stability” satirically haunts Huxley’s work, or “Hate speeches” predominate in Orwell’s parody of society. “Miranda was proclaiming the possibility of loveliness, the possibility of transforming even the nightmare into something fine and noble. O ‘brave new world! It was a challenge, a command”! 

Nowhere is the champion of humanity more evident perhaps, than the figure of John the savage. Challenging a world in which genetically and psychologically reinforced hatred of flowers and books is conditioned in childhood. Where the true spirit of humanity is substituted for Soma, the mind-altering psychoactive drug that brings apathy to the soul. Huxley’s world is one in which hedonism rules and is a clear satire of Americanization, reinforced by Huxley’s personal experience during a visit to America. “Huxley had discovered Henry Ford’s My life and Work in the ship’s library during his voyage to the United States, and everything after he had disembarked at San Francisco seemed perfectly in tune with Fordian principals” (Bradshaw, 1993 p.20). Henry Ford, who entreprenerd mass car production is represented by the symbol T, emblematic of the first successful mass-produced automobile, and the symbol almost takes on the significance of the Crucifix during a pseudo religious right, a folly communion, where the bread of Christ is replaced by the sedative Soma. Writing in the 1946 forward Huxley explains that if he were to rewrite the novel, “Religion would be the conscious and intelligent pursuit of man’s Final End, the unitive knowledge of the immanent Tao or Logos, the transcendent Godhead or Brahman” (Bradsahw,1993 p.17).

The “whole idea of Brave New World”, Huxley once said, “was that if you could iron people into a kind of uniformity, if you were able to manipulate their genetic background. If you had a government sufficiently unscrupulous you could do things without any doubt” (Claeys,2010 p.115). It is this complacency with life that John the savage attempts to confront. The last chapter portrays this defiance where we encounter a self-flagellating John, almost in the throes of Passion, whilst hordes of tourist-like masses disembark upon his hermetic wilderness and lighthouse retreat. They slowly begin to imitate his actions in a ritualised dance, reminiscent of the Native American spiritual dances and rituals of the reservation. Does this just represent the naivety, or show the gullible nature of a society which will take up any new fad, as if it were Gospel? Yet John who exhibits a savage exterior which belies a noble heart and soul, is almost comparable to the figure of Christ in John’s Gospel - “I came not to bring peace, but a sword”. John proclaims, “I come to bring you freedom, don’t you want to be free men? I’ll make you be free whether you want or not”. 

“For Huxley, what is most repellent about Brave New World is not so much its oppression of its citizens, as the vulgarity of its mass culture (Ferns,1999 p.125). John the savage, like Bernard Marx develops a growing awareness of the static nature of the world and all the social and cultural conditioning only furnishes in him a desire to throw the tranquilising soma out the window. His mission is to rebel against a society in which “the greater a man’s talents, the greater his power to lead astray”, and mottos abound, “when the individual feels, the community reels”. Huxley was conscious of this satire on modern man and the predominance of utopian fiction around this period, especially in which “a better world might be imagined in which science and technology were made for man, not as though man were to be adapted and enslaved to them” (Claeys,2010 p.116). John becomes the mouthpiece for this call to arms, all to aware that emotion and passion are integral constitutes to the life of humanity. “But the tears are necessary, don’t you remember what Othello said, if after every calm tempest come such calms, may the wind blow till they have awakened death”. In Nineteen eighty-four, “the translation of such writers as Shakespeare, Milton, etc. has proved so difficult for the party that the individual may be doomed in the coming totalitarian superstate, implies Orwell, but the human spirit as expressed in great works of literature cannot be so easily supressed” (Panagopoulos,2020 p. 23).  Of the rebels, “the only one who is not the object of satire is Helmholtz, the creative artist who is unable to find an audience in a world of mindless conformity-a world where even Shakespeare is not relevant” (Ferns,1999 p.125). A class system is evident and hierarchy of power with Alpha intellectuals presiding over subservient lower “breeds” attired in their caste designated dress code, or uniform. “Huxley termed a “really efficient state” one in which the population of slaves “love their servitude” (Claeys,2010 p.115). It makes one think of the medieval conception, the land of Cockaigne in which geese fly to the stomach already ready to eat and look forward to satisfying the gluttony of the patriarchal and non-egalitarian society of the time. 

In nineteen eighty-four Winston Smith has the realisation that, “the truly characteristic thing about modern life was not its cruelty and insecurity, but simply its bareness, its dinginess, its listlessness”. Orwell posits a world in which any diversion form Man’s innate spirit of freedom return to the Noble savage is restricted, “to do anything that suggested a taste for solitude, even to go for a walk by yourself, was always slightly dangerous…ownlife, it was called, meaning individualism and eccentricity”. For Winston, hope is to be found in the general polis, not the intelligentsia, “if there is hope, he had written in his diary, it lies with the proles”. Winston’s diary instils a posthumous heroism, “he wondered again for whom he was writing the diary, for the future, for the past-for an age that might be imaginary”. It is within a prole district that the protagonist Winston becomes enamoured by a book and an old-fashioned coral paperweight which contains a world within itself, full of enchantment and potential escape from INGSOC. The state-controlled system which smacks of Stalinism and post war depravity, “who controls the past, ran the party slogan, controls the future, who controls the present controls the past”. “The corruption of the intelligentsia by the lust for power, then, remains the central and most compelling theme of Orwell’s chief work” (Claeys,2010 p.124).

Winston is aware of this hypocrisy, yet ironically works in the “Ministry of Truth”, fabricating reality and concocting hate propaganda in the name of “Big Brother”. The past contains the truth Winston seeks, rather than the distorted version of reality that he and society are feed through “Newspeak”. “Centuries of capitalism were held to have produced nothing of any value. One could not learn history from architecture any more than one could learn it from books. Anything that might throw light upon the past had been systematically altered”. “In Brave New World conformity is instilled by routine practice rather than eugenic conditioning; the abuse of science is Huxley’s great theme, that of power, Orwell’s (Claeys,2010 p.118). Winston finds a utopia within a dystopia; this is found though the saving grace of his imagination and the love of the paperweight purchased in the proles district. “Gazing into the glass paperweight…there was such a depth to it…enclosing a tiny world with its atmosphere complete”. Winston is not alone, as his female companion Julia contemplates, “she believed it was somehow possible to construct a secret world in which you could live just as you choose”.

Both Frankenstein’s creature and Caliban are both ostracised, both characters exhibit profundity of sentiment, yet their nobility is masked by outward appearances. The creature becomes enraptured and seeks to “imitate the pleasant song of the bird”, to feel “sensations” in his “own mode”- only to be shunned by society. Just as Caliban displays nobility, evidenced through his mastery and exquisite use of language, he signifies the trammelled underdog, and condescending references by Prospero of him as “earth”, do not completely mar his nobility. John the savage takes on a Messianic role, attempting to fight the hedonistic World into which he is cast. Although Winston Smith is unable to emulate this noble fight in a world in which “War is peace, freedom is slavery, ignorance is strength”. A world in which a susceptible soul like Winston can still internalise hopes of freedom, albeit for a transitory moment in time, until his will is finally broken, culminating with Winston “loving” Big Brother. As Winston Smith prophetically envisages a “Golden County”, so too perhaps the reading of utopian literature can engender change. An element where perhaps the greatest hope afforded to humanity is freedom, the ability to dream of a Somewhere, a good place full of hope, so that “We shall meet in the place where there is no darkness”! 
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