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ABSTRACT

The Mexican setting is important to Malcolm ﬁbwry's

novel Under the ¥olcano. From a careful knowledge of

Nexico galned by‘&ivjng amd smudying bhere, Lowry seleoted
" certain features of the settigg to weave into his novel.
References to Mexicap geography, history, and mythol‘&y are
signlficant é4n terms‘of the novel's characters and theme,
Small details including the physical features of the

. landscape, as well as.the birds, animalsh flowers, and

ingsects are part of a complex pattern of symbols which

symbolic representations of Lowry's tragjc vieﬁ of the
condition of man. But Mexican mythologs with its remnaﬁts
in modern d’vabxico offers the key €0 the heart of the
novel, OuF‘of age old myths develgped a unique attitude
toward deéfh. a glorifioation of death or & hungering for
extinction, wn;eh still influences the Mexlcan peaple and "’
which offered the hest answer to the novel'g hero, Gaorfrey
‘_fiffiﬁ". man well aware of his position tn tima and the
niverse. Ggprfrey Firmin becomés a saorificial haﬁb 1n

the truo aplrit of Moxtno, a apirit ‘whioch qemprshendg tho

poaitivo L wall s the nogative uapqotg of aelfmdaat:uotiﬂnam ﬁ 

nazxoo Ltnhlrm "o pxotpntsd by m;lnalm Rawry - 1§'an tﬂ§!r¢&ﬂt
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I. INTRODUCTION

Malcolm Lowry had more than the average tourist 8
knowledge and undetstanding of the NMexican landscape. The
details of the Nexican setting which he utilizes in Under

L]

the Volgano show both his acute aWareness of his own

experienoea during the years he 1ivfld there and his comprehen-
sion of the books he read about th unusual country,
In his ”Preface to a Novel," Malcolm Lowry is oorreot

when he says that "depths exist" in Under the Yolcano

although all are "not essential for the uoderstanding‘of the
book."l New depths of moaning can be added througo a study

bf ' the setting. The Mexican sgtting is well buited to the -
atory of a man's struggle and :%struction.\ Mexico's unique

geography. and its long and stfange histary and mythology,

offered ready-made to Malcolm Lowry”the{ideal location for
his story. : - ‘ ‘e | |
| ﬁo one oao travel eveo”brieflf An Mexico without .
.+ -becoming. aware of first, the great diveraity in the landaoape,
,'ana aafond, the long history of oonf11c¢,~aa well aa thq
influqngq or both upon the preaqnt sgnhratipn of Mexicnns.l
:Mexiz ponsesaea all’ exxremos in physioal feqturds aa%
olimu e lnd in all oagsa. ﬁorgco 1ts 1phgbitanta into'a' o
agverc otrugclo to maintgin an szgtgqge. and thiq ig " |

nvidnnt ovon tq the trnvnller who msrely paaoea sf

‘$ ﬂzhéqt th@ oount;y ggy,, ewnn tn' ¢o7iif;",
“ln § ﬂJ _: s BN, |

K EAXS i [N P PO A
. * > . H [
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knowledge of Mexican. history and mythology. quse facta
| may be obv%ous even to theé armchair watcher qf the' television ’
travelogue. But to Malcolm Lowry, the serious echolar of
Mexico, there was greoter wisdom to be derlved from a study
of 1ts presgnt and ancient cultures.
We know from Lowry's "Preface to a Novel™ and from

Under the Yolcano itself, that Lowry studied at 1east two e

classical works on 'the history of Mexico, In his preface,

he acknowledges Waldo Frank's works = . ‘ ,

« o Mexico, the meeting lace of many races,
the ancient battleground og social and political
conflicts where, ag Waldo Frank, I believe, has
shown, a colourful and talented people maintained
a religion which was virtually a cult of death.?

Thip refers, it yould seem, to the book America Hispanat A

Portrait and a Prosgec' published in 1931, in which Waldo

Frank explores extensively, iq'a'chapter called "The Central

A\

Sea, " the Mayan, Aztec, and Mexiocan ocultures as well as the

Mexican Revolution. malnly in terms of the“th me/cr glory

 aeknow1edgementa to thia book, Waldo Fran%,m
aarly Maxioan historiana o o jf . .
S '?‘Finally, I give homage to graat redeqeqa
oo 7 4An these raalmsu to the author of “Ihe Conqus
“ .of Mexico® an Osne conqqest Qt‘ Peru"«wn‘liam
Lo Hiokling Pmsoct' WO e .
’ | um%mxmg, ﬁrnottt. whoae of the Cdnguest
ot fpt Mcxice wag pnmiahnd in 1843, /waa anotb,gr mino;‘ thm‘ughly o ‘
xno\? py mgo;n .Lowry., mmn/tm mm ox " g RN

’_\li,i‘t‘& ia xmmd by M M f k:,na 9: m‘shwity on mlganm

. .iﬁ{ ty
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eafth; and in fact Hugh's stgtement is phrased in very

" prescott-like language, a8 1s shown in the following two

L, -

| ,?resoott. using one(of'his'favcri;'te spurces, 'B_ermixl Diaz,.

I3

v
v B

.
.3

quotations taken from under the Volcano and The' History of . N

the ,Conquest of Mexico. Hugh thinks:
) 14 . : .
' Nothing but pines, fircones, "stopes, black earth. \ ©
Yet that earth looked parched, those stones \ .
unmistakably volcanic, Everywhere, quite as
Prescott informed one, were attest%tions to
Popocatepetl's presence ard antiquity.

The source for this in Prescott is: '\

D) It exhibits now, indeed no'yestige of a crater
on its top, but abundant traces of volcanlc )
action at its base, where acres of lava, blackened
scoriae, and cinders proclaim the con{u;sions of

nature, while numerous shrubs and mouldering trunks
of epormous trees, among‘$?g'crevioes, attes% the '
antigquity of these events.” ‘ ' ;

Similarly, in ééveral other 'instances Lowry refers to evenfs
in Mexican history in terms which would indicate Prescott
as his source. For example, Geoffrey speaks about Montezuma's

2001 x
"One always}neard_they nad a therapeutlc quadity.
They always had zoes in P-1exi¢0.&pparently=--é 3
Moctezuma, courteous fellow, even showed stout 7 J
. Cortez around a zoo, The poor Dh&g thought he :
~ was in the infernal regians"® . (p. 187). \

. “;‘,,ﬁlq' ]

‘a name which also ‘occurs inng‘wz,‘}r"g work, says in pegard.to
L o . 'f-.:“ ,,l;‘w‘ L

Montezuma's 2001, . : o o ‘ o
\ " ifhey gased on 'the spadtacle with a vague ouriosity &
not unmixed with awe, and, as they listened %o the, ’

*y . wild aries of the ferocious animals and the hissings,
. . of the serpsnts, "they;glxggst fancied fthemselves
- In the infesnal regfone,® ‘&' . .. b B

. ,mhgaq'vpm‘g@??pmplgg should serve to ;xid‘lcatqi,"that;‘

Towsy, goneiddred the Nexioan Vackgrowid impertant; endugh to |

t
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his novel to research‘it;hiligently. The ‘information he
gained ‘seems acc:;ate according to his sources. hs did not
have to contrive or invend facts to ;uit the purposes of
his themé: RatheF he\selected the\details'oafefhlly‘and '
meticulously worked them into the fabric of his novel sé |
thét’thgy f&nction effectively as 1htegral parts of the work.
Lowry seems to hhye been enormously ¢onvinced by Waldo

Frank's anal&sis of the philosophy of the early Aztec peoples,

because he adopts as the pervading tone of Under the Volcano
~ the sense‘of l1ife which, a¢eorQJng'fo Frank, WAs prevalent

among the Aztecs. Under the Volcano is filled wlth! images

of deatgiﬂgllwof which help to créate the violent and tragic :
atmosphere in which Geoffrey Firmin ultimately dies. This
atmosphere of present day Nexico is convincingly traced bgck

' to early Aztec rites and beliefs % Fnank, He sees the earth

et
of Mexico and the nature of 11fe‘

self as\responsiblg for
deve10ping in the Aztec his strong esire for death.. The
‘“tyrant" earth of Mexico, that is, "ay earth unwieldf'to man's -

pleasure" made\up of "nitanip and voleanic mountaiqa. mesetas

of thin.air. exuberant valleys and burning deserts"™ 5

. .
e . S .. P

encouraged a eulture "not amiling but exxreme."? - Thus 4 :
. ‘phyaical 1andscape of prico, combined.with the pain of 1ife", ~'\gﬂ;

| as angde in the fading flowar and the droqpin& breasts of» | BRRSE
“h&a belqvan, oaused the Aztec to'aeax dagth or "hung@r for A %i
'exﬁinctiqn,fﬁ rrgnk sayn thstt »{’ ‘i 2 f . | iifoiffﬁfl;

- . He sovght death ox. it§ counterfeit, $9¥€°tf“1“°834'3 Rt
- 77 in’life; getting drunk when he c¢ould,'en. liqucr.; R RETIE
&, ‘on song, in end;ess dange, Qr with aexu&l passjon.? -+

m ) N . _, L s - : . .
: S - . o F r > B * N
* 5 ¢ . !,‘ B S e R , '.‘\‘1
x"' Lt LI S e 4 [N et . R




H

i
[
Ry

' ~two &aceta of the Mexican setting as deecribed by Frank.’

thwroad. ~ The reault} ) for the readeﬁ of.;y . Q
‘a'kind of trunafep,of valqgn*:rgh ‘the. Mexican way ot Lird”

-,

-
]

‘But of course the ultimate symbol for thig sense of life was
human - sabrifice, and we E?ow that the Azt ¢s practised this -
rite extravagantly because nearly évery chronicler of
Mexicap history exalaims o¥kr the Rundreds of thouéandé of
.8kulls found in the temples of)sacrifice. Their belief that
' this rrtéf&tﬁé removal of the ‘heart from its flesh by the
knife of a prlest——freed "life 8.ké¥nel" from its "individual
husk" or "personal shelh" so :that it might "igsue into the ’
timeleas life of Nature."lo still panifests itself as part
of the inheritdnce of a mo&ern Mexican. According to Frankn} ‘
No element of the. dld is lost in him. . . . The _
Mexican still goes to death, and gives: it careg
lessly as he might stroke the gtrings of his
guitar, He still submits, ravishing the delight
.of inction from defeat 11
Malcolm Lowry found tha& he was able to. capitalize on these
First he surrounded his characters by natural images ’
derived from the Mexican "iyrant earth® especially the.
volcanoes, lthe barranqas, and ?he plant and animal 1mre,
then he developad extenaively the Mexican attitude toward
death through ﬁuch typical eventa as the Day of the Dead,

tha*rumral of the ehild. a.nd the disopmry o:t‘ ! corpse 'bas,% 5

0 v

,»M

ong $he. Gaat?my Flrmm w QQM:‘@.‘ lr aa W;ldo anlg'
nﬁmg Am g. mgp "ha,d ’Mmed to m@ litg t:n pgpsenamz !
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'personal fr nds, such as that by William McConnell in

VQAsteo ‘belief in 9%
& ‘J;m;e.ra is t}xq:;éx ’

. ) :‘  . . r “ | Co
From his rehQinge‘in Mexican history, chiefly in*' . - )
Preacott, and from his own experience and travels in Mexioco,

Lowry selected thermlnute details of‘setting which contribute

to t,g,ereation “of thls pervadlng tone in Under the Volcano,

a tpne which he either derived directly froh Waldo Frank,

or a tone which he himself mutually felt or shared with '
Waldo Frahk From oyr scant ‘lowledge of Lowry 8 personal
life, it can be asaumed that he would naturally be intriguea
by the Aztec phiLOSOphy of 1life, partrbularly when ata d

as forcefully* ap Frank states it., That is, we know about

. some of Lowry”s Qyn beliefs through statements made by his

"Recollect;ons of Malcolm Lowry."

Later when we had doubled back up the hillside
/ &and through' the .evergreen forgst, hia.fingers
/ felt the new sharp green needles of the.young

P

"/ hemlocks and he gontemplatively dug with his -
SR toe at the dropped needlegy whioh had consribyted
/ to the forest.loam, A deep'Ohser¥er, he helfeved . . = °
/ nothing was or could be wasted ‘in nature and = . * -
/o, 'vthat dbath itselﬁ yas neoesaary for creation.1l

}though this atamament dodh nat havn the sama dark quality ,'
8 the tgna 0 '1’;; thq vOloano, it ia par&llel\}o the ’f 'i? . E

% cles of Febirth which Infupes. *t;ne nove'; | r .
-.no myatery as*,o why Lovmy was attracted |
kto pravide the 1dga). tongwna’

As nel nmélr says in:hip mme, o




\ .

. s, \, ' -
that setting t6 see how Lowry translates-them into powerfu%A
symbols in a significant relationship toﬁhis charaotera, \
\
Geoffrey, Hugn. and Yvonne.‘ It is my thesis that an ;Lalysis

of ‘even the most minute referenoes to Mexican geography,

history, or mythology will reveal that nothing is euperfluous,'

rather that Lowry manipulated each Setaii carefully so that
_certain ones work together in developing patierns whiohl
serve to reveal character, oonme‘ ironioally in certain
eituations. and exemplify a tAeme. The following chapters
will provide that analysis in such a way that new depths -
to Under the\Volcano will be opened through an area which

is often oy looked in a _novel, That area 1is 6he setting,’

in this cas the MeXican setting.
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IT. GEOGRAPHY: THE PHYSICAL FEATURES . .

.
» . . ' H .- . .
. ¢ ' .
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LI | '

The geography of Mexid‘& offered Malcolm Lowr}r a rich

A

\\

source of symbols, . The genenal 1andecape with its peculiar

natural land forms and features, and .the unique climate of

. . this land serve in Under the Volcano to create an atmosp}are
’ : \ \ :
kindresi to Lowry's characters and the@e Not all of the °

\‘, geographloal rei‘erencee are of as magor importance as the

vo]lcanoes, but each one contrlbutes at least to the general

2

atmosphere oi‘ danger, violenoe,‘and death. Throughout the |

»

novel there are many casual references tox fj,elds, roads I B

plains and of course, the ravine whioh is *‘%he most i‘inportant

’ -
» i .

! of the minor geographioal symbole.

<\ . ‘
A ‘ ' h.e descriptlone of theee fea’t:ures inevitably show '_
o, nature as what Waldo Frq?a would call unw}eldy to the - :
4 R
pleasures of man Fer exampleg. LY eimplf pletnre lik\e the ‘

fol:nwing, conveys ”a grea‘t é\eal abo’ut what kind ,,Of mek\:ill
Burvxve *here -vlhere @he struggle for exietenoe ie 80 acute. . '

. e
R | * Now the. fields were full o;‘ etones. “t;here was.a $o0l 0
,a,,~~ .. " rowof dead trees (p. 9)ui. R

P .
\ ' “ ' . A

-

stoneq. dead treea. and the duet, eeen a Whlle 1“31\4 maﬁe\ ;,,-,
gflgg By, tpgupueea whizzlng elong the lggican 1akq bedﬂ (p. 11)   ?;¢¥$
mdiea%e tna mx of”fenility in& - N

. ._ . "
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rugged lkndscapa which exibta around Quauhnahuac 1is not so
different in its effect on man from the dosolatéd cactus

plain which the Consul imagings "far from here” where their
lovg wanders "lost, stumbling and falling, attacked by wild
beasta”™ (p. 49). The desolate cactus plain 1is a part of
Mexico too, and like the stones and dust represeﬁts,jﬁst one
‘of the extremes of the Mexican landscape. Another extreme

i1s the tropiGAI jungle caused by extreme conditions ingluding

/
the kind of rain which is experienced in Under the Volcano:

\ A troughing wind all at once engulfed the street
\ scattering old newspapers and blowing the naptha
flarea on the tortilla stands flat: there was a
) gavage geribble of lightning over the hotel
Pposite the cinema, followed by anothér peal
?f thz?der. . .« » The rain was falling in torrents
p. 2 :

The storm itself brings darkness, and the jungle it producea
is also dark, Geoffrey's thdén is the dark Jungle in
niplature, an image of dgsolate fecundity which contrasts

" with the’ many imégaa ﬁ"deao'late sterility. The "chaos” of
hia gardan and the' "exube e of the uneclipped growth" are
nﬁn{mineg Attr&OtiVG to him|(p. 128). The heavy sense of

| dgrkneaq_and desalatlion evokey by.ds oriptiona of both \

extremes of climate and 1andaoape are indeed reminigeefit of.

the typiocal deaeriptiona of Heil. The drynegs and desolation
~0f the ator&lo wnntqland and the growth and strangulhtion of
the fertile junclo uro uqually threatening powers of the
Mexiocan landsoape.’ whg Gonsul writes sbout “night, and tha
m@ihtly srnppio With death” in this land’ aayingn
: T Aha'thin 19 how I sometimes thlnkvgr nyaelf, as

b

* 3
' ' T - 4 [}
. oy . . R i \ . .:F . ' = .



‘The early Spanish éxplorers of Mexico encountered

-

a great explorer who has discovered some eftra-
ordinary land from which he can never return to
give his knowledee to the world: but the name of

this land is hell (p. 136).

A

difficulties and a gimilar kind of death struggle as a

Thof o

regult of the extréwe land forms of Mexico. The ravine is |

one of these and it is describeéd by Prescott, in a way which

.

pérfectly agrees with the present Cuernavaca, and in a way

" which was suggestive to Lowry, .Prescoit says

..

the troeps arrived before 'the-strong city of
Quauhnahuac, or Cuprgavaca, ag since called by

the Spaniards. . . . The townlwas singularly
sltuated on a projecting plece of land, encompagsed
by ‘barrancas, or formidable ravines, except on

one sidei which opened on a rich and well cultivated

country. )

.¢ He' describes it further to indicate the great difficulty the

wSpanieh faced in their attempt to cross it and attack the

cityq

The Spanlards . , , found themselves separated

from it by one of the vast barrancas before noticed,
which resembled one of those frightful rents not
unfrequent in the Mexican Andes, the result, no
doudbt, of somé terrible convulsion in earllier ages.
The rocky sides of the ravife sank perpendicularly
down, 80 bare as scarcely to exhibit even a vestige

' @f the ocactus, or of the other hardy plants with

which Nature in these fruitful regions so gracefully
covers up her deformities. . The bottom of the chasm
however, showed a striking contrast to this, being
1iterally choked up with a rich and spontaneous
vegetation; for the huge walle of rock which shut

in these-barrancas, while they screen them from

3he o0ld winds of the Cordilleras, reflect the

rays of a vertical sun, so as to produce an almost
suffooating heat in the enclosure, stimulating the

- 8011 to the rank fertility of the tiegpra oaliente,?

The ravine, thuys described and whieh notually,axista, with a

.

[
.

/. :
Lew deft tonchgg by Lowry suoh ps the allusionss "Dormitory’

i
Ut

10
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for vultures and city Moloch!" (p. 15) and "the Maﬁ@boge"

(p. 100), 18 skilfully transformed into a meaningful’ symbol
\

A

in the novel., : | N
¥ . Danlel B. Dodson comments briefly on the signifiognce

of the barranca saying "it is %pe hell which both aﬁtractBJ
‘and repqls him, [beoffrey] is finally his grave, and is
symboli® of his sepAration from Yvonne."3 Because Low;&
wanted %o emphasize the mysterious, black hell-~like nature
of the ravine, the descriptions-of it are sparing. Only

N

the tbp:ﬁa{ﬁlof the ravine, that is the' part which can be
crossed on a bridge, exi:%s,at a literal level if a part of

the, real Mexican gsetting in the novel, The more important
part; the depths of thé Tavine, exist only at a highly
aymboiic level Secauae we can only follow Geoffrey up to the
very nge.ofAthe\ravine; we can not go with him. The reality
in the thud of the final sentencen'"Somebodj threw a dead

" dog after him down the révine” (p. 3?53.‘kapps us on that

" edge. 'Uﬂf;kd the Prescott description 6f the rdvine, ﬁhﬁ. ,

bottom can never be described, Although Lowry uses Prescott's

idea of the‘bottom-or the ravine being "choked up with a rioh
f‘ind spontaneous vegetation"” in the Consul's interpretation

of history, the bottom does not exist as a real and concrete
g objeot.vput Anly as a aymbolfc comparigon.

jead history. Go back a thousand years, What

8 the use of interfering with its stugid clurse?
Like a barranca, a ravine, choked up with refuse,
?hgtagé?da through the ages and peters out in a--
P . , ~

Slhil;rlxﬁtﬁaé a point earily in:fhe‘ﬁ9¥pl'we knpow. that the

11



barranca represenfa the dark end because Laruelle thinks:

"It was too dark to see the bottoﬁ. but: here was fiéality
indeed and cleavagel! (p. 15). " And from a later description
of\it “patientiy éreeping éfter them in the distance" (p. 237),
weé ow that the end forithem is near. Of all the physical

features used in Under the Volcano, the barranca, because of

o~

{,wh t 1t represents in terms of Geoffyxey's hell, must be the

least real, the most symbolic, the least described, and the

ost mysterious of all.  ~
{ . Although the volcanoes are also of paramount importance
in the creation of a mysterious atmosphers, and in the

development of many symbolic levels, they have by contrast a

more concrete existencp*tn‘Under the Volcano because they

are described profusely in *the novel, The van{\real beauty
of the mighty Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihuatl never fails to
\ impress all writers about Mexico. Commonly it is this aspect
~ alone which is noted, Many however, do nat ?ﬁglect that

LY

+0ther key element of a volcano's nature, its dgstruc}ive /
power, | ’ //
Preacott comments briefly upon each aspect, and Waldo . | )
Frank,.of ocourse, capitalizes only on the destruotive element :
beoause it is such an’ apprapriatg\eymbol for his theaia "
' ?-tcgardins Mexican philosophy,, Lowry dévelopa and expands
thim beauty-md—doamotmn oppegition in such a way that
many other oppaaitlona arq alao manirut, Richa.rd ﬂnata -
'summarizes the many oppogitiom Appnrnnt in Lmvry quae of .
the volcano as the book’e mout msintmt s;mbol" by uxing S

)

s e £
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..~ Ate shell and destroy him,7

o~

Frank saym:

that the volcédno is "at once infernal and reéemptive.”h

One of the ways Lowry achieves these oppositions is through
reliance on Aztec myth as -well as elassical‘myth, and through
an intimate relationship between the natural world and the
human worid.

The aura of beauty and magic surrounding the volcanoes,

created pQrticularly in the first parts of Under the Volcano,

could be derivative, with many variatlons, from the simple
. . ‘l i

descript;onrby Prescott:

Nothing could be more grand than the view which
met the eye from the area on the truncated summit
of the pyramid. Towards the west stretched that
bold barrier of porphyritie rock which nature has
reared dround the valley of Mexico, with huge
Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihuetl standing like two
colossal sentinels to guard the entrance to the
enchanted region, ... , velganoes higher than the
highest mountain-peak in Eupwpe, and shrouded in
snows which nevbr melt under the fierce, sun of the
tropics. , , . Such was the magnificent prospect °
which met .the gaze of 'the Conquerors and may still,
with slight change, meet that of the modern
traveller ., . ,5

The hint of degtruction in Prescott'e later sentenace:

| B The view reached in an unbroken, line to the very
base of the olroular range of mountains, whase"
frosfy peaks glittered as if touched with fire in
the morning ray; while long, dark wreaths-0f vapour,
rolling up from the hoary head of Popocatepetl, '
told that the destroying element, was, indeed at
work in the bosom of the beautiful -

~is extended by Frank and translated .Antg an enopious

. . ™., -
env‘;m'nmntujmmmgl upQ‘ the.1ive®s of the An

In mﬁi.\mnlgti Mexigo, the mounthi
‘1ive or desd; and every<Mexican bre |
subterranean fire whioh.must RORedRY bresk

: .
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This is the asﬁéct which Lowry deveisﬁﬁ‘gradually, b;éinnlng
simply with the black clouds as ominous threats and building
to a climax where not only the volcano erupts but indeed the
whole world erupts in an image of mass destruction, |
The general ;1r of mystery develéped thpo&ghodt the

novel 1s captured in essence by the feeling ih the poeh‘

” "Romange" by W.J, Turner, which is saild to be a favoritd

0f the Consul and which is misqqued'by,h@g at one point

(p. 64). The dreamlike natureﬁof'tne poem, about a thirteen

year old boy who is spellbound by the magic of voloandas.

is also a part of Under the Volcano. The same strange power

F3

of POpocatepetl that causes the poet to say "They had stolen

r

‘ny soul away."3 is evident in its power of attraotion .

especially over the Consul. The magngtic charm indicated
. in: "Popocatepetl came in Yiew, an apparition @lready circling
Q\\ away, that beckoned them forward"‘(p. 23?), is similar to ¢
the charm over the’pdet. In the pbem. the mysterioue poﬁe;
seems asgooiated with the magical béauty,’but in the case of ‘
the Coﬁsﬁig the ﬁttraetioh is more 1ikely to be the déatruotlve
element, | :' “*; \
Bound up wgkh the beauty and daetrudtiOn opposit}on as | ; 1‘”€i
'part of Qer myaterious quality of the vnlcano are oertaln | '
. other opponltiqna such as tha known. verau; the unknown, . ; 135>45
certgin myatarigg of t39 univgrsa oANn ngver be Kiown o gnn,*
v thcna are partcot;y gymbelizeq by the vnleﬁno. Altboqu

tho valqnnoea arg ottan Qaactlbed gn,”alsnr Ana mugnifiosa$5“ &
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and more particularly throughout the whgle region ”from

above, balow, from the sky, and, it migh be, from under
\\\““‘tnﬂ earth , . . a continual sound of whistling, gnawing,
o rattling, -even trumpeting” (p. 140). Accokding to Prescott,
a classic fable of anthuity describes the unknown of the
volcano as "the abode of the departed spiri&s of ‘wicked
rulers, whose filery agonges in their prison-house caused the
fearful bellowings and convulsions."9 The big question of
the unknown is glwaya present to disturd the seemingly calm.
(“ and péaceful appearance of what can be sgeen. ‘The greatest
' ‘unknown to man is.of cgp.‘e eatnland Lowry places Geoffrey's
dea@hﬁrigh@ilﬂ the'éno¥ where the ancients, placed Tartarus
or Héil,‘under th6‘§QLOEn3, a region totally unplumbed by .
man, Even Qodern science has only been ab}e:fo nrone a
very t.'ﬂ 1ayer of the earth's crusfﬁ a small distance in ,é“ﬂ .
comparison with the four thousand or o miles to the earth' IR
centgx, that vasgt region of the unknown. . n : \\wﬂ
Beqides the general atmosphere of mystery, and the .- |
‘ML'nf pg;pit oppoaitions between beauty and terror. calm and
Qzﬂtruotion: the known and the unknown?’created by each . ' ¢{

reference to tha volcanoes, there a; also 4 apeqiric and

partiquar aignificange of theﬁzg}ganoes ddvalopad for oach ,
of tbq thraoterg. dbaerally it might he aaru that volcanoaa 'i,Ig?
rnpreaent thq distnnm pest to% all humanity. since thq gga | |

h“ ""; S
‘.. et .kv“
N ., it

H,;_§9£ volonn@as unauxrad in a vary aa:ly qt;ge or thn
'davelmint. xaruam. quf:!m% sna Xvorine. m Jeg
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the vast solidity of the mountains. It is as if the secrets
and wpight of one's past are buriel under the weight of ‘the
mountains, This sense is most explicit with M. Laruelle who

fyo
could feel their burden: (his past gsorrows] pressing

upon him from outside, as if somehow it had been
transferred to these purple mountains all around
. him, so mysterious with their secret m¥Ines of
‘ silver, so withdrawn, yet so close, so still, and
" from these mountains emanated a strange melancholy
force that tried to hol@ 'him there bodily, which
was its weigRkt, the weight of Y things but
mogtly that sorrow (p. 13)
\ Geoffrey's tragic past is buried in India in the .
Hiﬁalayaa. but the Mexican volcanoes remind him more often
than he cares to remember of how his father.gfnt off into
the mountains and left him as a child, The mountains are
different, but alike enough to ﬂh'q}pragip reminder to
Geoffrey of the weight of the past, ‘Geoffrey consciously
projects his bur:7na upon the volcanoes while talking to

Dr, Vigil when h€ lifts his face. toward tneﬁ and feels his

deqp}?t;onlgo out to those heights (p. 1He), The,dgacription

6f fhe dead lgva fhere, "a soulless petrified residue of -

extinet plasm in whioh evem the wildest and lonelieat trees

", wou@d never;takg root" (pe’}ub),-x‘natchea the”nature of the
Gonﬁul'é.6wn“aoﬁly Geoffrey buriea his dismal prasadi

| the mounto,ins bnt they remain as a-*;onstant rer%inder totim.

!vonnc’a past. is in-the voloanoaa of Hawaii. but* thcy

' o &Nvmlmii 139 ﬂ}e Nexinm vﬂ.cmpes by virtue ot‘ the ﬁact

P
o tmat ngg mq ‘I:m gm "«bmotg mb&ssadqrs of Maunh Loa.

r
€ s
""“ . % wh e

.

Mokmmw&o" (Ps 53),:» M°35WM 1’ th@ "W 4‘“‘1" '_n
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"not.only the largest active volcano in the world, but in
actual volume the largest mountain in the world,."10 since

it dischaqggs more lAva than any other volcano, it is called
"The Monarch of Modern Volcanoes," a title which well
qualifies it to. have remote ambassadors in Mexico. For
Yvonne, the past was glorious and so because "she'd had
volcanoeg in her life before" (p’ 53) she thinks of Popo and
Ixta as "her volcrnoes, her begutiful beautiful volcanoes”

(p. 4%). Although her past was as beautiful as the volcanoes,
in a way that even causes her to think of a pleasant moment
with ghe Consul as one of a "mountain peace” (p. 64), it is
also as burdensome as the weight of the mountain, in that she
.;as never abls to attain again the achievement of fher child-
heod career, and she was left with many things upon her
oonsciencq which she ¢ould mot discuss é;en with her husband
For Yvonne, as wéI;‘as for Geoffrey and‘Laruéilé. the volcan
‘mountains tontain the buried seqre%s-of the past, a past

which weighs upon the present with a formidable weight

- comparable to and as ever pfggeht as the voloanog& of Mexlco,

The characters in the novel are also related to the !
mountaine through an association between the 10Vers of the'
novel and the lovers of legend. Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihq;tl 11‘

Because we are Interested in ‘the atate of the marriage jfv? 

.betweeg Geqfrrey and Ivonne rromﬂﬁ'poinﬁ early in the plot,i'kf;f“

the firat rerorangn 1o *Ixtaoezhuatl And PapO@Atepatl. that‘f’
| image nr thg perrcet marriasa’ (pg 9&). bepomﬂﬂ an im&se gx,?4~”

: ¥
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dual sexual nature of the mountains such asi ;bpocatepetl
loomed pyram1dal to the1r right, one Slde beautifully
curved‘as a woman's breast ‘the other precipitous, jagged,
ferocious"(p. 240), which imply an immediate comparison
Qith Yvonne and Geoffrey. The adjéctives describing the
male side are partioelarly.apt considering the dergerously
deetructive person!l&ty of Geoffrey. The association
between Geoffrey and the chief volcano is further strea.rhened
by Yvonne's fagcination with Popocatepetl and h? obvious

'happlness when it springs into view (p, 233),.a well as

her desperate attempt to reflect the two volcanoes together
_in her compact’ m%y‘fr, but the association ié\most evident
when Yvonne recounts the tragic Indian legend near”the end
(p. 317). In the legend. ?opoeatepetl and Ixtaccihuatl |
could not find each other untll their tragle death when they
became united forever .as the eleeping woman and:?® 2&5 eternal
.‘ ",’f"otqrey
strive vainly t?’-ﬁnd each other, recalling th*p@ w’hen
,epﬂationﬂms the same. Like "La- Desw@%'&%

photographic enlargement of the disintegration of. ! ga'eial

‘guard. Throug i ' Under the Volcano Yvonne a

Qepesit,: another mountain ;mage, they are qurioueiy pna sadly
_ eplit (p. S4). ‘In terms of the Indian legend and"’fn tems
' of the 'Aztec philosophy of 1ife and death 50 vigorously ,~-; "vf“{f

pmpounded in Vn_en ) evvm o' 10,, the only unign pcsgiblg s “ h
. not in tNs world but in the wo,rld m;ep death. And deatn m |
| them ;f.n viai.ops 1ike the "jagqu.}angleg qf

,w .. m) on the sunit of mﬁ“émmh

' imminent f,_
’ blood red |
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As physical objecte then, the two mountains actually s )‘

» \

exist as a parf of the Mexican landscape, and because of
their characteristic shapes they have long been. likened to.
the male anq*female. Physically the associaxion between the
volcanoes and hie characters was a simple and‘obviJ;; one
for Lowry and it enabled him to reveal'character through~
the novel aspect of sef%ing With the added richness of the -
“Mexican legend just barely subliminal to -the surface feature,
Lowry 00u1d|aleo further strengthen hie theme through this
same aspect of the setting. The mountains are part of the

' whole spirit of Mexico, a strangely potent force developed

B 2

by Mexicans over the centuries and used thematically by

~

Lowry in his novel The answer to Sigbjgrn's questione fg

La Mordida, Lowry's later nbvel, is clear in Under the Volcano,

especially clear to Geoffrey Firmin. '

What was Mexico? What did Mexicb mean? Why W?E
the thought they could not return so terrlble?

Y

.

‘:Mexico 1a death. The mountains represent that death—-death o
which 15 man in a sﬁete of unitym-a state which ia not | ‘.
poeeible in l;gglént only 1n death. : . B % o ' {!

“ _ A8 an exteneion Of I,owry 8 treatment c;f ;ghet voloano ;
ﬁes a eymbol of, impqm¢ant oppoeitions, there is in addition

ta th;e asaoeietion og the mounteins with ﬂhath. a: key link ‘

g vi%he-éwee’n the mounteine md 1ife. siving the lifendeath eontraat. Y
Bvceuee the ewe mepiming md epecteeuler Nreloenn is eti;tl T

{ X es en

fh@ﬂﬁite ?Mt MOx@m @n ex;b; ei,rx« mxe qg,mg, -?i‘
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of volcaqw' Hugh offers several theories but ends with

only an f‘fption. and no explanation, that is, just as .
&

in lifeﬂh he whole thing was a complete mystery still" (p.«238)

/7

Under t /Vglcano vividly presents life . as a mystery, asks ' >
questllﬁi about its meaniﬁg, and offers a possible’ splutionz .

a soluﬂion developed by the primityve peaples of Mexico,

ﬁélated to’ the idea that life is a voloano. is the

simifar idea that life is 'a mountainor a series of peaks.
 Therg are plans throughout the novel to climb Popooatepetl

and:%he vision of this keeps recurring to‘Geoffrey. Geoffrey
woqders if Hugh's notion of"climbing the volcano had somehow ' ~
| stquck them as hav}pg the significance of a lifetime
; htogﬁther?" And he draws the analogy clearlya "Yes. there it
| / rosébup %efore.them. with all its hidden dangers, p1tfalls, -
f ambhduities, Qeceptions, portentous as what they could
f IA' 1magiﬁé\fdg the poor brief self—deceived space of a clgarette
i ] was thei own deatlny" (p. 290) In his final momenta,

[
b
vy '

-.1, ‘Geofi‘rex #magines that Hugh and. qunne are climb,’mg P0pocatepetl
& and4beyg?g, apd when he looks for hia Own.peaks. that ne has )' -
"Q% , oliwbed hroughont 1ife; hq sees nothins.a As a eqmment on ‘;f”fir
i 11fe. hiﬁ vigiogv;m the. momeht of death ia a thematio T
‘s’hatg‘h}_ nt snowmg the importame.of 1ife thpoush its i
jto a voloanoa ,'K';w»pn;31‘1=,:" :;s .

¢

0 ‘snkafm :LL e, no cmnb, Ner WAB. thim .
' anmmitgeﬁaqtlyt i;ihad na@aubstanqu
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FLORA AND FAUNA

L}

g | o
Even the flora and fauna produced by the diverse Mexican

landscape were useful to Lowry in writing his novel, d&-on b

~the rich and varied natural source which he knew intimatély. \

he selected certain flowers, birds, animals.'andvinsects .
- o

which would serve the’ purposes of his n?v:j best. These

features which he names‘and describes accurately in dﬁder

|
*

the Volcano, both recreate literally the Mexican landscape

and create symbolically an attachment between the natural
and human worlds.” They are 81gn1ficant to atmosphere,

character, and theme too.

\

Part of Lowry's success invthis area is due to his

knowledge of, andlintense i!jfrest in the natural world

areund him. From his letter® can be gleaned some key stafe—

ments emphasizing hgs regard for the natural world and his

att&tudg‘fgwar& symbolic lnterpretation of it. Hilda Thomas

i * "

iy,
AJ"

in examining his 1etters, quotesklowry and c mmentqa

R . "Life 15 a fbrest ofwsymbgls," he
L . ~"in 1946. And Lowry “'af amemive
Lt .. alopg his forest path o

She further emeplifies this witﬁ a quetanion from L°Wry's | f ijﬁ;
letter %o David‘h&rkaan writtenf' Ly a & L
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timés have exerted an important influence on the Mexican *
peoples. Many wrifqrs about Mexico have noted both-the‘ _
abundance of flowers and the slgnificance attached to them - ’
by the native peoples., Two of Lowry's sources illustrate
. this. For example, Prescott says . - .-
"' ~ K11 these commodities, and every stall ‘and portico,
waere set qut, or rather smothered, with flowers, . _ .
showing-~-on a much greater scdle, indeed--a taste
similar to that displayed in the markets of modern
‘ Mexico. Flowers seem to-be the spontaneous growth
Y ‘of this luxuriant soil, which, instead of noxioua
ﬂ&‘ ‘ weeds, as in other regions, is -ever ngady, without.
the aid of man, to cover up its nakedness with this '
rich and variegated llvery of Nature.3 .
Waldo Frank interprets the Mexican s love of flowers and
traces the tragic signifisance of the flower back to an origin
" in the early Aztec rltu 1 of human sacriflce.) In pndep to -

‘~‘obta1n viotims for sacrifice, wars’ were waged against~‘ Wﬁﬁf RE
‘ _ N v A"
nelghboring tribes. F;ank says . ‘
L These: battles for 1iving victims were known as the
- "flowered warsy™ and' in the name's marriage of hjood
‘and bloom is the *key to the terrible genius of the
Aztec. Aztec art wa$ not so profound as ‘that of ‘
“"Toltec or Maya, but it was perfect, Its aim . e
the 1imit of virtuousity. Always the hardest ems .
~~were out,  always. the. snallegt aurfacee were canved. '
... .~» For the Aztec sense of beauty was not. sepagpte ﬂnpm
co »*thq~painful, the fragile, the unattalnablc‘
| . flower was its ‘symbal, The Flower's fairné " L0 R
: ST complete and doomed, merged'in their minds ith the BV
SO ‘finality of thel’ blogd that gushes from & human- heart, . - #: .
ISP - /,x!sn the dark atream f£1 gwed, ‘they ‘saw a. mystic Ul
bloqgom riging from;it. L SRR A

T

s .

ﬁdﬁéeribés r\aaqr%ficial atcne 1n the Ngtlcnal mugﬁum'of ﬁcx'
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’ " prisoner tenders A flower to his captor, symboljcal
‘ ' of the 1ife he 18 about to offer up, for llves were
the "flowgra”™ offered to the pgods, and the campaign
. in which These "blosunoms" were captured was called
. Xochiyayotl (The War of Flowers). g

Frank sees thls att{tude or vulue a8 a prevalent one even

ﬂ& In modern times. About the modnrnimbxican he says

~ A it
- He still loves the traglcisymbol of the flower.
* In the modern Wllapes, the huts, smoke-grimed
and squalid, have a sinple blassom, rose or
rardenia, on the table. ountleas women go forth
with a penny to buy bread, and the bread is not
bgught, the@ penny purchases a flower which dies
on the church altarn—uqityilopochtl' [Aztec god og
,war. deaﬁh.,%nd sacr ﬂic?} masked in a cathedral

Yor N

For a novel of tragedy. 12\&s‘::Frbpriate. at leasgt in Frank 8
L]
d flower imagery throughout

.\,
A

terms, that Lowry should ave -

to cohtr&?ute to the pervading tone bF trqgady. Sealea .
within the very beauty of the &iower are the seeds of its

own destruction., Even more partiocularly, in the llexican,

gsetting, flowers are a major part af the béautiful but inhuman

Jungle of the natural world which gradually ovarSera and
. Vi - i ‘x.p
(5 oonuumge man and his works. Blatant ence of thi

phenomenon is in the many ruins of anoﬁbnt architeature "
predating the Aztecs which lay hidden for _many generations

because of luxuriantly donq ¢ uggle growth,
I

Even more than theif

¢ atmosphers of beaut§ and dcptruqtion however, the flower - ‘
images are specific and associated with &lpocirlc ‘characters,
Lowry knew well thnrapoclal thwacﬁqF:ht&dn of each flower .;

tha¥'he chose and was thus aj % $ i ‘certain cnna with

- dqq.nito opraotarg, The 1 L tﬁo are nat comanl;‘r‘
flmam to thn ardinary Englu}x spe 'v ¥ wonm 'nd yat they o

b ‘,‘.I ) - ) "x e
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extraemely well-known to anyone familiar with the Mexican .
landscape. By choosing flowers such as the bougainvillea,
élantnin, and convulvulus rather than the conventional
flo;ers of literature such as the rose and the 1ily, he
avoids the creation of typleally 'stylized symbols in favor
of some fresh and marvellously p6¥an1*ﬁ¥mbo}pr .

The most recurrent flower image is the boséninvilléa. . !

A descriptio%\of the bougaﬁnvillea;taken from a book called

leet Flora mgxiq?ng‘will élucidate gome of the reasons why

Lowry chose tﬁe bodgainvxllea to be~u‘ed the most’extensively -
_ . . ,

and why especially he always associated the bougainvillea’
: . , )

with Yvonne.

’

Even 1f you wanted to (which you certainly don't),

yau could not get away.fromp the flamboyant bougain-
villea. . Their flowers pursue you in patios, on
fences and walls, along highways, in papks, and

\ even in woqdy areas where they have ac limated
. themeelves~~different in color but always gorgeous, -

eagily refognized by the "flowers" decorating the . .

- vine at almogt any time of the year-~flowers that :
.are not really flowers but colorful bracts around
them.? i M~ :

This quality of or:bgeng "every«
the -Under the Yolcano atmoai)::ra pf
L : ‘ ‘ |

he banks of bougainvillea are .

ess” is importent to

here

5 beautiful but inhuman

Jungle. 1In all references,’
90§ering up or hiding abmoxhiﬁg either man-made or hatural,

| Thia'ampxheriné effect is noted'by ?voﬂlo aa‘ghe'approaohen

her former home where tha,boug&inyilloa conceals tﬁa’wglls.}
Qha broken s;t;. and some .5teps, ’Ih ﬁhoaéthriolanatanqca‘
" the dnchptin’m of \thé'?msaivgmqgm.:ring .b;nka of .i:'lpom' -~
(p. 63), (the ."‘dat};x;iy hai'r-;hi‘?dar'x [gatq] '\md,a;p the bank of
| bougainvili&a"‘ . 64), and!the "atiubborn hﬁlndh‘of bougain-

. - .
. *
+

LR
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villea b 35.;kiﬁf v’-fpe he hadn't noticed befﬁre" (p. 96),
b ¢ éhe qpﬁ;keésed unknown being held
in ch;cghiii;:.:ﬁ 1F‘oarallel those of the volcanoes which
sit atop ué Vtﬁomed depths of the unknown. Other images of
the bounai‘?:}lea even more closely related to the theme

of suppression are those which show the bougalnvillea secret~
ing all forms of.violent danger. The bougainvillea is sald
to be covered with "spkkeé° and "spiders" (p. 374) which
represent an immediate physical danger and it is also sald

to houé; two "vanished" lizards which represent as well as
immediate danger. the archetypal danger of evil itself.

More significant however, is the fact that the bougain-
villea is always mssociated with Yvonne. That Lowry conscious-
ly developed the bougainvillea as Yvonne's flower can be
seen in g change between the "First Novel Version (B)" and
the final published form. In the ear;y manqscript Lowry wrote

”Caﬁ you plick bougainvillea?" he heard Yvonne say,
and "Be careful,” replied Hugh, "It's got splkes

on it and you have to loog at everything to be
sugg there's no spiders,"

Howaver, in the final form it is Hugh who,aaks the question
and Yvonne who, becauaa it 15 her flower, offera up her*'
knowledge, The -parts of the deaoription from the floral
guldebook which seem particularly relevant hers in the
relationship between Yvonne and ‘the bougainvillea are:
“flamboynnt.? "alwaye gorgeous,” and "easily recognised by
thc 'flowora' dmoratlng the vine at almoat any time of the
yaar--flowars that are not roally ﬁlowors but oolorful

bragtp around them."™ The' shnuinaaa and aupﬁrtioiglity nt
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Yvonne's character nre pointnd out in tuskflﬂmboyantly
gorgeousd nature of her Plower and moat significantly of all,
the bougrainvillea ia not n flower at all, Jjust as Yvounne is

incomplete in herp relationship with Geoffrey in that she

hien never reached the flower of her womanhood or produced
aoehild for him.  Her 1ife with Geoffrey ia Just as empty as
the bract on a bOHfle\ill(& vine; not only has she been

unable to bear h(offx(y a child but her own life seems sterile
and she lacks the perception and understanding which might
fulfill herself and‘Geoffrey. Many other imggesrfrom the
natural world illustrate directly the superficiality and
sterility of Yvonne, such as her assoclation with the bright
red cardinal, a bird which has no really distinctive Teaturea
but which is well known Ior its lovely coloring and pleasant
song.

The flower most closely assoclated with Geoffrey {s the

plantadn., The description of the flower given in Neet Flora

Mexicana matohas clogely the obmervation made by Geoffrey,

The guide book saye
Ite red and orange flowers are in a very larga.-.
scarlet and black blosgsom sheath, with boat..
\ - shaped parts, The total effect is both blzarre
* ©  and beautiful.9
. In addition it tells us an interesting characteristic of'the
plantain, that iﬂ. onge the plant fruite it dlea. Goorfrqy
eeaa the plantaina with "tHeir queer familiar blooms. once
emblematic of 1ifa. now of an.pvil phallic dcath" (p. 65),
and later he observes the ”eupqrb plantaini flownring 80

'finally and ebaaenely“ (PK*AEV)' It 16 pxlate ‘that
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Geoffrey, the character in the novel most obsessed with
sexual fantasies of varigus sor%s, should see thé¢ phallio
resemblances in the plantain. It is Geoffrey who attempts
to make love to his wife,.who is caught subsequently in Ehe
garden with his fly open, and who ha; intercourse with the
Mexican prostitute in the final scene. It is also Geoffrey
who in various states of sexual jealpusy accuses Hugh of
being a snake in the éraés, suspects Laruelle of betraying
him in the very room in which. they visit, blames Yvonne for
, ‘destroying his children "to the acc?mphniment of the rattling
of a thousand douche bags" (p. 313), ‘and openly‘charges Hugh
and Yvonne with "playing bubbies and titties” all that day
(p. 313). None of the other characters ems as conscious of
sexuality as Geoffrey; in fact, it is O;f:\thpdugh his

consciousness that the sexual content of the story is revealed,

“Even though the most inner thoughts of Yvonne, Hugh, and
Laruelle are revealed, at no time is there an open admission
or confesslon of a mexual affair whioh eonfirms Geoffrey's
suaprions. Geoffrey's phallio interests are strengthened
by hiq aaaociation with the plantain with 1ta bizarre but
beautiful scarlet and black blogsom anaath ‘with boat shapad
parta. '

or coumc the other charmcteristic of the plantnin
thh is rolqmt to Gcormy is ite proporty of dying after
trult.’mg ' In Gwﬂ‘rw Mmin'a mad .rush tmrm dnth. thq
plmtgin, even mg than most other rlow. which muat all ,
ale ﬁnwm thn hg,lghﬁ of their hleaqoming, ia thq mtﬁct
othnr ‘

27

L
Fa
_\ ¥



b

".-; o i
A .
e

”,position, completely betrayed him, and substituted himself

.7hia own.
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flowers which Geoffrey chooses to show interest in are also
symbolic of death in other ways. As Geoffrey approaches near
to death, ﬁe notes some ﬁnnamed scarlet flowers along 'the

path which are characteristically turned into "fl;ming swords"
by the "blinding torrent of sunlight" (p.‘287;. Flowers
assoclated with Geoffrey are often phallic images, and always
symbols of death.

‘Hugh's flower is the convulvulus which is a kind of vine

~i;lhich créeps and climbs everywhere using other plants as a

support, Walter Pesman describes the convulvulus in a way
which seems descriptive oq Hugh's activities in relation to
Geoffrey and Yvonne., Of the convulvulus he says: "Climbing

among trees it migpt easily be mistaken for the trees

' themselves,"10 From Geoffrey's poinx of view surely, Hugh .

is 1ike a convulvulus in that he has climbed into his brother' g

in the poaition of the original. From another point of view, -
Hugh, who twice observes the tall thick hedges twined\yith
convulvulus (p. 110) and the leafy hedges tg;l of wild flowera

(ps 236), also requirea ‘A tall thick ltify hedge over which

to spread his ideas of SQQial reform. is unable to stand
an. his own’ when faced. with human iaauen like the Spanish Wars
his ideas Lrg there.‘thick and beautirul 11ke convulvulus’ |
floworu. ‘but lncking,the‘guppg:t ot any ié;vng aotien qt

' Juat as Geofrrey not;n'thh plgntnin tWLcc &nd\bhua yﬂ )

N
1d§ntitipa himaglr with 1&1 80 Rugh &wioa Lantitzna thq

-
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| Yvonne) in a dangereus poqition where he autfera panga of

A‘rlewTru are rqurrgd to tﬂrOHGhoﬁt ”T{OP“thf“

T
ey,

obvious connections with serpents, it is certain that Lowry

Geoffrey and "some blue wildflowers like forgetfme-noﬁs that'

' seemingly drawing a parallel between Geoffrey's, problem and

‘suit his own problem more. cloaely, and from his own perspect-
ive at thﬁt. He 13 the little 1nnoaent trapped between the

.mountains which arg obvioualy associated with Geoffrqy &nd

 his betrnynl and scparaticn of /his brother snd wira. M

convulvulus and associates himself unconsciously with its ~

creeplng vine-like qualities. With this, as well as Hugh'

draws an analogy between Hugh and the vine in Yvonne 8
commentn "Ny God, this used to be a beartlful garden. It‘
was llke Paradise," spoken as she gazed "down at a flowerbed
that. was completely, grossly strangled by a coarse green A
vine" (p..98). | ' ‘

Hugh himself makes a consclous association between
had somehow found a place to grow bet@een the sleepers on
the track" (p. 116)., 1In the midst of a discussion about
Geoffrey 8 drinking problem he thinks: "These innocents had
their problem too: what is this frightful dark‘ﬁun that

roars and strikes at our eyelids every few minates?" thus

the préblem of the flowers. Yet the eanalogy would seem to

two slaepera (hotioe the parallel with the two great 8leeping

guilt which awaep-qver him' like the dark train becauaa of

ﬂ; Other tbrmu o$ vegegatien bagidqa thaa& dist;notive

S

1hdﬁqrogtlen Qf an gwaral; vinlenﬁlyﬁinhmmqn ntmoqghﬁrnr _j;jl
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Waldo Frank speaks of the "ruthlessly dynamic and devduring

nature of a tropic culture.
Vegetation, insects, the sun, the fury of the
winds that tempered the hot world--all were
extremes. Man was 'in constant touch with violences,
any one of which could kill him. Even the trees
were ready to march upon his mansions, split® his
exquisite carvings and crumble his altars. To
survivei the Maya must keep calm in the ravening
vortex,
Lowry succaqsfully evokes tpls same atmosphere through
E%ferences to the.creeping varieties of plants as well as
descriptions of the larger more pcwerfuI’%ypes_cf vegetation,
A\
For example, the candelabra cactus are made into powefful
forces when they ‘are described as "brutal- looking" (p. 239),
and their power increases to a maximum pitch in one of the
final scenes where théy are described ass "salt grey where
.the flashlight caught them, too stiff and fleshy to be
bending with the wind, in a slow multitudinous heaving, an
inhuman cackling of scales and spipes" (p. 331). The strength
and the power of the natural world is manifest in Lowry's
desariptions, and so is its endurance, Man and his phases
of civilizaticn pasg away but the vegetation remaina. Under '
the Volcgg} evokea this feeling with its descriptions like:
Y, . . immense trees not quite familiar enoygh for
" oaks, not quite stran gely tropical either, which
were perhaps. not really very old, but poasessed
' an indefinadls air of being’ immamorial. of having
ST -heen planted centuries ago by some emperor, at
,leaut. with a golden $rqwel (p. 112),
v ;n the aama wny t&at desnrlptiona of flounrn and pLAnts _
oontribm 9. thg gmeml’ ntmoaphere of the-navel and- qqo o

1g‘1help te dstint psxtxculgr aspactg ot chgractop‘and thnng, so R {Id'

W




function the birds which appgar in.Under the Volcano. The-
most dominant bird is of course the ever present vulture
which constantly soars along the Mexican skyline waiting !k‘

0

for its special moment of descent--a most significant moment

in terms of Under the Volcano. The eagle is another important
bird symbol--important to the Mexican from earliest times

and important also to the theme of Under the 'Volcaro.

" But Lowry's knowledge of the'birdlffé of Mexico served
him at an even more complex level than this in the writing
'of his novel. That is, certain birds a£e qssoclated because
of their distinctive features,. with the main characters., For
example, the li%t{é dispute over the cardinal and the trogon.
between Geoffrey and Yvonne serves to do more than just
indicate that for them differences exist in both major and
trivial things to cause tremendous tensions in all cases.
The argument over the cardinal and the trogon also focuses
on the habits of the two birds and thus identifies the cardinal
with Yvonne and the trOgon with Geoffrey, The identification
is skilfdi and unobtrusive aﬁk&handled in a manner that
allows tn ‘addition, one of the book's valuable moments of
l‘intelléotual humor, < | -
or the thousand different kinds of birds in Nexico, it

. ia 1nterest1ng that Lowry should choose one oommon biﬂ& and

- %f;fagt alnno 15 stqnif&caﬁt 1n the aasociat;an qt the pirqa with» ”fk$¢*

one exsxlc bird. The cardinal is more oommonly known because "‘ ‘-;
1t 1 fmmd throushwt a large portion of' Northland South S i

~ Amerioa. . The. wrogon. howmr. locates’ only in t.ropical rain ; E
H'3f°P¢9tﬂ whioh Eivea it a more 1imited field in Amarioa. This - 7 f:

. ‘.\‘
i
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Geoffrey and Yvonne. Yvonne is . the more common or more
nearly average kind of human being, while Geoffrey is surely
an excepﬁional indivi?ual. One woﬁlé not find many Geoffrey
,Firmins ~in the world., He is a spe01al kind of individual
and like the trogon has many unique featui®s in comparison

with the rest of the world. According to Birds of the World

by Hans Hvass, one of the differences of the trogon iss
They differ from other birds in hav1ng both. the

inner toe and the back toe--that is toes number
one and two-~turning backwards, 12

This distinction seems slgnificant in relation to Geoffrey
when we remember that he did have a lame walk (p. 52), an

when we note that trogons ﬁre "slow, sluggish blrds and fly
‘poorly,"13 and that they are ”dependent on their wings for
procuring food as their legs are small and weak and unfit
for walking. "4  surely’ Geoffrey compqres in that he does
not move through life in quite the customary manner, just
as the trogon does not walk'on fly in the ordinary way. A
 further comparison, and one that Geoffrey draws himself, is
the likeness in their living habita, 0f the trogon,~Georfrey
says: "He's a. Belitary fellow who . probably lives way off

in the Canyon ‘of the Wolves over theré, away off from thoge
cher fellows with 1deas, 80 that he can meditate about not
being A cardinal® (p,- 74) The assoqihmion 18 subtle and

- humoroua-—mugh more 80 than in the ”FirSt Novel Veraion~
where Lowry wrote expligitlyt |

~

No' aaﬁa%thg Consul lighting nis pipe and raeling. |

" that at any.moment he might' put out wings and go o
. qoari gwgy.gver the valley. w¥ith the seven ear .
n2 locuptgn.ér the cpppery tailgd trogon. thAtR IR
S P S R R S
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a ipubus ambiggous bird, over towards the Canyon,
*of the WolveS§.

Zgoffrey is a solitary, meditative fellow much apart from
he masses, the kind to be seen "singly or in pairs, but °
never in flooks."lé His remarkgble sélf—awarenesg and
understanding of his role in the universal scﬁemq‘of°things
isolates him from the crowds. Only‘a select few men ever '
dare to follow théir convictions as Geoffrey Firmin does
when the choice involvedis one between life and death.
In ocontrast t§ the |trogon, the cardinal, often called
in fact the "Common Cardinal," flies about ih flocks and
only pairs off during the spring and summer. Their remark;
| ably fine singing and bright red featﬁers make them extremely
showy gnd:hence well-known. The aésociafion between' the
cardinal ang Yvonne is ¢lear, eépecial;y when we recall the
commonngés and showiness of the bougainvillea alse, even
.though Lowry does not spell it out sa cleafiy in thé published
version of the novel s in thé "First Novel Version® where
he pays: .

.

She put on her hat again , » peeking at herself -
| z;;g Qezegeggrgffat on-one side. then on theiother,'
YVOnne is a follower. 1neapab1e of making tne kind of ohoice
which couln alter her own destiny. .o -

The vulture, the ugly. earrion eater conventionally
assooiatad with death, appears ‘many times throughout
U_d rwthg'Yo1 ,:w Thqcfaeling or his oonstant presence 1a . 1; ;}2§
- achieved thmugh frequent rafemnc%s ooming: rrom the difrarerm =

| vi’ew‘points or gnch of tha thrqg main chmntqrn, md although !
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he thus novers as a kind of ominous foreshadowing.aver the

"~ whole story, the symbolic import’ he attains difﬁ from

| the conventional From classical -times when Prometheus was

; sentence& to having his liver consumed daily by *the vulture,A
* the vulture has traditionally beéen seen in a diereputable

‘1ight. in Under the Volcano, however, the majority of the

descriptions of the vulture show him as a creature of gredt y
beauty. Only when the vulture descends to earth and .appedars |
in a klndlof camera close~up in Lowry's writing do we see

his charaeterietic and thneatening ugliness. .That is, only
'Hugh 8 vision of an ocoasional‘huddled conclave of Vultures
up a tree” (p. 111), Geoffrey's memory of the "vulture sitting
" in the washbasin” (pL 349), and Yvonne's thoughts of the
vultures "that on earth so_jealously contend'with one another
defiling themselves with blood and filthL (p. 317) appear

in “the novel to represent “this aspeot of the vu%fure., By

' contraet;nwhen the bitds fly, . they are "sleepy vultures high

~

overh ad" (p. 7), or ”vultures gloating 1a;ily up there aﬁove t“\<‘

the b‘ick red norizon” (p. k), or- ”enormOusly high .. % mOrE -

1 than eagles v+ « like burnt‘papers floating frOm LT

'.highgp’and hlgher . @ . above the storms t0 ﬁeights shared ‘n"ﬁf{f

Y S A

\',onlyﬁhy the oongor. above thq aummi$ of the Andqs" (P‘ 317)P_ o ﬁﬁﬁﬁ

'ifffvu ture ia thp empodiment ofvﬁqoffrey a viewiot‘y
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13 the transcendence of manf's bodiless soul\to heights of the
unknown beautiful. One of the final references in the novel
clarifies thfﬁ*aspectn Yvonne sees just\before her death
"high above them, at a vast height bodiless black birds,
more 1like skeletons of birds” (p. 323). Certainly this whole
“CODCGPt recalls again the Azteo philosophy in regard to the
ritual sacrifice. ‘'Only when the heart was removed brutally
from the burden of its body did 1t become truly free--that 18.
as Waldo Frank states it: release[h] into the real world
which he beheld in the 1mpersonal air and the impersonal

mountains."18 The vulture is a symbol of this release in

LI

Under the Voloano.\ ‘ - »
, A /’
To the Aztecs, the symbol of this release was the eagle,

a close famlly relative of the vulture and of eimilar habits.
According to legend the Aztec center was established in ‘the
spot where an eagle was seen, devouring a serpent According
to Frank, the Aztecs gradually cameato enact their symbol,
that is, he says: '

¢ The eagle 18 violent dea nis home is in the ice
“ . and fire pf the crater, and he. swopps down to .,
; - ‘Anah lewaor ‘victims, Gradually, the Aztec .
- | na .‘the Mexica, were to enact this symbol af

, .tneir legend in the life of the land, The sunlight
. .- 0of Anahuac was to darken 1nto blood. 19

. d ‘ S ‘ ' s v,
;\The eagle is present in,UMHemf; Avylcano too--preeent near [‘,u;_g

‘:Mﬁn~ the ehd to preagge t:,
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sudden cleaving of pinions into the deep dark blue
pure sky above" (p. 320). ':
Just as Lowry chose the eagle or vulture w1th its long
Mexican history of tragic connotationS"as a major symbol
for his nével. 80 he worked in other creatures from the:
Mexiéan animal world thcﬂ have increased potency 5ecaﬁse of
their significance in Aztec legend.- The dog, the horse, apd
tﬁe'serpent Wer; all important in the ‘Aztec culture. Each
had a s&mbdlic impoftapce-wﬁieh Lowry used and extended in his
novel; as he assoclated each,on@’with a‘paftigular character.
_ The animal most oloséiy associated with Geoffrey is the .
dog. In the early pages of thée novel he is constantly . . |
shadowed by the hideous pariah dogs of the town and the: very
lagt we hear of him is that "somgbody threw aadead dog' after
_him down the ravine" (p. 375). Daniel B,.Bodson notes the
, associatlon between Geoffrey and the dog and comments briefly ‘.f
":fon what he sees as a "dual Deferenceﬂ of the dog: . Q&
‘one, a relation to the_satahic' black poodle which
follows Goethe's Fausfh and two, the symbol of the

. -totally: abject humllity which: though he aspires o
. feryently toward it, 'is fomver inaccesslble to

. 20 .
R tngﬁonsul. - . PR .,
| ,He concludes that "dt. the | day!s end . e s the Consul and fhe
RN :'7dog are joined not in heaven but in hell."21 thn the Mexican
Signifxsance qf thq dqg 13 oonsidered, Dodaon 8 cono&usion 13

fﬁf_; 1nadequate. bccausq th? deg alaa has divine assOciations,,‘flkfz‘
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is manifest }n the hundreds of anclient Mexican tomba which
have been found togcontain "a clay model of a smooth plump
dog with pricked up ears and a laughing expression, 22
Geoffrey's dogs hardly compare with these models, since his
are alwhys pariaha< hideous and starving. His‘death ie ’
however, fofeahqdowed by their presence, and his union with
all other lonely and exlled creatures is deaonatrated through
"them, Espedially moving 15 the scene at Sefora Gregorio's
where Géoffrey talks tb the most degenerate dog‘gf all--the
one which had the "appearance of having lately been skinned,"
the one which "thrusting down ite poor wrecked dinghy of a
vcheat, from which raw withered breasts drooped,” "began to
bow and scrape before him" (p. 228), Ge&ffrey‘s kind words
to the dog are surely given in recognition of the common
aufrering*whiogall 1iving creatures muat'eddure in 1if%e, for
a short time iater he becomes projected into thé opposite
role in search of oompa;aiqn himself from Sefora Gregério
whom he wﬁntg to embrace as a chila 4999 a m@kigir Neither
the dog ner Geoffray can be happy in this 1ife, but in

! Anqq terms since they dio in the prunrx‘ed way they will

) diroetly <o a.apqnillkiind of heaven. The. Aztecs belioved

*m Nine Regions of thq Land of the Dead, and that persons

4 "dying in b tln, by sacrifice, through dréwning, or in

¥ -

| 'nhndbirth"zj attained the dest region, '&hotfmy’_.u death is
nobla bccausp he dies in battle and it 1s nlgo a sacrificial
donh. o | : ' ' o
Anotlm‘ miml comn in mn:ma chh has cnmin

1"”““ . . o
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connectiona with Geoffrey is the armadillo. - The agsociation
{8 rather indirect and {8 made through Hugh and Yvonne's'
debate over the Brmadillo.” First of all, Yvonne has a

ntrange attraction for the armadillo, .an inexplicable
attraciion much the same aan her feeling for her husband.
Secondly, Hugh dissuadesn her froﬁ purchasing‘tha'hrmadillo

for a pet, reminiscent of his power over her in hls seduction
and betrayal of Geoffrey. And thirdly, one 6f the armadillo's

§
<
main character traits reminds one of Geoffrey. According to

Wilalifeﬂpf Mexico, the peculigr attributes of the armadillo
are its external armour and its ability to dig. "When attacked
by a predator an armadillo will try gp reach the safety of a
burrow,"24  Hugh is éware of the nature of the armadillo '
and delivers the strangely charged statement:
. "It'11l not only never come back, ¥vonne, but if
you try to .stgp it 1t will do its damndgst to
pull you down the hole too" (p. 113)
A pregnant statement deacriptive ‘of the dlceotion of Geoffrey's
movement &nd the fate of those gpo interfere too,
Another animal which plays a most important role in
Under the Voloano ln the horse, Critics have often commented
upon the role 'of the horge in terms which do not OOnsider
~th“5uexioan baokground of the horse, but in ways which are
neverntheless oana;atont with an interpretation based on a
kn Alodgo of the hiatory of thé’horao in the new world., For
oxawpla..Parlo Epstein’ 8 view ox the, wild horaa as arvision
of “OhAVljnp' or 'Gad‘a destructive power unleaah9d“25 and

Dunial B, Mdson'a vicw of the 'upooalyp&ic horaa ot d&nth'zﬁ

' : . i e ; Zi s AR JRM #%}
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can only be strengthened by conuidnrinn the distinctively
Mexican character of the ;orae. Well known to the North
American world today, the horse was not always so, and 1t

ls important to remember §at the horse was not introduced
to'this part of the world uqtil Cortes brought the first horse
to Mexico. Thus, viewed in historical terms, the horse could
be seen as quite distinctive to the Mexican setging.

Lowry may have heen impreéned by Prescott's descriptions
of the first/;orses.and their effect upon the Aztecs. At
least KnOwing‘the symbolic import attached to the horse by
‘the Aatecs seems to elucidatg somewhat Lowry's use of the
horse, particularly in the final scene. To the Aztecs, their
first view of éae horse was of a "monstrous aﬁparition“ “fdr
they supposed the ridef and the horse which they had never
J} seen before to be one and the same,"27 Not dnly the horaé;
but gunfire.,which'was also new to them and which they felt
was emitted by the hormé, oausad.\hem'to paniec, TFor a long
time, the horse symbolized supernatural terror to them, and
they assoclated the horse with thunder and lightning, The
effiéy of Cortes' horse which wag .oyeated by the 1nhab1€ants
of the 1sles of Peten. after ‘they had killed the originél
of the modollby feeding l%_exotlé dishes pee&liar 3o their
own diet, was worshipped as the god of thunder and 11gh§n1ng
until 1613 when the Franciscan friars arrived to preach,?8
The hornn and all tha tury qnd violence of war brought

about the downfall or the gntiro Aztec Empire, But aartginly

" one of the key antrumanta in the g;ratasy was thQ'horag,-
' an anisal the Aatnos‘bould nox g&nﬁrol baqauaa nt thair lnok

B ST L
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of knowledge.
But knowled&a serves no ald in the case of Yvonne, who
has always had horses in her 1ife, and yet whose destruction
is' brought about by the horse in the midat of great thunder
and lighfning. Yvonne's only real success in 1ife seems
to have been at the early age of fifteen when she Qas the
"rough riding s?rial queen”™ who had been ”subherged in
burning lakeas, éuspended over precipices, ridden horses down
ravines," and had been aﬁjexpert at “double pilck-offs" (p. 265).
. Because the height of her career;was‘reached on a horse, she

continues to identify herself with horses throughout Under

the YOIQano. so the final great irony comes hard for Yvonne

when her end is delivered by a horse., . Early in the introduc-
tion to Yvonne, "the equeetfian statue of ;he turbulent
Huerta" (p. 44) appears, the same statue which reappears

in her &ying visions (p. 336). Huerta was an excellent
general and a fine horseman too, juét one of many of his

kind in tepma ef Mexican revolutionary history. He was fond
of horsea.\alcohol. and dlood, 80 in her finnl thoughts

she beoomea identified with him, but Geoffrey is also there
ag part of le great fusidon., The statue of Huerta and the

haunting visi W of a glant horse laaping out of & New York -

’ cinema soreen ’p. 266) prerigura the death ox Yvonne in

the novel and 1;onioally undercut hor smug aasurgnqe ‘and
secret amusement\ that she was an “oxpert,horaﬂwomnn.' though
. this was unknown to Hugh (p. "261), Hngh also is tlad to. the "
‘whorse gymbol becn, ® he lqm um . cawhoy. he snkcs Yvonne -
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for a'ride, and he has lgarned from Juan Cerillo in Spain

how to make the sound of the horse. Perhaps his connection

with Spain relates him to Cortes and the first Spanisp
conquggors on horses. Butaithough both Hugh and Yvonne are
id;ntified with the conquering power of the horse, in the
end that power is reversed to destroy them and their hopes
of happiness, Whereas the original conqueast was brought
about by foreigners and the horse, this time. in miniature
represené'!&on. a family of forelgners is conquered by the
naE}vee and their‘Mexican horse. .

»The serpent is the most complex animal symbol‘in Under

the Volcano. Snakes and reptiles seem always to he assoclated

with Hugh. \When he is out riding with Yvonne two lizards
vanish into the bougainvillea, and later he rides over A
dead garter snake. Meaﬁwhile back in the garden, Geoffrey
contemplates the Garden of Eden story, sees a feal snake,

calls Mr, Quiaoy‘s cat "my-little-snake-in-the~grass"” in -

responsge to questiohs and comments about Hugh, and later

“greets Hugh himseif with "Hi there, Hugh. you old snake in |

the grags™ (p., 141). All of these referenoea geem ta poinf
up tradition&l symbolism for the annke,'that is, ‘in- Biblioal
terms, it 1§ ¥he same original gnake who betrays mgn and
brings about his oviqnonf The phallic Aa;octgtibnn of the
gnukg opqratc hers tno. bao;uuq uugh aeduoaa hig brother*n

L
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, And here indeed it was again, the temptation,
the cowardly, tfie future corruptive serpent:
trample on it, /stupid fool. Be Mexico. Have
you not passed through the river. In the name
of God be dead. And Hugh actually did ride over
a dead garter snake, embossed on the path like
a belt to a pair of bathing trunks. Or perhaps
it was a Gila monster (p. 111).

Larousse says that "it would be impossible to 1list"™ the

various symbolic meanings of the“serpent in the cosmological

" thought. of early Mexican tribea.z? The serpent, particularly

the winged serpent, was very important to the Aztecs and °

1s still a significant part of the Mexican emblem, According

to Waldo Frank the "winged serpent was the god of lifen sun,
wind, musie, love, joy, justice were his traite."Bo But

the serpent was devoured by the eagle, the symbol of violent
death, hence the.strongést force in the Aztec'qulture. The

sacrificial deaths were caused in order to feed the g&ds.

' such as Huitzilopochtli. The Aztec's god of war, Hultzil-

@
opochtli, had several comnections with the aerpent According

to Lewis Spence . .

Huitzilopochtli's image. was surrounded by serpents.
. and rested on serpent-sheped. supgorters. His

gceptre was a sinfle Tnake, and his great drum

wag of aerpant-sk '

But he also had associaﬁiona with the birdﬁﬁhince in American :
'mythology the serpent end the bird are often uni.ried. Thua

the priw&ry ooncaption ‘of Huitzilopgchtli probably "arogo
from the 1dea of th@ agrpgnt. tha“gymbol br‘warllke wiagom
and misht. the symbol of the warriax!’: j' dart or vr mﬁ
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,destroy the race,"33

43

- It was belleved that Huitzllopochtli, as the serpent-god of

lightning, had dominjion over the crops and fruits of the

earth. Paradoxically however, Huitzil%Pobhtli also symoolized
the warrior's death on the gladiatorial stode. The connection
between the food sopply and war waé made simply within the
indian consciousness, That is, "if dar‘was not waged

annually the gods must go without flesh and perish, and if

the gods succumbed the crops would fail and famine would ‘ ;

Hugh's desire to kill the snake then ﬁs very much in

‘keeping with Mexican lore. By killing the snake he would

1ﬁdeed "be Mexico" and "be dead."” The Moxicon way has

always been to destroy or sacrifice inlordefmto bring about

the best good for the victim and tﬁe otheré. Huéh'

thinking at this point is olosely allied with the thinking

of Geoffrey throughout Geoffrey, whose knowledge of~aqeient
lore and learning makes him sensitively aware of the” tensions

or oppesitiens between the.evil and the attractive facets vl
of everything, including the voloanops and the vultures, is | ;}”~

again, in the case. of the seppent torn apart and ultimately

'v!l

drawn to the violent and qestructive pole. Geoffrqy is

a

7th9ml#1qg11v Agaoozgtgg'uitn anxr:ay. Goo:rrey tqut : glf:;';”

LT Vg_ , * . : . )

‘;hnnoe-qﬁla to, rush towqrd his qnn violqnt sncriflcn,"'
ngaxifigq aymbollaed by the kiilins of the. a8rp
' ‘Hugh howaver. it 1p nly a wish; he is not

ent, For

Geom-ey in fulfilling that wish, ATy

h

'Nor is e an qtrpng as thq aoquian, another oraaturq;f

not;ggﬁ tho dborpibn nu ‘the unll !nd dgaariﬂis him to tho\ﬁt
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others as a "beautifui creature” who will "only stiﬁg himself
to death anyway" (p. 187). 1later near his own death, he sees \\
a dead scorpion on the wall, and thinks that the scorpion

not wanting to be saved had stung itself to death. According

to folklore, the scorpion does sting himself to death rather

than be captured by his enemies. Frank Cowan in Curious

Facts .in the History of Inqects says that it is an old story \}
that "a scorpion surrounded with 1ive coals. finding no
method of escaping, grows desperate from ita situation and’
stings itself to death.™ He also says that there is a story
‘ fold in the East Indies that "the scorpioﬁ is sometimes so
pestered with the pismires, that he stings himself to death
in the head with his tail and so becomes a prey to the "
piamires."34 For this reason, he is the perfect symbol for
Geoffrey who also dies a sacrificial death. The scorpion 1is
Jjust another one of many coreatureg common tq the Mexican
landscape, which because. of certain peculiar charaoteristica
aerved as the 1deal raw material for a Lowry .symbol, |

That these featupea of the landscape used' by Lowry are
, truyy authentic can quiokly be diacernad by reading any of a
great number of" ‘travel adventures by touriste of Mexico, One
of these 1is he Sp. 0 by Beryl Miles, an English |
‘travaller, who in 1961 pupl,iahqd &n acoount of her travels R
Ln Mexigo. Many or Lowry's kgy symbols ‘can ba faund hero " o ‘vig
1n their raw gtnto, - Not only aoqa he; Acoount aatabliah as ' |

wm—pmacnt ractu qi‘ thq h’@xim !e.qm i certgin rqatqrag md.?
mbqll not : '
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but it also focuses in many instances upon the exact same

‘features as Lowry does. These features have special signif-

icance to both today's Mexisan people who have Iinherited
centurles of ancilent lore and the traveller in Mexico who
readily assimilates parts of the ancient knowledge.

Besides the usual general references to the extreme
land forms which méke for hazardous travel in Mexico and the
extfemes in climate suc¢h as the tremendous thuhder and
lightning storms which she witnessed and describes simply
to brovide a colorfui background to her simple travelogue,
she notes more specific features from the plant and animal
worlds and in many cases the special symbolic‘imbiications

which also interested Lowry., 1In regard to the flowers of

hs

 Mexico she sayss "I never ceased tg be amazed at the profusion

arly in her story on the

of flowers,"35 dnd she comments
scarlet bougainvillea which "tumfled down peeling plaster.
walla,"36 and she eve notes Qhe "sheath-~like red flowers"37
of the plantain in the procesg of describing the.g?eat
multitude of flowers she - saw. The qafdinal and the trogon
also appear in her work--the eardinal as her "favorite” or
"firstqclaes bipd' of the garden and the trogon as. the

ﬁhrilliantly colorsd one—-red, yellow and 1ridesoent green"

i‘“‘ ﬁbund on a hird-watnhins expedition to the trqpieal rain

s'.

forast 35 The vultures are pregent too, 8 ean in a ernvd
On A dead cow wnrking qu&ehly and effieiently as the

pr——

S

u-\:”racogninaq gnnitgry Inspgctora of ngino.?39 Enlika the
‘ ,\vultuta. th@ eag;s and thgjn\fy@nx mereag trgvellats such
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. asqﬁeryl Miles, not so much as real creatures but as art
symbols because they frequently bombard the tourist as he
gtudies the many ruins of ancient civilization. Miles
describes étone slabs "engraved with eagles devoﬁring human
heafté" and human faces emerging "from the fahgs of a plumed
.serpent."uo She also notes that "today an eagle sXting on
a cactus with a serpent in his mouth appears not only on the
national flag and the coat of arms but also on the coinage."#1" -
Her observations of fhe dog are quite extenaive in fhaf she

hot only sées the special Mexican hairless doge in the market,
as well ag in every Diego Rivera mural, but she aiso tells
about the clay models of -dogs found in tombs and about how

the dog was a protector of the spirit.“z Most tourists view
the Diego Rivera murals, and these reveal the arrival of

Cortes with his army and hls horses. Miles commen$s on the

new phenomenon of the horse to the Aztecs who "imagined horse
and rider to be a single unitg"43 ‘ - !
Thus, each of the features of the landﬁcagi that Lowry

fact a very real part of the Mexican setting as ¢an be

chose to develop as a key éymbol in Under the V

shown by examination of a standard iravel adventure story,
- Lowry created a work of art by éllecting the raw materiala, qpf
‘f';aa of intermediate

stagpa gntil'%he details of agtting begame solidly united "ﬁfv‘

g 0

'withrEKZracter and theme in one. complatg whole. Contrary RS
t0 the oritioal view that ”disciplinany rejgcticnﬁ . .;,, |

. -wguld have. canegnt;ateiggnd phaped tne aqt‘ iF gffegt mpng

b

o ] Se Lo
AL L 3t

f : ! . !

!"J



4?1

clearly, "#4 it seems that indeed no small detail of se%ting‘
is superfluous, rather each is a part of an elaborate
pattern of symbols and associations which harmoﬁize to
present a single total effect. That single effeét isn

o

beauty 'in destruction.




*ITI. HISTORY
I ,.V
MalcolmlLowry was a serlous scholar of history. Beeides
depending upon works such as Prescott and Diaz for historical
information, he evidently studled Oswald Spengler's Decline

of the West (1926) which offered a unifying theory or a

"phllosophy of history which well sulted the novel's characters

i

and themes. One of the novel's main characters, Hugh Firmin,
quotes Spengler early in the book and it is evident through-
out that much of Lowry s treatment of history stems from
Spengler's work.l Hugh says: "Journalism equals intellectual
male orOBtitution of speech and writing, Yvonhe That's one
point on whlch I'm in complete agreement with Spengler“ (p. 10Q),.

but there are many points throughout the novel on which ‘the
author is in complete agreement with Spengler too,

Spengler 8 purpose, besides being to give 'an analysie

of the decline of western EurOpean culture, was to aevelop
a new philoaOphy and methqd of‘history whioh he oalled "the
”fhistory."z This

method of comparative morphology in .worl) "
'new method. he likened to the COpernican diseovery as opposed o
to the usual.wiew of hiatof&l’or Ptofemaic system, in which h
'great oultures areamade to«follow onb&ts around g_ as the |

praaumed eenter pr all, world happcninga,.&;; .”3 what is,‘; ffh;f
in qie epinion we' ogn dbt view things trom any papticulap o
‘r ;atlndpoint, but 1n 'a high. timenfree perepect}ve ambraeing
“’ﬂwmone millenniums qt historical worlgmrorms. . wa»*“ SQengler'eL!




Sracg,

to the Classical or the Western Culture as against the Culturds
of India, Ba Qn! Chlna, Egypt, the Arabs [or] Mexico" which .

he 6alls separate worlds of dynamic being whlch in point
of mass count for just as much -in the general picture of -

history*as the Classlcal. while frequently surpassing it in
&

A

point of spiritual greatness and soaring power."5 An

important ‘aspect of this study of world forms to determine S
. TRe future or destiny of a c@lture is that the forms function

as symbols. JIn sum then, Spengler says} “ |

we must firs{ be clear as to what culture ia

7 v what its relaXions are to visible history, to ‘
life, to soul,‘to nature, to intellect, what the C
forms of its mahifest Aion are and how far these =
forms~~-people, tengues and epochs, battles-and

-, . ideag, states and\gods, arts and craft works,

‘? S sciences, laws, ecﬁ?Omlc types and wggld fdeas,

RS great men and grea eventsabmay be acecepted and g*

poanted to as symbois 6 \ y

Or, as he says in short: ", \18 all §istory founded upon ‘

general biographie archetypes?"7\\ ,~\

Y \

gfthe general treatmem:

»

e \
4 All of these principles regard.

of hiatory can,be seen operating thro\,hout\Under the Volcano

in the many refenaqcés %o world histo For\example, - ‘ﬁﬂ"'qﬁ;
Geoffrey frequegtly brings together both the Ehat ‘and the L

- West through cdmpgrisons ofh)cdimm eultures with Mexican

e
e

’culturﬁa. both relatively 5 ;wura to our usual view of .-

Sk '

hiatory w$§h 1$ahclaagicg1 orieﬁtatiqn. In h&&\grapd i;lusory

! i ' »"»“
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'nthe twp disputantsa

Gy Niam =inent in a fap wider. 1

hoppoged to Hugh Firmin who represents tne typical historian.

-“‘

upon. 1nvest1gation ‘each can be &!n to be symbolic of some

\\ﬁ

characteristic behavior of. man regardless of his location in

time or 'space, Spengler quotes slmllar lists of even more

obscure associétions, yet he insists that there are uniformities
\ .

to be found when the morphological standpoint is used.

Who amongst them [present day historiané] ‘realizes
that between the Differential Calculus and the
dynastic principle of politics in.the age of Louis ..
XIV, between the Classical city-state 'and the. w
1Euclldean geometry, between the space-perspective

" of Western oil palnting and the conquest of space

by railroad, telephone and long-range  weapon; LT
between contrapuntal musi¢ and credit economics, '
there are deep uniformities?8

Many of Spengler's descrlptions of the hlstorihn or ,&ﬁ ,'}f
student who has the power to perceive theae’ unfformities 1n-
world history are exactly desoriptive of Geoffrey Flrmin, as -

’-

Fop~example, when one analyses-the violent debate.between

the broﬁbers gbout defendirig poor little defenseleas coﬁngries
guch as Spain, the following atatemenx by °pengler descrihga

T %t pakes. a ‘great ‘differ
"% undex ‘the constant.:] fressi

:herfRniyone. lives
n - that ) life is "o
fe-egu: a :

i

%, 1 on.for hundreds and) it
;;;“ .'v of hlmselt aq seme



"Well . . ."
"For .Chrint suke, .
"T should 1ilke €o know what the bloody hell it is

you imagine you're talking."™ (p. 309-310).

While he conslders the case of the dying Indian by the road-

side and his role in the incidertt, Geoffrey speaks of

“interference in general" 1}lustrating variously with examples

from Tolstoy, the history of Tlaxcala, the Spanish War,
Ethiopia, Flanders, the Belgian Congo and others. Geoffrey

Bees thgt "countries, clvilisations, empires, great hdpdes

with them . . ."™ (p. 310), that is, he sees cultures as -

51

perish for no reason at all, and their soul and meani :ié;;\\)

Spengler himself who saysi

Each culture has ite own new possibilities of
self-expression which arise, ripen, decay, and
never return., . . .-.e&ch {8 1imited in duration.
and self-contained, just as each species of plant
has its pecullar blossom or fruit, its. special
type .of growth and decline, These cultures,
sublimated life essences, grow with the same
syperb qimlesenese as the flowers of the field.10

In all ways Geoffrey seems to have Spengler's vision of

World history, or is what Spenglér-calls a “r‘al student of

“mankind.” According to Spedglark thia stuydent .

.
e
#

- treats no standpoint as abgpolutely right or
. absolutely wrong. In the face of such grave
roblems as that of Time or that of MNarriage,
t le - lnsufficient to appeal to pergonal exper-
ience, or ap inngr volce or reason, or the
opinion of angestors or contemporarigs. These
. -+ may say what is true for the questioner himself= P
‘ and for his time, but that ie not all, 1In -
' other/ Cultures the ‘phenomenon talke a different
1 e, for other men there are different truths.
The tgnkor mus¥ admit the validity of all or of
none, T

aqugrti admits the valldity of all, Qrt the tremcndéu-
tensioh oreated within himself is thus rcpponsibl@';or thi‘.
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mighty destructive sundering of that a%}f. For the man who
seeg the repetitive cyeles of 1ife and recognises their
presence in all cultures, the answer can only be that of '

\
Geoffrey, an answer whose fatalism may be interpreted as
peasimistic., At the end of his analysis of history in
Chapter X, Geoffrey refuses "peace" and the offer of a "sober
and non~alcoholic Paradise” (p. 313) and makes a consclous
cholce In favor: of death and hell which he begins running
toward. Spemgler recognlises the fact that his answer will
be interpreted as pessimistic, if his philosophy is adopted
as a practical achgme of 1ife, ‘ )
It will no doubt bé objected that such a world-
outlnok, which in giving this certainty as to
the outlines and tendency of the future cuts off
all far-reaching hopes, would be unhealthy for
all and fatal for many, once it ceased to be a
mere theory and was adopted as a practical scheme
of 1ife by the group of personalities effectively
moulding the future,l2
But nonetheless, he asserts emphatically the necessity of

facing squarely the truth whether it be pessimistic or not.

That is, he saysi ”We'are civilized, not Gothic or Rococo
people} we have to reckon with the Qard‘cold facts of a
late 1ife, to which \Qy ‘parallel .ie to be found not in
Pericles' Athens but In Caesar's Rome."1J ' ‘
~« Mr Malcyim Lowry and for Geoffrey Firmin, the parnfloln L
are t found in the history of Mexico, butthe mothodgand

the coriglusions ar§ the same as those of Oswald Spengler. | '
The choice of Mexico and the emphasis upon the Conquest

was a govd one for var&_pcogusa the Conquest period :xhctly

parallels that of cﬁcaar‘s Rome. The period wvag that of a
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civilization in decline. The Spaniards arrived when it had
already entered ita twillght--the Aztncs had debaged the \
culture which provided their outward glory.lu Furthermore;
when ail‘ike various periods of Mexican history are viewed
morphologicall§ and symbolically fge traglc and destructive
cyolés of 11£q are manifest. |
Mekipopﬁ;sessea a long and rich history from which

to draw exampleé‘ﬂhich illustrate how various cultures arise,
ripen, and decay ﬁha how the characteristic behavior of man
" compares from period to period. Written records document
thoroughly the India; period Justiprior to the Spanish Conquest
of Mexico as well as the Conquest itgelf, the Colonial period,
the period of Independence and the period of Revolution, but
the sum of all these peribds is relatively short in comparison
to that history evidenced by the many unexplained ruins left
by even earller cultures of untold ages past. In Under the
Volcano, Lowry shows & concern with both the whole picturé ‘
of Mexican history and with the specific fragments oY Nexlcan
" history. 'Spenéler shows the relationship between general
hiatory and the specific periods in the following statement:

no single fragment of history 00uldl$e thoroughly

ilguminated unless and until the secret of world

history itself, to wit the story of higher mankind

‘a8 an organism of regular structure, had been
cleared up, !

Just. as SPQnglarlia concerned w;th"whole” pictures of
history, so Lowry interprets world history by orapting images
which convey the;lﬁmanse welght of all tim&.' The weight of
the entire past Wﬁﬁoh each man, inherits and must bepriin
| hls partioular amall oosmeA% of time is perfectly ‘symbolized
’ r : e

»*
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by the sceno which méé%n Geoffrvy,'nugh. and Yvonne at the
end of Chapter IX.

Bent double, groaning with the weight, an old

lame Indian was carrying on his back, by means

of a strap looped over his forehead, another

poor Indian, yet older and more decrepit than

himseldlf. He carried the older and his crutches,

trembling in every 1imb under the weight of the

past, he carried both their burdens (p. 280).
This image mey have come from Lowry's knowledge of the ancient
lMayan calendar. The Mayans regarded days as animate beings

. ' 1
and every divislon of time had to be carried by divine
messengers which were represented by numbers. ‘According to
Irene Nicholson, a student of Mayan artifacts: "In hieroglyphs
the messengers were represented carrying thelr burdens,  the
weight taken by a strap across the forehead as one can still
see miners raising their loads. . . ."16 Similarly, the
weight of the past at the world level if emphasized by'the

) ’e
image of Cervantes displaying the contents of his bottom

X
wardrobe drawer, Cervantes' people, the Tlaxcalans, may
seem like a small and insignificant group of people noted
mainly for thelr role in the Conques of Mexico, but the 1mage

full of books, includimg the Hiétory of

of a drawer "ch
Tlaxcala, in Aen volumes" (p. 289) is Qn Ampressive depiction
of the weigh®™Qf time and hietory to any @ingle man,
Cervantes® proud assertion, "I am an 1neiénificant man, and

I do not raad‘thae books to prove my insignificénqcf kp. 28?},

exemplifies the role of man in the whole story of mankind,

the world's past ia borne aleo at

- The great weight
‘Ao . .
;thQ'llvea of the main characters,

the personal level

A
. L3 -

' . )

! . s ' -

» " B : -

B L] ’ " N - . : % i
T - : e p L . ]

"', v K I /I"\ C . S




Richard Costa saysg "'the welght of the past' is what reall&f
a

haunts the book,"” and he sees it best at.-the personal level

in "the stamp of former-ness--pastness--on the characters."

He cites the following 1ist and says "there is no escape from

: ) 4
the past.”

Geoffrey Firmin, dispoqseqsed former consulj

his half-~brother Hugh, a Iormer fighter for the
Republic in the spanish Civil Var; Yvonne, former
Hollywood child film star and the former consul's
former wife; a French former film director who

Is the former consul's closist friend and his \
former wife's former lover.

Lowry's general treatment or interpretation of hfifory,
as evideﬁced by the iwo main images demonstrating the weight
of time, (parallel to the weight of the past symbolized by
the volcanoes), is certainly a tragic one. To illustrafe
his tragic view of 11fe; or the secret of world history as

he sees it, he chooses specifit characteps from Mexican \

7 * |
history and relates them to his own charaﬁters. In this way

the fallures of human understanding in figures like Corte .
and Moct‘humg. xiﬂiita and Carlotta, and the Revolutﬁ'n.ry
heroes are linked With th;

Yvonne. Thus, these hiatorical Mexican \\ ‘.

*

same defects in characters like

Geoffrey,

A

figures come to symbolizé some of the basic causes of tragedy,

that ia, betrayal. exila. and personal pride, all of which .

are signlfioant thematic patternq in: Undgr the Voloano,

By coming to grips with the' Mexican dulture 1n this way. ot

- by

L ‘ L)

Lowry fulfils Spengler'a xole of "Menschenkenner." He
completely enters into/a culturernoul and 1nterpreta the | R
aymbol1o aignirioanca of each feature to shed nght on the .

, ':dgrk q“,,tigng Qf 11:,, Hig mgthpd ig aqcurately detar‘ Qd
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by Spengler's statement:

To attempt the Interpretation of a poet orja
prophet, a thinker or a conqueror, is of cqurse
nothing new, but to enter a culture-soul--dlasgsical,
Lgyptian or Arabian--sa intimately as to alfsord
into one's self, to make part of one'sown [life,
, the totality expressed by typical men and ylituations,
by religion and polity, by style and tendenky, by
thought and customs, is quite a new manner §f
expeériencing life. Every epoch, every greatl figure,
every deity, the cities, the tongues, the nations,
the arts, in a word everything that ever exidted
and will become existent, are physiognomic trkits
of high symbolic significance that it will be \the
" business of quite a new kind of "judge of men"
(Menschenkenner) to interpret. Poems and battles,
Isis and Cybele, festivals and Roman Cathqlic masses,
blast furnaces and gladiatorial games, dervishes
and Darwinlans, railways and Roman roads, "Frogress"”
and- "Nirvana", newspapers, mass slavery, money,
machinery--all these are equally signs and symbols
in the world picture of the past that the soul
presents to itself and would interpret., Light will
; be thrown on the dark questions which underlie dread
‘ and longing--those deepest of primitive human !
feelings~-and which the will-to-know has clothed
in the problems of time, necessity, space, love,
death, and first causes,l ‘

Under the Volcano throws light on the whole question of
human betrayal as a very complex and ambiguous‘part of the
tragedy of life., A complex circle of bet?ayals ensnares the
.main characters af the novel; each has betrayed the other
in some way, regardless of ties of blood or friendship, The
betrayals nanééfpll’the'way from the seduction of -a ;én'e
‘wife By hoth his brother and his friend, and the infidelity
pf a yfta,‘tovtﬁa largeriexample of the captd?e of an entire
;;'; orew of men by a-warahipggamonflaged ég a peaceful freighter,

But human betrﬁyal is upivorsél;@ed throughout théf;ovel j

+

i~ . One of the chiaf synbole-of this betfayal is Tlaxs

X
LI

A ;"4)‘;‘“ v ) L ' N » ¢ i ’ -Ql . .
n . - #nd,Lowry ‘'uses hia knowledge of $he history of Tlaxcala

. 8nd shown to be & key factor in all of man's r§1atibnsﬂi§§ﬂa;
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her leaders to create the symbol. Probably frbm Prescott,
Lowry learned how the Spaniards won the loyalty and support

. of the Tlaxcalans in their battle against the Aztec capital,
w‘
1 Because the Tlaxcalans, a neighboring tribe, begrudged

(A

* sending generations of war captives to the sacrificial altars

L

N

of the Aztecs, they were anxious for revenge. Nevertheless,
their support of the Spaniards constituted a prime example
of betrayal of one's own people, for the net result to them
was conquest, submission to a foreigﬁ powér, and ioss of
their own cultural glory. According to Prescott, the chief
cause of the conquest was this betrayal by the Tlaxcalans.
In a summary paragraph to Book VI, he says:
The Aztec monarchy fell by the hands of its own
subjects, under the direction of European
sagacity and science. Had it been united it
might have bidden defiance to the inyaders.19
For Lowry and for Geoffrey then, the early Tiaxcalaqe
represent betrayal, and even their modern descendants are
stained with the mark of traitor, for Geoffrey saysa;”ﬂe
had adjurez Cervantea to silenca; had the.Tlaxcaltecan uﬁable
ta resiatnit betrayad him?" (p. 303)“ Thia image oalls up
all the past h;ﬂ:ory of Tlaxcala just as other refereneea
Vlike "her savage and traitorous Tlaxcalans" (p. 287) enforce
the dark image from the paat., ’ .
, Qne of the momt notorioua Tlaxcalans is Xicohtencatl,
| raoorded by Lowry as a part of the tourist folder which the
\Oonaul finds in' the grey~atone tomb-toilet 1n Chapter X, Th!
v\‘f/&der notes the home of. x1oo‘htencat1 and the spot where he

”harangued his scldiera. telling them to right thﬁ.conquerors'"
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to the 1limit" (p. 301). According to Prescott, Xicohtencatl

was the first chief who successfully resisted the
arms of the iInvaders; and, had the natives of
Anahuac, generally been animated with a spirit
like his, Cortez would never have set foot in

the capital of Moctezuma. He was gifted with

a clearer insight into the future than his
countrymenj; for he saw that the European was

an enemy far more to be dreaded than the Aztec,?0

Yet this same man was executed as a traitor. He was hanged
by Cortez and the Tlaxcalans, his own people, for swerving
in his’ loyalty to the Spanish banner which he had earlier

consented to fight under. The Tlaxcalans were.traitors to

their country, and Xicohtencatl was a traitor to the Spaniards.

But the tourist folder does not allow us to forget just how
pervasiVe the theme of betrayal is; the circle of betrayal
is. foul and ensnaring, The tourist folder which glorifies .
the "Seat of the Hisfory of the Conquest" (p. 295), Qith
its famous convent where the first four Tlaxcaltecan senators
‘were baptised thus aeguiring Cortez and his Eéptéins as
: GodfFathers, and with its famous chapel wherg for the first
‘time the gospel.was preached in _the New Wdbrld and where the
senators for the firet time pra&ed‘to‘the conqueror's god,
is also an ironically bitter reminder of the Spaniards’
' betrayal of the Indians, 1In the _name of religion they
'{i performed their traitorous deeds which brought about the :xn
eonquest and exploitation of these peoplea. |
The period of the Conquest of ngioo is thug a complex
.. 8eriem of betrayals, In addition %o the first and major
.' batrayal of the Tlaxaalana. and the Tlaxéalana by tne
Spaniardg, thére 1: or course the gmd betpayal% of Montezum't‘
' o Q) o AR

R N N !
B . » . . ' % t .
" E v L [ J Q By . DRI . f
S ‘ ‘ . o o ! st %‘ , PR EL T .-

% . -~ . S

58



o»

himself. Moctezuma who royally welcomed Cortez and his men

as gods, and lavishly enteEZained them with ifts of gold, was
eventually to be fettered by these same men. th as a final
and even greater blow he was to taste the last tterness

of degradation when his own people reviled and‘giJected him.
Prescott records a picture of Noctezuma's betrayal describing
him as taunted by his own chiefs with criés of "woman,

coward! the whitemen have made you a woman,-~~fit only to
weave and spin."21 Lowry makes him into a striking symbol ‘
of betrayal, as the Consul recalls this phase of Maxico's
nistorys ". . . sitting with her [Mexico's] innemmost citadel
in chains, drinking chocolate, her pale Moctezuma" (p. 288).
He is a-‘ twice befrayed figure, but is he not a%so"a betrayer
of his own country? O

Even the great Cortez himself, 1ike Moctezuma, was

Ifinally to be betrayed by his king and people. When he ‘

returned from his first trip to Spain where he received great

favor from the king, he was refused entrance to Mexico City,
- _ p

8o he retired to Cuefnavaca where he built his palace, a (‘9

sympol of his denial Dby the Spdniardé of the new government,\'
For nine years he wag alsp denied by his monarch and he

died ‘in Spain bitter and dtaillusioned,‘ His palace appears
throughOut,Undor ‘the. v°1gan0 as a "dark castled shape”

Ak ‘
(p. 10), anoﬂﬁer dark. symbol of man' L betrayal. In one, 1mage

"it is eeen hlgh on a cliff with "a man gazing over the valley

wno from bia air of martial intentness might have ‘been Cortez.
himpelr” (p« 56) Mma atanda alone n the facq of the

:
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‘dark” betrayal which surrounds him on all sides. Every man

is guilty, for in order to survive himself, each must at

some timg in hisllife become a traitor to some cause or

other. Betrayal is exploitation and exploitation is an

endless cycle as described in Chapter Xi
Spaniard exploits Indian, then when he had
children, he exploited the halfbreed, then the
pure blooded Mexican Spaniard, the criollo, then
the mestizo exploits everybody foreigners, Indians,
and all. Then the Germans and Americans exploited
him: now the final chapter, the exploitation of -
everybody by everybody else-- (®. 299).

The rule as exhibited'by Mexican hié%ory, is that man betrays

man and man exploitd man in order to survive himself.

The best single example of this principle of betrayal
and ‘exploitation in action is the Spanish Conquest itself

and this becomes a major symbol in Under the Volcano. 1In the

early pages of the novel, two fagged Indians seen by Laruelle,
are described as "unbelievably courtly, delicate. Their
carriage suggested the majesty of Aztec princes their faces

f A 0
obsc&re sculpturings on Yucatecan ruins" (p. 11). A sense of

tragedy is evoked by ﬁpd;image, a sense similar to that
evoked by Prescott as he describes the conguered Mexicans

The same blaod flows in hig veins that flowed
' in thelrs. But ages of tyranny have passed over
him, he belongs to a conquered race, . . . Under
the Spanish daminatton, their numhers have gilently
melted away, Their energles are broken, They
"no longer tread their moumtain 'plains with the
consclious independence of their ancestors.. In
their faltering step and meek and melancholy _
-aspect we read the sad characters of the conquered
race,?g PO . |

~ The bitter truth about the Spanish- Conquest 1s not found on

tourist folders and calendars which glorify the integration

.
'
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N
df the Spanlards and Indians as "un alto grado de perfeccion"
(p. 2?); Nor is it fbund'in the Keats poem "On First Lodkgng
Into Chapman's Homer," Tﬁe truth is revealed by the Consul
at the bullthrowing wheh‘he creates a pilant fusion of the
sports speétacle gnd thg‘Conquest through the means Q?,the
sestet of the Keats poem. His thoughts are a clever parody
of the poem where the .same "stout Cortez" gazeé not at'the
Pacific but at the "horrific," because he is the ["least
pacific of all men" (p. 273). The Consul has fun with the
rhyming words "tantalises" from the bullthréwingfanq "surmises”
from theﬂpoem, and he relocates Cortez ¥n the historically
correct spot--"Silent on a pemk in Quauhnahuac"” inétead of
™in Darien.” But in the final sentencei "Christ, what a
disgusting perform?nce--", the Conquest and.the bullthrowing
completely gpaiesce; and the truth about each is uttered.
Although Keé%s chose the wrong figure as the discoverer of \
the Pacific, the sublime picture he presents 6f the discovery | .
is easily rei}rséd bykcleQer word plays to give the extreme
opposite view of conquest, | '

Under the Volcano ties together inextricably the

coneepts of conquest, exploitation, and betraygl through

. complex fusions and symbolic associations, An example of this '
is the way in which betrayal becomes universallzed through
. relating the Tlaxcalana,23 the prime symbol of batrayal. to ,;ft -
"other groupa and.other people 1n the novel, At a simple ng’I 

level the three mgin enaraotera of the novel are linked with ;f ;’ 
Tlaxcala, the seat of bqtrayal, by Geoffrey ] inaistence that -

they all go "atraight to*Tlﬁxoala” (p. 302). and. that they

w oo . ERERY



!

-

."

iy

Y

R e

===

e

-

>

1
I
]
i

‘.

lll:“
o
b

1

. J,go "back" to Tlaxcala.

He says this as if they had been

/ ~there before, when it 'is really Granada the Consul has

, confused with Tlaxcala.

which is "apart from any verbal one"™ (p. 307)

fus1on of Cortez and Alexander as conquerorﬁ who persuade

~others: to betray their own people.

;makes connections between Mexico.and‘India, the land of his
: éhildhood, as was shown in his perception of the volcanoes,

‘and this time the parallel is precise.

Tlaxcala (pf 306) .

In a more complex way, the Consul works

AAccording to Prescott, Cortez too,

he refers to-the bus which was to take them "home" to

Geoffrey constantly

®

When Alexander

ﬁ': in a letter to his emperor, compared Tlaxcala to Granada. )2k
‘AHe distipetly allies all three with the traltorous site when

out an elaborate relatlonshlp betweeinlaxca}q and Taxila
There is a

- conqué&red part of India he received aid from the city of

Taxila because all the surroundlng cities were "actual or

potential enemies,"25 just as the Tlaxcalans were 'enemies of

accords with another relationahip which is drawn betweer the
Hugh is awara of the betrayal by the

Moetezuma.

Cortez and Alexand@r within Geoffrey's mind, which well '

Tlaxcalans and Hugh.

Tlaxcalana because he tells !vonne abcut the crossing of the

" ravine by Diagz and the Tlaxcalans to "beat up- Quauhnahuac" )

(ps 100),).A1though he jokes about‘"Bernal Diaz and his
/

‘»
Tlaxoalans“.aa 8 ”superb name. for a danee bgnd.” thare 15

I . '
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éyﬁbolically with the traiforous Tlaxcalans. This symboiic .
pattern islfurther reinfOrceq b& Hughrs oonptant thoughts \
out Judas, the arch betrayor, add‘obout his own happiness
' that can never be "since brotherhood was betrayed" (p. 107).
In addition, Geoffrey associates Hugh with another afch

' betrayer when he thinks "Et tu Brufo; and feels his "glance
at Hugh becoming a cold.look of‘hatreQQ (p.,303). If Hugh

" as betrayer is allied with the Tlaxcalans, and Yvonne‘is
associated with the conquerors or those who intéffere,xthe
two go together to: @“éite a v1c10us klnd Of circle., The

| clrele can exist at both the personal level and the level
of large groups or nations, and because of the many complex-
ifies and ambiguities, it is difficult to bestow blame om
responsibility on any one side, Valid intellectual arguments

J

can be stated as in the following cases by the Consul: ‘ |

\

" the Conquest %ok place in a civilization which
was as good'if not hetter than that of the
~ conqyerors, a deep-rooted structure (p. 300),‘

Why should anybody interfere with ariybody?.
Wny should anybody haye interfered with the -
Tlaxealtecana for example . . . (p. 309).

, But in agtual praetice, conquest, betrayal, ang‘%mploitation
are the facts of history'and of life, he studont of hiatory

‘e,
.

'v.
s

"the same conoluaiﬂp that the Consul does in the final
“f:chapte:e of the novel f‘\“‘v ‘»“_P@" - ;L! o V,M_f” o

In addition to uneqvering the tru[h abqut the pervaaive 7'95;?ﬂ
0 seeks to 111uminqte fﬁf}f“ﬁg
through»geferencog tg events of Mexiean history. B sgcend, ,‘io?i“‘hﬁ

! \ A R

| erblemp man & exile e alienation. mha gantastic fﬂﬁ”yttgle

'!'nature Qf human betrayal, the novel al




‘ii 'sensa of exile whieh 18 ‘ommon tg the Fimmins aIBQp' *”

'1nterference in a situation no putaider couxd understand, /

: and the result was downfall on all sides. Maximilian Qnd*

‘ﬂh‘u
| NLaruglle and the Firmins are in; gnder the Voleang, ‘ '"*Vd“"

"{*:;g;g; Four years a;?ost five. and h& sﬁill f°1t 11¥°‘

epispde of Maximilian and Cgriotta is an appropriate motif

to exactly personify the themé of exile in Under the Volcano.

There are two extensive describtions in Under the Volcano

of the ruins of the castle of'hnximilian and Cé}lotta‘in
Quauhnahuac, ruins which come to be a symbol of éxile in
the ﬁoyel; Ruins alone imply tragedy——éspecially ruins ;
which consist of broken pink pillars (pp. 14 and 123). What

caused the abandonment of such archltectural splendor? The

- explanation is sucoinctly stated in A Guide to Mexican History:

An idealist and an honorable man he came to %

. "actept a throne which, in all good faith, he
believed was being offered to him by the Mexican
people. But for Mexicans, Maximilian was an = -

" allen intruder and they would have none of him;26 .

. . , e b ‘ '. C

Consequently, he died facing a/firing squad, the tragic

fulfillment of his’ destiny. and his wife was 1eft in the - .

darkness of 1nsanity, completlng what rvonne calls "an

awfully tragic story" (p. 124) Maxlmilian and Carlotta
were outsidqrs sent by anather outsider, Napoleon III, to’
establish a monarchy in a 3@range»aﬁd forelgn land.~uﬁ

Polltgcally, it was anothar case of interference} Eurppean

.

.”" laruelle's thoighite in the Sipsy chapter ‘indigate’ ‘the

A sense Q‘L ’f*;;;; atter all thesg yeaxs,,
'And . on.’his.’ last ‘day.- neng, still a.gtranger,
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a wanderer on another planet (p. 9,.
Géoffrey Firmin, born of Engliah parents In Tndia, found
that he belonged to no 1nnd after hin father wéht awny,
beoause in India there was no fémily and In England thore
were "too many cuatablishmenta and schools®™ (p. ?78). Living
with the Taskérsons'wus a kihd of exlle for Geoffrey because
ﬁe had "no tastes in common” (ﬁ.‘19lnwﬁth the boys and was
considered queer because of his ing “e reading and continual
"woolgathering” about I%%“Wt" ‘“‘m 1life, becauaa of the
strange hnppeninga oniﬁﬁ“‘l lmﬂritan, the Consul is

Y
u’p
lachrymose pseudo 'Lord Jim'

thought of by Laruelle"
1iving in self-imposed exile" (p. 33). And completing

the pattern of exlle is his consulship in Quauhnahuac, the
result of what Laruelle calls belng "kicked downstairs into
ever remoter consulships™ (p. 31). Of course, in addition
to the obvious physical isolation of Ge%ffrey, there is

an overwhelming sense of mental allenation. Geoffrey always

talks about the men of ideas and yet his own ideas seem

&

a2
Rl

80 alien to those closest to him. Geoffrey searches for a
home physically and mentally; he expresses these déairea

in statementa 1like: .

Ah, how cold it was that nlght. and bdbitter,

with a hdwling wind and wild steam blowing

from the pavement gratings where the ragged
children were making {0 sleep early under their

foor newspapera, Yet nene was more homeless '
han you as it grew later and colder and darker,

and atill you had not found her (p. 88),

L

His recurrent wigh 10 become a Mexjcan subject, and to

" "live among tho,Iﬁﬁianu like Wi;linm Blackstone” (p. 82),

.
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{a nlao exprennive of the denire to belong nomewhere. At

the end of course, this dealre ta actually fulfilled because
ultimately he doea belong to Mexlicojp he tBcomen fuged wlth

all that Mexico has ever stood for, which is union with

the universe in death., Geoftrey Firmin is no Tlonger an

exile; hia exile brings him a traglc dnuthfﬁgst as Nuximiiiun'e
did, but death ias the end of exile, so in gnélsense, particu}ap—
ly the Indian sense, it 1s also triumph.

The theme of exlle runs through the lives of the other
characters too, Hugh is, of course, in view of his family
background soheﬁﬁat a duplicate of Geoffrey. His life too
has been a search for an identity. Even small details in
Lowry's writing, like the fact that Hugh once arrived in
Parle from Aden "in & fix" over his "carte identite® and
his passport which he pre{erred to travel without, indicate
Huch's féeling of a 1ack Qf identity and sense of .exile. He
calle himself "a plece of driftwood on the indian Ocean®
"without a place on earth" (b. 153). His adVQngures in
music and on the sea represent hie failure to find an
identity, but unlike qurfrey he continues %o dream and
has his own 111uaione'About saving the. world and thus
finding himeelf. His doom is the perpetual exile in which
all men are trapped, "

}vonne too, has a background of physical exllcigx§hmin¢
fromher childhood 1q Hawall, @er’oarqgr in the United
Shates, ﬁer‘wandcrihgh‘in‘i&rop@{‘and)hqr 1ife in Mexico
'wnh Gooffrny.a Bternally, she seardhes for th@t pl\‘m‘g_‘vhem

b
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ahe ean oot just eacape bul renlly atart aeain, "renlly and
eleanly sonccherc Plhiee oo rebbedin (po 2v2) . b Tite tu
extlo necovding to Under the Volenno, and that place can

never be fouadd T thilba world, juat oo faxtotlian and Corlotta

“eonld not il LU T the New Wortd, find just e the Hpaninh

coloniala ol Faxico could not Cind L even by building thetr

"vwirousht-Tron lncework™ walls whieh concesded lean Mexteo

than o spaniard's droan of home (p. 63). Barly fa the Cleat

-chapter, Larucrlle anoocinten Maximilian and Carlotta, "the

two lonely empurpled exllesn, hﬁmun hﬁinﬁﬂ tfnally, lovern
out of thelr element” (p. 14) with Gﬁaﬁfruy and Yvonne
because he had once atumbled upon them emoracing in the
Palac®, The quarrelling volices and pasnlonate weeping of @hu
pwo coupley boecome contfused ln'th‘mumory. indicating the
éommon destiny they shure. Both Maximilian and Geouf'trey
accept thelr fate In the manner of the ruiged palass vhich
"éppeared 80 reconciled to its ruln no sadness ‘touchod it"
(p. 123). lLaximilian's last words weras "I pardon all and
pray they will also pardon me. iould that my blood might
help this country. Long liye Mexlc¢o, Long 1live her *
independence,"2? and Ceoffrey's last words, even after he
had been ﬁhot.;werau "Ohrist . ., : thid 1o a dlngy way to
die" (p. 3?3)./ In the actual facerr death a similar kihd

of quiet reei#nation takes over, In this resignation there

' is triumph, for only death can end man's exile on earth,

‘The thir and probably most fundamental’' problem
illuminated by symbols from Mexican history in Under the

L .
+



Volecano is that of human pride. At the immediate and personal
level, pride is the crux of the relationships among the
main characters. Thelr pride seems to be at the opposite
pole from love in a world where "no se puede yivir sin amar.®
Riéhard Costa sees the "forfelture of love™ among the charact-
ers as "due to various forms of hubris."28 A1l of thg liaisons
are tort?red and aﬁortive due to self-pride which has caused
them to try living without loving. Dale Edmonds summarizes
thelr malalse and the malaisc of the modern world when he
sayss "1t is not that love has ceased to exist in our world;
it is that selfish rather than selfless love is the character-
istic form.”?? This selfish love or pride which controls
the destiny of Lowry's characters and keeps them forever
alienated is mirrored in hiatofical chaphcters, particularly
in those who carrled pride to its ultimate extreme seeking
gelfish and material ends through violence. Modern Mexican
history, that is the Period of Independence and the Pefiod
of Revolutlion, furnished Lowry with bloody descriptions of
unlimited violence and a whole gallery of unscrupulous
characters to weave as motif threads into his novel, Lowry
chose Benito Juarez, Porfirio Diaz, Huerta, and Cérdenas
ag symbols of the sensalaag kind of pride which can end
oniy in tragedy. |

Although Juarez and Diaz are recorded in most historiea
as thg two men who gave their country its only period of
reasonable order and atability, it 1s interesting that they

both came to powar in the manner of revolutionaries, Juaresz,



the humble Indian leader venerated as & hero and called
’”the "man who really governed Mexico for the first time in
its histéry.”30 left a record very little more sterling than
that of the worst of the revolut{bnaries. He fought Qith
guerilla bands in the‘hillst and-finafly'ﬁoh Mexico City

through a naval battle at Vera.Cruz assisted by American

vesgels and arms. One historian calls Juarez a betrayer

for this actiona

-

' "

It is generally conceded that Juarez violated
Mexican independence and betrayed his ?wn country
into the hands of the friendly enemy . J

In addition, his first act once he was in power was one of
ruthless revenge, & drive to pay for the‘war with confiséation
of church property. This period, as descMbed by Schlarman,
sounds as violently senseless as any during the revolukioﬁn

; g;~ the Juarez gowernment fell upon the colleges
. and schools and convents and orphanages and
hospitals to-drive out the religious, priests,
and nuns, and to rob and loot. The orphans
were left without keep, the aged and sick were
without shelter and care, Valuable libraries,
books and manuscripts were scattered, precious
marble statues were taken from the churches and
stored away in atables, ahd delicate ebony
carvings (at one time a speclalty of Mexico)
were used as firewood in soldier's barracks.’?

Juareg; too, was the naqlzho pgpudly and atubbornly'ins%ated

on the death‘ofAMaximilian;‘ Such was the probaddpe'tér one

of the best leaders Maxiqq%kv:{ had. At the end of .the

reign of Juarez.'Juan Cefiiio.*ﬂugh'h hero and. Lowry's idealist,

i

could says ﬁi

L ) '
By ,ﬁuarez had lived and died, Yet was it & country
R with free speech, and the guarantee of life,liberty,.

and the pursuit of happiness? A country of brilllant-
_ly muralled schoola, and where even each 1ittle cold .

"
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mountain village had its stone open-air stage,
and the land was owned by its people free to
express thelr native genius? A country of model
farmsi: of hope?-- Tt was a country of slavery,
where human belngs were sold like cattle . ., .
(p. 108).

' Porfirio Diaz, who followed Juarez and ruled for about
thirty years, does not hold the same heroic stature that
Juarez does, rather he is remembered as the "most efficient
despot Latin America ever produced.”"33 Charges of all kinds
of misrule are laid at his feet, and just one of the many
instances of violence during his regime would be his own
private police force called the "Rurales" instituted "to deal
with bandite who infested the hills, strlkers, protesting

. f

‘' Indians, and other~ troublesome sectors of the population."”

This force was recruited from "among city thugs and béndits

themselves" and authorized to shoot on sight. 34 One of hie

' mosﬁ serious crimes was the cruel forced relocation of
Indian peoples, as for example, the Yaqui Indians of Northern
Mexico, who were forced "by the thousands to other sections
as far away as hot humid, and malarial infected Yucatan,"35
an extreme example of exile, To Juan Cerillo, Porfirio
Diaz rebresentskall that ia-evil in his/oountrya

All this spelt Porfirio Diaz: rurales everywhere,
Jefes politicos, and murder, the extirpation or
liveral political institutions, the army an
engine of massacre, an 1nstrumgnx of xile (p. 108),
b “n)
And to Sr, Buatamante. the days of Porfirid’ ﬁiaz were "the

| daya when. in Amerioa every small town along the Mexioan

borqer harboured a Consul" (p. 29). 1In thase dayg the .

~ Consuls were spies, therefore he logically concludes that



Sefior Firmin is also such a Consul, since Britain had
severed diplomatig felations with Mexico, Here the association
1s made directly between Geoffrey, in‘a position of power
and authority, and the many other unscrupulous figures who"
have wielded power in Mexico. '

Another such figure is Huerta, a Mexican leader during

the Revolution. Grotesque detalls are revealed by any

historical study of this man. The Guide to NMexican History

calls the seventeen months of Huerta's rule "a relgn of
terror"36 and Schlarman reports that Huerta "drank heavily, °
and nearly every evening had to be'ied off to bed; but he

was always up in the morning bright and early, looking as
though he were not even acquainted with the odor 6f drink."37
Lowry capitalized on these two features of Huerta's chanmacter

in order to create a powerful symbol for hie novel, In

Undgr the Volocano the first reference 13 to an equestrian
;:i[;e where Huerta 1s called "turbulent",and “wild—eyed"
seated atop his horse, a Mexican engine of destruction (p. 4%),
In Yvonne's final death vislon, the same statue appears
"rearing, poised over her petrified in midair."” It is

Huerta, "the drunkard, the mucderer® (p. 36), she thinks, but

" here she alsa links him with the Consul, for could he not

also spring "%0 hlg feet sober as a judge” (p. 79) in the' \
true Taskerson traditiony and had he not also been mysterique-
-1y associated with the murders on bogrd the Samafitaq?.‘She,‘

‘ too, babnuse of‘hé} serial queen horéé-riding dhys is
aaaogiated with the destructive Iorce of the horse qnd

b N
"‘

thus Yvonne Griffaton alao appeara 1n the gigantic fuslon or

* ¢ . .



the Huerta statue. Not so openly and violently as Huerta
| or the Consul has she sought power and material éooda but
in the course of her life,‘she too, has destroyed others
for the sake of her own selfish pride., Her prestige as a
movie queen was Ilmportaht to her, and so was her millionaire
playboy husband, but her story is a long series of ruins--
& dead career, two dead marriages, a dead child, several
dead affairs, and many douche-bag ‘abortions--an unenviable
record, as dark as that of the Mexican revolutionaries.
‘ Historically aimilar in motive to Huerta, and thuas
symbolically similar for Lowry, is another Mexican leader
by the name of CArdenas. Because of his revolutionary
background,,cérdenas too, is a sympol.of pride, another
selfish individualist who herely adopted the violence of
fevolution in order to make hihself rich. But in addition
to this, because he is chiefly nqted for his agrarian reforms,
Lowry weaves him thematically into his whole network of \
references' dealing with the exile motif already dlscussed.\
The problem of land ownersh%p has beeq a cruohal 1saue#
‘throughoﬁt all agea, becauée)ownership of the soil lessens
man’s sense of exile on. earth. Since the time of the
Conquest. the Mexlcans have fought tQ own their own land, an
endless struggle againet foreign fmtarvention and powerful
and selfiah individuals of their own country, so the 4heme
of exile is particularly and blLtantly manjTest in the
‘Mexicah setting, Oa,rdenas is the Me}ican figure most
associatad with Mexican agriculture and land mmma. but

_/
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according to one historian, "the‘decay of Mexican, agriculture
reached its darkest stage" at the time of CArdenas and many
"man-made dederts of sterile rocky gullied lands"™ remain todaia
as the result of deadly soll waste and erosion at this time.38
Cédrdenas' program for land istribution involved "arming the
peons to whom he had glven land . .. and this led to many,
bloody engmunters and abuses."39 The peon did not really

own this yqu; it was only granted to hipm to work as long

as he supported the politiocal party, d often in addition,

the grant was too small to be us . Hugh respects CArdenas

and his land reforms, éiohg with two other men who represent

human causes, Stalinxapd Nehru (p. 153). oHe refers to the

fact that lots of people don't like Cﬁrdenas or his laws

(p. 297), and he admires Juan Cerillo for his work with the

Crédit'Banks which finance the collective farms of Céédenas

(p. 107). He thus agsociates himself with the cause represent-

ed by Cardenas, just as Yvonne does, when in her search fér

a little spot of her own, she admires the "adorable farm"

which she believes to be some "government experiment” (p. 105).

Geoffrey is aware of the tensions and dangers inhe@ant in

';hesy;.two views and he comm_ents cynically that perhapa

Adam wgs the first propepty_dwner.and God, thg‘first ‘

ag;arijg, 2 kind of CArdenas” and that "the original sin

' waé‘te ‘be an owner of broperty + « (P, 133)' His link .

'with Cﬁrdenaa is different from that of Hugh and Yvonne,

but the link is an 1mportant one, W L |
Gérdenaa was a. powarful leader who bora strong similarities

to ﬂuerﬁag.niaz. and Juarez. The fact 13 that all men in SR

L
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positlions of\authority are of much the same character,

This is important in terms of Under the Volcano, because

Geoffrey, too, throughout his life has held positions of

' gome authority. When he looks at the Chief of Gardens in

the final scene and sees an image of his earlier sel{, that
is,y "the Chief of Gardens might have %.?n an image of himself
when lean, bronzed, serious, beardlesé,‘and at the crossroads
of his career, he had assumed the Vice Consulship in Granada”
(p. 359), the identification is extensive fof the Chief is
just one of a great string of polltical strongmen throughout

Mexican history and all history who have behaved in such &

~fashion. The mysterious incident of the "Samaritan®™ is the

key. to the relatlonshlp between Geoffrey and all of the

Mexican revolutlonarles named in Under the Volcano. Whether

or not Geoffrey did singlé—handediprut the Gérmans in the
furnaces.~he syill carries the guilt of involvement in some
kind of unscrupulous act, in mény ways parallel #o the deeds

of these historical figures, deeds performed at a time of
trouble in order to gain or retain power. These violent

aots are acts of pride which in the pepformanoe must inevltably
betray some other member of humanity. and which once performed

result in some kind of exile from the reat of humanity,

.and ultimately a tragic dﬂ'rfall for the performer. -Such

1
'

\

is the condition of -man as viewed by Malcolm Léwry in Under
the Volcano, ‘His three ;hemes @ betrayalyex¥e, and pride

are inQXtriegb]' linked ang illustrated through the characters ;
of the novdI»aad eertain notorious figurgs from Mexican hiatory.
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¢ The symbolic study of all history gave Oswald Spenglér
é\pessimistic picture of the declining‘West which was
~adopted by Malcolm Lowry and enacted In his main character
Geoffrey Firmin. Geoffrey is very interested in history. and
very knowledgeable too., The lessons of history are simple
to the Consul and easily summed up in his statement tﬁat
'history is a.ravine choked up with refuse. When all of
mankindlg past gives man an inheritance of such unbearable
guilt, Geoffrey Firmin's pessimistic view of Jaife is valid.
Man is a proud self-centered creature with limited human |
understanding, the laek of which causes him to err in his
relationships with others bringing untold suffering to all,
Mexican history w1th 1ts many dramati examples 0of betrayal
and exile and selfish pride offered to Nalcolm Lowry the
raw material he needed to convert into fresh symbois for
hié novel. And, as in the case of the geographical symbols

earlier gurveyed, the historical symbols also work .preciselyg

>

because they are fresh and unconventional They demand some
knowledge and understanding of Mexican history for a rlch '
interpretation, but being an 1gtense historlan himself,

Lowry included within the text of his novel much of the
1nformat1:; whioh is needed to interpret the symbolie ‘
historipal figures and events. Malcolm Lowry and Geoffrey
Firmin learhed mush about life by steeping themaelves in

Mexico itself--its geography. history," and mythology,
. -.f' ,
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IV, MYTHCLOGY
|
. Mexican myﬁhology\funotlons in at least three ways In

Under the Veoleaho, At a simple level Lowry used cevtaln

animals and other objects heavy with symbolic gignificance
to the Ilexican. mfnd, as important UvmholSMIn his own work.
Drawing on Aztec, hayan, and Zapotec myth, he found symbolsg
which contribute to the development of his charagters and
themes. For example, the cagla, serpent, dbg, rabbit,
butterfly and the calendar, as well ag ceriain colors,
certain ancient gods, and Certain sites are used in this
way. lore importantly, however, Nexican myth is used both
L
as almajor structural prinCipla of Fﬁe novel and as the
very subject of the novel itsolf.‘ The bay of the Dead is

the single most Important Mexican mythological feature of

thg novel Which functicns structurally, and secondly, the

"Legend of the 'Suris“ also performs a 'struc}:t‘l ®@.rpose.’

© The unique attitude toward deayh, whlch was integral to

ancient Mexlcan thought and whloh ig a v1tal part of the Day

of the Dea'lritual 1argeqy lost over the centuries to modern |

Nexicans, powerfully infuses the whole of -Under the Volcano.'

Lowpy struggled toward the essence of ancient myth and made
e

it meaningful to our own day. R

 In Nyth and the Yodern Novel, John White desc;ribes the ‘?w

Mse of qy%p in the twentieth centu”y rhetorio of fiction,

0;
(R . o

2 )
: erf \

‘He says xhat mythological motifs "emenged a’ a point in the :
'historicgl develOpment of the novel when theorists of the .



genre observed (and-some even prescribed) a constraint upon -

more direct forms of authorial comment.and charact}erizaticm."'1
*1In place of authorial comment, Lowry uses the eaglg, serpent,

and dog} all important ancient ngican symbols, to‘EOntribute

to the death themes of Under the Volcano. In Aztec thught,

the eagle represented the most coveted fate of‘;lly for after
death,‘warpiors became eagles or "companions pf the Sun and
>they accoméanied hfm in his‘journey to the ienitn.'z Like~
Ww?se. the serpent with its many symbolic'meanings, rangiﬁg '
from chthonian forces to stréngth ahd wisdom and rain,‘was

of major importance to early American peoples, as was the

dog whith was a protector of the splrlt after death. As

has already been shown, these symbols functlon indirectly

in the novel as: part of the author 8 glorlflcatlon of death.

Other Aztec and Mayan symbols offer 1nsights into the

characters of the novgi and are thus part of the author's
~method of characterization, For example, rabbits and
ﬁgtterflies are minor symbols'used in chéracterizing Geoffrey'

and Yvonne. The rabbit is cons1stently associated ‘with "

Geoffrey in the final chapter where Geoffrey reaches the

Geoffrey first notices the "white

7of the bar, he later tries "fruitlessly” /ﬁo make fripnds
with the white. rabbit (p. 338), g@d then he sees ‘the. rabbit
“aB A phaﬁgom of h;mself" (p, 362). In;xh final pages, the
-.—"" "\ ﬁ‘

_rabbit steals the seene when 'a sudden noise frém the corner )
startle R ev”erypne" (p. 370). 'I,'he gcene Ae dqscribed as; B

W, f . ‘-, : s . L . Lo ’
T . . . . ? . o . . : . .




it was only the uncontrollable face on the barroom
floor, the rabbit having a nervous convulsion-
trembling all over, wrlnkllng its nose and scuffing

disapprovingly (p. 370).
An understanding of.the significance of ‘the rabbit in
Mexican myth adds to one's understanding of this association,

between Geoffrey and the rabbit. Lewis Spence in The Nyths

-

‘of Mexico and‘Pern saysi : - ",

When a.man was 1ntox1cated with the native ‘
Mexican drink of pulque, a liquor made from the "
. juice of the Agave Americana, !i was believed to:
-be under the influence of a god or spirit. The

‘ commonest form under which the drink-god was
~ worshipped was the rabbit, that animal being
considered to be utterly devold of sense, . . The
scale of debauchery which it was desired to reach
was 1nd1cated by the gumber of rabbits worshipped,
the hlghest number, 3gur hundred, representlng
. ‘the mogt extreme degree of 1ntoxlcat10n.

The rabbit in the corner 1s Geoffrey 8 drink-god and' when
he approaches, 1t it is in the spirit of some ancient form

of worship ‘The . rabblt s conv@lsion - reflects the drunken

' frenzy of Geoffrey 8 scene in the barroom ang is thus truly

an-image or "phantom” of himgelf. ﬂ‘&he rabbit, an01ent ‘

.symbol of wutoxicatlon, 13 carefully aesoclated b Loxry

with the approgriate character ﬁp fhis novel Simila ly, -

butterflles are’ careful}y assoc ated wlth Yvonne. Early :

‘1n the novel, Ivonne recalls asa,.fhg into. Aeapu£cq herbqp

. e through/a hurricane of immens and’ orgeous butterfiiee

swooping seQWard to. greet ‘the Penn

'and throughout the novel the %:tfé' Ty reeurs to her. Ewhg;
£

vf_ancient Mexicans had a butter

) feignifgoancec ‘;}ﬂev;X‘ag*;fi,n"

-

~in Mexiean and Cengfal American'mytholq5x eomments on 1ta
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Butterflien, born out of the cnterpillar in
the chryvuaalia, were alpo a symbol of'roBirth
and regeneration, ot happliness and joy.

-

Yvonne, the character in the npvel who returns with the

promige of rebirth for Geoffrey and whd ian most concerned

with vaonpln¢ to Cannda to finl rebirth, is fthe appropriate
\ L4
ohnrncter to be aspocinted with buttorflie' \

-

Another mythological motif. which comments upon the nature °
of these }wo characters is the NMayan calendar referred to
in an early conversation between Geoffrey and Yvonne. When
Geoffréy and Yvonne discuss thelr favorite Nayan months,
theyiare in effect contributing to a complex pattern of
imagqs‘and symbole by which the author characterizes th;m.
That is, Yvonne's flower is the boug&invillea; her bird le
the Common Red Cardinal} her ingech i=s the butterfly and
her favorite Mayan montheis "Fac." As Geoffrefﬁ}ecltee the
names: Pop, Uo, Zip, éotz. Trec, Xul, and Yaxkin (p. 82)

“

as the names of Nayan montha a[d chooaealxla favorite one,
he name bac. i offect choosing ‘

ngnne 1augha and remembers t
it as her favorite, and oonaequantly delivering herself,

a bittquy ironic comment. Mag was a fertility month to

A 9

the ancient Mayans and the {estivals in this month, as

"described in mm;ummlm by Thomas A, J°Y°'-
‘involved a fortil!.ty ritusl, - P .

" Mae, A dqrpnonz \nu held b)({ thos® ﬁor’a advancod
“4in1ife to the Chee, " feftilis
. with Ttzamna, A large fire was lit in the temple’

A ‘animal saorifices, 1iens, tigers‘and crapodiles. .
. 1 animals of sh¥s sise could nas: be obtained,
‘ inlt’tlon hearta, fagmed of zpa).. werse ortoroq
o inanPa The chqp prtautn tien quanohod the

79

| y gods, aggopiated
vy ', court, into which were cast the hearts of various * ,
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flee with water, noceremeny which, by fuitative
_ mae e, wan anppocsed oo angate pood ratna il
A
1L in tronte that Yvonne should choose the tentilbity month,

n onymbol repregentine the reverae ot her own trae actuee,

Trne Lo hia noture, however, Goolfrey choosen Uayaeb, Lhe

\
Slve dayn loett over ot the ond of the colend o and cons tdered

to be oxtremely unlucky.  Poth the Payang and the Antecs had
those five extpa days and veporded thom ae unfort mte dnyy,
"No work wns done, and tho peoplé& went out au little as
pouaible, for an evil omen enconntered during this pertod
whit reparded as doubly unlucky. In particular evary

-
attempt wau made to avold quarprelling and dispute, and the
time was one of general inaction."® The utmosphere of
danger surrounding these flve dnys perfectly suitn the gelf~-
Jestructive charncter of Georfrey and hiw destiny. Thus the

L ‘

;e fergpnces 40 the Nayan moﬂtha are indecd functianal as
mythologlical motifu whach c%ntbibpte to cfraain patterns (
of charaoterization.

&

Colors were symbolic to the ancienta and are still

a .
ueed aymbolioal15 16 th&fpeacant weuvéu of toduy's Nexlcans.
W

Frqm this, «certailn y have bheen made to Lowry

v 0 i ‘
W\ N TR
for the wae of color 1n nddgt the ¥ X Imno Nicholam

.,

‘records the following oolor ayatom for the Mayana: ' .

blaok represent [u] way ‘'weapoms because it is

red, for obvigus reasons, Ylood; and blue,

smcrifice,  Gpeen, is m symbpl of royalty,
because the green guatml feathers me ®o -
1n|15n.'m of kings,

Om bt’ ‘tho noat 1ntorest1ng uaep of oolox‘ Ln

- the, color o&obaidiam yalb{w. malze or foodi

. .
-, : 3
. > *
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is in oonhoction with Yvonne., She arrives in a "smart

slate blue travelling sult™ (p. ?72), changes into "yellow
slacka” (p.\95) and a blouse embroiddred with "Birda\and
flowers and pyramids™ (p: 97) to work in the garden, and
changes nrain into a white sharRskin suit,;ith a "brilliant
high necked blouse," red-shoes, and a "bright red bag" (p. 187)
for thelr afternoon expedition. Her arrival back in
Quauhnahuac 18 a kind of self-sacrifice, at least a sacrifice
of her,own pride, in an offering of renewed hope for her
shattered relationship witﬁ Geoffrey, so it is appr7priate

that she should wear blue at this time. In the garden, her

{
I

potentigl ae a female fertility figure 1s helghtened by her
yellow slacks and her blouse with its symbols of 1ife and
permanence, Hugh notes her yellow slackg, the fact tbatA
she appaared to be\"olotned entirely in sunlight"® (p. 95)

and the fact that "her breasts stood up under her blousd'

(p. 97), all details which chntribute 4o her image as a

>faft111ty figure, But when she changes 1nto her red outfit

the aaeooiation bhangos drastically o one af blood, sax, 5

L]

and death. Irene Nioholson commentn-furthcr on tha

slgnificance of red: . ’ﬂ

Throughout nnciant Mexido and Central Amarioa

the color red was asmooiated with death or

. mourning, Bones were sometimes Slintod red, -
- and tombs wepe frequently stained with a briok~
., ooloxgq dye,0

In enother place,’ ‘she algo comments op red as "the Aztec - - :
9ymbo§i§f "9 Yvonne's nauoointione with sex and death &

@,-g;" $

»

v

li£n4t£cunt &n viqw o;fhar own anath and tha dosth ot e
seottrey, cauped in v ot hg Ber om semial probless, 1m '

o : .
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associations with both fertility and death through yellow
and red afé not unlike those surrounding typical female
deities in Mexican myth, It is not unusual to find nature'a.
cruel and evil forc%? paradaoxlically combined with the great
earth mother qualities and pornonified in a female deity.

In an early drawing of Tlacolteutl, Irene Nicholson points

out that "like earth und fertil’ y‘goddesses'everywhere;

Ushe] haa many of the:aspect "of & witch.¥10 f
Another iqferesting use of color 1s in Geoffrey's

death vislon where he sees "the shape of Popocatepetl,

plumed with emerald snow and ‘drenched with brilliance"

(p. 373). The green plume is abviously a reference to the

royal feathers of the quet}&l’bird,\moat often dssociated

in llexican myth‘ﬁith their greatest hero, Quetzalqoatl{ or °

the plumed gerpent. Lowry's reference to the myth is

indeed Bubtle, & good deal more so than that of D.H. Lawtence

who earlier pOpularized Quetzalcoatl hn hia novel The

Plumeg Serpent, Lowry alludes to- the myth oply at the

higheet point of his nownl, the death of his hero, so it

\

is thua 1mpoftant to understand the death of that other :

hero. Quetzalcoatl, Trene Niqholaon comments on the death
' . o , ‘

of Quetzalcoatl, S ‘ “5-4
It isa univeraal traged that welkﬁéw 80 L. el
[ 1tt1c of this great religioua leader, "o

tal bird, Venus 4nd sun god, who aacrifieed B
{9917 that true manhvod mifht be oraatod in - .
' homiaphora of the weqt. c b

But: thn iuyortant fact in terms of gg; the g;gggg‘io ',f’
; ’

that hié"aelf-sqoririco snvog ths qnivnrgn from axﬁinet;ga

. co i .
' . R o . . . . Coah . ' ‘.,-xw
[ ¢ Lo . ! . . ® i s F * 4{&%* L ‘ o

o . ¥ ' [ ks k -

q% Yalooat)~Kukuloan-Yotan: piumed serpent
)
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and opens up latent possibilities not only for the heavenly
bodies but also for man."12 ohe green plume of Quetzalcoatl
appears significantly In the final pageg of the novel to
relato the death of-Geoffrey Firmin to‘\e death 61"Nex100's
greatest hero and leader,

Out of the entike pantheon of Mexican gods, the only

one called by name in Under the Volcano is Huracén, and

references to him are made by Geoffrey. lLaruelle remembers
Geoffrey haviné spoken to him "about the spirit of the
abjss; the god of storm, "huracén", that testified so*
suggestively to int?rcourse between opposite sides of the
Atlantic" (p.'16). and Geoffrey himself elaborates to Hugh
and Yvonne his east-west associations between "the Vedic storm
god WBndra" and Huracfn "known t?-the ancient lNexicans™
(p. 257) xﬁ'a novel BO éoncernéd with the sterility~fertility
. theme, and one .that ends in a coloasal atorx with "lightning
flashing like an 1nohworm going down.the aky” jfd "thunder-
cléps crashing on the mountaine” (p. 373), it 18 fitting
‘Fo have Huracén as the governdng deity. Accordlng to Lewis -
~ Spence, Huraeén wag the Kiche (A Maya peopls in Guatemala)
god of the lightning flash, the thunderhelt, and the thunder, ‘
He was alan the prototype of quloo. the, Mexican god'of |
" rain or watcra,u Aa such he was x;e-poneib}e for the

r.runyy of the m;ﬁ mg
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of the novel in the form of'thunder, lightning, and rain

adds another positive note to the sacrifice of Geoffrey, Jjust
as qoes the presence of Quetzalcoatl‘s emerald plume in
Geoffrey's death vision. Feoffrey 8 death is in the spirit
of the ancient rites of his death place, Mexico,

It ie thus important tlat Geoffrey's death takes place N
in Médxico, but it is also siﬁnificant in terms of ancient
mythology that it takes place at a specific gite 1n Mexico.
The early Zapotec Indlans, in the area of Oaxaca had an
actual city to which the souls of all their dead went,

The ruins of this city still exist at-Nitla, a 6ﬁor§,
distance from the city of Oaxaca, a city whigh epmbined
witQMCuernavaca in the founding of Lowry's é&ctional .o
QQQﬂﬁ%ahuac. Mythologically, Lowry chose fhe ideal 1oeatiqn |
for the death of his hero when he made hié'iestinefion
a short bus trip and a short walk.from Quauhnahuae, "The

. “eity of Mitla was Aimportant to both early peoplee and to
aomerpreeent day Indians accerding to two.writers about

Mexico, & fact which Lowry would undoubtedly haye been ' s

awarenof too. N.O. Winver in ico ang
quotes an early Spanish writer who wrote " o ,.[,“r

We paaaad thraugh 4 pueplo which is calﬂod . *
,  Mictlan, mignifyirg "hell" in the natlive to

L & .Whars were: found some . edifices more wgrig ‘

vt | aaeins th;n anythins alee in New Spain,

L

' 3 e Cit 1s, Dead commerite t‘urthe"‘, SR
L mmm #t11) the offercof .
, -and the .ofty of *,J=H‘ SR

- 5, Yoo 1 [‘mqf “gapotec kings of the - » Y
LML R %0 have been buwied, and here ', .-
__.‘bg mm @\t:iba a.x'a mn msma
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,fm nig}xt raat:,nl 1!1 831 &ta erteﬂQ“.ﬁ,

'begaﬁ in very early Nexican cultures and spread down through -

to a climax at night a pattern wnich allows Lowry to "develop -’ ¢
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to gather after they die; in a vast underground
city below the ruins, where they. livg a shadowy
existence like the Greeks in Hades.

So Geoffrey's journey takes him to the most fitting -
mythological site for his sacrificial death.

Mexican mythology also served Malcolm Lowry in a larger
way, that 1s, in structuring the Whole novel. The Day of
the Dead 1s the chief feature of the Mexican setting and

of Mexican mytholégy which forms a structural framework for

ugder the Volcaho‘ Although we see the modern day celebration

of. the festival in the novel, the 'roots of the celebration

the centuries. Having set the action of the novel on this
peculiar day, a merry festival dﬁ&ﬂ*ﬂ l"exico, Lowry obtained
L .

one self—made'atructure for his talé the ritual festivities

which are carrif on throughout the day. The celebrations -
‘of the holiday foll a ritual pattern or order wpich bulilds

‘ \
his etory in oorrespondance with the day. Due to the cyelical {

\r,,‘ '

. ot
nature of his story, the atmosphere of ¢limax 'occurs in the o

firat chapter as well as in the last chapters. since

Laruella&n part of the narrativq takes place 'on the night of o

e

thﬂ nay Ofﬂ%ﬁe Dead a year,later than the action of thg .l‘Wf N

;tall pretlgupe-»_;r

[ ]

and;matqh al@saly the ' deaoriptlana 1n”t‘e5fxﬁ;1 cnagﬁpii




celebration reaches its height when the mourﬁers gather in
the cemetery for their al%ﬂnight vigil,and to make their
offerings of flowers, food, and drink to the dead.. In
the first chapter, "the tintinnabulation of the mourners--as
of singing, rising.and falling, énd a steady tramping”
(p. 4), as well as, fine‘Eétails l1ike "a somber pillar
aanncing bearing a tray of chocolate skulls" (p. 27) prepare
us for the night scene, a year earlier, but which cqmes in
the final chapters of the novél. i
Throughout most of the novel, the activities of tge
main characters correspond to the activities of the Mexican
celebrants. For example, in tlre morning as Yvonne and
Ggoffrey wend tneir waiiquietly home to rest, Yvonne notes
the deserted decorated streets expectantly awalting the
. forthcoming activity. There is an ominous tog% in the
ponderous silenee ofn
. ' The fiesta wouldn't start till much later and
- . the streetls that remembered g0 many other Days )
* of the Dead were fairly deserted, The bright '
. y banners, the paper streamers, flashed: the .
* great wheel brooded under the trees, hrilliant,
motionless (p. 52). | .
| The relationship of GeOfrrey and Yvonne is at a similar
| stagevof inquietude; same intense aetivity mhs‘llow T v

" their aituat;gn ia to be ‘resolved. ' Later. in‘tpevafternoon. -

,wﬁﬁ thﬂ¥4.gvg tawﬁrd scms kind of resolutio¢;vtheiglmovqment

. g"&\‘ [
.

txuca tha fprm of p bua Jqurney‘ just aag i“galeﬁranﬁatioo‘ ST
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*to0, for fhe reality that only‘Geoffrey can face in the end.

»

colo{s".énd tﬁe bus goes faster than 1t has ever gone
because 1t too}knows about the héliday” (p. 250). The same
atmosphere of gaiety is present at the bullthrowing as a
kind of camouflage for the truth of reality. Yvonne sees
the Mexicans aﬁd their celebration asi

r

What a wonderful time everybody was having,
how happy they were, how happy everyone was!
- How merrily Mexico laughed away its tragic
?  history, the.past, the underlying death! (p. 254).

The journeydof‘the Firmins and their drinking is a camouflage

And the“&nd or the climaxing realization comes at the,
apéx of fhe festival where the description of the incfeased
tempo. of the festivities concentrates more on the death
objects and symbols than on the mere party. In the laet"
peges there 1s an increasing number of referenoes ;o ‘the
activitles of the Nex1c&%£ with their chants and candles
(p, 323)' their ohoqolate skalls and skeletons (pa 338) B *
their long black claaks streaked with luminous paint to

represent skeletons (p. 359). and their olook work skeletons

‘ﬁthat dance Jigs on tne baAr &P 368). Geoffrey's realization,';‘

of fhe truth that it is death that he desirea, comes at a

xspeoial point in time, @ point when tha ‘whole qauntryside

1g literﬂlly filled with images and symhcls of dea@b due to

'an.annual avent which haa been eeaebrated in Mexioa sinoce
;m timea,~ All o,t the customs of’nstaq.man sacrifi’ce.,

e

: minua the%actnal sacrifice. ha.va bgen maintained in Nexlco 4»'; SRR




88

¥
i

of the Day of the Dead is cqmplete.

AlthoUththé Day of the Dead is;the chief structural
feature, other aspects of Indian thought algo lend to the
structure of the novel. One key légend called the "Legend
of the Suns"'seems to‘be wéven‘into the novel. 'The Mayans
held a "great cybiioal congept" of‘time and they "envisaged

 +an end when creation would ret@rn to its beginnings."1?7 For
them "all moons, all years, all days, all w1nds, reach their
| completion and pass away" just as the foup previous eras of
\ legend passed away 18 Accondlng to them, "there were four '
"eras known as 'sung" obeforé”é&r own" . and "all ended in ? 
eataolysm."19 The legend describes how _earth, air, fire,w « } ;
and water came together to form the fifth sun, the 3ne/1n‘

ok

- which we are now supposed to ‘be living, but At alqugredlcts

-~

that “this-era will end in earuhquakes.zo iﬁder thg\Volcano
W

_ embodies thls legend with its cyclical ord#¥ing of’ a?meg . f
and its cataclysmie ‘ending. At first Geoffrey sees thq @nd /ﬁﬁ#
as a vOloano in eruption Put then "no’ it _wasn 't the volqanp, iﬂ;f 

rgting 1nto plack- spouts

e . " (p. 3?5)\ ‘I'hus

endel&n\vokoaqoes and earthquakes

the world itself wa burs 1ng@f

of villages catapgihe 3”

.'..~\;

Al
for Geoﬁ‘rey the %fth &@
' exaotly as prophesied by the old 1egend..‘ .fr'

~

By, ﬂ‘l‘ the mogt. ;lmportam function V Nexicﬂm myth i; B
CT Leang ia its,%ole at the irery heart of the . 'f'.;ﬁ%
ﬁ'ﬁ | nove).. hat is, the “ﬁemﬁ of' amient myth inroma thq | 51
John White'a a?ﬁdy Hythology 1 N

Vthe Vo

. ' | B}Jﬁj&ot 'Of"\’zhe navel, '
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¢ We have, however, mo reason to suppose that
- a work of literature is necessarily, constructed
to create or resuscitate myth, just because it
includes mythalogical motifs. This in turn
does nott mean that certaln writers may not at
times have been seeking to create a.new myth
out of old ones. Joyce's l'innefrans Wake and
<~ Malcolm Lowry's Under the Volcano have thise
% mythical quality.«t .

"

Lowry ' s new myth arises out of tHe old myths of Mexico,
Central to all Mexican myth in )ts attempt to explain the
cosmos or the vital questions of man' 'S 1ife and death 15 a
. highly unique attitude toward death. Central to Under the
Volcano is the quéstion of Geoffrey's death and one's |
attitude tgwaﬁg it. Since thelmomeng.of the gréatest aramatio~
+ ‘import in he novel is. the death of Geoffrey, it seems that

death is the mAin subject.of the ndvel: ' And Mexican myth
and its remnad%s in modern day Mexico»have a great dedl to

say hy way of interpretlng death. "’

‘A unique attitude toward death is manifest’ in modern

day Mexice. Although modern day Nexicans no longer make:
human Sacrifioea on the Day- of the Dead, they have inherited R
much of the original~attitale toward deatg. “Erna Fergusson | '°;

in Fleghe in ¥

exico describea tth vividlyé ‘ o

‘zhere & person may look forwapd with some

" %0 'h1é own death, his own funeral, his owriERiave
N Certainly it is the only .one 'where it is Mason-

.. . ahle t¢ anticipate & brigbt blue -coffin painted
. .'zith winged- cheruba. , Al enlivened with

e




o

f, z

reconcile the’ young women in mourning on the bus who get OMt .j,

For example, there is the image of A Few Fleas who "went
5% reading . . . muttering, crammingﬁhimself with chocolate
gkplls bought for the Day of the Dead, chocolate skeletons,

chpcolate, yes,.funeralIWagons” (p. 338). There seems to-

'bel 1ittle religious significance attached to death, merely

ah'acceptance of deathr as one of ‘the inevitable facts of 1ife.

_But Lowry zlso mixes images of real or actual dqath with -

images of the festival in prder to remnforge'the startling .
impregsion of how death affetts the descendants of the Aztecs.
The idea of a graveyard celebratlon is startllng, but not

as startllngly effective as an actual funer&l with a band

“‘playing "La Cugafacha.” It is eakier to reoonclle‘a ‘group

of people celebrating some long dead anoesfof*ih a cemefery.

" than to recomcile a funeral procession of a redéntly dégd \

~child in which "two saxophones, bass guitar,” and a fiddle

play»whiie part 6; the proceséion is "jOking”.ahd ”stragg;in%
along in the dust" (p. 56) Likewise it is difflcult to |

to walk ignoring tﬂb dY1ng Indian by the roadsdde in.favor
ﬂof their plans for "resurrection in the cemetgry (p 249).

Actual degkp has no. regl meaning for them) ogly the ritu@%
“\ LI

celebratiqp of death 13 %mpqrtant. 4nother ;mage of the .."
”littln- church thaﬁ had been :urned ,"mto 8 sahool with |




thanatopsis is their saying: "Now tﬁén, don't be cagefulﬂ. . o

I'm going to shave the back of your' neck" (p. 178), All, '
cref these 1mages support most forcefully the particular

attitude toward death whlch permedtes Me*lco past and present

and which is so important to Lowry in Under t Volcano

In order to understand this attitude towar? death, it
is necessary to know about some of the early myths of

Mexico, as well as. some of the religlous practices of the

\.

A earliest known p¢bp1es. In one myth, two of the. 1ead*hg

gods "throw themselves into the flames, seekigg death 1n \

order to be reborn."23 The Larousse . WCrld<Mythology :
. .l'

. oomments upon this act: »

. * LY ' ' -
"~ the extraordinary importancé of human sacrifice‘
does not sPrlng from purppseless cruelty, but \'

, from the most terrible of nepe351t1ess ‘that of
feeding the. sun,  Bach sacrifice is a. continuati n.
of the divine sacr1f1ce.24

3

. Then of course. there is the divine sacrlfice : Quetzalcoatl.

the most powerful f;gure in %ll or,Mpxican myt _1ogy,
. Aocording to one main version of the Quetzalooatl myth P
| the " gad~-man fell ‘from grace and allowed himself

to be coaxed into a. dxunken orgy, during which
he. had . sexual .intercourse with his sister. .

‘ f: - When he recovered, repented, built his own
A funeral pyre, agp rose to heaven as the planet
AR .Venug i , =

T“e P°°P1“ of amien? Amerkca ra-enacted tha sacrifiqeﬁ R
Qf @heir gods, | Irene Nicholson distingu;sneg between the ;Qﬁﬁ?,

volqntary’sacrlflce of life perﬁgrmed by the earliest




ideal. She describes in detail this ideal and the ceremony
of the "unblemished yputh" with the "deified heart.""

_ + The eanliest hupan sacrlflces in angient ‘
* America wefre probaBly voluntary. .At one of the = &
- most impogtant feasts In tha ¢ calendar, for instance, '
that of the god Tezcatllpoca, -a single youthe
was killed apparently with his own cgnsent., This
boy was taken to be the earthly image of
Tezcatlipoca, and for a 'year before his death he
was made ‘the center .of extraordinary:reverence,
cherished and treated with the gpeatest respect,
He was taught to plev the flute, to fetch and
carry. the reeds and 'flowers requdred for offerings.- :
. He was taught to hold himself well, to be tourtequs -

y + and gentle of speeeh. ., Those who met him kissed '
~the earth and paid him reverential bows. . « o 0
Twenty days before he was to be sacrificed

thé keepers changed his clothes for those in. - 9'
which he would end his life. They married h?ﬁ ‘

to feour virgins who had alsp receive® a carelul
upbringing and who were given the nafes of four, . .
goddess.s Five~days before the appolnted feast) <
4
Ao

'
. 4
.

honor was pald ‘to the youth ag to a:god,” tReras.
L - being mulkh feasting and dance. | Finally the youth .
Lo was placed in -8, 'canoe covered ylth' a canopy. With ,

. .o him went his wives, ‘and t ey sailed away. toa.. ' v o
: place where therg was a low hill, Here 'the w1ves '
‘were abandoned. and - now .only the elght servbnts o
' accompanied the youth to a-«gmall ang poorly -~ ™ -
N equipped temple, Climbing, its dteps, on,&ﬁe«flrst” o
' >, of, them he broke one of the' flutes he had.play eq
during hig year of rprosperity and eherishir
‘ on the second_he broke anothér, .on the thir
AT another, and 50 onvmuntil’ he xeached the h/
: . '3part of the temple where.the priests: wers

", o . asgembled waiting te kill:him,  Theat s
| “ " peirs,’ Bindmng,his ands and hj

el +him face UPWALY ~on £he hlock. j - 8t N
;R 0 'was Plunged ‘into hig breast.' el gut his © [ T
IR hearf“Which wh - immediate Ly te' i thi "”'25" &

myth aetédﬁc't‘, edl. 1 r
‘,&ﬁt The myth was . about &, man. whHo my tf", 1 o Elorddy . als
'j;;qudpthrg wgh sensual thin ES{ theou eloth¢& Ty

~< fv, musiv and dan bnfa:e he th ) qbrﬁakiﬂg;g g
j sanse one gy one An 13 AT g )
8% / ip 1 27 ﬂ_Mf,,wan

The ea:qmgny waa
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is that the wotlda of matter nnd4npiril are coexistent and

each has gomething Whiqh the other needs,.that is, spirit

“gst enter matter to infuse if with 1life,
~

t Man may. strive to attain this apgrttual consciousneas
. -

in various wnyq. One means is through hallnuinogens, which

“the Nexicans belleved ;to be sacred and god-given. The

process of communicating with the deities could be intenaified
and quickened by the use of drugs distllle& from native .
plants such as toadstaols or peyotl. Gods and priestd

wdre magicians who practised black magic in an attqut to

.change the course of thingst' Geoffrey's reliance on mescal,

a particular Nexlcan intoxicant,; links him with magiciang

)

and necromancers who practise the ancient rites, Hia

A

knowledge: of the -cabbala and- alohemy alsc places hlm in

« the role, 80 much 80 that Hugh suggegts to Yvonne: "Naybe

pe ‘s B black magiclan!” (p. 18). Geoffrey shares the

pesgimism of the early peoples he allies himself with.
mFor-the darly Neiioan and for Geoffray, the Worid is

condemnea, and~1ﬁcrefora tha real answer 1s-in self-destruction,
Following hia violont argument with Hugh about books and )
hiatory,. he announodn ”I love hell, I can't wait to get

back therse. 1In ract I m running. I m almoet back thare
already”'(p, 314), a triumphant Arrlrmation of his belief

in self-destruction or suicide. Again he allies himuelf

with ‘the anoiqpaa ?ar»thqy too believed in suicide as -

the ultimate [mesns or d&tainlnt epiritual consciousness.,
Irene Niohol‘gn sAYs that both the -Mayas and the Nahoas.,

baliovad that %h1c4406’wnut to paradina. and she ;pgculatnn

~ s g _{‘,"'# LR
< L . .
.!§ PR \ . [} Y e .. .
X . Y * X ' * L]



" meaningful ‘todour om day. 3 . .

it

A

i )
whether originally the idea of suicide was related to the

killing of a man's lower nature to attailn spirituél :

conaciousness,?8 The pre~Christian Mexicane did not belleve
that hell was a place for the punishment of }he w;ckgd.

. rather fhoy belleved 1t was "a necessary point of transition
in the circular journey of all created thingé."29 In the
world of matter, Geoffrey and his protector, the dog. lie at
the\bottom of the ravine, but tégether\th;y begin their
journe; into the world of sgirit.

Surrounéed by'suoqfa rich heritaga of beliefs and

praeticéé, %aoh immensely preoceupiad Qith‘death, Geoffrey

Firmin found'hﬁs answer in Mexic&——an answer Acceptpd ﬁy

generations and generations of Mexioanei }The epirit of

Mexiéo is the spirit of sacrxficial death; only sacr%fice

!

can prolong the life of mankihd. Geoffrey Firmin understands

the dekpest essence and seeks the same fulfillmenf'ae
‘Quatzaloqétl; He dares to alter the course of his own
exlatence and %o initiate a journey to which he 18 forced
only bylinndr noaaaaity; For this reasen Geof{rey belonge
to-the saﬁe band as Quetzalcoatl, «7 - ' ‘ |
the sam; tiny band of the elect who.through
- all ages have preferred fraedom wd‘bonégga.,

immortality to imprisonment in passing.time,
. ' lasting instead of transitory happb\qss't

L ' X : : . b Co et -uh
Goqtmy Fim}n belongs in thi; group beoaugq .h_ih cm*- SR

daxted to bridge the gulf that exiata bntwumpmco’lmpufn_

s . | &

EOR »

R S

andemodern thought to make the espence of am ancient myth o

. . i .
. o o
. i
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e B rinr. and the small talk qbqst the looal uovip.ﬁ m nla\a_'
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s | V. CONCLUSION

So far, Malcolm Lowry is his own best critic of the

importance of the Nexican setting in Under the Volcana.

His early defenge of the novel, the letter to Jonathan

Cape written from Nexlico in 19&6, draws attention to the

.

Mexican setting and offers gome clues for interpretation of
1ts significance. The best critical commentary however, 1is
given-in a novel he left incomplete but which has been

recently ‘published by his wife and Douglas Day. Although
Dark &as the Grave Wherein My Egiend is Laid has been called

“&ncomplete.' "provieional.” and "literary solipsiem"1 in

its unguodessful debut with the‘critics. it does furnish

«“valuible,priticag commentAry on the author's earlier .

magnifianb work«Under'the'Volcano. The return‘td the same

aetting and a leas symbolio uge of that setting indicates a
fascination with its significance. as well as, almoat a

despair that others have falled to comprehend.the firat

_novel's intentions in its use of the Mexioan setting.

In the CApe Ietter, Lowry denles the ”hoaping on" or
'looal oolor‘ 1 'shovolfuls." claiming rather that "all-is
thexe for a ‘remson, "2 Bosidca his explanation of the aimalq
&apccta 91 tha novel in stntemontc ‘1ixes "Almut everything
An l.t in relevant even down to \the horses, the dogs, tmf‘iﬂ_,

* ntrikaa the qantnl ptmdox of the povel. im "Mcxino LA
It \u pnmdmlg it 1e mucﬂim&hly mxcml». ‘ghg o

[ 54
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‘Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid. Not only does this novel /

part P'l‘hﬂpa a ahAdﬂ Aone obviauq than ,tn ngty thg. m& RRERY m{
\ sbout war or Mexico qp Qggth’ In ROQLy hhgn, hq,ﬁ;yn ST TP

56

| ) ‘ .
ﬁltimate meaning of Mexico, thelawareneas of beauty inm
destruction or the glorificatioﬁ of death, and its effect
upon the Consul can be extended to the universal level,
lexlco is a univérsal symbol for Lowry, or as he sayantm
" . « . what profnnd{tv and final Jneaning there is in his
Lthe Consul‘g fate should be seen also in ite universal
relationship to the ultimate fate of mankind."> 4 .

This relatiynship between the Bonsul ‘s fate and the

ultimate fate_of mankind is further explored in Dark as the

explain many of the Mexican symbols of the first fovel, but
it also exposes the final and profound meaning 6f Under the

.Yolcano in a literal and straightforward way. As an example

of this first function, an exblanéﬁion is given for thé 7 .
meaning of the wultufes and\dogs. ‘The role .of thé'vulturea. o .
is tantalizingly apelled out fnh a oqnveraation between t;f

Sigbj-rn and Primrose..and the role of the dog is explicitly
indicatOd by & Mexican tour guide who showa the’ tombs of the .
Oaxaquefian rqgion to the writer and hia wife., WNGn Prlmrose
ﬁirst obaerves the vultures she says.,’Oh Sigbigrn. your S \k.f;'

xnpilotaal' and Sigbigrn thinks in raftranoa tofhia mawnls R
2", . the Promethean creatires were suppqeqd to p;ay . [»Yk ';,g

40 - ' ,as\

“Iou uhnﬁld say, 'Qh Q;g;;ng..eq; timst vga uEh



~ of course, the tour guide‘'s explanation of the dog bénqe .
found in ancient tombs gssociates Geoffrey's death withk
L ' $: ‘
the deaths of Mexicdb's ancients: . o

But the guide was saying « « « The &mxicans L

. - believed that in the journey taken By the-spirit Y
in the reayn of the dead there came a time when "»
a wide river difficult to cross was ‘reached.

For this reason they killed a dog to accompany ‘} \
“‘ hie master on the last journey. The spirit of i
. the dog was supposed to reach the far side of" . R

i ' ’the tiver in advance of the man, and upon seeing
his master would jump into the water ¥nhd Qalp ;
him across. This startled Slebjﬁrn. ch Mg
tallied b closely wigh The valley. : Something W
to think of at night, N ¢ :

' The compulsion of the artist to- explain his'syuﬁole, ~ .5 ‘

parescularly his death symbols in their unique aspects to ‘

i 5

\. an uncomprahending audience is evident in Sigbgnrn 8 thoughts ¥
) .

Y about Tomalin and Pariann - . -
The point that each of'%hese places had long
"occupléd in his mind as a. symbol of some qhamber .
or niche of the human spirit was doubtleshk, '
most people, even to Primrose, 1ncommunioab qn
such thoughts being akin to thosg that trou 1e
the dead rather than the living.

. In mqst gasaa the meaning og Maxico 15 too literally

' apellad out for Dar za” fhevcrav {0 be arn aprigtic auacess,

4 obut nhyerthelasa, both at the simple 1evel/G§z;he narratiye
Qohcerning ﬂ?e 1ives of Sisbjﬁrn gnd Primmoae, and. at the o ;: .
Co j mopo oomplnx symboliq 1!?;1 whcra the Mnxican 1&ndacapq is . -~

»

meertnqtly mutﬁm@ﬁ?hﬂ!eﬁiv

?%he nqvél werves as valuable
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encompassing both the negative and the positive, the

destructive and 4he constructive, a ﬁﬁct recognized in both

+ novels. The same immense sense or'the Weight of Mexido 8

\

past and the »ast millenniums of hﬁﬁyory 80, carefully

created in Under the Volcaho are recognized simply in,

[y
~

Sigbgorn s thoughtg:

« « . far far beneath thise peaks of volcanoes
.and fabulous summits, f far below Mexico was

. 8till there, without dout), largely’ unchanged,
had been there all this time, carrying on
without him. . « 2 5 ) o

4

' The pafadox that Mexico reﬁfésénts, that out of déstrqction
comes construdtion. 1s seen simply in the life of Sigbjern

'when he conteﬁplatea the decision he once made to separate

L

from his first Qife in the Hofel Cornada.’ ‘

< . The Hotel Cornada had been, of course, glace
.of decision, the sgene perhaps of the mo&
purely destructive and negatiye' decision he
v " had ever made in his 1ife unlesds since had he not
’ - made it he might mever havefmet. Primrose and
‘certainly would never'phave pritten.The Valley of

the Shadow of Death, It was the most rutﬁlesaly -
thastraasive and positive one. 0. , o
Out of & negative decigion was produced a work of art and
a new lire with a. _different 1nd1v1Qual. Thia ‘same paradox
'1a“rapraaented aymbolioalli'for the ohgraoters in ; Mexioan .

.

s .

| 1andaotpg sywbol T . . T

S ' On theip way back from\ ha.Bl Pevnte. thqy'gov s
R L lomt. and- fund ¥hemselves in-the Via Dolorosa, ' ;‘-Eu'{

T A trensyerse atreet, that éekqd.pragiggly tQQ O

Caonel ‘Nmmq whather you Jooked up’en
L In ke 1rnnt&9n ;ﬁh; tnq g;gagxnr of quz:fﬁ




.early Mexican peoples, and qu univerpal m&hkiﬁd; Life o
-'éontinue§. Thus.;ip deétgucﬁion‘and';acgiflce th;re‘is theb

| hopg of resurrébtion and rebiftﬁ Slpbjﬂrn 8 realization

.of the unlversal applicatjon of this princxple explains

both Lowry g8 use of. Spenylér s theory of the decline of

" western civilization, and hig symﬂ%lic-\hp of Nexican

geography. history, and mytholnpy 1n Under the Volcano

Suddenly it struck Slybgorn that paxhaps they

were not there for ne reason at all, that this

was a landscape, so0 to say, to whlch they did

bear only too pointed a- relation: but if 4his |
- gave\one cause for despair, what concelt was

1t droxe mdn to such extremes as'postulating

the end of our civ1llzation as almost the end ’
of our world, or even ”the nd of the world" '
as the "end of lifer?ld ( )’j :

Geoffrey Firmin's fate is the fate’df western chkvilization;
decline an@ destruction are inevit ) but as is sean in
the gigantio symbol of - Mexiﬂgy—i/“e goes on.

R /.
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