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Edmund Talbot’s Moral Growth in his “Painful Comedy”

—An Analysis of William Golding's Fire Down Below —

Takako Takamoto ™2

Edmund Talbot, protagonist of William Golding’s trilogy, Rites of Passage, Close Quarters
and Fire Down Below, is a young Englishman with an aristocratic background and a naive belief
in the imperialistic Government and the hierarchical society of his own country. The trilogy
describes Talbot’s voyage to Australia, which enables his moral growth to a certain extent. His
moral growth is evident in his newly-gained awareness that the value of a person has nothing
to do with his /her social status. Moreover, in Fire Down Below, his friendship with Mr. Pretti-
man, social philosopher, awakens him to the evils of the hierarchy itself. But Talbot at the last
moment refuses to throw off his social status. Just like Oliver in The Pyramid, he cannot over-
come the self-preserving instinct. However, this failure does not accompany pessimism. On the
contrary, a distinctive feature of Fire Down Below is humour. Talbot is seriously concerned ab-
out the deteriorating human relationships in the life-or-death situation. The humour consists in
the gap between his serious attitude and the absurdity of the people’s behaviours and the ridi-
culously happy turns of the main- and sub-plots. In this way, Golding tries to show life as
tragedies and comedies twisted together.
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“And you, sir, travelling with the avowed in-
tention of making trouble—of troubling this Anti-
podean society which is created wholly for its
own betterment! It is a noble gesture which
offers freedom and rehabilitation even to the crim-
inal elements of our own society at home!”

“Do you know ‘our own society’?”

“I have lived in it!”

“School. University. A country house. Have
you ever visited a city slum ?”

“Good God, no!” .

“The cottages on your father’s estates. Do
the labourers sleep in beds ?”

“They are accustomed to the ground. They
are happy there. They would not know what to
do with a bed stood on legs!”

“You know nothing.” (p. 203)
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“You find him comic ?”

“Well. He cannot be entirely despicable or
an estimable lady such as Miss Granham would
not have consented to make him the happiest of
men. But comic! He is wicked! Why — he is ill-
disposed to the government of his own country,
to the Crown, to our system of representation —
in fact to everything which makes us the fore-
most country in the world.” (p. 8)
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He was donnish ; but there was nothing laughable
about him unless it was his capacity for explo-
sive anger. Beyond that his mind ranged vastly
through the universe of space and time as it did
through the other universe of books! And she,
following his lead but not scrupling to differ
from him and sometimes leading us where we had
not thought to go! The Crown, the principle of
hereditary honours, the dangers of democracy,
Christianity, the family, war —indeed there were
times when it seemed to me that I threw off my
upbringing as a man might let armour drop
around him and stand naked, defenceless, but
free! (p. 209)
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I said nothing. It was a silence that grew,
lengthened until the very noise of the water his-
sing past our hull sounded like some wordless
voice; and at last I knew that it did not need
words and was something even closer to me than
words themselves. It was the cold, plain aware-
ness which we call common sense. (p. 219)
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I wished with a spontaneous passion not unlike
his that I might be their friend. Yet I saw-already
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that the price was impossibly high. I am after all
a political animal with my spark, my —if I may
descend to the language fit for sergeants — my
scintillans Dei, well hidden. I suppose the excuse
to be presented to the Absolute is that I did and
do sincerely wish to exercise power for the bet-
terment of my country : which of course, and for-
tunately in the case of England, is for the benefit
of the world in general. Let that never be forgot-
ten. (pp. 220-1)
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...... The voyage has been a cormsiderable part of
your whole life, sir. Do not refine upon its na-
ture. As I told you, it was not an Odyssey. It is
no type, emblem, metaphor of the human condi-
tion. It is, or rather it was, what it was. A series
of events.” (p. 275)
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Oh that voyage towards which I had looked as a
simple adventure! What ramifications it had,
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