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THE ECHOES OF INTROSPECTION IN INGMAR BERGMAN’S  

‘WILD STRAWBERRIES’ 
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Assistant Professor, 
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ABSTRACT: 

The present article is an attempt to scrutinize how cinema can be a dream-

machine with reference to Ingmar Bergman‟s „Wild Strawberries‟ which deals 

with Isak Borg‟s psychological transformation through introspection during 

the journey. The introspection echoes the internal and external conflicts, 

tensions, emotions of Isak Borg with a hope for better future and greater 

mutuality. The article is an effort to show how Bergman‟s work goes beyond 

the aesthetic achievement as it leads the audience to find their connections 

with others through introspection.   

Key Words: Cinema, Dream, Journey, Identity, Self, Conflict.  

For Ingmar Bergman, „cinema is dream and dream is cinema‟. After watching „Wild 

Strawberries‟ (Smultronstallet) the Swedish film, directed by Ingmar Bergman and released 

in 1957 in UK, one often comes to the alleged conclusion. His ingenuity, symbolism, 

subjective expression and the ideas of existentialism distinguish Ingmar Bergman from the 

other film directors. His films embrace a broader context with the ideas from culture, history, 

philosophy, psychology etc. and a touch of magic realism. It is a phenomenal experience to 

construe his works as these works can be interpreted from various points of view. The same 

can be said with his Wild Strawberries where imagination in the form of dreams and 

memories functions as a structural element in his narrative and allows him to step beyond the 

borders of reality continuing the quest for identity. 

THE VISION 
Wild Strawberries is a story of the 78-year-old stubborn and egoist professor named Isak 

Borg, a widowed physician, who is going to receive prestigious honorary degree at Lund 

cathedral. He sets out on a long car ride from Stockholm to Lund with his pregnant daughter-

in-law, Marianne. Isak Borg opens the film with a monologue while writing his diary-  

“In our relations with other people we mainly discuss and evaluate their 

character and behavior. That is why I have withdrawn from nearly all so called 

relations…. This has made my old age rather lonely…. my life has been full of 

hard work and I am grateful.… It began as toil for bread and butter and ended 

with a love for science.” (English Translation in subtitles) 

After the lonely supper, he dozes and dreams of his morning walk into the city. He loses his 

way among empty streets with ruined houses. The dream comprises several dreadful images 

of loneliness, desertedness and death such as - empty city, ruined houses, a man without face, 
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a clock with no hands, a carriage without driver, his own corpse pulling him into a coffin etc. 

The next morning, Isak changes the travel plan and decides to go by car to Lund. A change in 

the plan upsets his caring housekeeper, Agda who has been serving him since last forty years 

and she quarrels with him. She knew that Evald will wait for his father at Malmo airport. 

Marianne visits Isak and joins him on the expedition as she wants to return to her husband, 

Evald for reconciliation. 

Here, Isak himself conveys his isolation from the society which results in the fallacy of 

communication and loneliness. It puts forth his narcissist image. He is aware of the failure 

and seems to be haunted by the dream of death. It is not the death he is frightened of but his 

condition like „living dead‟ which is symbolized through the dream. The carcass pulling him 

into a coffin stands for the ego or the other self. It also represents his inner world of emotions 

and the outer world of reality. The dream throws light on Isak‟s deep-rooted anxiety and the 

fear of death. It makes him think about his character and life history. Being horrified by the 

destructive images and ominous signs that convey a mysterious threat of death, Isak changes 

his travel plan. The journey is not only physical but psychological as he is forced by the 

series of outlandish dreams that lead him to introspect in order to reevaluate his life further in 

the film.  

THE MIRROR 
During the journey, Marianne requests Isak to forgive the outstanding debt to his son but he 

refuses. He declares that he has no respect for the mental sufferings of others. She confesses 

her dislike for the professor and how her husband hates his father. While smoking, Marianne 

informs Isak about her marital problem with Evald. Evald is also a doctor in Lund. Marianne 

left Evald because he is brutally cold, insensitive, melancholic and egoist like his father. He is 

a „dead alive‟ who wants to control even his death. When she told him about her pregnancy, 

he denied her desire of motherhood and rejected both the baby and her if she has it. Evald 

believes that the purpose of life is death and he doesn‟t want to introduce a „new victim‟ in 

this world. The child might be unloved in this brutal world. He asks her to choose between 

the husband and the baby. Their story mirrors Isak‟s story of unhappy marriage. Isak is 

troubled by Evald‟s emotional coldness and feels the concern. His concern shows that though 

the characters‟ relationships involve conflicts, the potential for greater mutuality exists there. 

Later on, Evald accepts Marianne‟s desire for motherhood. 

 

THE CHILDHOOD MEMORIES 
They stop at the family‟s summer house where Isak spent his childhood holidays. The house 

brings to his mind some powerful childhood memories. He enters into a reverie and witnesses 

how Sigfrid, his older brother seduced Sara, his cousin beside the patch of wild strawberries. 

He recalls how he lost his childhood sweetheart Sara who was confused between the two 

brothers. She was allured by his brother‟s sensuality at one side and Isak‟s morality and 

intellect at the other. Sara marries Sigfrid in real life. The loss yet hurts him. A saucy girl 

named Sara, accompanied by her two friends (Anders and Viktor) travelling to Italy, awakens 

him and asks for lift. Her father owns the place now. She reminds him of his first love and 

therefore he agrees. The trio‟s continuous discussion, arguments, teasing, music and flirt 

make the atmosphere in the car lively. The trio accompanies him throughout his journey. 

Isak‟s car collides with another car which is driven by Berit Alman, the wife of Sten Alman. 

Isak offers the couple lift but due to their savage quarrel, Marianne drops them in the road. 
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The couple reminds Isak his unhappy marriage and the relationship with his adulterous wife 

Karin.  

Isak‟s return to the past through memories and dreams unveils his painful emotions like 

jealousy, substitution, displacement and loneliness. Isak‟s observation of his own dream can 

be considered as a form of introspection. The story of the young people mirrors Isak‟s story. 

Anders stands for Sigfrid and Viktor stands for Isak while Sara is the lost loved object in both 

the stories. The „Sara‟ in Isak‟s dream and the „Sara‟ in reality overlap with each other. It 

suggests the need of integration of the inner and the outer world. The couple‟s self-

destructive behavior reminds Isak about his unhappy marriage. The marital relationships 

between Isak and Karin, Evald and Marianne, Sten Alman and Berit Alman bring into light 

the hypocrisy and psychological troubles that lie under the surface of the civilized society. 

However, the events provide Isak with the opportunities to communicate with others and 

observe his emotions, attachments and relationships.  

ON THE ROAD 
When they stop at the gasoline station, its owner Akerman recognizes Isak and shows great 

respect for the work he did in that village. He introduces his pregnant wife, Eva with Isak 

who began his career as a medical practitioner in the village and received love, warmth as 

well as appreciation from the villagers for his work. In reaction, Isak murmurs- “May be I 

should have stayed here.” It suggests the future loss, caring side of Isak‟s work and his 

contribution towards the society. Akerman refuses the payment and suggests his wife that 

they should name their baby after Isak. Isak promises him to be godfather to the child and 

leaves. In the next scene, while taking lunch beside the Vattern Lake, Isak and others debate 

over the role of rationalism and religion. Isak recites a poem conveying the presence of divine 

power in the Swedish countryside. This expresses his journey towards an integrated state of 

mind and empathy for others.  

Afterwards Isak with Marianne visits his aged mother who welcomes them with little warmth 

and enthusiasm. Marianne finds her „a very ancient woman, completely ice-cold, in some 

ways a more frightening than death itself‟. Isak‟s mother becomes nostalgic and complains 

that only Evald visits her out of her twenty grandchildren. She considers Marianne as Isak‟s 

dead wife and behaves with her austerely. After that, she brings out a box of leftovers which 

contains a doll, some toys, a coloring book, a family photograph and Isak‟s father‟s golden 

watch. The watch without hands reminds Isak his nightmare. She allows Isak to keep the old 

photograph. Marianne‟s observation of the mother and son makes her understand the roots of 

Isak‟s coldness and Evald‟s alienation. It is inherited. In this way, the knowledge of external 

world makes her understand the inner world of the other characters. She identifies the 

emotional scarcity, sense of loss, frustration and turmoil encapsulated in the close family 

relationships. Isak himself recognizes the trait of loneliness in him, Evald and the Mother.  

THE ANXIETY   
During the following journey, Isak falls asleep and returns to the wild strawberries. He 

dreams Sara holding a mirror to him and telling him that he has become old and can not stand 

the truth. Then, he sees Sara and Sigfrid in evening dress under the dark night sky. They enter 

the house and Sara starts playing piano. When she stops playing and embraces Sigfrid, Isak 

impales his hand on the nail in the wall. After that, Sten Alman, the driver of the crashed car, 

http://www.langlit.org/


 

  LangLit 
An International Peer-Reviewed Open Access Journal 

 

 

Vol. 5     Issue 3    174             February, 2019 
Website: www.langlit.org                Contact No.: +91-9890290602 

 

Indexed: ICI, Google Scholar, Research Gate, Academia.edu, IBI, IIFC, DRJI 

  ISSN 2349-5189       IMPACT FACTOR – 4.23 

 

comes into his dream as an icy-cold examiner to test his proficiency as a doctor. Isak fails to 

answer his questions and is declared as „accused of guilt‟. When Alman asks him to diagnose 

the female patient, Isak declares her dead. Suddenly, the patient gets up laughing and once 

again reveals his incompetency as a doctor. Alman takes him into a burnt-out house from 

where he witnesses the seduction of his wife Karin by her lover in the woods. While 

predicting Isak‟s response to the incident, she declares that Isak will forgive her for her 

deeds. Isak thinks-  

“All gone. A perfect achievement- silence…. the punishment : isolation…. 

forgiveness?” 

On awakening, he tells Marianne about his dream saying -  

“I was trying to say something to myself which I don‟t want to hear when I am 

awake….That I‟m dead, though I live.”  

This second dream more clearly depicts the inner conflicts and deep-rooted anxiety in the 

mind of Isak. It humiliates him. The perceptions of the scenes like Sara with Sigfrid and 

Karin with her lover trouble him. He feels the pain, betrayal and the loss followed by 

emptiness. Alman‟s declaration of Isak‟s guilt suggests his lack of human qualities to be a 

doctor. Karin blames him as an unsympathetic, selfish and ruthless husband. The dream 

familiarizes him with the anxieties from his youth as well as the painful realities of life and 

asks to confront the truth with courage. It leads him to the conscious realization of his inner 

world making him more human and wise. The play between love and hate, tenderness and 

ruthlessness continues throughout the movie.  

PARADISE REGAINED 
Finally, they reach at their destination. At convocation ceremony, Isak collects the honorary 

award for his contribution to science. There is a positive transformation in his melancholy 

state of mind as he says to himself – 

  “ I seemed to discern an extraordinary logic.”  

Isak expresses warmth to Marianne, Evald and Agda. Sara offers a bouquet to him at the car. 

Isak goes to bed and dreams of his father fishing and mother sewing nearby at the lake by the 

summer house - serene and beautiful. A smile covers his face. In this way, the film cuts with 

Isak‟s achievement of warm and intimate relationships with others. 

The symbolism in the title „Wild Strawberries‟ makes it more appropriate. According to 

Philip and Kirsti French, the figurative connotation explains „strawberry patch‟ as- 

„a moment in the past to which someone looks back and which they would like 

to revisit or recapture.‟  

Isak learns from the adventures, dreams, memories and communication with others. The 

dreams and memories make him understand the mistakes made by him in the past. He accepts 

that the cause of his anxiety and loneliness is nothing but his egoist nature, severe attitude 

and insensitivity to others. His professional achievements and financial gains are hollow 
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without meaningful relationships. He learns to constitute his future through relations. These 

emotional and intimate relations possess the power to heal the past wounds. The crisis of 

subjectivity is resolved as he understands the dictum „We are, therefore I am‟. He gradually 

accepts the past, the present and the future. It is a kind of commitment to realism. The 

journey functions as a source of self-understanding. Consequently, his dream shifts from the 

shadows of death to the serene scene of his happy parents. It is not only Isak but Marianne 

who also acquires knowledge and insight. Evald and Marianne are reconciled. Finally, the 

wild strawberries are substituted by Isak‟s innocent joy after gaining his parents. Though the 

tone of the film is melancholic, it ends with a kind of redemption. Isak Borg recreates his 

wild strawberry patch with the honorary degree followed by self-understanding.   

CONCLUSION 

Bergman gives a touch of magic realism to the film through his expressionistic techniques 

such as references, metaphors, parallels and substitutions. The structure of the film and 

Bergman‟s power of imagination reminds us of the genres like stream of consciousness. 

Though the film is constructed from patriarchal point of view, the female characters play 

important roles with assertive actions dissolving the ego of the male characters. These 

characters bear a quality to turn the negativity inside Isak into a positive spur. Isak‟s 

introspection with the integration achieved through it is central to the film‟s aesthetic 

achievement. An integration of the subjective self and the social self helps Isak establish a 

more stable identity. After going through the cathartic process which causes to a kind of 

psychological transformation, Isak comes forth as an integrated personality. It becomes 

possible due to his introspection. Bergman‟s work goes beyond the aesthetic achievement as 

it leads the audience to find their connections with others through introspection.  
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ABSTRACT: 

 The present article discusses social, physical and psychological voyage of the Danish 

girl from a man (Einar Wegener) into a woman (Lili Elbe). She is trapped in a wrong body as 

gender and sexuality are not linked. The article aims at understanding the relationship 

between man and woman as well as their subjective experiences in the production of the 

subject. Furthermore, the process of transition that took place breaking the new barriers is 

defined. Finally, an attempt has been made to understand the key role played by gender, 

society and identity in the lives of trans people in order to gain acceptance and visibility for 

them in the society.  

Keywords: Gender, Identity, Transgender.  

Preliminaries  

The novel entitled 'The Danish Girl' written by David Ebershoff came into 

English Translation in 1933 with the name ‘Man into Woman : An Authentic Account 

of a Change of Sex’. It is believed that Lili Elbe was the first transgender to undergo 

the gender conformation surgery in history. Being inspired by the true events, David 

Ebershoff sets the fictitious love story in late 1920s exploring the transition from a 

man into a woman and its effects on the lives of the other characters. It bears an 

autobiographical touch with fictional reality as it takes into account some of the facts 

from the life of the Danish painter Einar Wegner, a transgender pioneer who becomes 

Lili Elbe, in 1920 Copenhagen, Denmark. Though fictionalized, David Ebershoff 
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takes into consideration the real feelings, passions, confusion, suffocation and hopes 

of Lili Elbe as reflected in her book ‘Man into Woman’. The Danish girl Lili Elbe 

goes in search of her true self as she is born in the body of a Man. Her body does not 

reflect her spirit which disturbs her. Ebershoff portrays the trans experiences 

positively while shifting the attention of the reader from a love story to the 

interpersonal dimensions of gender transition. He defines how a change in the gender 

identity can affect the relationships. He shows the journey of a member of trans 

community in search of true self, the formation, approval and establishment of 

identity as well as the sufferings that relate to the struggle during the journey. 

The film named The Danish Girl, directed by Tom Hooper and released in 

2015, is based on the Ebershoff’s novel of the same title. It bagged several awards and 

caught the attention of audiences towards the life and issues of transgender 

community.  It can be considered as an attempt to reflect the beginning of the history 

of transgender in Europe. With this, it gives visibility to the sympathetic and sensitive 

experiences of a gender nonconforming character, Einar Wegener or Lili Elbe. The 

crisis between unmatched gender identity and assigned sex leads to the transition of a 

man (Einar Wegener) into a woman (Lili Elbe) where the wife (Greta) functions as an 

‘agent of transformation’. She may regret in future for what she has done to her 

husband.   

The Prologue 

 Einar was Greta’s art teacher in the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in 1914. 

They fall in love but the breaking of War hinders their love story and Greta’s rich 

father drags her to California though she doesn’t like to be ‘Miss Greta Waud’.  Einar 

continues with his art. As Greta has no hope to reunite with Einar, she marries Teddy 

Cross and gives birth to a baby child. Unfortunately, the baby is born dead due to the 

unbiblical cord around his neck. Teddy dies due to illness. Greta thinks that she is 

responsible for his death as she did not force him to visit a doctor.  
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Back in the present, Einar and Greta are married and happily live in 

Copenhagen, Denmark. Greta is interested in portraits while Einar likes to paint 

landscapes. Due to the absence of Anna, an opera singer, Greta asks Einar to try her 

shoes, stockings and dress in order to finish the portrait. Einar feels embarrassed at the 

very first but he does like it then. She handovers a bouquet of lilies to Einar and 

renames him ‘Lili’. After some days, Greta finds Einar sitting in a chair in girl’s 

stocking and both agrees to welcome Lili whenever she returns. At the Artist’s Ball in 

June, Greta introduces Lily as Einar’s cousin about whom Einar himself is unaware.  

Soon, Einar starts considering Lili as his ‘better half’, new female alter ego.  

Greta is also unaware of the fact that Einar’s transformation is going to cause 

her lots of stress, financial problems and loss of relationship in future. She leads the 

inner self of her husband on the path of transformation. The trial of stocking makes 

Einar discover his feminine side. She is a woman born in the body of a man. Einar 

identifies himself as a woman and his identity stuck between a man and woman.  

The Complex Love Triangle 

Ebershoff explores the marital relationship and intimate space between the 

Danish painters Einar and Greta who incorporate Lili in their lives as both of them 

need her equally. Despite of the subversive aspects of gender identity and sex, Greta 

considers herself Einar’s wife till he fully turns into Lili. In Copenhagen, Lili and 

Greta attend Artist’s Ball where Lili is being kissed by a man named Henrik. Lili likes 

it but suddenly her nose bleeds mysteriously. Greta helps Lily. Since then, Lili 

continues seeking Henrik secretly. She doesn’t want to deceive him and therefore, 

tries to reveal her true identity. 

Einar: He may have known who I was. But I wasn’t always…me. There 

was a moment when I was …just Lili. And I think he could see that. Do 

you see? (TDG) 
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 However, Henrik does not let her finish and Lili decides not to see him 

anymore. Einar tells Greta that he had kissed a boy when he was very young and was 

punished by his father.  

In Paris, Hans Axgil, Einar’s childhood friend, flirts with Greta in a way or 

another but she does not entertain him. Hans informs her that he knows Einar and Lili 

are one and the same. He also agrees to help Greta in turning Einar into a woman. He 

suggests Greta to let Lili live her life on her own after the surgery but Greta refuses 

and decides to take care of Lili. Hans knows that Lili is in love with Henrik secretly. 

He visits Lili and asks her to tell the secret to Greta. Hans thought that Lili is not the 

man Greta married. Lili tells Greta that Henrik has proposed her and they are planning 

to move to New York after the final surgery. Lili wants to leave her past behind 

including Einar’s paintings and memories.  

She knew that most of her life, her previous life, was like a book she 

had read as a small child: it was both familiar and forgotten. (TDG) 

She wants to become a conventional dutiful housewife and thus, gives up her 

career. Greta returns to California with Hans happily.  

Greta is surprised to see how easily Einar shrugged off the marriage. Though 

selfish, she remains supportive and takes care of Lili after the surgeries. She names 

and encourages Lili, helps her establish her own identity, gives freedom and space to 

their relationship as well as finds a doctor for Lili. Though Greta is confused and 

conflicted internally, she supports her husband. She is ready to do anything for 

Einar’s sake as she values her marriage. But when she finds that there is little remain 

for her in their marriage, she gives up the relation.  

Einar believes that it is God who guided him to be a woman.  
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Lili: God made me a woman. The doctor cured the sickness that was 

my disguise.  

Therefore, he decides to follow the desire of god and despite of the risk 

chooses to be a woman full time with the help of Greta. He feels the need of physical 

transition in order to prove his identity as a woman and thus, follows his desire. 

Einar confesses.  

Einar: I think sometimes about killing Einar. It’s only through the 

thought that I’d be killing Lili too that stops me.  

The Unusual Art and Culture 

Through a Persian art critic in the gallery, Greta comes to know about Hans. 

She and Lili dine with Hans on their annual August holiday. Hans also fails to 

recognize Lili as Einar and goes for walk with her thrice. Greta continues painting 

Lili. Surprisingly, Einar doesn’t remember the time Lili was present for. One day, Lili 

bleeds from below the waist and does not understand where the blood comes from. 

Greta takes Lili to Dr. Hexler but the result comes negative. The doctor advices Greta 

not to encourage the return of Lili in Einar’s body but she ignores him. Einar and 

Greta live in Paris and Greta continues paintings Lili’s triptych. She paints hundreds 

of Lili’s paintings. Lili puts creative energy in her art. She is supposed to exhibit the 

paintings in Paris. Greta too wants to establish her identity. 

 Einar visits the peep show at Madame Jasmin-Carton’s seedy to examine ‘a 

woman’. He watches a man and a woman having sex and decides to find a man who 

will do that to Lili. Just like everyone, Lili also wants to find and experience love. 

While sitting in a park, Einar decides to figure out his true identity in a year or he 

would kill himself. His discomfort with the body grows as the novel proceeds. Next 

time, Einar watches a male stripper. Before they do any sexual act, Madame Jasmin-
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Carton kicks them out. Einar goes to library and reads books on sexual fluidity. The 

resistance to the male body becomes darker.  

The Medication 

Through the books, Einar gets convinced that he possesses female organs and 

there is a woman inside him. Carlisle, Greta’s brother wants to help Einar and takes 

him to several doctors. Dr. Mc Bride, an American psychiatrist, advices Einar to fight 

his desires as he is homosexual. Dr. Christopher Mei considers him schizophrenic. Dr. 

Buson advices him to have lobotomy (a psychosurgery). Einar feels hopeless as the 

doctors try to institutionalize him. Greta approaches Dr. Bolk, a skilled surgeon in 

Dresden who had invented a surgery that can turn a man into a woman. Greta 

convinces Einar to go for it and thus, ends his dilemma of to be or not to be. 

Dr. Bolk examines Einar and rearranges his internal organs. After three days, 

Lili wakes up in extreme pain. Bolk diagnoses the cause of Einar’s bleeding and 

informs Greta that Einar has ovaries inside his abdomen. After recovering from the 

first surgery, Dr. Bolk grafts tissues from healthy ovaries onto Lili’s. This time, Lili 

recovers nicely without much pain. Before the last surgery (removal of the penis and 

transplant of a uterus to have kids), the court grants divorce to Greta but denies to 

issue death warrant for Einar. After that, Greta’s art ceases. Lili wants to be a mother 

to establish her female identity.  

Judith Butler in her book Gender Trouble states that as sex and gender are 

social constructions, the attitude of an individual determines his or her identity and 

not gender or sex. Gender identity refers to an individual’s internal sense of self. He 

experiences the struggle between biological sex and the gender role. It becomes 

difficult for him to act as a man, therefore he finds work in a perfume shop and tries 

to identify with the women around him. She tries to achieve social recognition that 

can match with her self-perception.  
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Even today, the trans people have to struggle hard in order to establish their 

identities into the society. The conflict arises when they are forced to accept the 

gender role behaviour based on their sex. Most of the time, they do not receive much 

assistance from others, not even from family members. Generally, the response of 

society and other people surrounding the trans individual determine his or her future. 

If the society responds negatively, he or she isolates him or herself because of the loss 

of human dignity as well as self-esteem. If the response is positive, he or she comes 

forth to establish his or her true identity into the society.  

In the case of Einar, the people around Einar form a support group to make the 

transformation easier. This makes him turn into Lili through gender conformation 

surgery and reinforce his social identity. The court easily grants divorce. Greta allows 

Einar to be Lili. Carlisle tries hard to help Lili. Henrik accepts Lili for who she is. 

Einar receives positive response and thus, goes for gender conformation surgery. 

The Epilogue 

Unfortunately, the final surgery causes a fatal infection to Lili. She bleeds for 

six weeks with extreme pain and mostly remains unconscious as an effect of 

morphine. After few days, Carlisle and Anna take her to her favourite place, Elbe 

river. It is the same river after which Lili renames her as ‘Lili Elbe’. She is happy to 

be Lili as her voyage of self-discovery comes to an end. The book ends with Lili 

enjoying the Elbe scenery and dying in the wheelchair. Lili remains true to herself 

despite of societal biases and replaces her distorted identity with the authentic one.  

Conclusion  

David Ebershoff successfully represents the canceled identity of Einar who 

shows the interconnectedness between sexual orientation and gender expression. 

Einar or Lili’s self-expression seems to be more important than his or her gender or 

sex. The story of Lili provides us with an opportunity to empathize with the harsh 
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experiences of the individual who is trapped in a wrong body. The concept of ‘Trans’ 

challenges what is perceived to be ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’. Instead of 

marginalizing the trans people, we should permit them not only to survive but flourish 

with equal rights. Their journey between hope and despair should come to an end. The 

social patterns of interpretation and representation of tran people need to be revised in 

order to let them have dignified recognition. We must be sensitive towards their issues 

and should respect the different identities. The movie and the novel also show that 

literature can be a best medium to sensitize people about the trans identities ending 

the gender war. To conclude the discussion, one can say that though gender and sex 

contribute in the formation of identity, a person cannot be judged only from his or her 

sex. Everyone is equal and therefore, deserves equal treatment.   
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Abstract: 

  Anticolonial reactions, which resulted in a transition from colonial occupation to 

modern nationhood, were generated by the Indo-Anglian writers writing in English. The direct 

or indirect influence of Gandhian thoughts and  view of life can be traced in the novels of most of 

the contemporary novelists such as Mulk Raj Anand, R.K. Narayan and Raja Rao etc. The same 

view of life imbibed people with national consciousness, self-respect and a sense of national 

identity. The present article is an attempt to define the impact of Gandhian thoughts, movements 

and view of life reflected in the works of select Indo-Anglian writers. These writers through their 

works ignited the minds of young India making them conscious about the need for freedom in the 

pre-independence era.  
 

Key Words: Nationalism, Freedom, Struggle, Pre-independence, Gandhi, Colonial. 
 

Preliminaries : 

Being used as a tool for decolonization, the contribution of art and literature in India’s 

struggle for freedom remains undebatable. In the 19
th

 century, the nationalist ideas became 

prominent due to oppression and domination making the literature more patriotic. The roots of 

religious nationalism in Hindu society can be traced back to the Bengali Renaissance. The 

writers recognized their responsibility as intellectuals to liberate India from slavery. They knew 

that it is possible only through revival of history and regeneration of Indian society. For the same 

purpose, they used literature as a tool and paved the way for national liberation. The writers like 

Tagore, Sarojini Naidu, Mulk Raj Anand, R.K.Narayan and Raja Rao promoted nationalist, 

patriotic concepts in their works. Their literature made the public realise their subjection and 

engendered the feelings of nationalism and patriotism among them. Larger sections of the society 

came together and raised the nationalist movement in the pre-independence era. Mahatma 

Gandhi worked as a leader, facilitator and torchbearer to these people. Before going towards the 

impact of Gandhian thoughts on literature and Indo-Anglian novelists, let's take some glimpses 

of Indo-Anglian literature from 1857 to 1947 in short.  
 

Indo-Anglian Literature from 1857 to 1947 : 

The direct fight between the two races- Indians and Britishers started after the Mutiny of 

1857. The roots of the need for separate identity as an Indian and political awakening for 

freedom can be thus traced in religion and specially in Hinduism. Revived Hinduism became 

dominant spreading awareness among the people about the colonial trauma. The personalities 

like Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Rabindranath Tagore, Aurbindo, Vivekananda tried to re-

discover the past of India through their writings making the people aware about the socio-

political problems of the day.  
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The next phase of Indo-Anglian literature was influenced by Mahatma Gandhi who was 

working on the political front infusing national consciousness among the Indians. After the 

Jallianwala Bagh Massacre, the writers shifted their focus from the past to the present reflecting 

the ground reality in their writings. Instead of imagination and nostalgia, realism became 

prominent in their works. The themes like east-west encounter, oppression, exploitation, 

communalism, caste system etc. became key words in Indian English novels. It brought forth the 

concerns like aspirations, hopes, compulsions, anxieties, impulses of the people highlighting the 

need for freedom.  
 

Gandhian View of Life : 

 Gandhiji's view of life is based on 'Simple Living and High Thinking'. The same gets 

reflected in the works of the contemporary writers who portrayed the socio-politico-cultural and 

religious reality highlighting the influence of Gandhiji on Indian people. The essence of 

Gandhian view of life includes the following -  

a. People should believe in Truth applying it in real life.  

b. All religions should maintain unity in diversity.  

c. Instead of becoming extremist, people should practice non-violence. 

d. All classes in different strata of the society are equal.   

e. Women must receive education, equal status with dignity and respect in society.  

f. Nation comes first, then individual. 

g. One should try to eradicate casteism, untouchability, social injustice, discrimination, 

exploitation and western way of life. 
 

Gandhian Movements and Indian English Novelists : 

 The intensity of political upheaval was so great that the writers who were not interested 

in politics also failed to keep themselves away from it. The Gandhian movements such as Non-

cooperation Movement (1921), Salt Satyagraha (1931) and Quit India Movement (1942) stirred 

Indian life arousing the sense of national identity and liberation. The Gandhian view of life 

characterised with unity in diversity appealed the contemporary writers. Gandhiji’s writing in 

English and the wide spread English education motivated the writers to put forth Indian issues 

through English language reinterpreting the culture of India. Gandhiji’s views on machinery, 

casteism, imperialism, Marxism, nonviolence, education, equality, untouchability are perceptible 

in the novels of that era. The same can be traced in the novels of the Indo-Anglian trio – Mulk 

Raj Anand, R.K. Narayan and Raja Rao. The trio emerged in 1930s with the publication of 

Untouchable (1935), Swami and Friends (1935) and Kanthapura (1938) respectively.  
 

Mulk Raj Anand : ‘Untouchable’ (1935) : 

 Gandhian impact changed the life of Mulk Raj Anand from a young brown Englishman 

to a simple and pure Indian. He came close to Gandhiji in Sabarmati Ashram and used to discuss 

various issues with him. Gandhiji’s humanistic approach and view of life, which can be traced in 

his novels from ‘Untouchable’ to ‘The Old Woman and The Cow’, satisfied him. The influence 

brought his writing forth as a kind of protest literature. Since childhood, he witnessed the 

oppression and exploitation in India under colonial rule. Therefore, it remains at the center of his 

writing as a committed writer. His novel ‘Untouchable’ (1935) reflects the Gandhian view of life 

which highlights social inequality, upper class hypocrisy, saga of women, Gandhiji’s views 

against machines etc. The novel mainly focuses the problem of untouchability in Indian society. 
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It depicts the plight, struggle and agony of the lower classes in India. It is born through the 

unequal social structure. It seems to be impossible for them to come out of the curse.  

The protagonist named Bakha with his father clean lavatories in a small town of Punjab. 

He wants to emancipate himself from the evil of untouchability. The novel opens with a scene 

from untouchable's colony and depicts a day in the life of Bakha who is fascinated by English 

culture and lifestyle. He presents the conflict between the upper and the lower classes in India. 

He tries to unveil hypocrisy of the upper class. In the case of Sohini, he expects dignity, respect 

and equality for women. Gandhi annihilates discrimination and becomes a symbol of tradition, 

an oracle and a legend. The Gandhian view of life purifies his thought taking him away from 

western culture. Bakha walks on the path of nonviolence. The attitude of the society towards the 

lower class as untouchable makes him suffer internally. In the end of the novel, unfortunately he 

returns to the culture from which there is no escape. However, Gandhi’s invocation gives him 

hope. Thus, the influence of Gandhian movement can be clearly seen in the novel. Mulk Raj 

Anand goes deep into the psyche of the oppressed, weak, and helpless people. He becomes a 

realistic writer than a literary artist.  
 

R. K. Narayan : 'Swami and Friends' (1935) : 

 R. K. Narayan deals with the sense and sensibilities of lower middle classes of South 

India. Reorienting Indian values, he presents Gandhian view of life in his novels from 'Swami 

and Friends' (1935) to 'The Painter of Signs' (1976) describing conservative South Indian life. 

Influenced by Gandhiji's social ideas, his characters represent Gandhian view of life in all his 

novels. The ideas like nonviolence, truthfulness, morality, literacy, equality, Indianness govern 

existence of the characters, making them aware about national and individual identity. In the 

same way, R. K. Narayan’s 'Swami and Friends' presents Gandhi's views on education system, 

colonial agenda, discrimination, futility of English education etc.  

 The education system in colonial India remained one of the important aspects of 

Gandhian thought. Gandhi wanted physical, moral, spiritual and holistic development of child 

through education. R. K. Narayan condemns all kinds of discrimination through the characters 

like Swami and his teacher, Ebenezer favoring equality. He portrays the conflict between 

Christianity (the ruler) and Hinduism (the ruled). The mechanical education system was made by 

the British to produce workers rather than intellectuals to practice psychological enslavement. 

Swami jumps into the national protest strike against colonial rule and ends with rejection of the 

school in order to avoid cultural dominance. He unveils causes of the inability of a child to learn 

in the mechanical, monotonous British system of education. Gandhiji expected holistic 

development of a child with value education. Like Gandhiji, R. K. Narayan condemns all types 

of inequality and injustice. In order to do something for the nation, Swami participates in the 

national protest under Gandhian impact. The scene of Swami’s boycott of classes shows how the 

writer portrays the impact of surroundings on adolescents' psychology. Swami’s friendship with 

Akbar Ali remains miles away from casteism, untouchability and inequality. Swami’s journey is 

accompanied by Gandhian values and his view of life.  
 

Raja Rao : ‘Kanthapura’ (1938) : 

Raja Rao’s active participation in the political movement, intense understanding of 

village life and higher education make him able to breathe the spirit of patriotism in the masses 

through his writing which is characterized with philosophical and mythological aspects too. 

Being one of the pioneer novelists in Indian English Literature, the patriotic fervor of Raja Rao 
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begins with his most popular novel ‘Kanthapura’ (1938). It deals with peasants' sensibilities in 

the Southern village of Kerala reflecting the impact of Gandhian thought on ordinary men. The 

village Kanthapura represents all the villages in India and the battle of peasants against history, 

casteism and the British.  

Moorthy becomes a voice for Mahatma Gandhi and is known as little Gandhi of 

Kanthapura. The village gets involved in the whirl of India's struggle for independence. By 

referring to many myths, puranas and legends, Raja Rao tries to explain the relationship between 

individual and nation, raising the spirit of patriotism among the readers. The impact of Gandhian 

thought on the psyche of the villagers stirs the ideology of nationhood, tendency of nationalism 

and a sense of national identity. In order to establish equality and freedom, the villagers oppose 

colonial administration. Moorthy forms Panchayat Congress Committee for the villagers. It is an 

attempt to establish their own administrative system against the British Raj. Raja Rao portrays 

the poverty, humiliation, torture, terror, sexual and psychological exploitation of the villagers 

and provides them with a ray of hope in the form of Moorthy who walks on the path laid down 

by Mahatma Gandhi. The writer glorifies the past of Kanthapura (historical consciousness) at the 

beginning and then makes them aware about their present condition (reality). Moorthy condemns 

Brahminism and cultural strategies turning the spiritual into political. The novelist focuses the 

role of religion in politics. He also shows how religion can become a medium for national 

mobility ending rigid caste based social structures. Moorthy’s socialist ideology is inclusive of 

all the classes and women too. However, Raja Rao depicts the clash between people and 

principles rather than individuals and this makes him different from other novelists.  
 

 

 

Conclusion : 

 The deep impact of Gandhian thought on the works of these writers continued to 

influence the minds of the readers strengthening Indian Independence Movement. Anticolonial 

reactions, which resulted in a transition from colonial occupation to modern nationhood, were 

generated by the Indo-Anglian writers writing in English. The direct or indirect influence of 

Gandhian view of life and thoughts can be traced in the novels of most of the contemporary 

novelists such as Mulk Raj Anand, R.K. Narayan and Raja Rao etc. The same view of life 

imbibed people with national consciousness, self-respect and a sense of identity. A choice of the 

themes and a turn from historical romance to realistic socio-political reality highlights their 

internal crave for socio-political reformation. The writers through their writings reached into 

each and every corner of India and rooted nationalism among the people. The novels evoked 

emotions and feelings of the common people against colonial oppression. The deep impact of 

Gandhian thought on the works of these writers consequently continued to influence the minds of 

the readers strengthening the struggle for freedom. The elite and bourgeoise class became 

sensitive towards the plight of the middle and lower classes. The historical, romantic and 

religious discourse was substituted by nationalist discourse which was based on the principle of 

unity in diversity. The writings of this trio encouraged people to actively participate in India's 

struggle for freedom creating awareness among them. The women also became conscious about 

their oppression and exploitation. The original cultural identity of India was rediscovered and 

revived by the trio. This united the people from various strata of Indian society for one common 

cause making them aware about the colonial atrocities of British Raj. 
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ABSTRACT: 

 Paulo Coelho builds up a relationship between nature and human being to 

lead his readers from ignorance to knowledge about self and the universe. The 

interpretation, inquisition and inspirational insight of the natural world 

provide an opportunity for physical, psychological and spiritual self-

development. Signs and symbols take different form in the hands of Paulo 

Coelho. His ideas and philosophy find expression through these signs and 

symbols which make him an ‘Alchemist of words’. The present article is an 

attempt to explore the use of ecological signs and symbols, its forms and 

functions, the deeper meaning/s, metaphysical contents in Paulo Coelho’s 

‘The Alchemist’. How these signs and symbols function as a mediator between 

the physical and the spiritual. How ecology becomes a foundation for self-

awareness and spiritual progress promoting ecological consciousness among 

the readers. 

Key Words: Ecology, Symbolism, Self, Identity, Existence. 

Paulo Coelho is Latin American universally acclaimed writer. His works are originally 

written in Portuguese and then translated into more than 150 languages. His writing appeals 

to the aspirations of the worldwide readers who are in search of ‘Self’ and wish to 

comprehend the essence of the world around them. The theme, motif as well as metaphor of 

‘Journey’ allows him depict the human transformations from literary and theological 

perspectives. The poetic, symbolic, mystic and philosophical use of language helps him find 

the philosophy and essence of life. With the depiction of various dimensions of life, his 

literary narratives establish a platform for the interaction between the mystic and the real 

through the use of signs and symbols. These signs and symbols are generally ecological in 

nature and cover the horizon of interaction among the Sign, Signifier and the Signified. The 

reader is expected to accept the challenge, undertake a journey through reading and try to find 

his or her own way to achieve Personal Legend.  

About ‘The Alchemist’  

Paulo Coelho’s ‘The Alchemist’ got published in 1988. It is inspired from Jorge Luis Borges’ 

traditional tale ‘Tale of Two Dreamers’, which in turn is believed to be based on a tale from 

the famous and timeless collection of stories, The Book of One Thousand and One Nights. 

‘The Alchemist’ is a story of Santiago, a shepherd boy from Andalusia, who dreams about 
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treasure at the pyramids of Egypt and undertakes a journey to find the treasure. On the way, 

he goes through various experiences having faith in God and Nature. Santiago begins the 

journey by listening to his heart and follows the omens of the nature. As the journey 

proceeds, he achieves knowledge about interconnectedness among the things and the 

language of nature i.e. sign language. In the end, Santiago achieves his destiny and Personal 

Legend with spiritual peace. Rather than the destination and achievements, the journey 

proves to be more precious to him.  

While depicting this journey Paulo Coelho uses various ecological signs and symbols to 

explore various disciplines including Geography, History, Mythology, Theology, Philosophy, 

Psychology etc. Here, Pyramids represent History, the different places visited by Santiago 

during the journey represent Geography, Santiago’s father and the Tribal Leader represent 

Mythology, the King Melchizedek represents Theology, Santiago represents Psychology and 

Philosophy is represented though Santiago’s learning, Soul of the World, Paradise and 

Alchemy. Paulo Coelho depicts physical, psychological, spiritual dimensions of this journey 

through the use of ecological sign language. Naturally, the relationship between sign, 

signifier and signified gives a mystic and magical touch to the story and its meaning/s. 

Eco Literature   

Before turning to the signs and symbolism, let’s have a look at the concept of ‘Eco 

Literature’ which is also known by various names such as Eco Fiction, Eco Criticism, 

Ecological Study, Eco Poetics, Green Cultural Studies, Environmental Literary Criticism etc. 

The word ‘Ecology’ is derived from ‘Oikos’ which means 'a dwelling place’. There is a 

chance for the relationship between literature and nature to get neglected by the readers. 

Writers have been depicting the harmony and disharmony with the environment as well as the 

bond between Man and Nature since the beginning. Still consciousness, awakening and  

awareness about environment and its role in human life should become the function of 

literature. Here enter Green Studies. It takes holistic earth-centered approach to literary 

studies. The natural world is taken as a significant thing rather than merely an object of 

thematic study.  

Cheryl Glotfelty & Harold Fromm’s ‘The Ecocriticism Reader’ : Landmarks in Literary 

Ecology (1996) explores the relationship between literature and environment with inquiry and 

investigation fostering ethical and sacred approach to the earth. Glotfelty expresses her 

concerns and fears about nature, its exploitation and mutilation. Lawrence Buell’s ‘The 

Environmental Imagination’ (1995) examines non-fiction from colonial past to the present. It 

investigates the underlying ecological values. Peter Barry in his book ‘The Beginning Theory’ 

goes through the history of criticism from Structuralism to Ecocriticism. It takes all the 

related literature under two titles- Ecocriticism and Green Studies. Eco fiction explores the 

role and contribution of nature in human life. It is cross cultural, holistic and evolutionary in 

nature.  

Ecology and Paulo Coelho  

In his works, Paulo Coelho builds up a relationship between nature and human being to lead 

his readers from ignorance to knowledge about self and the universe. The interpretation, 
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inquisition and inspirational insight of the natural world provide an opportunity for physical, 

psychological and spiritual self-development. According to him, traumas and trials are 

gateways for personal growth. He views the entire world as an expansion of one’s own self. 

The only thing is that we have forgotten the dictum and therefore, going away from nature. 

Coelho tries to tune the relationship between nature and human smoothening the journey 

from inward to outward or vice versa. He establishes a connection between Ecology and 

spiritual development trying to wipe out the line between itself and the environment. The 

consciousness i.e. ‘I am a part of everything in and around’ helps his characters cross over the 

obstacles in their lives. These characters try to prove that universe, nature and human 

consciousness can never be separated. They enlighten the reader about the living cosmos with 

full of spiritual possibilities.  

Sign, Symbol and Paulo Coelho 

Signs and symbols take different form in the hands of Paulo Coelho. His ideas and 

philosophy find expression through these signs and symbols which make him an ‘Alchemist 

of words’. He entangles history, culture, tradition and philosophy through the symbolic 

patterns. It also helps him imbibe the mystical, spiritual, philosophical thoughts in the mind 

of the reader. Focusing on symbolism, he conveys his mystical message through the fictional 

characters and also merges the magical with the real. Both, the positive and the negative 

attributions can be found into his works like The Alchemist, The Valkyries, Brida, The Devil 

& Miss Prym etc. He uses ecological signs and symbols like sheep, shepherd, horse, cobra, 

desert, crystal glassware, gold, hawk, oasis, pyramid, church, stone, tree, water, well etc. 

contextually exploring various disciplines. Hence, the present article is an attempt to explore 

the use of ecological signs and symbols, its forms and functions, the deeper meaning/s, 

metaphysical contents in Paulo Coelho’s ‘The Alchemist’. These signs and symbols function 

as a mediator between the physical and the spiritual. The ecology becomes a foundation for 

self-awareness and spiritual progress promoting ecological consciousness among the readers.  

Ecological Signs and Symbols in ‘The Alchemist’ 

Nature plays the role of a guide to Santiago in ‘The Alchemist’. Santiago turns inward in the 

search of self and usually outward in order to direct this search. Whenever he is anxious, 

confused and puzzled, it is the nature that soothes his mind so that he can figure out a 

solution and continue his journey towards the Personal Legend.  Paulo Coelho throws light 

on the symbiotic relationship between nature and man. Here is an attempt to contextualize the 

signs and symbols in ‘The Alchemist’ : 

Dessert :  

Desert is a symbol of harshness, sufferings, obstacles and hardships. According to Bible, it 

makes faith more tough and strong. Hence, it proves to be a place for regret, self-punishment 

and transformation because salvation is not possible without it. The vastness of the desert 

conveys superiority and mastery of God over the universe. In ‘The Alchemist’, Santiago 

spends several days and nights in the desert experiencing isolation, anxiety, deprivation and 

uncertainty throughout his quest. The Alchemist instructs him, 
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“You must love the desert, but never trust it completely. Because the desert 

tests all men : it challenges every step, and kills those who become 

distracted.” (The Alchemist. 106.) 

Santiago acquires personal adaptations to draw strength and sustenance from the desert. The 

adaptations make him aware about the human limitations. He meets unpredictability of 

desert, mysteries of elemental forces of nature, intuition, animals, tribal culture, brutal 

soldiers, love and unpretentiousness etc. Here, he achieves expertise in interpreting the signs, 

symbols, dreams and omens which develop his consciousness and vision enlarging his 

‘Minute Self’. As per the Law of Adaptation and Attraction, he is tempted with ‘Beginner's 

Luck’-  

“… a force that wants you to realize your destiny; it whets your appetite with 

a taste of success.” (The Alchemist. 27) 

All these develop a feeling of tolerance within him, which consequently makes him more 

determined. He also learns that the desert needs to be crossed with love, mercy, sympathy, 

forgiveness and understanding. The love between Santiago and Fatima turns the desert into a 

site of longing and hope. The oasis in the desert stands for life, love and domesticity. The 

desert opens possibilities of the ‘Other World’ and makes him aware about the 

interconnectedness of everything. He communicates with the natural elements such as desert, 

wind, sun, sand, soul etc. which unfold the great mysteries for him. The desert proves to be a 

teacher who teaches through challenges.  

Shepherd 

Shepherd has mythological and biblical significance. At the beginning, Santiago's father tries 

to dissuade him from traveling. Santiago becomes shepherd to pursue his Personal Legend. 

His father gives him Spanish gold coins. He listens to his heart and becomes shepherd by 

buying a flock of sheep. It can be considered as his first step towards the quest for Personal 

Legend. Soon, the sheep become accustomed to him. He used to observe the sheep for hours 

and think about their behaviour. The sheep bring the merchant's daughter and the field of 

Andalusia into the fate of Santiago. He makes a wise choice at right time. He understands 

that-  

‘There was nothing to hold him back except himself. The sheep, the 

merchant’s daughter, and the fields of Andalusia were only steps along the 

way to his destiny.’ (The Alchemist. 27) 

Then, he moves towards his Personal Legend under the guidance of Urim and Thummim, the 

magical stones.  

Sheep 

Santiago's sheep stand for the people who are not aware about their existence and hence, 

remain blind to their Personal Legend. Santiago thinks,  
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‘The problem is that they don’t even realize that they’re walking a new road 

everyday. They don’t see that the fields are new and the seasons change. All 

they think about is food and water.’ (The Alchemist. 10) 

At the beginning, Santiago observes that the sheep have very few instincts such as food, 

water, sex, blind trust and death etc. These animals have no choices of their own and thus, 

follow the leader. The lack of motivation makes them passive. This produces a kind of 

disrespect for them in the mind of Santiago. He loves the sheep but does not want to resemble 

the qualities of them. Just like the average people, they do not try to find something new and 

thus, settles for an unfulfilling existence. The nature and behaviour of sheep seem to be in 

opposite with what Santiago is. Santiago observes all these things and despite of all the 

obstacles pursues his Personal Legend. The Baker and the Crystal Merchant are like the 

sheep, before they meet Santiago. They used to indulge themselves into material pleasures 

and desires. They remain content with what they have. Hence, they miss number of 

opportunities due to their limited perspectives. In this way, the sheep symbolizes lack of 

understanding, motivation, leadership and consequently, the lack of transformation in the 

novel.  

Water 

Water is the true elixir of life. It does not have its own shape or colour and thus, becomes a 

symbol of transformation. It also symbolizes healing, purification and renewal in sacred 

form. It makes water most precious of all the five elements. Its flexibility motivates Santiago 

adapt and continue his quest towards Personal Legend. The well where Santiago meets 

Fatima symbolizes unconditional love. However, Paulo Coelho uses water as an emotional 

cleanser, purifier and healer. It aids his characters accept the challenges and pursue their 

quest inspite of life’s stumbling blocks. Coelho tries to communicate spiritual understanding 

through the sacredness of water. In the novel, the Alchemist proves the relation between the 

desert and the sea. He asks Santiago to put a shell found in the desert over his ears and listen 

the sound of the sea. The Alchemist says –  

“The sea has lived on in this shell, because that’s its destiny. And it will never 

cease doing so until the desert is once again covered by water.” (The 

Alchemist. 132) 

Gold and Alchemy  

Gold symbolizes knowledge, work and time necessary to achieve desired things in the novel. 

Alchemy which can turn iron into gold symbolizes Santiago’s journey to achieve his Personal 

Legend. The process of turning iron into gold symbolizes Santiago’s development and 

transformation. All the impurities vanish during the process of alchemy. Similarly, Santiago 

has to get rid of all his desires such as to become rich, to live with Fatima etc. in order to 

achieve his Personal Legend. Just like the process of alchemy can not be expressed in words 

in the same way, the process to achieve Personal Legend can not be found in books. The 

Englishman says,  
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“Imagine if everyone went around transforming lead into gold. Gold will lose 

its value. It’s only those who are persistent, and willing to study things deeply, 

who achieve the Master Work.” (The Alchemist. 78) 

There are no written instructions anywhere to guide a person. Personal Legend can be 

achieved by following one’s instinct and the omens provided by the nature or universe, 

collaboratively. Therefore, the Alchemist counsels Santiago not to depend on books for 

direction. He follows the instructions given by the Soul of the World and reaches upto the 

higher plain. Thus, alchemy symbolizes the path of truth and enlightenment to achieve 

Personal Legend in the novel. Just like the gold, Santiago evolves during his quest 

discovering so many mysteries and truths. The gold and the Personal Legend both remain 

equally important to him.  

Animal Symbolism  

Some common animal symbols such as Hawks, Horse, Snake, Camel etc. are also found in 

‘The Alchemist’.  

Generally, Hawk symbolizes aggression. The vision Santiago sees while watching the Hawks 

leads him to meet the Chieftains of the Oasis who believe in his prediction and prepare 

themselves for the attack of the enemy.  

When Santiago is unable to find life in the desert, he takes help of the horse keeping in mind 

the Alchemist’s words “Life attracts life”. The Alchemist puts his hand in the hole found by 

the horse and pulls out a snake. The snake symbolizes the energy that lies coiled at the base 

of the human spine. It is known as ‘Kundalini’. When kundalini is activated, it leads to 

enlightenment. Here, in the desert the snake comes forth as a symbol of life.  

Horse symbolizes strength and passion. It also symbolizes travel, desire and movement 

during the journey of Santiago. While the Alchemist’s white horse stands for intelligence, 

mystery, power, loyalty, and devotion representing qualities of the Alchemist.  

Camel is considered as a ship of desert. Throughout the journey Santiago observes the camel 

and learns so many things from the camel driver which he did not find in books. He receives 

inspiration, strength and energy from the animal. It increases his endurance and protection. 

The camel aids him understand the language of desert.  

If closely observed, one can find that these animals seem to be manifestations of the 

characters concerned. These characters can be better understood through a study of these 

animals. Paulo Coelho presents the negative and positive implications of the animals 

thoughtfully.  

Conclusion 

In this way, the article explores symbiotic relationship between man and nature advocated by 

Paulo Coelho in his novel ‘The Alchemist’. With this, Paulo Coelho establishes a subtle 

relationship between the abstract and the concrete, the finite and the infinite which 

collaborate with each other and are able to provide solutions to the problems through self-
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discovery. He probes deep into the existence of human being and its relation with the nature. 

He records the interconnectedness of everything with the grace of God. The signs and 

symbols used in the novel have bodily, mental and spiritual dimensions to commune with the 

divine. Without understanding the five elements of the universe, it is not possible to 

understand one’s true identity. With the help of natural elements like desert, forest, animal, 

water, mountain one can explore one’s self achieving Personal Legend. The natural and the 

spiritual can not be separated. Coelho gives a mystic touch to the common, ordinary natural 

elements making the reader conscious about the ecosystem. Directly or indirectly, he 

advocates a humanity with universal brotherhood. Thus, Paulo Coelho shows how Ecology 

can become a meditative foundation for self-awareness through the use of ecological signs 

and symbols.  

REFERENCES: 

1. Coelho, Paulo. The Alchemist. (54th Edition) Trans. Alan R. Clarke, New York : 

Harper Collins Publishers, 2012.   

2. Barry, Peter. Ecocriticism. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and 

Cultural Theory. (3rd Ed.) Manchester UP, 2009. 

3. Buell, Lawrence. The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the 

Formation of American Culture. Cambridge, MA and London, England: Harvard 

University Press, 1995. 

4. Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm (Eds). The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in 

Literary Ecology. Athens and London: University of Georgia, 1996. 

5. Rueckert, William. Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism. Lowa 

Review 9.1 (1978). 

6. Garrard, Greg (ed.). The Oxford Handbook of Ecocriticism. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.langlit.org/

