The Use of Imagery and Symbolism to Foreshadow Events

All literary works have a story to tell. These stories are comprised of characters and their actions, events and countless other attributes. But the most difficult one of all is detecting the meaning of the story. The importance of the message delivered by the story is especially important in novels, as many are intended to teach the reader of the importance of certain issues in life. This holds true for analyzing literary works as a whole, as well as analyzing certain, more focused sections in the novel. Such uses of symbolism and imagery can thus be extremely helpful for interpreting parts of stories which are perhaps more difficult to grasp. And once the reader does, the story fits together like a jigsaw puzzle. Due to the new understanding of the story, one is inadvertently led to speculate on future events. Imagery and symbolism, are the sole literary elements, which can perform this more intuitive aspect of analyzing the story, and with it, the reader is able to foreshadow future events. 

Bruno Schulz’s short stories are perfect examples of such uses of imagery and symbolism, mostly because of their exquisitely perplexing content and structure. Because of their complexity and sheer bizarreness, the reader seldom comprehends the author’s intentions. Yet with some attention to the story’s environment, the reader may gradually understand the story’s message. Of all short stories, “The Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hourglass” is perhaps the pinnacle of Schulz’s works. It combines the strange stetting of a decrepit sanatorium, with all the bewildering elements of Schulz’s memories. The memory started with the narrator’s train journey to a far away town:

The journey was long. The train, which ran only once a week on that forgotten branch line, carried no more than a few passengers. Never before had I seen such archaic coaches; withdrawn from other lines long before, they were as spacious as living rooms, dark, and with many recesses. Corridor’s crossed the empty compartments at various angles; labyrinthine and cold, they extruded an air of strange and frightening neglect.  (p. 237)

One immediately notices the almost frightful, murderous isolation of the train; a perfect beginning to an odd story. The train ride represents the narrator’s journey to the unknown, to a place, where knowledge is useless. The mere fact that this train rout goes but once a week to this destination demonstrates the journey is one of desperation. The layout of the train coaches also contributes to the tone of this story. The “archaic coaches” serve as a testament to the reader, to warn that there is no return. The reader sensed as if the train ride is taking us into the past. Indeed, the first depiction of the train, perhaps reminds us of the mansion, in Edgar A. Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher. This train ride will not be our everyday ride to work. It is much more than that. It is transporting us to a land of mystery and seclusion. 

Indeed, these odd feelings continue in the paragraphs to follow. The author describes how the day was, “The day was uniformly gray, extinguished, without contrasts… the landscape was arranged like theatrical scenery, seemed very dark.” (p.238) The reader’s previous feelings of a somber atmosphere seem to be continued. The sky and train are equally dull and ancient. The author then goes on to suggest that the landscape is theatrical, perhaps hinting that the events to come can’t be completely real. 

As the narrator finally makes his way to the sanatorium, the forlorn mood continues. “Beyond it, against the darkness of trees, loomed the gray walls of the many windowed hotel that advertised itself as the Sanatorium.” (p.239) But then the tone slightly changes, as the narrator makes his way towards the buffet of the institution. “I returned to the buffet and looked at the pastries and cake. They looked most appetizing.” (p.340) The symbolism behind the pastries is apparent. The contrast between the “normal” (the narrator) and the “irregular” (the patients of the sanatorium) is like the appetizing cakes and pastries, and the somber and surreal atmosphere of the sanatorium. 

From the very beginning, the reader senses that this “memory” cannot be real. The author’s depictions of his father seem unrealistic, as if everything is but a vision. Indeed, as the setting progresses, the reader senses that this story is nothing but a story, nothing but a dream within a dream. From the remote train ride, to the depiction of the sanatorium, the author reveals little about the true message he is trying to depict, yet the reader is still able to anticipate on the happenings yet to come. 
Unlike Schulz, who uses predominately imagery in the setting, Kundera’s use of symbolism is more apparent. Indeed, Kundera’s style of writing is in stark contrast to Schulz. Kundera is a philosophical writer, who is able to convey the novel’s message most effectively with symbolism. In “The Unbearable Lightness of Being” such use of symbolism is used especially effectively in Tereza’s dreams:
“I was at a large indoor swimming pool. There were about twenty of us. All women. We were naked and had to march around the pool. There was a basket hanging from the ceiling and a man standing in a basket. The man wore a broad-brimmed hat shading his face, but I could see it was you. You kept giving us orders. Shouting at us. We had to sing as we marched, sing and do knee bends. If one of us did a bad knee bend, you would shoot her with a pistol and she would fall dead into the pool. Which made everyone laugh and sing even louder. You never took your eyes off us, and the minute we did something wrong, you would shoot. The pool was full of corpses floating just below the surface.” (p.18)

Thomas standing in a basket in mid-air symbolizes his “lightness”, his lack of responsibility in life and his neglect for Tereza. This is in contrast to Tereza’s “weight”, who is obliged to obey every command issued by Thomas. Her love for Thomas does not dissipate, albeit Thomas has affairs with other women. The pool full of dead women symbolizes all of Thomas’ previous relationships, which were dictated by the rules and ideals of “erotic friendship”. Such principles are the pinnacle of “lightness”. 
When Tereza was young, her mother instilled in her the idea, that all women are the same, both inside and out. Her mother came to this idea, when at a previous stage in life, her husband had left her. In her dream, the dead women in the pool represent their similarity and monotony, as Thomas breaks up the relationship. As the dream progresses, Tereza herself is shot, and meets the corpses, who seem to confirm of their resemblance. 

The reader is lead to speculate, that Tereza is beginning to doubt, whether her relationship with Thomas was a wise choice. But because of her predisposition to “weight”, she is unable to let go of him, though he is unfaithful. The reader may therefore foreshadow a great battle raging within Tereza, to decide whether to let go of Thomas, or to somehow convince Thomas to become a “heavier” person. Though it is difficult to predict the events page by page in the book, due to the beguiling order of events, which do not flow in chronological order, the reader in spite of everything is capable of predicting Tereza’s struggle with Thomas. One notices that through time, Tereza’s toils with Thomas vary, until towards the end of Karenin’s life, where the reader senses Thomas’ final turn towards “weight”. One then hypothesizes Thomas and Tereza living together “happily ever after”, yet it is difficult to estimate the time between Karenin’s death, and ultimately Tereza’s and Thomas’ death. Yet one fact is certain: Tereza’s dreams undoubtedly influenced the reader’s thoughts and emotions, which ultimately leads to the inevitable need for the reader to foreshadow events that have yet to be discovered. 
The use of imagery and symbolism are of the utmost importance in literature, whether it be for analytical purposes, or for foreshadowing. Such uses of these literary elements are used in many different varieties of writing techniques, as is the case with Schulz and Kundera.  Though the two works differ in the style of writing, one is able to foreshadow events with an adequate degree of certainty. With Schulz, imagery used in describing the setting is most valuable for foreshadowing, while the philosophical symbolism depicted in Tereza’s dreams by Kundera are the clearest indications of future struggles. For without such indications, we as readers are deprived of great literature. 
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