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William Golding is probably the most significant of the generation of English novelists whose work emerged in the 1950s and 60s. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1983 and won the Booker Prize in 1980 for Rites of Passage. 

By far Golding's best known novel is his first, which has become a staple of the English GCSE and A level diet. Lord of the Flies (1954), a parody of R. M. Ballantyne's Victorian adventure yarn The Coral Island, is the story of a group of boys who find themselves stranded on a deserted ocean island during a future war. Its title, a literal translation of Beelzebub, suggests evil spirits, but the novel is in fact an investigation of inherent human evil. As the boys spend longer without adult interference, their innate savagery gradually asserts itself, until Jack, originally the leader of a choir, has cast himself in the role of chief, and his choristers have metamorphosed into a warrior tribe. Ralph, a more compassionate and perceptive boy, manages to survive by resisting the lure of Jack's atavistic cult; Piggy, a clever weakling, and Simon, a Christ-like visionary figure, are both killed. In his essay “Fable”, Golding said that he based his novel on two things: the “awful precision” with which, as a schoolmaster, he understood the amorality of little boys; and his experience of World War Two, particularly “the vileness beyond all words” of the Fascist states. There is a telling irony at the end of the novel when the boys find themselves “rescued” by a British naval officer, a representative of the nominally civilized adult world that is busy tearing itself apart through war. 

Golding, in a typically astute refusal to restrict his art to one setting or style, moved his next novel not only outside civilization but outside history altogether. The protagonists of The Inheritors (1955) are Neanderthals, confronted with the encroaching threat of a cleverer, more bellicose species, the “new people” or homo sapiens. The prose of The Inheritors mimics the sensuous, prelapsarian mindset of the Neanderthals, who are primitive in a way entirely opposed to the bloodthirsty atavism of Jack's followers in Lord of the Flies. Lok and Fa, the protagonists, are not aware of any clear separation between themselves, the animal and vegetable life around them, and Oa, their matriarchal Earth-goddess. (This religious theme to the book, of the Earth as a great organism transcending man, has influenced the Gaia hypothesis of recent ecological theory.) By the end of the novel, though, Lok's tribe are shown to be an evolutionary dead end. They have been eliminated by the new people, the inheritors of the earth, who are of course ultimately ourselves. The novel forcibly argues that we are responsible for the state of what we inherit, and uncannily anticipates contemporary “green” concerns. 

In Pincher Martin (1956), Golding returned to the twentieth century, but fused contemporary references with the mythic power of The Inheritors. There is essentially only one character in the novel, Christoper “Pincher” Martin, a self-centred actor who has joined the navy in World War Two. Thanks to his own malicious thoughtlessness he accidentally allows his ship to be torpedoed. At the very end of the novel, the reader realizes that Martin is alone and dying on a rock in the middle of the Atlantic (possibly Rockall), and that most of the narrative is composed of his memories, intertwined with dreamlike fragments of his lonely quest to survive. Reality, recollection and imagination become blurred. Thus Golding anticipates postmodernist thought about the triumph of the image and the collapse of the real, at the same time as engaging with profound theological issues of death, sin and judgement. Ultimately, it is the reader who judges Martin and implicitly him or herself, weighing up the uselessness of mere egocentrism against the inevitability of death. At the same time, the novel insists that the memory on which the ego is founded is utterly suspect, and the self may be a partly or wholly imaginative construct. 

Free Fall (1959) continues Golding's focus on the 1939-45 war. The protagonist, Sammy Mountjoy, is a painter captured by the Germans. In his prison camp, he recalls his past freedom and his failure to use it to any good end, just as his present is more and more circumscribed. As a young man he lusted after a girl named Beatrice (named ironically after the heroine of Dante's Vita Nuova); unlike the speaker of Dante's spiritual poetry, Sammy plays Beatrice's emotions to get her into bed, then abandons her. When Sammy becomes a prisoner, his residual sexual guilt over Beatrice is exploited by his interrogator Dr Halde, a cultured but ruthless Nazi psychologist. Halde locks Sammy up in his own personal hell, a completely dark room; in one of the novel's most memorable scenes Sammy feels his way round this cell until his fingers encounter what may be a dismembered penis. As the novel's title suggests, Golding's concerns are sin (the Fall) and personal responsibility (we are Free to choose evil or good). Sammy, though, unlike Pincher Martin, is redeemed. He leaves the dark cell to experience an intense vision of the prison camp, transformed by his earlier sensory deprivation into a form of paradise that he renders into art. His Freudian nightmare is exposed as an illusion; the wet object in the cell, it turns out, is merely a floorcloth. 

The Spire (1964) again features a male protagonist tormented by sexual and theological guilt, but this time, he is largely unaware of the causes of what he feels. Jocelin is the dean of a medieval cathedral (based by Golding on Salisbury Cathedral), who considers himself in close spiritual contact with God. It is implied that Jocelin's true motivations are repressed lust for Goody Pangall, the wife of the cathedral's caretaker, and possible mental illness. The action of the novel follows the erection of a new spire for the cathedral, a project that has become Jocelin's driving obsession. Jocelin's tortured thoughts of Goody Pangall encourage a vulgarly Freudian reading of the spire as a coded phallus. However, the novel ramifies the implications of its main symbol until the spire comes to stand ambiguously for Jocelin's spiritual needs as well as his hubristic arrogance. Moreover, the eventual collapse of the spire suggests not only the inadequacy of Jocelin's vision, but also the inevitable failure of any attempt to build a work of art that grandly aspires to connect man with higher things. Jocelin is, in a way, a parody of an artist or writer. When Jocelin dies at the end of the novel, he sees a heavenly vision of the spire, but the reader is left to decide whether this represents transcendence or the illusion of a dying mind. 

Jocelin's vision of the spire, and ultimately the novel itself, may perhaps be read as self-reflexive comments by Golding on the vanity of his own art. After the late 1960s, he took a long break from composition. The Pyramid, a collection of three novellas published in 1967, concluded Golding's early period. The trilogy is set in Stilbourne, a village in middle England whose name implies infertility and stasis, and may also signify Golding's awareness of having reached a creative impasse. He described the novellas as “a step backwards in order to leap further”. (The Pyramid's title, though not its content, suggests Ancient Egypt, a recurring interest of Golding's, documented in his essays, his 1985 travelogue An Egyptian Journal, and in his 1971 short novel, The Scorpion God.) 

Darkness Visible (1979) began the second, late phase of Golding's output that would culminate in the Sea Trilogy and the posthumous The Double Tongue. Darkness Visible is a complex, fractured text that Golding refused to explain or even discuss in interviews. The novel includes at least one familiar Golding figure, Matty, an orphan rescued as a child from the inferno of a wartime firestorm, who becomes a religious visionary. His simplistic but obsessive inner world suggests a Jocelin projected into the twentieth century. The other main narrative strand focuses on the kidnapping of a child by Sophy, a privileged young woman neglected by her father. Sophy's scheming makes her the intelligent but corrupt opposite of the naïve, innocent Matty. Again, Golding seeks to explore extremes of spirituality and violence, but in a way that exposes their intimate connection. Sophy's missing Daddy and her crime (a perversion of motherhood) parallel Matty's search for God the Father and his enactment of filial duty as a form of debased Christ. At the end of the novel, no one's desires, whether for good or evil, are fulfilled; Matty dies as he began the novel, in a fire, and Sophy's victim escapes. Only the paedophile Mr Pedigree, who, when himself dying, sees a vision of Matty, enters a sort of spiritual interior world, or heaven built in the final moments of life, akin to that of Jocelin in The Spire. 

Rites of Passage (1980) is completely different from Darkness Visible in style and tone, though many of the underlying themes are similar. A historical novel set in the Napoleonic era, it takes place entirely aboard a superannuated British battleship. The narrator is Edmund Talbot, an ambitious and selfish young nobleman on a voyage to Australia. The crux of the narrative is the death of another passenger, the parson Robert Colley, an unctuous parson who attaches himself to Talbot and becomes the butt of the crew's and captain's vicious jokes. Colley, though, is not all he seems. His letter of religious and amatory confession, discovered by Talbot, shows him to be another Jocelin or Matty, a man living in an intensely spiritual subjective world, who is only dimly aware of the promptings of his latent homosexuality. Colley is attracted to Billy Rogers, a corrupt, lecherous sailor whose name suggests a parody of Melville's saintly nautical innocent, Billy Budd. Eventually Colley has a sexual encounter with Rogers when drunk for the first time in his life. Full of inebriated joy he wanders out onto the deck half naked and urinates in full view of the crew and passengers. Upon recovering he realizes what he has done and seemingly dies of shame, which the ship's captain passes off as a “low fever”. Talbot tries to piece together what has actually happened below decks with Rogers, and never quite succeeds. 

Golding had planned Rites of Passage as a single novel, but two others grew out of it; Close Quarters (1987) and Fire Down Below (1989). Together, all three were published as To the Ends of the Earth: A Sea Trilogy (1991). The latter two volumes continue Talbot's voyage and narrate his passion for Miss Chumley, a young orphan considerably below him in social station. Talbot, after perilous adventures, reaches Australia safely and marries her. He eventually becomes Foreign Secretary in a Victorian government, writing the final volume as his memoirs with somewhat suspect hindsight. Despite Talbot's generally complacent tone he feels a strong but vague guilt about the fate of the Prettimans, a charismatic political radical and his wife, fellow passengers on Talbot's ship, who set off in a doomed attempt to found a democratic utopia in the Australian outback. The Sea Trilogy is often playful and light, but remains arguably the most significant of Golding's fictions since Lord of the Flies. It translates its predecessor's obsession with fundamental human evil into a more comic, redemptive vision, that nevertheless points to the ignorance and complacency of the ruling classes and acknowledges the powerlessness of spiritual visionaries, political dissidents and sexual outsiders in the face of a society that excludes and victimizes them. 

The Paper Men appeared in 1984, after Rites of Passage but before the remainder of the Sea Trilogy. The most self-reflexive of Golding's novels and one of the most comic, it is narrated by Wilfred Barclay, a cynical, ageing novelist who is so famous he is pursued by academics. One of these, the American Rick L. Tucker, literally sifts through Barclay's garbage in the hope of gaining biographical insight (tellingly, Golding insisted that he wanted no literary biography of his own life to be written). Tucker reaches his nadir when he offers his wife to Barclay in exchange for the right to become his biographer. In the end, Tucker takes the convenient step of shooting Barclay – thus closing off the narrative and the literary life whose details he may then presumably exploit to further his own career. 

Golding died suddenly in 1993, at home in Cornwall. His final, posthumous novel, published as The Double Tongue (1995), was close to completion at the time of his death. The narrator is Arieka, a woman in Ancient Greece who becomes a pythia, or priestess of the Oracle of Apollo at Delphi; her role is to act as mouthpiece for the prophecies of the God, which help rulers decide their actions. The novel's setting thus neatly combines religion and politics, two themes which fascinated Golding. As an old woman looking back on her life, Arieka sees the decline of Delphi's influence in the face of Roman conquest. 

The concluding words of The Double Tongue are a dedication for an altar requested by Arieka: “TO THE UNKNOWN GOD”. These stand aptly for the vein of theological inquiry that runs throughout Golding's work. From Lord of the Flies onwards, he was interested in sin, the failure of goodness to withstand evil, and the probable absence of any immanent deity, except in the minds of certain gifted (or deluded) mystics. Despite this, he should not be bracketed off as a theologian concerned only with spirituality. His fictions are centred on visionary figures (Simon, Jocelin, Colley, Matty, Arieka) but such characters are used nearly always to explore the relationship between spiritual experience and the surrounding secular world of sexuality, violence, psychology, politics and power. Golding's work, particularly The Paper Men and the Sea Trilogy, shows a streak of playfulness that prevents him from being labelled as a dour, didactic Jeremiah. Golding well knew the value of entertainment in art, and once claimed that his main compositional technique was to keep his reader in mind – always. It is to his credit that he managed to maintain this focus on the needs of his audience whilst introducing his readers to abstruse theological themes, experimental prose styles, unusual environments, visionary states and extremes of mental and physical violence. Golding's essays are published in two volumes, The Hot Gates (1965) and A Moving Target (1982). These are invaluable records of the preoccupations of a major artist and offer important insights into his novels. 
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