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CHAPTER 4
The Biblical Code of Utopia

José Eduardo Reis

In an ongoing Portuguese radio programme “The Diaphanous Veil” with the subti-
tle “For a Thematic History of European Music,” the musicologist, composer and
Portuguese conductor Pedro Amaral analyses the evolution of different forms of
Christian liturgical music ranging from the Notre Dame mass composed by Guil-
laume de Machaut in the fourteenth-century to the twentieth-century composers
of Requiems such as Stravinsky and Lopes Graga, in order to establish a coherent
and historically elucidative thread of musical thinking within the context of Euro-
pean culture. According to the exquisite musicological knowledge of Amaral, the
only musical genre that allows one to discern a stable thematic continuity in its
formal, protean variations is precisely the one that is used as an accompaniment
to the Christian liturgy. Thus, if at the historical level one may identify a trans-
temporal genre among Western European erudite musical forms, based on an
elementary grammar made up of a ritualised sequence of prayers (appeal, praise,
thanksgiving), almost exclusively inspired in the Catholic faith and in the Jewish-
Christian canonical scriptures, then at the level of the history of utopian thinking
in the Western world, one may also identify a founding code made up of a rela-
tively stable series of biblical texts of an ideal content, i.e., transcending and excel-
ling the known limits of reality. Both at the musicological level, by means of which
one may find a recurring theme in the history of European music concerning the
ritualised ceremonial of Jewish-Christian religious spirit, and at the level of the his-
tory of utopian ideas, permeated by the revisiting of a set of biblical themes, we
arrive both at the heuristic value of the axiom (here paraphrased from T.S. Eliot)
that no culture appears without a religion, and with the thesis (put forward by
Northrop Frye) that the Bible can be seen as constituting the main code underpin-
ning Western literature. Assuming the definition of code, put forward by the Por-
tuguese literary theorist Aguiar e Silva, as “the finite set of rules that allow the or-
dering and combining of distinct units within the framework of a given semiotic
system in order to generate meaningful processes that are materialised within
texts” (76, my translation) and acknowledging that such a code may be character-
ised as being “transcendent both at the ontological and chronological level in rela-
tion to the texts that it allows to be produced and receive, [by] the recursive for-
mula of its rules, i.e., by the possibility to apply these rules to an indefinite num-
ber of texts” (78), one may metonymically regard the Bible — metonymically be-
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cause the Bible comprises a finite series of texts, chapters and verses that make
up an operative system that idealises the human ontological-spiritual condition —
as the generative code corresponding to the utopian way of ideologically and tex-
tually representing the world in the context of western civilisation. | am therefore
using the concept of code in the sense that it refers to the workings of a semiotic
linguistic system of literary content, since it is within this system that the above-
mentioned processes of meaning are generated in texts of an idealising content.
The complex textual heterogeneity of the code to which | am alluding, being a re-
pository of revealed and transcendental truth for those who believe in the spiri-
tual content of the Bible, is central to my argument and to the selection of those
biblical passages, chapters and verses that operate as thematic sources for both
literary recreation and doctrinal inspiration associated with the tradition of west-
ern utopian thinking. | must therefore state that this paper does not really pro-
ceed from my biblical knowledge, which is not extensive, but from the personal in-
terrogations that emerged as a result of a comparative study | have made on the
reception of different modes of western utopian thinking in the Portuguese and
English literary cultures. This perplexity increased as | began to understand that
two of the chief semantic models of ideological and literary utopianism, nostalgic
regression and prophetic foresight, are largely elaborated, in their varied, recur-
sive, explicit and deflected historic and cultural formulas, from a matrix of ideas
that is engendered by a biblical key. Notwithstanding the fact that, as one knows,
utopia is not the exclusive outcome of a univocal genealogy or cultural tradition,
but, according to Frank and Fritzie Manuel, it is a “hybrid plant, born of the cross-
ing of Judeo-Christian belief in another, paradisiacal otherworldly and the Hellenic
myth of an ideal city on earth” (15). What | would like to put forward here is
therefore some of the types of semiotic and narrative idealising effects generated
by this biblical belief, by this formula of hopeful thought in “another, paradisiacal
world.” But before doing so, | think | should make a brief reference to the utopian-

Christian religion dyad.

Two basic positions, up to a point antagonistic, can be pointed to regarding
the articulation between Christian and utopian idealism, assuming that the latter
term holds, i.e., as indicating the transformative and overwhelming aspiration to
go beyond the limitations and constraints of the material circumstances of life.
These antagonistic positions become clear, on the one hand, in the light of the
doctrinal items of Christian dogma which regards with suspicion the affinities be-
tween the full freedom of Utopia and the heresy of Pelagianism — i.e. the doctrine
proclaimed by the irish monk Pelagius (born 354 A.D.) who considered man not
only free of any original metaphysical stigma but also as an autonomous being re-
sponsible before God for his / her own salvation. Contrary to this view, the affinity
petween the beliefs of the Christianity and the positive content of the Utopia ideal
manifests itself by way of discreet symbolic human imagery in several ways, for

example through:
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pects of the Jeading belief systems — that religions “having often provided im-
proper empty promises for the will to a better world, ... they were for a long time
also its most decorated room, its entire structure” (1181-1182).

Sharing Bloch’s point of view, the Portuguese scholar Manuel Antunes also
recognises a possible affinity between ideal utopian and religious thought when,
in his synthetic historical-cultural approach to the subject of Utopia, he argues
that one of his “typological models” is the religious one, to be seen alongside
other models determined by other contents and principles such as the mythical,
rational, political, ethical-philosophical, prospective, retrospective, positive and

negative (403-406).

But let us return to the Bible, to that “iconographic atlas,” to that “treasure
chest of symbols,” to that wimmense dictionary” in the epigrammatic characterisa-
tions of Paul Claudel, quoted by the Portuguese poet and essayist José Tolentino
Mendonga in his introduction to the re-edition of the pioneering and almost com-
plete translation of the book of books into Portuguese by the Portuguese protes-
tant priest Jodo Ferreira Annes d’Almeida in the second half of the seventeenth
century (Biblia 17). If, in the Bible, as Tolentino Mendonga states, we can find
“tragedies, comedies, epics, autobiographies, love songs, tales of shipwreck, histo-
riographical indices, folklore plays, inventories, travel books, blessings, curses, cal-
endars, aphorisms ... in @ profusion of infinite repetition” (Biblia Hustrada: Jere-
mias 17), if in its immense variety of textual possibilities we find “a full stock of
characters, a theatre of the natural and the supernatural, a fascinating language
laboratory” (Biblia llustrada: Jeremias 17), it should come as no surprise that in
this polyphonic textual architecture we find verses, chapters, or even proto-
utopian or utopian-like books that make up a defined set of narrative units of
meaning, that have been repeatedly appropriated, explicitly or in a refractory
mode, by western utopian ideas and literature. several scholars have recognised
the importance and the functionality that both the description in Genesis (2, 8-15)

of the divine creation of an earthly paradise and the accounts of the prophetic,
messianic and millenarianist content of the Old and New Testaments had on the
articulation between the theme and the feeling of nostalgia for the earthly para-
dise (on the one hand) and the expectation that (on the other) at some future
stage in the history of mankind, earthly happiness and justice would reign su-
preme. The French historian Jean Delumeau, for instance, dedicated two exten-
sive monographs, Une Histoire du Paradis and Mille Ans de Bonheur, to the study
of the historical-cultural implications of the permanence of these biblical myths

(Delumeau, Histoire).
The former, the belief in a pristine place of happiness and perfection, which

has indelibly marked western thinking, comes from, as Mircea Eliade has demon-
strated, a universal mental archetype modelled, within the context of Western

-
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ather the human ascendancy over nature, the

stract and conceptual mental patterns. In the
t is also at peace with his own

The utopia is a city and it expresses r
domination of the environment by ab
pastoral, man is at peace with nature, which implies tha

nature, the rational and the natural being associated.

at the ideological level, references can be found in western civilisa-
d belief in the real existence of an earthly para-
led Christopher Columbus to accept biblical

verses at face value and to include a Jewish interpreter among his crew on his first
voyage westward to reach the Far East, so that he could establish contact in Ara-
maic with the virtual citizens of Eden — then the biblical code of the Garden of
Eden, as Frye demonstrates, can be considered thematically present in the defini-
tion and reproduction of the pastoral convention of the earthly paradise, despite
the fact that the original and later development of this convention were deter-

mined by classical Greco-Latin literary forms.

if, therefore,
tion’s literary culture to a sustaine

dise — a belief that, for example,

earlier, another great, and perhaps even more impressive, uto-

of predominantly biblical origin is that embedded in the
It is a schema that occurs in both the New and Old Testa-
erial freedom and spiritual salvation. It

As mentioned
pian imaginary schema
concept of future time.

ments, associated with the ideas of mat
takes several forms that, in general terms, have their origins: firstly, in the expec-

tation of the fulfilment of the divine promise announced by the patriarchs Abra-
ham (Gen. 12.7) and Moses (Deut. 1.4) that God's chosen people would be
granted a land awhere milk and honey run” (Num. 13.27); second, in the prophecy
of both that not only would the Jewish nation be liberated from the yoke of its
enemies, but that at some point in future time a kingdom of abundance and jus-
would be founded, governed by a divine envoy, the Messiah; and finally, in
pe that the Christian saints, organised in their re-
hant Catholic or nationalistic Protestant, would
deliver salvation to those who truly followed God’s word. It is an imaginary
schema, therefore, that had its beginnings in the vivid expression of the collective
aspirations of a people (the Jews) to settle in a better place (Canaan), away from
the miserable wilderness in which they lived, i.e. in seeing the future fulfilment of
hope kindled in a covenant established with God. This impetus of a people that,
on affirming the freedom of its identity and its territorial autonomy, planned to
live in another place at an ideal future time, and, what is more, was confident that
it had been chosen by God and was fulfilling therefore a providential, divine will,

led Bloch to consider that

tice
the apocalyptic millenarianist ho
spective churches, whether triump

No other religion has passed through so many layers of sublimation, of utopianization
of its god as that of Moses... . The God of Moses is the promise of Canaan otherwise it
is no God... . The impulse of Moses holds the entire Old Testament together, including
Messianism, which appears late or rather is pronounced. This too, indeed precisely
this, is latent in glad tidings whose proclaimer brings himself and his people into it,
with exodus and promise of the land, land of the promise. (1234-1235)
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this hermeneutic scheme in critical historical times through idiosyncratic and
genealogically differentiated formulae, ranging from historiographical discourse
(e.g. Ferndo Lopes, a fifteenth-century Portuguese chronicler, and the theme of
the second coming of Christ in the Chronicle of King Jodo 1), through doctrinal and
holy discourse (e.g. Vieira, a seventeenth-century Portuguese Jesuit, and his vision
of the fifth monarchy in his History of the Future, @ vision also propounded, ac-
cording to Professor Jodo Marques, by other preachers at time of the restoration
of independence from Castilian political hegemony in 1640), to the poetic mode of
thinking (in Fernando Pessoa’s Mensagem, written in the wake of the crisis of the
portugal’s First Republic in the early twentieth century and in the context of the
plight of the dictatorship), and to philosophical reflections with pedagogical inten-
tions (mostly in writings of an exegetic content on the destiny of the Portuguese
nation by the twentieth-century Oporto philosopher Agostinho da Silva).

Commenting on how the content of some Hebrew prophets’ messages went
beyond the thaumaturgical and magical tone of the predictions of the first proph-
ets mentioned in the Bible, the Portuguese poet and priest Mendonga detects
signs of an awareness of man’s social and ethical fate in such forays into the fu-
ture. He writes that “the solutions that [the prophets] propose, lead to a kind of
renewed social contract: the practice of justice, the corresponding solidarity that
overcomes the distinction between classes and peoples, an intransigent invest-
ment in the construction of a peace that is simultaneously both political and po-
etical. The written word became a utopian vehicle” (Biblia 5, my translation).

This utopian vehicle, often associated with an eschatological vision of the
founding of a harmonious kingdom on earth through a providential act of divine
will that would be revealed in stages until the end of time —as exemplified in the
theology of the twelfth- century Calabrian monk Joachim of Fiore, who provided a
most amazing prophetic speculation based on a complex, numerological biblical
exegesis — was a vision that began to lose its appeal from the Enlightenment age
onwards. It gave way to a more secular notion of progress, a notion that became a
force in the evolution of the utopian literary genre, which thenceforth began to be
shaped with the determining coordinates of future non-time, ucronia, rather than
through the coordinates of present non-place. Yet, this conceptual change focus-
ing on time rather than place did not imply the elimination of the original optimis-
tic nature of More’s term utopia, as generally signifying a different and better so-
ciety than exists in the historical present. This same generic meaning is somehow
reproduced in the following words of D. Anténio Ferreira Gomes, the twentieth
century Portuguese bishop, who was forced into exile in Rome due to his open
criticism of the Salazar dictatorship: in 1952, he reflected on the dilemma, today
more urgent than ever, between economism and humanism, stating that “instead
of a society in which a separation exists between social classes only on the basis of
wealth ... we can idealise one in which value and service are the criterion of dis-
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