The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678)
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The Pilgrim’s Progress, known in Brazil as simply “O Peregrino”, is believed to be the second-most widespread book in history (in terms of copies produced), coming second only to the Bible. It was published in 1678 and has never been out of print. It is an allegory – a kind of literature which uses fantasy and fiction to portray reality in a metaphorical manner. It is full of medieval images, scenarios, adventures and events which, taken together, are not meant to be understood simply as a story in itself, but as a narrative full of messages which the author tries to convey to the reader. In this way the writer uses various elements of the story – characters, geographical scenarios, objects – to represent objects, people or concepts in real life. That is an allegory.
John Bunyan was a Puritan Protestant preacher in seventeenth-century England. He was part of the non-conformist movement; at that time, only those with permission by the state could perform public religious preachings or even attend to religious meetings outside the Anglican church. Bunyan, however, was a preacher who did not comply to these restrictions. He was therefore warned that if he should not stop his “clandestine preachings”, he would be imprisoned. He chose to continue his activities and was therefore incarcerated, remaining there for 12 years. It is believed that it was during that time that he wrote his masterpiece, Pilgrim’s Progress.
As has already been said, The story is an allegory which takes place in a small fictional world composed of towns, hills, fields and valleys all connected by pathways. The world, with all its details, represents all the possibilities of life, i.e the many ways in which good and evil present themselves to each person. The theme of the story is the journey of a man from this wicked life on earth to heaven, and the plot consists of how he is going to remain faithful to God throughout all the difficulties and temptations in life.
The main character, who is simply called Christian, represents the ordinary person dealing with the difficulties of life and of keeping his faith. He initially lives in a city called the City of Destruction; he finds a book that tells him that it will be one day destroyed by fire – the name of the city meaning that it is destined for destruction (in this story, every character and every location’s name has a symbolic meaning behind it). He then becomes terrified, tries to warn people around him, but no one believes in him; so he departs on his journey, fleeing from the city and seeking some kind of refuge. When he reads his book, he suddenly becomes conscious of his own sins and wickedness, and begins to feel a heavy burden on his back which he can’t get rid of on his own and which will eventually lead him to death. However, he also discovers from reading his book that if he goes on a travel to seek heaven, God will grant him entrance, enabling him to live eternally in an everlasting kingdom.
He therefore meets all kinds of characters in his way; there are the good ones that instruct him, like Evangelist and Interpreter, who tell him where to go; for example, they indicate that he must first go to a gate called “the Wicket Gate” and ask for entrance after which he will some people who will help him, teaching him various things about the dangers of this world and encouraging him with assurances of God’s promises to believers. Here the author is obviously making reference to Jesus’ “Sermon on the Mount”, from which the quotation “Enter through the narrow gate, for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the way that leads to life, and only a few find it.” (Matthew 7:13-14). Indeed, the narrative is full of Bible references each of which finds a place on the journey identified as “the narrow path” of the scriptural parable along which Christian meets temptations, victories and defeats. Running on with much difficulty because of his heavy burden, he eventually reaches the “place of deliverance” where, on climbing a hill, he encounters a cross. At the moment when he sees this his burden is loosened and falls away by itself. After this, his instructions are to follow the “narrow path” onwards towards the Celestial City, sticking to safe ground at all times. 
To give some short examples of the places he encounters, there is the Valley of Humiliation, and the Valley of the Shadow of Death where he faces depression-related problems like discouragement, fear, loneliness, and also demonic beings who try to make him give up his journey or blaspheme God, when not overtly trying to kill him. The author also portrays the ways in which the protagonist repeatedly makes mistakes in order to illustrate the forms of human weakness we are all subject to—even the reformed sinner. There is also a scene where Christian deviates from the path and tries to take a shortcut that seems easier to walk on; but it leads him and his companion astray directly to a giant called Despair, who takes them both to his home, the Doubting Castle. There the giant beats them day by day, chains them in a dungeon, starves them and tries to discourage them to the point of committing suicide. In reading such passages, it is important to remember that the writer is concerned with psychological traits which he uses allegorical figures to convey - in this instance, portraying the moment in a person’s life when he/she is dealing with great doubt as imprisonment by a mighty but not all-powerful force of evil.  Eventually Christian is saved by his friend Hopeful who - living up to its own name - encourages him by means of the virtue so-named and prevents him from cutting his own wrists in despair. The pilgrim then remembers that all the time he has had a key hidden in his chest called Promise which can open any door in the castle.
Christian and his companion also pass through the famous Vanity Fair, a giant market which involves all kinds of goods, with people selling merchandises from all over the world – in sum, everything the material world has to offer. They go through it with their ears covered while shouting: “we only want to reach the celestial city and we want nothing of these vanities”. The people there become so outraged by their indifference that they start a riot. Resulting in the arrest of the pilgrims and the execution of one of them – Faithful – at the stake. 
The book, however, is not only action and symbol; it also has a lot of dialogue between the characters, who share their view of life with each other in some very interesting conversations; we have characters such as Atheist, Worldly Wiseman, Hypocrisy, Adam (representing the sinful nature), the Flatterer, Talkative, and even two giants called Pope and Pagan. As a seventeenth-century evangelical Protestant, Bunyan portrays the Pope as an old giant who has slain lots of pilgrims – a reference to the persecution of Protestants under the Catholic monarchies of Queen Mary and King James – but who has frown weak and old, having lost a great deal of his power and who was now becoming senile.
There are also the good characters in the book such as Faithful, Prudence, the Interpreter, Evangelist, Piety, Charity, Knowledge, Experience and Hopeful – many of these abstract virtues and others faculties and dimensions of the Puritan mind. All of these characters, then, engage in conversation with one another about the true path and how one must walk on it in order to achieve the Celestial City. Here we meet with interesting disputes between the representatives of different worldviews given in the form of what often resembles Socratic dialogue: one character will say thus and thus and then be refuted by another; Atheist, for instance, will say he is certain that the Celestial City does not exist while Formalist and Hypocrisy tell the others that one has no need of going through the narrow gate. Worldly Wiseman says the City of Morality is better than the narrow path while Talkative demonstrates that he possesses much knowledge only to be exposed by Faithful as a mere know-it-all hypocrite. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Eventually the Pilgrim and his companions they reach the Celestial City after crossing a big river (a symbol of death) and there they learn that only the ones who went through the narrow gate and continued on along the narrow path will be allowed to enter the Holy City. The narrator then reveals that the initial transformation of his protagonist’s character – his repentance from his sins and his faith in God, both represented in the allegory by his passage through the Wicket Gate – were the crucial factors that allowed him to complete the journey overcoming all the difficulties and temptations that he faced along the way before arriving safely in the Celestial City.
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