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RESUMO 

 

E. M. Forster nasceu em 1879 – numa época em que as pessoas andavam a cavalo – e 

faleceu em 1970, quando o supersônico Concorde estava em pleno funcionamento, e a Apollo 

pousara na lua. A carreira de Forster como escritor de ficção, porém, se deu apenas entre 1905 

e 1924. Ele integrou o Grupo de Bloomsbury, também conhecido como “Os Modernos”, do 

qual o movimento literário conhecido como Modernismo surgiu. Ainda assim, Forster era um 

lobo solitário, tanto em estilo quanto em temática. Diversos assuntos que discutimos agora de 

forma natural – da política à orientação sexual – poderiam levar alguém à prisão na Inglaterra 

eduardiana. Talvez seja esse o motivo de Forster ter desenvolvido um estilo que mistura 

filosofia com metáfora. Nos contos, em especial, o autor frequentemente utiliza elementos 

fantásticos. O objetivo deste trabalho é oferecer uma leitura de “The Celestial Omnibus”, um 

conto publicado no livro The Celestial Omnibus and Other Stories (1911), repleto de fantasia e 

mitologia, com elementos simbólicos e fantásticos. A história é criada em cima de uma série de 

impulsos conflitantes. Dependendo do ponto de vista, “The Celestial Omnibus” pode ser 

considerado tanto um conto feliz quanto triste. De modo que diferentes críticos se referem ao 

texto através de linhas filosóficas que se contradizem, como o humanismo e o ceticismo.  Minha 

intenção é comentar o que acontece nessa história sobre um garoto introvertido que encontra 

um portal, uma ponte entre o mundo real e o mundo ficcional. Com relação aos elementos 

fantásticos, apresentarei a definição de Fantástico de Tzvetan Todorov (1975) e as definições 

de High Fantasy e Low Fantasy de Magnus Vike (2009). Já para os aspectos psicológicos da 

história, utilizarei a teoria do próprio Forster (1972) sobre Personalidade Profunda e 

Personalidade de Superfície, inspirada na teoria de Carl G. Jung (2014) sobre o inconsciente 

coletivo. Como resultado, espero que este trabalho reacenda o interesse de outros nos textos de 

E. M. Forster, pois acredito que, em tempos de pressa e polarização como os de agora, podemos 

tirar muito de um autor com o mérito de enfatizar as sutilezas da vida, da arte, e das relações 

pessoais. 

 

Palavras-chave: 1. E. M. Forster  2. “The Celestial Omnibus”  3. Literatura fantástica  4. 

Personalidades profunda e da superfície  5. High fantasy e Low fantasy. 

  



 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

E. M. Forster was born in 1879 – a time when people rode horses – and died in 1970, 

when the supersonic Concorde was in full operation, and Apollo 11 had landed on the moon. 

Forster’s career as a fictional writer, however, ranged only from 1905 to 1924. He was part of 

the Bloomsbury Group, also known as “The Moderns”, from which the literary movement 

known as Modernism sprung. Still, both in style and in thematic Forster is a solitary bird. Many 

subjects that we now approach in a relatively natural way – from political tendencies to sexual 

orientation – could lead one to prison in Edwardian England. This is maybe the reason why 

Forster developed a style that mixes philosophy with metaphor. Especially in his short stories, 

the author often makes use of fantastic elements. The aim of the present work is to offer a 

reading of “The Celestial Omnibus”, a short story published in The Celestial Omnibus and 

Other Stories (1911), a book filled with fantasy and mythology, with symbolic and fantastic 

elements. The narrative is built on a number of conflicting impulses. Depending on the angle 

of observation, “The Celestial Omnibus” can be considered a happy or a tragical story. Different 

critics address the text through such contrasting philosophical trends as humanism or 

skepticism. My intention is to comment on what happens in this story about a timid and 

introverted boy who finds a portal that is a bridge between the real world and the fictional world. 

In regard to the fantastic elements, I will discuss Tzvetan Todorov’s definition of The Fantastic 

(1975) and Magnus Vike’s definitions of High Fantasy and Low Fantasy (2009). As to the 

psychological aspects involved, I will employ E. M. Forster’s own theory about Deep and 

Upper Personalities (1972), which he creates after reading Carl G. Jung texts about the 

Collective Unconscious (2014). As a result, I hope that this work can contribute to rekindle 

people’s interest in the texts of E. M. Forster, because I believe that in our time of hurry and 

polarization, we can benefit from an author who has the merit of highlighting the subtleties of 

life, of art and of personal relations. 

 

Keywords:  1. E. M. Forster.  2. “The Celestial Omnibus”.  3. Fantastic literature.  4. Deep and 

upper personalities.  5. High fantasy and low fantasy. 

 

  



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

INTRODUCTION...................................................................................................................10 

1 ABOUT FORSTER..........................................................................................................14 

1.1 LIFE AND TIMES.............................................................................................................14 

1.2 REVISITING “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS” ..............................................................16 

 

2 LITERATURE AS A METAPHOR: THE FANTASTIC, FORSTER,  

AND C. G. JUNG……………………………………………………………………….19 

2.1  “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS” ’S PLACE IN THE FANTASTIC GENRE…….........19 

2.2  FORSTER’S THEORY OF THE TWO PERSONALITIES...…………………..…........22 

2.3  JUNG’S THEORY OF A SPLIT PERSONALITY.…….……………..………………...26 

 

3     THE LITERARY ACT OF A NAMELESS BOY.........................................................30 

3.1  “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”: PART ONE.................................................................30 

3.2  “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”: PART TWO................................................................33 

3.3  “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”: PART THREE............................................................36 

 

CONCLUSION........................................................................................................................43 

 

REFERENCES........................................................................................................................47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

10 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Edward Morgan Forster (1879-1970) is a famous British writer known mostly for his 

six novels Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905), The Longest Journey (1907), A Room with a 

View (1908), Howards End (1910), A Passage to India (1924) and Maurice (published 

posthumously, in 1971). He has also been a professor at the University of Cambridge for most 

of his life, where he wrote the classic Aspects of the Novel (1927) and several collections of 

essays on literature and culture.  

Forster was recognized as a great writer from the beginning, one of the most influential 

novelists and essayists of his time in England. Nevertheless, he was never attuned with the latest 

fashion in writing. In a time when new experimental narrative techniques were put to use by 

authors like James Joyce or T. S. Eliot, Forster’s texts were so traditional in form that his style 

was often compared to Jane Austen’s. In The Common Pursuit, F. R. Leavis complains against 

Forster’s “old-maidish touch” (LEAVIS, 2008, p. 261). As to content, in a moment when people 

tended to be warmly pro or against any given proposition, Forster’s tone was invariably 

balanced and stable, like a breath of fresh air in a world where people are always so certain of 

everything and incapable of truthfully connecting with others. 

In short, E. M. Forster has always been there when something new took place, but in 

such a discrete way that the lights never fell on him. When somebody’s style is not on the 

controversial side of the arguments, the author runs the risk of being criticized either for not 

stating his point very strongly, or for being too close to the antagonistic point. Perhaps that is 

the reason why different critics say opposite things about him. According to Lionel Trilling 

(1980), for instance, Forster is a humanitarian, a humanist who hopes for the best and believes 

in mankind. Reuben Brewer, however, sees the opposite: to him, “Forster has expressed the 

vision perhaps most characteristic of the 20th century, the discovery that the universe may not 

be a unity but chaos, that older philosophic and religious orders with the values they guaranteed 

have dissolved” (BREWER, 1966, p. 221). Sandra Maggio, in her Master’s thesis, investigates 

how much of a humanist and how much of a skeptic Forster is by examining the treatment of 

personal relations in his six novels (cf. MAGGIO, 1981). 

As for myself, I first got in contact with the author through his short stories, some of 

which I translated into Portuguese for the discipline Estágio Supervisionado de Tradução, 
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under the guidance of Prof. Rosalia Neumann Garcia. E. M. Forster managed to intrigue me as 

soon as I read the first sentence in the short story “The Curate’s Friend”: “It is uncertain how 

the Faun came to be in Wiltshire” (FORSTER, 1911). That was certainly not what I expected 

to find there, so I got curious and went on with the reading. What was given to me was a 

cunning, but at the same time covered social analysis filled with sarcasm and antagonism 

through the usage of fantastic elements. I got the impression that Forster resorted to the fantastic 

in his works so that he could move comfortably when dealing with antagonistic ideas. So, I 

determined to go deeper into the examination of these conflicting elements. As a corpus of 

analysis, I chose one short story: “The Celestial Omnibus”, published in 1911. In the story, 

morally corrupt characters bump into the fantastic and are forced to face their personal 

dilemmas, since there is no dignity in the human characters, nor in British society, to provide 

them with a life-changing epiphany. The conclusion I reached is that Forster is a humanist in 

believing that human characters can change for the better, as individuals. Yet, his need of 

fantastic elements to guide them, and his lack of faith in society on a systematic level, shows 

how skeptical he ultimately is.  

Be it Greek mythological entities or other kinds of supernatural beings, the use of 

fantastic elements allows the author to carry out an interesting investigation of the human 

psyche. When I went after further information about that, I found an essay written by him called 

“Anonymity: An Enquiry” (1925), where Forster develops the concepts of “Deeper 

Personality” and his “Upper Personality”. According to him, we must tap into our deeper 

personality, or subconscious, in order to create literature. Our upper personality, on the other 

hand, is what we use to solve matter-of-fact problems in the pragmatic world, such as going to 

the bank. This concept of a personality stratified into two levels relates to Jung’s concept of 

“Splitting”, which is the dissociation of the personality determined by complexes, that is, habits, 

activities, or psychic situations that are incompatible with usual consciousness. To Forster, 

writing is one of such situations. His views are largely influenced by psychology, an 

exponentially growing science in his time. Inside that field, Jung’s theory of the split personality 

was Forster’s primary source of inspiration for his dual conceptualization, representing his ideas 

about the creative process. I will follow that line so as to examine what the act of writing 

represents to Forster. That is why the title of the present monograph is The Making of an Author.  

My curiosity lies in finding out what literature means to Forster, and what the metaphors 

he constantly uses might refer to. that is, what it is as a metaphor. I will do that by relating 

Forster’s views on reading and literacy to his concept of the “Deeper Personality”, as the lack 

of it is to the “Upper Personality”. According to him, one must make use of one’s deeper 
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personality to write, even though it “is a very queer affair. In many ways, it is a perfect fool, 

but without it there is no literature” (FORSTER, 1925). Taking into consideration that he did 

confirm several times the importance of personal relationships and the potential human growth 

resulting from them as the main trait in his writing, I want to analyze how much of that is 

actually translated into his text. 

In “The Celestial Omnibus”, every human adult that interacts with the main character, 

a boy whose name is not mentioned to the reader, is unkind to him in a way or another. Mr. 

Bons seems to be gentle at first, but he undermines the boy at the end when they meet the 

fantastic characters. The boy’s parents are merciless to him throughout the story. The father 

does not miss any opportunity to ridicule his son, and even punish him physically, whereas the 

mother never does anything to stop the father’s mockery towards the boy; she even laughs at 

him during those humiliating scenes. In short, these are perfect examples of Forster’s replication 

of characters from the real world, where the upper personality resides. As we see in the third 

section of this research, these skeptic characters are not connected to the fantastic world in the 

text, but to a mimetic representation of our own world, showing how skeptical the narrative is 

towards society.  

The Fantastic in this story by Forster comes in the form of a portal, or a connection, 

between the world of fiction and the world of reality – or between both strata of personalities. 

Mr. Bons is the classic arrogant well-read scholar who cannot renounce his earthly character 

flaws to be able to see the fantastic world during the omnibus ride. Though he can see the 

omnibus and the driver, and even feel that the omnibus is moving, he cannot not see the 

rainbow, or hear the music. He is given the opportunity to prove himself as a better person, but 

he fails as he, in his arrogance, humiliates the boy. Mr. Bons is a mimetic archetype that 

represents what Forster thinks about the world of the Upper Personality. The boy, on the other 

hand, fits in perfectly in the story, showing the juxtaposition between both characters.  

The way to deal with Forster’s fiction, in my opinion, is to handle the many antagonistic 

traits we find there. The upper versus the deeper personality, the real versus the supernatural 

world, for instance. Such an analysis will entail the study of “The Celestial Omnibus”. Forster 

himself acknowledged that his dual concept of personalities is based on Jungian psychology. 

He mentions that in his essayistic books Abinger Harvest (1936) and Two Cheers for 

Democracy (1951). By connecting that to the fantastic elements in the story, I intend to show 

Forster’s fictional world from inside out, from his own views on literature, psychology, and 

English society.  
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Mythological traces in “The Celestial Omnibus” will be analyzed and disentangled to 

find the link between them, and to show how they represent Forster’s metaphorical approach 

towards literature. To do so, this work will be structured in three sections: the first brings some 

contextualization about the author’s life in aspects considered pertinent to the aims proposed; 

alongside with a summary of the plot of “The Celestial Omnibus”. The second section presents 

the three theories used in the analysis: (a) Todorov’s theory of the Fantastic; (b) Forster’s theory 

of the two personalities; and (c) Jung’s theory on the split personality and the collective 

unconscious. The third section presents the analysis of the short story, in three divisions, 

because the story is also divided into three parts.  
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1 ABOUT FORSTER 

 

 

1.1 LIFE AND TIMES 

  

This section is not meant to be a biography of the author, but to provide a context of his 

time, life and themes, so that we can identify what is important to Forster, and why a greater 

understanding of his stories can be achieved. Although he did not belong into the aristocracy, 

Forster was born into a very wealthy traditional and intellectual family. He was thankful for 

that, as his relatives provided him with a solidly cultured education. He was great-grandson to 

Mr. Henry Thornton, a member of Parliament and one of the most influential leaders of the 

Clapham Sect, a British religious group of evangelical Christians who were against slavery and 

for the poor. According to Maggio, one of the paradoxes in Forster comes from the fact that 

although – as a consistent Edwardian – he complains about Victorianism, his family and the 

Clapham Sect are recognized “as one of the several institutions which helped create the spirit 

of the Victorian Era” (MAGGIO, 1981, p. 16). This did not mean paradise, for Forster did have 

issues with his family: he found them stiff, serious, unexciting – and their hearts, undeveloped. 

In an essay Forster wrote, named after his great-grandfather, he describes the righteous man: 

“Mr. Thornton’s chin is firm without ferocity, his mouth ascetic without fanaticism, his 

forehead intelligent without fire […] The restless modern mind, skimming over all these 

solidities, finds nothing to laugh at, condemn, or to die for” (FORSTER, 1981, p. 196). 

This reproach applies to Victorian society as a whole and to his entire family, 

specifically to London. In Forster’s fiction, industrial London is the territory of the people with 

the undeveloped hearts – where the upper personality predominates. The capital did have the 

same spirit as his household (CREWS, 1967). Cambridge – representing the University and the 

place of intellectuals – is where one can move and breathe, even if one is different. And rural 

England, usually set in Wiltshire and places such as Stonehenge or Avebury, stands as the 

memory of a better time, in the past, when people were simpler and healthier. The way Forster 

feels about his relatives reminds us of the boy’s family, in “The Celestial Omnibus”, and may 

be extended to all modern English citizens, or Londoners, people more concerned with their 
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duties and maintaining a good front. Indeed, this was a time of great industrial progress, 

modernity, and the bourgeois lifestyle, all of which Forster despised: “We must face the 

unpleasant truths that normal life today is a life in factories and offices, that even war has 

evolved from an adventure into a business, […] farming has become scientific, insurance has 

taken place of charity” (FORSTER, 1981, p. 279). This was a time particularly challenging for 

writers, who tend to concentrate on themes connected with love, beauty, charm, the passing of 

the seasons, and the traditions of their craft – unpractical values which were losing ground 

among industries and business deals. These changes Forster saw in his environment at the turn 

of the century are present in his stories in the form of aversion towards industrialization, and of 

faith towards personal relations and a possible return to nature.  

Forster loses his father at an early age. There comes a time when he is sent to Tombridge 

Public School1, where he has no friends, does not fit in and is often bullied. According to 

Maggio, “his hatred of this sort of institution, which prepares children to face the world as if it 

were a battlefield, will appear as a permanent theme in his novels.” (MAGGIO, 1981, p. 17) 

While he is at Tombridge, Forster comes to realize that he is attracted to people of his own sex. 

In other words, he was completely out of place, and did not have anyone around him he could 

talk to about his feelings or his circumstances. Again, this reminds us of the condition of the 

Surbiton boy, in “The Celestial Omnibus.”  

It is only when Forster grows up and goes to Cambridge that he finally finds people with 

whom he can talk and share his ideas. It is also there that he befriends a young group of open-

minded intellectuals known as the “Bloomsbury Group,” which includes people like Maynard 

Keynes, Virginia and Leonard Woolf, Lytton Strachey, among others. He was also a member 

of an old Cambridge Society called “The Cambridge Apostles”, which includes, among its all-

time members, names such as Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Bertrand Russell, Erasmus A. Darwin, 

Eric Hobsbawm, G. M. Trevelyan, James & Litton Strachey, John Maynard Keynes, Leonard 

Woolf, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Roger Fry and Rupert Brooke.  

The professor who mostly influenced the Cambridge humanities students of Forster’s 

time was the philosopher G. E. Moore, a liberal humanist who wrote a book called the Principia 

Ethica. According to Maggio, Moore is the spiritual guide of all Cambridge young men of that 

time. What Forster learns from Moore is the notion that there are two things worthwhile in this 

life: the appreciation of beauty, and the cultivation of personal relations. (cf. MAGGIO, 1981, 

p. 5) 

                                                
1 In Britain, the expression “public school” indicates a fee-charging, usually very expensive traditional school.  
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1.2 REVISITING “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”  

 

“The Celestial Omnibus” is a fantastic short-story first published by Forster in 1911 as 

a part of his collection The Celestial Omnibus and Other Stories. The “other” stories are “The 

Story of a Panic”, “The Other side of the Hedge”, “Other Kingdom”, “The Curate’s Friend” 

and “The Road from Colonus”. During my training period as a Translator at UFRGS I had the 

opportunity of translating these stories into Portuguese, with the help and under the supervision 

of Professor Rosalia Neumann Garcia. I am now endeavoring to have them published, because 

– although E. M. Forster possesses the Order of Merit, and the Order of the Companions of 

Honor, and has been 16 times nominated for the Nobel Prize – I am under the impression that 

he is less known by contemporary Brazilian readers than he should be.  

Publishing these stories for Forster required a good amount of patience and 

perseverance. According to Herz, six months after publishing his novel Howards End, Forster 

had managed to entrap a publisher into taking his short stories, which he “would rather people 

praised them than anything else he wrote” (HERZ, 1988, p. 24). The publisher, however, 

according to Forster in a letter to Edward Marsh, was willing to print only the fantastic stories, 

he was “nibbling, but oh so feebly, and I am afraid that only those to which we refer as ‘of a 

mythological nature’ will be published” (Idem). “The Celestial Omnibus” is the story of an 

unnamed boy whose curiosity is too great for his surroundings. He lives in Surbiton, London, 

on the right side of the street, in a house called Agathox Lodge. The house’s name is a distortion 

of the Greek word agathos, meaning “good”, which is a reference to the boy’s misfortunate life 

inside it.  

The plot unfolds as the nameless boy finds a signpost in a blind alley opposite his home, 

similar to an omnibus stop, with the following destination written on it: “To Heaven”. The boy 

runs back home and asks his mother about it; after all, there was no point in having an omnibus2 

stop at a dead end. The mother tells him that it was only a joke by some young men. One of 

them even wrote verses, which shows how silly they were.  

Here we have the first reference to literature, coming in a negative light. Alongside the 

mother, his father also dismisses his discovery, but in a more scornful way. The father, who, 

                                                
2 Omnibuses started being operated in London in the 19th Century, starting with the The London General Omnibus 

Company. They were run by horses, until the first decades of the 20th century, when motor engine omnibuses 

gradually substituted for the horse buses. (http://knowledgeoflondon.com/buses.html) 

http://knowledgeoflondon.com/buses.html
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“though very kind, always laughed at him – shrieked with laughter whenever he or any other 

child asked a question or spoke” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 41). The boy’s parents are proud of being 

acquainted to an important, intellectual man called Mr. Bons. If we read the letters that form 

his name backwards, we will find the word “Snob”, which is an accurate representation of this 

man’s character. Influenced by his parents’ opinion, the boy candidly believed that Mr. Bons 

who presided over the Literary Society – “was probably the wisest person alive” (FORSTER, 

1947, p. 41).  

The Bonses come to pay the family a visit. It might as well have been a visit paid only 

by Mr. Bons, since his wife has no voice and does not play any part in the story. When they 

happen to mention the episode involving the fake bus stop notice, Mr. Bons, as the wise literary 

authority he is, informs them that the author of the signpost joke was none less than the poet 

Shelley.  

Dissatisfied with the entire situation, the boy tentatively ventures into the alley at 

twilight, as seduced by the signpost as Percy Shelley was by the evening caroling of a skylark. 

Inside the empty alley he finds only an odd piece of paper informing about “Sunrise and Sunset 

Rides” and “Return Tickets”. After that, he goes home, only to be greeted with more jokes by 

his father, who keeps mocking at him during the entire evening. In the morning, the boy returns 

to the alley, because of a dream. Finding it empty, he concludes the story was indeed a hoax. 

But, as he reaches the gate of his house, he realizes his watch was fast, and that the sun would 

rise within two minutes, which convinces him to give the omnibus another chance. As he goes 

back to the alley, he finds the omnibus.   

Clueless of how the vehicle would leave the blind alley, the boy enters the omnibus. 

The driver is the seventeenth-century physician and author Sir Thomas Browne, though the boy 

does not know that. The first ghost author invites the boy to join him in the driver’s box, and 

they have a conversation that leads to a feeling of natural affinity that the boy has never 

cultivated before with other adults. The fact that the boy could personally connect with Sir 

Thomas Browne is the first premature sign of his tendencies towards becoming a writer himself. 

They ride over London with the omnibus’ two horses for over two hours. Then, suddenly, 

thunder and lightning strike, dissipating into a magnificent rainbow under the mighty 

horseshoes, toward Heaven. 

During their trip, the boy discovers that the young man named Shelley is now a famous 

person who owned his own omnibus, indicating that the unnamed boy is following the same 

steps into becoming a writer. Aside from talking, the boy also witnesses that “below in the gulf 
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is a burst of song as the Rhinemaidens who guard the Nibelungen ring surface in their green 

pool3” (WILCOX, 1956-57, p. 193), a river in a majestic landscape.  

As the boy returns, for he does get a return ticket with the driver, he is received with 

further unsympathetic reactions at home. His father beats him with his cane for lying; and then 

gives him a sonnet by Keats, To Homer, to copy and memorize, as a punishment. The scene 

ironically illustrates the educational role literature plays in that family.  

Mr. Bons, visiting again, becomes curious about the boy’s celestial journey, and uses 

the opportunity to astonish everyone with his vast literary knowledge. He even sings part of 

Wagner’s opera. In the end, Mr. Bons condescends to go with the boy to the alley at sunset, in 

order to see the magical omnibus for himself. As promised, the omnibus appears in the mist. 

However, this time the driver is a terrifying Dante Alighieri who greets them with a quotation 

from Inferno placed above the omnibus door: “Lasciate ogni baldanza4 voi che entrate” 

(FORSTER, 1947, p. 54). Loyal to his arrogant characterization, Mr. Bons promptly makes his 

point that “baldanza” would be an error, and that “speranza” is the correct word in that 

quotation, since no one should tolerate a different interpretation of a classic text. During this 

second trip to Heaven, Mr. Bons humiliates the boy as he keeps both return tickets to himself 

and does not let him speak to Dante, for he is an uneducated boy who would just waste the 

legendary author’s time, while Bons would know all the right things to say. He had Dante’s 

books printed in vellum, after all.  

Once the horses produce the reappearing rainbow beneath the omnibus, the boy is 

ecstatic to hear his friends’ voices and to see Achilles, who is standing on the bridge.  

Mr. Bons is as unsuccessful in his communication with Dante, as he is in learning, 

listening to or seeing anything. He is, however, terrified by the personification of the Greek 

warrior Achilles. He demands that the driver take him back to London, instead of being honored 

to be part of the experience. His arrogance will not sit well with the fantastic creatures, who 

crown the boy with the touch of fresh leaves while Mr. Bons falls from the bus and dies. Mr. 

Bons’ body is found in a “shockingly mutilated condition” with his belongings, including two 

return tickets.  

 

  

                                                
3 A literary reference that may beckon to The Song of the Nibelungs (or Nibelungenlied), an epic poem from the 

12th Century written in Middle High German; and/or to The Ring of the Nibelung, a cycle of four operas composed 

by Richard Wagner in the 19th century. 
4 Those who enter Hell, in Dante’s Commedia, are warned to abandon every hope (speranza); whereas those who 

enter Forster’s omnibus are warned to abandon their arrogance (baldanza). Mr. Bons fails to understand that. 
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2 LITERATURE AS A METAPHOR: THE FANTASTIC, 

FORSTER, AND C. G. JUNG 

 

2.1 “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS” ’S PLACE IN THE FANTASTIC 

GENRE 

 

During this research, it came to my attention that Forster is rarely associated with the 

fantastic genre. His fantastic elements are usually considered “mythological”, or “Greek 

characters”, so I felt the need of placing him inside the genre. To define fantasy as a genre, and 

in order to place “The Celestial Omnibus” within it, I turn to Todorov’s The Fantastic: A 

Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, a classic in the field of that genre. According to 

Todorov, the Fantastic is defined by the hesitation of a character or a reader that has only our 

mimetic world, or the laws of nature, to understand a supernatural event:  

 

The fantastic occupies the duration of uncertainty. Once we choose one 

answer or the other, we leave the fantastic for a neighboring genre, the 

uncanny or the marvelous. The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a 

person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently 

supernatural event. (TODOROV, 1975, p. 25) 

 

 

 The fantastic as a concept is, therefore, connected to what is real and what is imaginary, 

and how the muddy territory between those two startles or confuses the people involved in the 

story. As stated above, if one chooses one way, then it is a matter of the uncanny or the 

marvelous, no longer of the Fantastic. The Fantastic is defined not solely by natural causes or 

supernatural causes, but by the possibility of hesitation. Todorov provides some statements by 

other critics, such as Olga Reimann, who states that “the hero continually and distinctly feels 

the contradiction between two worlds, that of the real and that of the fantastic, and is himself 

amazed by the extraordinary phenomena which surround him” (REIMANN, 1975, p. 26), 

showing that this view of the fantastic as hesitation was already some sort of tradition among 

critics, whose theories only varied on who hesitates, a character or a reader. 

 In the case of “The Celestial Omnibus”, two characters hesitate between both worlds, 

our main character the nameless boy, first, and then Mr. Bons. I will develop this further in the 
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third section, in the analysis of the short story, but it is mentioned here briefly as an example. 

The boy is the first one to come into contact with a fantastic event, the signpost hanging in the 

alley reading “To Heaven”. Later he has a more abrupt contact with the supernatural embodied 

in the omnibus. The boy has doubts, and as his parents discourage him to pursue the signpost’s 

clue, he does not know whether the omnibus is real or not. Even after he sees it with his own 

eyes, he cannot explain how it could have entered the narrow alley. Hence, the hesitation 

between the rules of the natural world known by the boy and the rules of the supernatural world 

of “The Celestial Omnibus”.  

 The boy’s hesitation however is resolved quickly in the story, for after all he is a child. 

He accepts the two realities with a child’s simplicity, trusting his newly formed friendship with 

the omnibus’ drivers. Then comes the time when the boy tries to convince the adults in the story 

of his adventures in the supernatural world. His parents do not believe him and call him a liar, 

but Mr. Bons thinks the child just has too much imagination, and agrees to go with him and 

check. Here the reader wonders whether Mr. Bons will actually be able see the omnibus, - if 

there is still some hope for him. As for the boy, we are still to decide how to take the child’s 

experience, as something real or an outlandish dream. Mr. Bons’ experience is hesitant in the 

rest of the story, which leaves the reader still uncertain of what is happening, or not. This is one 

of the main requisites of the Fantastic as a literary genre. 

 Because in “The Celestial Omnibus”, the reader fluctuates between two perceptions 

about what is real and what is not, one can say that the work fits into the Todorov’s definition 

of the Fantastic. But there is still one danger threatening the Fantastic: the reader could still turn 

to the praxis to assume reality literally as it is given. Todorov gives the example of animals 

speaking in fables. The reader does not question whether animals can speak or not, that “does 

not trouble the reader’s mind: he knows that the words of the text are to be taken in another 

sense, which we call allegorical. […] But the question does not come up.” (TODOROV, 1975, 

p. 32) Hence, the fantastic demands the interpretation to go beyond the images provoked by the 

words as a verbal sequence, “the fantastic implies, then, not only the existence of an uncanny 

event, which provokes a hesitation in the reader and the hero; but also a kind of reading, which 

we may for the moment define negatively: it must be neither ‘poetic’ nor ‘allegorical’.” (Idem) 

 Having established the situational atmosphere the fantastic needs, Todorov proceeds to 

a complete definition of the fantastic by asserting that it requires the fulfillment of three 

conditions. First, the reader must interpret the world of the character as a world of real persons 

and he must “hesitate between a natural and a supernatural explanation of the events described” 

(TODOROV, 1975, p. 33). Second, a character might hesitate as well, then the reader’s role is 
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entrusted to that character, while the reader might identify with the character in the case of a 

naive reading. Third, “allegorical” and “poetic” readings must be consciously dismissed by said 

reader. Todorov then argues that these three conditions do not hold the same value, and that 

only “the first and third actually constitute the genre; the second may not be fulfilled. 

Nonetheless, most examples satisfy all three conditions.” (TODOROV, 1975, p. 33) And that 

is the case of “The Celestial Omnibus”, where all conditions are fulfilled.   

 Now, as it has been established that “The Celestial Omnibus” meets all requirements to 

be considered a fantastic short story, I will proceed to place it within one of fantasy’s subgenres: 

low fantasy. “It had two horses, whose sides were still smoking from their journey, and its two 

great lamps shone through the fog against the alley's walls, changing their cobwebs and moss 

into tissues of fairyland.” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 45)   

 The scene above, from “The Celestial Omnibus”, presents some typical fantastic 

elements, even though it is not an epic scene of a knight slaying a dragon, and fits perfectly to 

show the kind of fantasy present in Forster’s short stories. Generally, when one hears the term 

“fantasy”, one promptly thinks of magical beings such as elves, dwarves, dragons, dragon 

slayers, witches, etc. However, fantasy as a literary genre can be split into different subgenres, 

such as high and low fantasy, as Attebery does in his Strategies of Fantasy (2014). High fantasy 

is used to define a story that takes place in a secondary world completely dissociated from our 

real world, an example of which would be G. R. R. Martin’s cycle A Song of Ice and Fire, while 

low fantasy is used for a story that takes place in our mimetic world – the primary world – in 

which fantastic elements make their appearance, an example would be The Chronicles of 

Narnia by C. S. Lewis.  

 However, the division proposed by Attebery is not the only one. As Vike (2009) 

didactically shows in his thesis The Familiar and the Fantastic - A Study of Contemporary High 

Fantasy in George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire and Steven Erikson’s Malazan Book 

of the Fallen, there is Farah Mendlesohn’s (2008) categorization: immersive fantasy, intrusive 

fantasy, and portal fantasy. Immersive fantasy requires that a created, secondary world 

substitutes our primary world – corresponding to what high fantasy entails. Intrusive fantasy, 

on the one hand, describes a world of a story that is invaded by a fantastic element, such as 

some of Forster’s short stories like The Curate’s Friend. Portal fantasy, on the other hand, as 

suggested by its name, is a fantasy where a character or multiple characters travel from a 

primary mimetic world to a secondary world of fantasy and vice-versa, The Chronicles of 

Narnia and our very “The Celestial Omnibus” are examples of portal fantasies. The last two 



 
 

22 
 

would be classified as low fantasy according to Attebery’s terminology. “The Celestial 

Omnibus” would, therefore, fit in the subgenre of low fantasy.  

 

 

2.2 FORSTER’S THEORY OF THE TWO PERSONALITIES 

 

In Anonymity: An Enquiry, Forster begins a discussion on how the creative state works 

given the perfect conditions for it (democracy and sensitiveness). Writing can be just words 

with information, what makes it literature is something Forster calls “atmosphere”, defined by 

the order in which the words are arranged (style) and the creation of this other world that while 

it lasts seems more present than the practical world. This creation process is defined by 

“something else” that is undefinable, it is the creation of a new world with its own rules where 

information is relative, where information is true if it is accurate inside that new world. Since 

one forgets about common geography, astronomy, and ethics to accept new information in 

literature, one also ought to forget about the author and his personality and acknowledge that 

“to forget its Creator is one of the functions of a Creation” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 90). 

 Here one might object, myself included, that we cannot separate the author from their 

work entirely, that literature is a product of his personality. Forster does give some credit to this 

objection, but he counters that anonymity never bothered the writers in the Greek Anthology, 

nor the translators of the Bible, because the text is the most important thing, far more relevant 

than authorship. As examining Forster’s personality in relation to his writing is exactly what I 

intend to do in this work, I shall use his definitions to do it, so that I can go far enough according 

to Forster himself. He argues that modern critics focus too much on personality, and that is a 

problem due to their misuse of the word. Just like words have two functions —information and 

creation— so is the human personality split in two:  

 

So each human mind has two personalities, one on the surface, one deeper 

down. The upper personality has a name. It is called S. T. Coleridge, or 

William Shakespeare, or Mrs. Humphry Ward. It is conscious and alert, it does 

things like dining out, answering letters, etc. […] The lower personality is a 

very queer affair. In many ways it is a perfect fool, but without it there is no 

literature, because unless a man dips a bucket down into it occasionally he 

cannot produce first-class work. (FORSTER, 1947, p. 91) 

 

 

This contrast between what is underneath and on the surface of the English character 

matches Forster’s concept of the human personality split in two: a deeper and an upper 
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personality. And as the English middle-class makes the English literature from that period what 

it is, one can see how their deeper personality can achieve the sensitiveness required to write 

and appreciate great literature. Nevertheless, tapping into one’s deeper personality is an 

exercise, and what happens most of the time in reality is that the upper personality, the practical 

and insensitive character, is in charge. That is to say, the English are insensitive when it comes 

to the spirit, although the potential is there, which makes them incomplete. Forster claims, 

however, that no national character is complete, but the English character is so in a way that is 

“particularly annoying to the foreign observer”: 

 

It has a bad surface—self-complacent, unsympathetic, and reserved. There is 

plenty of emotion further down, but it never gets used. There is plenty of brain 

power, but it is more often used to confirm prejudice than to dispel them. With 

such an equipment the Englishman cannot be popular. Only I would repeat: 

there is little vice in him and no real coldness. It is the machinery that is wrong. 

(FORSTER, 1953, p. 23) 

 

 

According to Forster, the English are essentially the middle-class, and they are 

responsible for the literature of the nineteenth century, as they gained influence with the 

Industrial Revolution and the Reform Bill of 1832. And with that come the traits that 

characterize said literature: “Solidity, caution, integrity, efficiency. Lack of imagination, 

hypocrisy.” Those traits are to be found in the middle-class in every country, but in the case of 

England they reach national proportions, due to their bearer’s influence. That type of society 

was not made for individuals like Forster, as those characteristics often make a population’s 

character plaster: 

 

For it is not that the Englishman can’t feel—it is that he is afraid to feel. He 

has been taught at his public school that feeling is bad form. He must not 

express great joy or sorrow, or even open his mouth too wide when he talks—

his pipe might fall out if he did. He must bottle up his emotions, or let them 

out only on a very special occasion. (FORSTER, 1953, p. 13) 

 

 

Another characteristic of the English character is slowness. The Englishman does not 

feel the gravity of a situation at the proper time. He may understand it mentally, but he does not 

feel it emotionally. Not immediately, at least. Forster gives us an example contrasting how 

Englishmen and Frenchmen deal with a coach-crash: 

 

Once upon a time a coach, containing some Englishmen and some Frenchmen, 

was driving over the Alps. The horses ran away, and as they were dashing 
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across a bridge the coach caught on the stonework, tottered, and nearly fell 

into the ravine below. The Frenchmen were frantic with terror: they screamed 

and gesticulated and flung themselves about, as Frenchmen would. The 

Englishmen sat quite calm. An hour later, the coach drew up at an inn to 

exchange horses, and by that time the situations were exactly reversed. The 

Frenchmen had forgotten all about the danger, and were chattering gaily; the 

Englishmen had just begun to feel it, and one had a nervous breakdown and 

was obliged to go to bed. (FORSTER, 1953, p.15-16) 

 

 

After going a bit harshly against the English character, Forster proceeds to show a nice 

side of things. This solid and practical nature comes with the advantage of promptness. Being 

prompt at emergencies allows the English to act rationally, to not “throw themselves about in 

the coach, because it was more likely to tip over if they did” (FORSTER, 1953, p. 16). Another 

immensely positive character trait that goes together with rationality is bravery, for bravery is 

partially dependent on nerve, and the English nervous system is made for physical emergencies. 

Besides, if solidity and lack of imagination were to define England as a nation, how were one 

to explain its poetic greatness? 

For Forster, the English nature is like the sea at a distance: cold in temperature, uniform 

in color, and even in depth. However, once one ventures to get close to it, one can see it 

bountiful with life and color underneath. That is the English character. The colors are its 

unexpected romanticism and sensitiveness, and the fish are its emotions, forever attempting to 

awkwardly reach the surface. Once they do, one can see the emotions in the form of a flying 

fish, as “now and then they succeed, and we explain ‘Why, the Englishman has emotions! He 

actually can feel!’ And occasionally we see that beautiful creature the flying fish […]; it is a 

proof of that beauty and emotion exist in the salt, inhospitable sea.” (FORSTER, 1953, p. 17). 

In conclusion, he argues then that the English have an undeveloped heart, not a cold one. 

In his essay What I Believe (1953), Forster further reinforces his theory of a person being 

split in two when he discusses his faith on personal relationships. Faith being the keyword here, 

for he was not a religious man. In fact, he despised belief and thought that tolerance, good 

temper, and sympathy were the key for humanity to prosper, alongside science. However, they 

are not enough in the Age of Faith, as he used to call it, in which he lived. Humanity wants 

stiffening, regardless of the consequences, and according to Forster, “Faith […] is a stiffening 

process, a sort of mental starch, which ought to be applied as sparingly as possible. I dislike the 

stuff. I do not believe in it, for its own sake, at all.” (FORSTER, 1953, p. 75) Unfortunately, he 

still had to live in this Age of Faith, so he established his faith on personal relationships. 

Forster thought of personal relationships as a solid enough object of faith in a violent 

world. Not solid entirely, “for Psychology has split and shattered the idea of a ‘Person’” (Idem) 
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and it also has opened people to the possibility of having something invaluable within, which 

may rise to the surface and suppress the usual coldness. But there lies a fundamental issue—

how one is supposed to be able to trust personal relationships when theory (Jungian psychology, 

as stated in the next section) has proven it to be volatile and unreliable. The conclusion is that 

one cannot in theory, but can and does in practice in order to go on with life: 

 

We don’t know what we are like. We can’t know what other people are like. 

How, then, can we put any trust in personal relationships […]? In theory we 

cannot. But in practice we can and do. Though A is not unchangeably A, or B 

unchangeably B, there can still be love and loyalty between the two. For the 

purpose of living one has to assume the personality is solid, and the “self” is 

an entity, and to ignore all contrary evidence. And since to ignore evidence is 

one of the characteristics of faith, I certainly can proclaim that I believe in 

personal relationships. (FORSTER, 1953, p. 75-76) 

 

 

 The extent of Forster’s belief in personal relationships goes as far as putting them in a 

higher level of importance than social causes or movements. In fact, he disliked the idea of 

causes and would put the needs of a personal friend before the needs of the state, recognizing 

how that is a controversial choice for the modern reader. He justifies his political stance saying 

that such a view would not surprise Dante, who is personified in “The Celestial Omnibus”, as 

in his Inferno, Brutus and Cassius were placed in the lowest circle of Hell for betraying their 

friend Julius Caesar in favor of Rome. For Forster, there is a clear connection between 

sensitiveness, the creative state, and democracy. Sensitiveness would be to put those who are 

bossed, or the individuals, before the “bossers” who yield some sort of power, represented by 

the state. That is democracy’s merit, a regime where those who are bossed “found religions, 

great or small, or they produce literature and art […] All these people need to express 

themselves; they cannot do so unless society allows them liberty to do so” (FORSTER, 1947, 

p. 77). 

 Forster’s concept of two personalities is strongly inspired by Jung’s concept of split 

personality, as psychology had just started answering questions on the human mind. Forster 

also states that someone’s deeper personality has something similar to everyone else’s deeper 

personality, and that the mystic will attribute this “something” to God, or the divine, attributing 

it to the collective unconscious, the idea that all of humanity’s subconscious share their 

symbolic references, which will be further explored in the next subsection. Therefore, because 

the deeper personality is responsible for literature and has this generic and collective aspect, the 

works that are birthed by it become authorless, that is, do not need to be signed, for the signature 

belongs to the surface world, to the upper personality:  
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[Signature] pertains to the world of information, it is a ticket, not the spirit of 

life. While the author wrote he forgot his name; while we read him, we forget 

both his name and our own. When we have finished reading we begin to ask 

questions, and to study the book and the author, we drag them into the realm 

of information. (FORSTER, 1947, p. 95) 

 

  

The realm of information may be of some use as far as worldly knowledge and technical 

ingenuity are concerned, but the author only creates art when he mixes these normal experiences 

with his subconscious bucket, the deeper personality. That mixture is the definition of the 

creative process according to Forster, supported by Jung. And as soon as the process is over, 

the artist, dissociated from himself while in it, will “look back on it and wonder how on earth 

he did it. And, indeed, he did not do it on earth” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 121).  

 

 

2.3 JUNG’S THEORY OF A SPLIT PERSONALITY  

 

 Contrary to the advances of industrialism, Forster received psychology and its 

contributions to fiction with enthusiasm, as he himself said in his lecture delivered in the 

University of Glasgow, with the title English Prose Between 1918 and 1939. While 

industrialism and its rapid evolution in the first half of the 20th century “has meant the 

transference of power from the aristocrat to the bureaucrat and the manager and the technician” 

(FORSTER, 1947, p. 278), and perhaps the beginning of a true democracy, even though “it has 

not meant it yet”, and the appliance of the oh so cold science into people’s personal and natural 

lives, it has also contributed to art with an invaluable asset: a psychological movement. 

Regardless of Forster’s disliking of Freud, he enjoyed other theorists such as Jung. He did not 

say Jung’s name explicitly, but referred directly to Jungian terminology in his lecture: 

  
It has brought a great enrichment to the art of fiction. It has given subtleties 

and depths to the portrayal of human nature. The presence in all of us of the 

subconscious, the occasional existence of the split personality, the persistence 

of the irrational, especially in people who pride themselves on their 

reasonableness, the importance of dreams and the prevalence of day-

dreaming—here are some of the points which novelists have seized on and 

which have not been ignored by historians. This psychology is not new, but it 

has newly risen to the surface. (FORSTER, 1947, p. 279) 

 

 

 Now, Forster mentioned several terms in this quotation alone, of which subconscious 

and split personality are the ones that are relevant to this study. To get to those two concepts, 
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one has to start from the beginning. Therefore, let us start with the definition of psyche, 

according to Jungian theory. The psyche, the word which used to mean “soul” or “spirit”, but 

with the turn of the century, started to be used to refer to “mind”, can be seen as one’s total 

personality, encompassing all one’s thoughts, behaviors, feelings and emotions. The psyche, 

how it works and how can it be influenced, was Jung’s main focus in life. Generally speaking, 

Jung divided the psyche into three main realms, which can also be called personalities – hence, 

the idea of a split personality: consciousness, the personal unconscious, and the collective 

unconscious. The different realms of the psyche are not completely separate from each other, 

but instead, they regularly interact with each other in a compensatory practice. This exchange 

between the conscious and unconscious realms of the psyche leads to individuation, that is, the 

whole personality of the individual, a concept that is not directly relevant to this research.  

 Firstly, consciousness is the realm most familiar to people, since it consists of psychic 

contents of which one is aware. It can be described as one’s field of awareness, “it appears early 

in life, probably prior to birth. When observing a young child one can observe conscious 

awareness operating as the child recognizes and identifies his parents, his toys, and other 

objects” (HALL & NORDBY, 1995, p. 33). In the center of our consciousness lies the ego. The 

ego is our personality as we are aware firsthand. Its biggest role is to establish which contents 

of experience are cast into consciousness and which are to be eliminated, repressed or ignored. 

This role has been named “the gatekeeper”. The ego as the gatekeeper between the conscious 

and the unconscious (or as Forster calls it, subconscious) helps determine the content of the 

next main area of the psyche, the personal unconscious. 

The personal unconscious is composed by events that the ego determined to be either 

irrelevant or potentially distressful. However, such events do not simply cease to exist, nor are 

they exiled in the unconscious forever without any connection to one’s consciousness, “there 

are certain events of which we have not consciously taken note; they have remained, so to 

speak, below the threshold of consciousness. They have happened, but they have been absorbed 

subliminally” (JUNG, 1988, p. 23) These events that were absorbed subliminally occupy the 

unconscious. Subliminally meaning below the threshold. Even though these events occupy the 

personal unconscious and continue to have the potential to influence one’s personality, that 

does not mean that the personal unconscious is merely a storage of rejected memories, rather 

as discussed earlier, both the conscious and unconscious realms are interconnected with each 

other, playing together a significant role in the life of the individual.  

One way that the personal unconscious influences one’s behavior is through the 

complexes. Complexes for Jung are sub-personalities which could potentially have a powerful 
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control over one’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. Sigmund Freud has made them famous 

with his concept of the “Oedipus complex”, which canonized the complexes’ intrinsic roots as 

coming from childhood trauma. Contrary to him, nonetheless, Jung has attributed their roots to 

a deeper level in the psyche, the collective unconscious, even though the definition of what a 

complex is remains the same for both:    

 

One interesting and important feature of the personal unconscious is that 

groups of contents may come together to form a cluster or constellation. Jung 

called them complexes… When we say a person has a complex we mean he 

is strongly preoccupied by something that he can hardly thing about anything 

else. In modern parlance, he has a ‘hang up’. A strong complex is easily 

noticed by others, although the person himself may not be aware of it. (HALL 

& NORDBY, 1999, p. 36)  
 

 

The collective unconscious, one of Jung’s most important contributions to psychology, 

is a concept that involved a lengthy study on the unconscious of Jung’s patients. He studied 

their dreams and fantasies, as well as mythology and its symbols in religions from all over the 

world. Not only were there remarkable parallels in unconscious material in different patients, 

but there were also several parallels in the major mythological motifs and religious symbols of 

different civilizations: “Such phenomena always manifest themselves in dreams as 

mythological motifs […] also to be found in legends and fairytales around the world” (JUNG, 

2014b, p. 219). Differently from the personal unconscious, which is composed of elements from 

one’s individual experience, the collective unconscious is composed of universal elements 

which are inherited and which all humans share.  

 

These motifs are not invented so much as discovered; they are typical 

forms that appear spontaneously all over the world, independently of tradition, 

in myths, fairy-tales, fantasies, dreams, visions, and the delusional systems of 

the insane. On closer investigation they prove to be typical attitudes, modes 

of action—thought-processes and impulses which must be regarded as 

constituting the instinctive behavior typical of the human species. The term I 

chose for this, namely “archetype,” therefore coincides with the biological 

concept of the “pattern of behavior.” In no sense is it a question of inherited 

ideas, but of inherited, instinctive impulses and forms that can be observed in 

all living creatures. (JUNG, 2014a, p. 261)  

 

 

In conclusion, the unconscious is composed by two processes: one of individual 

acquisitions recognizable by the experiences and emotions of individuals that make up the 

personality as a whole, that is, experiences one has had throughout their life or emotions one 
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has felt, a product that can also be instinctive, formed by tendencies that are specific to the 

individual in himself, not to exterior stimuli; and another that is typical and shared universally 

 This concept of an unconscious is strongly represented in Forster’s writing, especially 

in the short stories. A more complete analysis is still in store for the third section of this work, 

but here I can already give the example of the boy’s two journeys in “The Celestial Omnibus” 

to the supernatural world, or the world of the unconscious, in Jungian terms; let alone the dream 

the boy has at the beginning of the story. Now, in the subject of personality, Forster is also 

aware that Jungian psychology has dealt with the concept of the human personality being split. 

Jung calls a possible unity of consciousness an illusion. In fact, we like to think of ourselves as 

only one, that our qualities such as will-power and integrity are integral, self-sufficient unities 

of our personality. However, “when it comes to a real show-down we find that we can do it 

only to a certain extent, because we are hampered by those little devils the complexes” (JUNG, 

2014c, p. 73). Complexes are free wandering associations that can dissociate from our 

intentions, making them fragmentary personalities: 

 

This idea explains a lot. It explains, for instance, the simple fact that a poet 

has the capacity to dramatize and personify his mental contents. When he 

creates a character on the stage, or in his poem or drama or novel, he thinks it 

is merely a product of his imagination; but that character in a certain secret 

way has made itself. Any novelist or writer will deny that these characters 

have a psychological meaning, but as a matter of fact you know as well as I 

do that they have one. Therefore, you can read a writer's mind when you study 

the characters he creates. (JUNG, 2014c, p. 73) 

 

 

 Since the Jungian concepts presented in this section are deeply related to the creative 

process, Forster found inspiration in them to create his own concepts of “deeper” and “upper” 

personalities. That is the effect psychology had, with all its influence, in the arts in the 20th 

century, on the Edwardian author. 
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3 THE LITERARY ACT OF A NAMELESS BOY 

 

3.1 “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”: PART ONE 

 

The story analyzed already begins with its first supernatural appearance – the signpost 

opposite the boy’s home that puzzles him. It does so with the message “To Heaven”. At home, 

the boy asks his mother what the signpost means, and here one can see the first sign in the story 

of the parents’ rejection of literature: some naughty young men had done it as a prank, and one 

of them even wrote verses. On top of that, this said poet had been expelled from the university. 

Later in the story the reader is told that this young man was no other than Percy Shelley. 

 The ones to claim that the young man is Shelley are the Bonses, or Mr. Bons, to be 

exact, the couple whose upcoming visit creates an interesting environment in Agathox Lodge, 

the boy’s home. Suddenly he had to put on his best things, as he was to hand the cake-stand for 

the tea. Now, everything related to their visit is only for show, as the boy’s parents had to appear 

more sophisticated to Mr. Bons, the wisest person alive, according to them. Appearances are 

not the only fake aspect of this excerpt, but also every character’s handling of literature. As Mr. 

Bons explains that the prankster was a young man named Shelley, he pretentiously asks the boy 

whether he knew who Shelley was and proceeds to ask the parents if there is any Shelley in the 

house, meaning one of the poet’s books, as if not owning one of them was a symbol of 

ignorance. The agitated mother quickly replies “Dear Mr. Bons, we aren’t such Philistines as 

that. Two at the least. One a wedding present, and the other, smaller print, in one of the spare 

rooms” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 42). 

 This whole facade is a perfect prelude for Forster’s ideas on the English character, more 

specifically, the character of the English middle-class, which present a lack of imagination and 

the so-called undeveloped heart. You have the juxtaposition between the two types of 

characters: the boys’ parents, workers who have probably never read Shelley, but find it 

important to own some of it, and Mr. Bons, a highly praised intellectual who has read the books 

and could probably quote them without flaw but is not capable of actually grasping the words. 

For Shelley goes from a silly prankster to a symbol of status in a way that shows how little Mr. 

Bons (snob spelled backwards) is connected with literature despite his academic background, 
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and as for the boys’ parents, they had never had any relationship with literature from the start. 

Their inability to connect with a world that is not familiar to them is one of Forster’s strategies 

to materialize his discontent with institutions – both the university that molded Mr. Bons and 

the public school that likely molded the parents. The relation between the two types of 

characters is well demonstrated in Nicole Duplessis’ “Transcendence, Transformation, and the 

Cultural Economy of Literacy in E. M. Forster's ‘The Celestial Omnibus’ and ‘Other Kingdom’ 

”:  

 

Mr. Bons’s relationship to books bestows his titles of nobility; the reader is 

given no academic credentials, but may perhaps assume them from his other 

titles. Inevitably, the reader judges him by what he does with books—both in 

the process of reading and analyzing them and in his possession and valuing 

of books as material objects. In response to the mother’s description of the 

two volumes of Shelley in the household, to emphasize the contrast between 

the boy’s ‘‘Philistine’’ parents and his own education and taste, Mr. Bons, 

arrogantly self-conscious of his learned status, replies, ‘‘I believe we have 

seven Shelleys’’ (DUPLESSIS, 2010, p. 50). 

 

 

 As was shown in the previous section on Forster’s theory of the two personalities, these 

types of institutions, also part of the real world outside the text, have shaped the characters’ 

upper personalities in such a way that they are no longer able to tap into their deeper personality. 

That is, they are no longer able to read and connect with literature completely. The boy’s father 

is another character that personifies the stiffness of the traditional Englishman, as he has the 

habit of ridiculing children, his son included. Forster, usually close to his narrators, shows a 

mix of skepticism and humanism in his novels and essays, including the one on the English 

character, but in “The Celestial Omnibus” none of the adult human characters have a 

redemption moment, a decision which alludes to an overall skeptic atmosphere in this particular 

text.     

 After the Bonses’ visit, as the boy accompanied them to the gate, he shows the second 

sign of his predisposition towards his deeper personality. He remains at the gate and wonders 

at the street, and what follows could almost be considered fantastic. The beauty he perceives 

there, the beauty of the road, of the sun, and of nature as a whole is a sign of his sensitiveness:  

 

But at the present moment the whole road looked rather pretty, for the sun had 

just set in splendor, and the inequalities of rent were drowned in a saffron 

afterglow. Small birds twittered, and the breadwinners' train shrieked 

musically down through the cutting—that wonderful cutting which has drawn 

to itself the whole beauty out of Surbiton, and clad itself, like any Alpine 
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valley, with the glory of the fir and the silver birch and the primrose. 

(FORSTER, 1947, p. 42) 

 

 

 For fantastic tendencies exist throughout the entire story, specially one of its greatest 

prerequisites, hesitation, according to Todorov. From the quest to discover who wrote the 

signpost to the boy’s appreciation of nature, the boy was forever changed. Such splendor caused 

by the sunset, the glory of the fir and the silver birch and the primrose. All of it changed him. 

It made him feel “quite unusual all over”, as if something stirred him from the inside. Here, his 

deeper personality shone, and the result was a nameless boy running towards the blank alley 

where the signpost hang. The smelly alley runs between two lodges called Ivanhoe and Belle 

Vista and appeared to not be fit for any means of transportation after all, which frustrates the 

boy. Nevertheless, he finds an odd piece of paper glued to the wall informing the details of how 

an omnibus line worked. Apparently, there was an alteration in service, and due to the lack of 

patronage the omnibus would now only leave two times a day, at sunrise and at sunset. Here 

we can once more see Forster’s hinting towards a lack of reading and literacy by the people, 

since the omnibus travels to a literary world. The omnibus company also ensures that they will 

not be responsible for any “negligence or stupidity on the part of passengers, nor for hailstorms, 

lightening, loss of tickets, nor any Act of God” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 43). Overall, it is a 

disturbing message left by a supposedly professional company that works as a premonition of 

the events in the second travel in the story.  

 The boy tries to rationalize his finding, since it must, after all, be a hoax. He had never 

seen any omnibuses on that road, nor could any means of transportation of that size fit in the 

alley, even though he saw what “might or might not be the marks of wheels” (FORSTER, 1947, 

p. 44). Disappointed and, interestingly enough, comparing this experience with fairy tales and 

dreams that wake him up at night, he leaves the ally only to be greeted by his father’s arms. The 

father roasts his son terribly, and the jokes and laughter would last the entire evening. That 

evening is followed by the boy’s third contact with the fantastic – a vivid dream of the streets 

of Surbiton in the form of hoaxes and shadows; a premonition of the omnibus that makes him 

wake up with a cry.  

 Jungian theory has also touched on the connection of children with the unconscious. As 

adults spend one third – or even half – of their lives in the unconscious during sleep, children 

have a deeper connection with it, given their proximity to early childhood, for “our early 

childhood is unconscious. Every night we sink into the unconscious, and only in phases between 

waking and sleeping have we a more or less clear consciousness” (JUNG, 2014c, p. 8). The 
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reverse is also possible: humans are firstly unconscious, while consciousness arises from our 

sleep, corroborating to the overall idea that consciousness begins to exist from middle childhood 

onwards. According to Jung, this transition is a violent effort, and the boy in “The Celestial 

Omnibus” goes through this process with a feeling of escapism promoted by his dreams. To 

escape is an option for “you get exhausted by consciousness. It is an almost unnatural effort.” 

(JUNG, 2014c, p. 10). 

The dream leads him to the decision of setting what was real: the omnibus or the streets, 

his dreams or the world. With that in mind, the nameless boy goes to the alley at sunrise only 

to be disappointed once again. Besides the fact that entering the alley demanded courage, since 

it was pitch black in the morning, and if it were not for the presence of a policeman in the road, 

the boy would never have done it. The omnibus was not there. In his way back home, he notices 

his watch was two minutes fast, so there was still a chance that the omnibus would arrive. He 

returns to the alley, and alongside the sunrise there was the omnibus. 

 

 

3.2 “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”: PART TWO 

 

 The omnibus plays the role of means of transportation between the mimetic and the 

fantastic world from the beginning, that is, the role of a physical portal, fitting into the low 

fantasy subgenre inside fantastic literature, according to Attebery (2014) and Vike (2009). The 

presence of the omnibus is so strong that it changes its surroundings, turning the walls’ cobwebs 

and moss in the alley into “tissues of fairyland” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 45). It has two horses 

amidst the brown fog lifted by their soft arrival and a driver, who is greeted by the apprehensive 

boy with the question “Please, is that an omnibus?”, which he answers with “Omnibus est” 

(FORSTER, 1947, p. 45). At that moment the boy notices the policeman passing by the entrance 

of the ally, so he hides in the shadows in order not to be found. He was sure, after all, that the 

policeman was in fact a pirate, for “nothing else, he reasoned, would go from such odd places 

and at such odd hours” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 45). 

 Along with the sun rose the omnibus, and, as the driver unhitched the brake, the boy 

jumped into the ride. Confused by how the omnibus had made its way out of the alley, the boy 

regrets being there; his parents would not approve. It is almost as if this parental pressure from 

the real world were an obstacle in middle of his connection, symbolized by the travel, to his 

deeper self, that is to say, to literature, an obstacle that brought him shame and regret, just like 
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his father does. Immersed in his regretful feelings, the boy realizes he had forgotten all of his 

money at home and tries to negotiate with the driver if he could pay for the ride with his watch. 

Calling for the name engraved in a notice board, the boy asked the driver to stop the omnibus, 

because he had no way of paying for it. During this interaction we find out that the driver is Sir. 

Thomas Browne.  

  Sir. Thomas Browne was an intellectual author from the 17th century interested in 

several fields such as medicine, religion, and the esoteric. He is an interesting character choice, 

as he himself often crossed the line between the real world and the world of fantasy. In the 

story, he does not accept any form of payment from the boy, for the purpose of the line was not 

to profit, and to profit is an error. Sir. Browne’s sets the difference between both worlds in his 

speech, "’Tickets on this line, (…) can be purchased by coinage from no terrene mint. And a 

chronometer, though it had solaced the vigils of Charlemagne, or measured the slumbers of 

Laura, can acquire by no mutation the double-cake that charms the fangless Cerberus of 

Heaven!’” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 46-47). He detaches himself, the omnibus, and the fantastic 

world completely from the norms of the mimetic world where the boy lives, thus making a 

transaction common to such a world no longer effective.  

 As their conversation progresses, and the subject of materialism is over, Sir. Thomas 

Browne surprisingly feels guilty that he might have been a cause of sadness for the boy and 

invites him to sit next to the driver’s seat. The fog turns from brown to yellow and finally to 

white as the voyage goes on, but the boy still thinks they are somewhere in the real world. Now 

in the front seat, the boy gets to know the driver better by asking about Sir. Browne’s 

background. Here the author tells him that he was a doctor. Although not a good doctor of the 

flesh, he did well as a healer of the spirit, displaying once again that dichotomy of his regarding 

both concepts – the mimetic world versus the fantastic world of literature, the conscious versus 

the unconscious, the upper personality versus the deeper personality:  

 

"As a healer of bodies I had scant success, and several score of my patients 

preceded me. But as a healer of the spirit I have succeeded beyond my hopes 

and my deserts. For though my draughts were not better nor subtler than those 

of other men, yet, by reason of the cunning goblets wherein I offered them, 

the queasy soul was ofttimes tempted to sip and be refreshed." (FORSTER, 

1947, p. 47)   

 

 

 In response to the “queasy soul” Sir. Browned had mentioned, the boy remembers his 

moment under the splendorous sun and how unusual he felt. Upon hearing that the boy had 
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already had such feelings, Mr. Browne connects with the boy fully. He shares that Shelley, the 

naughty young man who wrote the signpost, now had his own omnibus and was also working 

for the company. After they bonded with each other, as if in a rite of passage, they pierce the 

veil between both worlds. Here, the boy shows his first concrete sign of being a future writer 

himself. The passage comes in the form of two thunderbolts, just like the note glued in the ally 

wall had predicted a thunderstorm. The passage is forged and approved by Jupiter’s 

thunderbolts. The boy’s expression “Thunder, by Jove!” makes a direct reference in the story 

that the two thunderbolts were sent by Jupiter. The Roman sky-god is a recurrent figure in 

mythology with the power of the sacred trust, which now has been granted the boy. Likewise, 

two of the most significant epithets of Jupiter are Jupiter Summanus, sender of nocturnal 

thunder, and Jupiter Tigillus, the beam or shaft that supports and holds together the universe. 

 The first thunder transforms the sounds – the boy can now hear the echoes he guesses 

come from mountains. It also awakens in him the faint memory of his parents. He could see 

them having breakfast and listening to the storm. The feelings of regret and shame have lost 

their strength, and the boy even wonders what he ought to buy them from the travel. The second 

thunder made the clouds quiver, but not the boy. He is unexpectedly calm. Alongside it comes 

a ball of fire bursting up with a ringing noise, similar to the noise of a blacksmith’s forge, 

clearing the fog altogether. Now the boy could hear the sound of rainbows and see the colors 

of dreams, of his own dreams. The second thunder announced their arrival in the fantastic world. 

It clears the gulf below like magic, and the everlasting river that flows in its depths is now 

visible with three maidens: 

 

 The boy looked below, past the flames of the rainbow that licked against their 

wheels. The gulf also had cleared, and in its depths there flowed an everlasting 

river. One sunbeam entered and struck a green pool, and as they passed over 

he saw three maidens rise to the surface of the pool, singing, and playing with 

something that glistened like a ring. "You down in the water——" he called. 

They answered, "You up on the bridge——" There was a burst of music. "You 

up on the bridge, good luck to you. Truth in the depth, truth on the height." 

"You down in the water, what are you doing?" Sir Thomas Browne replied: 

"They sport in the mancipiary possession of their gold" (FORSTER, 1947, 
p. 49-50) 

 

Mr. Thomas Browne refers to the river as the “diviner Acheron”, which in Greek 

mythology is known as the river of Hades, god of the dead and king of the underworld, that is, 

the bridge between the real world and the fantastic world. Sigmund Freud even used it as a 

metaphor for the psychological underworld that lies beneath consciousness. In “The Celestial 
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Omnibus” it serves as the threshold Carl Jung used to illustrate the line between consciousness 

and unconsciousness, which inspired Forster to write his fantastic stories; this one, in particular, 

on the act of writing and what it takes to reach that side of human personality, the one deep 

down, that propagates the creative process. 

In the same portion of the text, as mentioned before, there is a reference to the three 

Rhinemaidens from Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen, based on the Norse Eddas, the Sagas, 

and the Nibelungenlied. They are seductive and elusive characters that bear the river’s gold, 

they are the ones to guard the threshold. Even though they are known for being just playful or 

seductive characters who sing in different tones, here their tone towards the boy is welcoming, 

a pattern not to be followed during the story. Their influence will be further explored in the next 

section. The omnibus arrives after this interaction, and now the portal travel is complete.  

 

 

3.3 “THE CELESTIAL OMNIBUS”: PART THREE 

 

 The third and lengthiest part of the short story starts off with the boy back at home in a 

disconsolate state of mind and no detail about his stay in the fantastic world is given to the 

reader up to this point. His disconsolation comes from his father’s expected poor reaction to the 

boy’s disappearance. This time the punishment is severe – he was canned and had to hear at 

each stroke “There is no omnibus, no driver, no bridge, no mountain; you are a truant, 

guttersnipe, a liar.” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 50). Here one can grasp how far the father’s sternness 

can go. The mother is still complacent and little does to intervene. It is clear that the adults in 

“The Celestial Omnibus” are not just obnoxious but also cruel and disturbing. The boy is never 

listened to throughout the story, and physical punishment has now become one more form of 

humiliation and silencing for the boy, since “they use psychological and physical force to curb 

and repress the child’s voice. The boy’s triumph is at the expense of a suburban narrowness 

epitomized early in the story by his parent’s bullying ignorance.” (HUMPHRIES, 2012, p. 192). 

From the beginning the father humiliated the boy psychologically, when the boy found the piece 

of paper glued to the walls of the ally, the father’s reaction is that of a child: 

 

The father is immediately presented, like the schoolboy Carnaby in Wells’s 

story who ridicules Wallace about his magic garden, as an obstacle to the 

child’s imagination. His mode of teasing is childish, in the derogative sense 

of the word. When the boy tells his parents about the discovery of the omnibus 

sign, for example, his father belittles and patronizes his son’s imaginings 
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about the bus in baby-language: ‘ “Diddums! Diddums! Diddums think he’d 

walky-palky up to Evvink!” ’ (49).”  (HUMPHRIES, 2012, p. 192) 

 

 

 This time around, however, there are not only the usual punishments, but also an 

intriguing one: the boy had to learn poetry. More specifically, a poem by Keats named “To 

Homer”. Seeing literature as a punishment is one more sign of the parent’s inability to see the 

poem as more than just words written by a respected author. It is important now to bring forth 

the fact that the parents have no name, just like the boy, but for entirely different reasons that 

are going to be further explained in this section. The difference between the parents and Mr. 

Bons, though, is relevant now. Aside from the word play in Mr. Bons’ name, there is the 

difference that he does not reflect the urban ordinariness that is represented by the boy’s parents. 

He is an intellectual, and dare I say, the other main character in “The Celestial Omnibus”. Mr. 

Bons cannot be portrayed so impersonally, otherwise his character would not work, even though 

he is only the other side of the same coin with an undeveloped heart.  

  On the same evening of the punishment, the boy is summoned downstairs by his mother 

and he ought to bring his poetry with him. There in the smoking-room is Mr. Bons, and after 

some additional jokes by the parents, the boy has to say the poem to Mr. Bons, for he was 

interested in the boy’s story: "After all," said Mr. Bons, smiling, "there is something a little like 

it in Wagner. It is odd how, in quite illiterate minds, you will find glimmers of Artistic Truth. 

The case interests me. Let me plead for the culprit. We have all romanced in our time, haven't 

we?" (FORSTER, 1947, p. 51). Upon Mr. Bons’ benevolence and his parent’s mockery, the 

boy says the first verse "'Standing aloof in giant ignorance.'", only to be laughed at by his father 

who thought the verse’s content was fitting. As Mr. Bons and the boy were left alone in the 

smoking-room, the remaining verses could be said:  

 

“Standing aloof in giant ignorance, 

of thee I dream and of the Cyclades, 

as one who sits ashore and longs perchance 

to visit—— To visit dolphin coral in deep seas”  

(FORSTER, 1947 p. 51) 

 

 Mr. Bons notices the one change in the boy’s version, he swapped “hear” for “dream”, 

an understandable change considering what the boy had been experiencing. Now, one can 
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interpret that this is once again a sign that the boy is a writer: he managed to change a word 

perfectly to make the poem his own, especially if one considers what comes next. After the boy 

says the poem, he bursts into tears claiming that “all these words that only rhymed before, now 

that I've come back they're me." (FORSTER, 1947, p. 51), adding to his claim the next verses 

of the poem: “Aye, on the shores of darkness there is light, and precipices show untrodden 

green” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 51). The poem speaks to his experience directly, and he has the 

predisposition of a writer of connecting with literature fully, that is the reason why he feels the 

poem has become him.    

 Although interested, Mr. Bons still puts the boy down and patronizes him, for he does 

not believe the boy’s foolishness, but the “essential truth of Poetry” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 52), 

something the boy would only understand once he reads more. However, once the boy explains 

about the maidens at the river, that they tried to tempt him to give them his return ticket, and 

that he had told them everything about Mr. Bons and how intelligent he was, Mr. Bons decided 

to accompany the boy to the ally at sunset. Also, how could a boy his age know so much about 

Wagner, Keats, Shelley, and Sir. Thomas Browne? Besides, said authors and fantastic creatures 

had told the boy Mr. Bons would not believe him, which sparks the arrogant intellectual’s 

curiosity. Not surprisingly, as the sun was setting, they run straight into the omnibus.  

  This is a different omnibus from the ones the boy had taken. Firstly, it had three horses, 

one black, one gray, and another white, the gray being the finest of the three. The horses are a 

direct reference to Achille’s three horses Balios, Xanthos, and Pedasos, the first two immortal. 

Just like the horses carried Achilles to the Trojan War, this time the boy’s travel would be a lot 

grimmer. Needless to say Mr. Bons is horrified by what laid before his eyes, especially when 

he sees the driver, “a sallow man with terrifying jaws and sunken eyes” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 

53), and as if in recognition, Mr. Bons becomes even more scared, wondering “is the impossible 

possible?” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 53). Already inside the omnibus, the boy reads the driver’s 

name out loud: “Dan someone” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 53). 

 Dante’s appearance sets the tone for the second expedition, which will be the opposite 

of the first, enjoyable one. Just as terrifying as Dante himself, this travel will provide Forster’s 

most argumentative moments in the short story. For instance, despite Mr. Bons’ feelings that 

he had been kidnapped, still in disbelief, with Dante in front of his eyes, he grabs the opportunity 

of correcting a sentence written in Latin over the omnibus’ door:  

 

"A strange, a memorable adventure," he said, surveying the interior of the 

omnibus, which was large, roomy, and constructed with extreme regularity, 
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every part exactly answering to every other part. Over the door (the handle of 

which was outside) was written, "Lasciate ogni baldanza voi che entrate"—at 

least, that was what was written, but Mr. Bons said that it was Lashy arty 

something, and that baldanza was a mistake for speranza. His voice sounded 

as if he was in church. Meanwhile, the boy called to the cadaverous driver for 

two return tickets. They were handed in without a word. Mr. Bons covered his 

face with his hand and again trembled. "Do you know who that is!" he 

whispered, when the little window had shut upon them. "It is the impossible." 

(FORSTER, 1947, p. 53-54) 

 

 

 Mr. Bons is simply not at the boy’s level when it comes to wonder and imagination. 

And without those two qualities Mr. Bons’ knowledge of literature is exposed. He is sure he 

knows so much about it that there is no room for doubt, or for any surprise, as he feels he is 

above it all. This arrogant trait of his shows an interpretation of literature that is purely cerebral, 

ordinary, a routine. And routines are an affair of the upper personality, according to Forster. 

Mr. Bons lacks the spirit and cannot connect with his deeper personality. Seeing the boy’s 

tranquility, he becomes nervous with every single one of the boy’s comments, such as when he 

declares his preference for Sir. Thomas Browne over Dante, or when he wonders if Mr. Gamp, 

a Charles Dickens character, would make an appearance. How dared the boy think of such 

mundane authors with Dante in all of his glory in front of him, thought Mr. Bons, which shows 

yet another of Mr. Bons’ preconceived notions about literature: that there is a clear quality and 

relevance disparity between classic and modern authors. 

 The literary fantastic characters had even predicted Mr. Bons’ reaction, as they could 

feel his resistance on a deeper, spiritual level. From the moment that the boy gladly jumped in 

the omnibus, Mr. Bons’ fearful response brings forth a contrast of seeing versus not-seeing. The 

boy sees the literary, or metaphorical, as real, while Mr. Bons can only interpret the events in 

front of him rationally. There lies the difference between “use of literacy for social advancement 

and true imaginative enjoyment of the literary act” (DUPLESSIS, 2010, p. 81). And since the 

omnibus ride is a metaphor for the literary act, for the act of reading, Mr. Bons fails terribly. 

When Mr. Bons is not nervous, he keeps an impartial distance from the boy’s passionate 

reaction, which the educated intellectual deems childish and is prone to suppress, as he does.  

As soon as Mr. Bons learns that the boy spent his time in the fantastic world having fun, 

his censorship of the boy’s spirit begins to take place. The greatest discovery of the century, as 

Mr. Bons calls their adventure, still associating all of it with the real world, should not be the 

responsibility of a nameless boy, so he makes the young fellow promise not to run, gossip nor 

speak to the “Immortals”. Though a little bit sore, the boy gives in to the adult’s wishes – he 

after all still respects Mr. Bons’ authority and believes him, especially after Mr. Bons’ tells him 
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Dante was the author of his vellum books. Similarly to the “seven Shelleys”, the “vellum books” 

are supposed to equate material ownership to literacy, showing once again signs of pseudo-

intellectuality (DUPLESSIS, 2010). Additionally, Mr. Bons had lectured the boy about what 

characters knew who, in the sense that Achilles did not know Tom Jones, temporally speaking. 

That is to show yet another one of Mr. Bons’ weaknesses as a reader – to think that literature 

follows rigid logic and a natural, linear time-line is to not be able to separate the fantastic world 

from the mimetic world, the deeper personality from the upper personality. In fact, he is only 

able to connect with the latter.    

Every promise goes out the window once the boy sees the fantastic world unfolding in 

front of him, “for the omnibus had reached the summit of a moonlit hill, and there was the 

chasm, and there, across it, stood the old precipices, dreaming, with their feet in the everlasting 

river.” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 56) Mr. Bons, exercising his power of not-seeing, tells the boy to 

quiet down, that there was nothing there at all. However, panic strikes him when the window 

opens for the first time and the boy leans out, singing the prelude to The Rhinegold, Wagner’s 

music drama already mentioned before, where the three maidens make their appearance. The 

Rhinemaidens are the first and last characters seen in the entire Ring of the Nibelung, and here 

the boy hears the prelude rising from the sleeping waters, presumably from the maidens. Even 

though it is the supposedly spirited prelude, this time the melody seems to fit the darker 

atmosphere of this second travel, which Mr. Bons recognizes, horrified at how the boy could 

possibly know it so well, let alone sing it.   

As the boy is singing at the window, Mr. Bons takes a look outside the window as well, 

only to become even more terrified. As readers we do not know what he sees, but we do know 

Achilles is waiting for them at the gate. Mr. Bons asks Dante to return, to which Dante answers 

with a shake of his head. The boy announces his arrival out loud, “I am coming, I am 

returning—I, the boy” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 56), to which voices responded, “The boy is 

returning, the boy is returning” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 57). When the boy announces that Mr. 

Bons is also there, however, the voices are silent. Now the omnibus arrives at its final 

destination, and the boy cannot do otherwise but to spring off towards Achilles, who Mr. Bons 

still cannot see. In fact, he cannot see anything but the omnibus and the driver, to whom he cries 

for help, still not being able to let go of his arrogance: "Save me! Let me stop in your chariot. I 

have honored you. I have quoted you. I have bound you in vellum. Take me back to my world." 

(FORSTER, 1947, p. 57-58). Dante, earnestly trying to clear Mr. Bons’ sight, replies "I am the 

means and not the end. I am the food and not the life. Stand by yourself, as that boy has stood. 

I cannot save you. For poetry is a spirit; and they that would worship it must worship in spirit 
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and in truth." (FORSTER, 1947, p. 58), explaining that the spiritual involvement, his connection 

to his deeper personality, is of utmost importance for the reading process.  

 Mr. Bons, unwilling to stand upon Achilles’ shield, unwilling to let go of his ways, 

crawls out of the omnibus. Now he can see London, as he falls against the solid ground towards 

death. Achilles’ demanding that Mr. Bons stand upon his shield works as an allegory for Mr. 

Bons to face his arrogance, for the shield represents the Greek society as a whole, which 

according to Forster himself should be the parameter for all societies. As he is not able to do 

that, the only result possible is to perish, while the boy is crowned for having the perspective 

of the fantastic world through the shield, being that he “crouched on the wonderful shield, on 

heroes and burning cities, on vineyards graven in gold, on every dear passion, every joy, on the 

entire image of the Mountain that he had discovered, encircled, like it, with an everlasting 

stream.” (FORSTER, 1947, p. 57). To corroborate that idea, the way the boy is crowned is very 

much a Greek one, as fresh leaves are placed on his forehead.  

 Overall, the story represents a huge evidence of the difference in the reader’s approach 

towards the act of reading – a difference between one’s complete openness to literature and the 

arrogance of not letting a necessary guard down to receive it. In “The Celestial Omnibus”, this 

is represented by the silencing of the imaginative child by the abusive adults. The fantastic 

world in this short story opposes the adult world and, consequently, adult culture in general, 

which is a problem Forster made clear in his essays, especially in English society. Such 

opposition brings forth the discrepancy between the child’s way of seeing and the adult’s, the 

child’s amusement in relation to literature and the adult’s lust to possess it: 

 

“The Celestial Omnibus’ that best articulates the conflict between adult and 

child ways of seeing. Philip Furbank argues that ‘culture put to the wrong end’ 

is ‘a major preoccupation’ of Forster’s early work (173), and with Mr. Bons 

in this story – his jovial name actually reversing the word ‘snob’ – it is the use 

of culture as ‘conspicuous possession’ – something adult that children must 

aspire to and respect – which is exposed (Furbank 173).” (HUMPHRIES, 

2012, p. 191)  

 

 

 The fantastic is what puts this expected and blind respect for adults by children 

into question, a problem that is settled by Achilles, one of the fantastic figures, when he decides 

for the boy’s exaltation and for Mr. Bons death. His death confides him to the mediocre, 

suburban Surbiton forever, while the boy faces what could be called the opposite of a natural 

death, but a fantastic one. The boy is swallowed whole by literature, thus the reader is left with 

the uncertainty of the boy’s future as the story ends, “Forster reveals that there are two potential 
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pitfalls in which the boy may become trapped: the influence of Mr. Bons, whom the boy greatly 

admires until the end, and an absorption in literature that is so complete that he can no longer 

interact with the material world.” (DUPLESSIS, 2010, p. 91). Hence, the boy’s lack of a name. 

Forster stated in his essay Anonimity, an Enquiry (1947) that the author forgets his name while 

writing, and the story becomes thus authorless. Since the boy presents the symptoms of a writer, 

he does not need a name to fulfill his part in the story, because the deeper personality is 

responsible for literature and has this generic and collective aspect, they become authorless. 

 One thing, however, is certain: the boy does not possess his return ticket anymore; Mr. 

Bons had taken it from him, and now it lays next to the body inside an ally in Surbiton, making 

it impossible for the boy to return to the real world, his connection with it was forcefully cut, 

which can bring another interpretation for the boy’s crowning according to Duplessis: the 

danger of escapism, as “the boy becomes absorbed in literature, makes it an escape, and, seeking 

transcendence, becomes lost to the world entirely; insights he has gained from literature are 

also lost. The humanism of the boy’s empathetic reading might otherwise have transferred to 

his actions in the real world.” (DUPLESSIS, 2010, p. 91). The result is an ending that is open 

to interpretation, fitting the short story’s premise that literacy, or reading, is the connection 

between both worlds. Now it is the reader’s turn to connect.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

Forster wrote “The Celestial Omnibus” in a moment of his life in which one of his major 

concerns was the way people dealt with culture. We can come to the conclusion that arrogance 

is punished and innocence is rewarded. The arrogance of Mr. Bons, stuck in his beliefs like 

cement, works as an allegory of Forster’s view of the intellectual who acts as a pharisee. The 

boy’s father plays the same role, this time as an illustration of the regular Englishman. Strongly 

connected with his accomplishments, the mundane Englishman, in either form of an intellectual 

or that of a worker, proves unable to tap into their deeper selves, their deeper personalities. This 

affects their relationship with literature directly, for from a place deep within all narratives 

come. One must treasure a place for doubt, a place for amusement, in order to read effectively, 

a quality the nameless boy in the story possesses, similarly to most of Forster’s protagonists. In 

this sense, in “The Celestial Omnibus” justice prevails, the arrogant are punished and the 

innocent are rewarded. Only that there is also a darker level of interpretation, if we consider 

what Todorov says about the Fantastic in literature, when stories can be read in different ways. 

From the boy’s perspective, as the return ticket was lost, he will go on living with his friends 

on the other side of the portal indefinitely. From his parent’s point of view, however, their son 

left in the morning and never returned. The negative connotation of this reading is that, 

unfortunately, there is no room for a pure innocent soul in the reality depicted in the story. 

Either he must disappear, or he will remain there being scorned and rejected by a family who 

does not even call him by his name.  

Therefore, Forster’s use of the Fantastic, specifically of portal fantasy, in this case, is 

the allegory for the link between two worlds. The celestial omnibus as an object in the narrative 

transports the characters from the physical to the fantastic world, from the conscious to the 

subconscious, from the upper into the deeper levels of personality. The two characters who 

travel in this story are examples of the two extremes in Forster’s theory of the two personalities 

– the boy connects with his deeper personality to the point that he is completely absorbed in it, 

whilst Mr. Bons is tragically rejected by the fantastic world for not being capable of liberating 

himself from the flaws in his upper personality.  
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This becomes most visible when we consider the way each relates to literature. The 

boy’s complete openness to literature happens in two movements, that is, the two journeys to 

Heaven, a literary Heaven, where great authors from different times mingle with the literary 

characters and settings they created. Led by the dreams that wake him up at night, the boy 

embarks in his first physical travel to the unconscious, where he meets Sir Thomas Browne, the 

first driver, and passes through the threshold of consciousness, the everlasting river, for the first 

time. This early experience leaves the boy with an immense sense of joy and fulfilment – that 

was the best moment of his life, not even his father’s canning would not ruin that. As the boy 

returns to the physical world, we have again the contrast in the treatment he is given in both 

worlds: 

 

In the first part of the story, then, the boy's attitudes are sharply contrasted 

with those of his parents and Bons. The contrast gives social significance to 

the basic question the boy asks himself: whether Surbiton or the omnibus is 

real, whether the everyday world is real or the world of the creative 

imagination. These two worlds become the allegorical topography of the story, 

the coaches being the means of communication between them (WILCOX, 

1956-57, p. 191) 

 

 

The outcome of this research is that Forster uses the fantastic in “The Celestial 

Omnibus” to bring the reader’s focus to the act of reading and as the thread connecting the 

reader’s upper and deeper personalities. However, “as the text of the story does not explicitly 

refer to the reading process, many critics interpret Forster’s allegory as a general statement 

about Art and Poetic Truth rather than as an indirect statement on the uses of literacy.” 

(DUPLESSIS, 2010, p. 84). Consequently, Forster’s use of the fantastic is a strong statement 

on life itself, which for him is dominated by our upper personalities, making our civilization 

undeveloped.  

As for the limitations of this work, it is clear that here only one of Forster’s works was 

in focus, though other of his short stories also present a metaphor for the reading process, such 

as Other Kingdom and The Story of a Panic, published in the same collection as the “The 

Celestial Omnibus”. However, for the purposes and length expected of this monography, the 

short story analyzed suffices. It is also possible to interpret the story from the perspective of 

other Jungian concepts, since Forster was heavily influenced by the psychology of that time, 

such as individuation, known as the process in which the personality grows.  

There is a clear connection that could be made between the process of individuation and 

the birth of the creative process, as both rely on the expression of one’s total personality. 
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Interestingly, the process of individuation occurs, according to Jung, by confronting contents 

of the unconscious spontaneously, since the said contents naturally strive for outwards forms 

of expression. As established by this research, “The Celestial Omnibus” is permeated by 

archetypes, or allegories, of the unconscious in the form of fantastic elements. With that in 

mind, an analysis of the nameless boy’s process of individuation is possible. Individuation’s 

biggest obstacle is precisely one of the focuses of the short story’s storyline: the difficulties one 

has in adjusting contents of the unconscious into their consciousness, which is exactly what Mr. 

Bons fails to do, but with another perspective. In “The Celestial Omnibus” there is even Jung’s 

favorite method of accessing the unconscious with the purpose of facilitating the individuation 

process – dreams. The boy’s dreams may not be explicit in the story as far as content is 

concerned, but they are surely pivotal to the development of the story. Although individuation 

was not the focus in this monograph, it is an interesting theme that could be further researched 

in other projects. The difficulty with Forster’s characters is to manage to connect these two 

levels of personality. This reminds me of Howards End, arguably Forster’s most famous novel, 

whose general epigraph is “Only Connect”, and where – regardless of how much they try, 

characters seem unable to perform the task. Not even the boy, in “The Celestial Omnibus”, 

manages to connect his deeper and upper personalities. Either he lives in the sophisticated 

suburb of Surbiton, or in his fictional Heaven. These two spheres do not blend. Rather than 

solving his dilemma, knowing about the other world makes it even more impossible for him to 

adapt in the place where he should belong. The fact that he is not given a name in the narrative 

stands for two things. In the world of the upper personality, the fact that he is nameless attests 

to the failure in his process of individuation. In the world of the deeper personality – in Heaven 

– on the other hand, those godly creatures refer to him as the “Boy”, with a capital “B”, meaning 

that not only he has a name, but that he represents all Boys, and Girls, and that part in each one 

of us that still holds a child with a pure and innocent heart, as everyone is before becoming cold 

and hard in the implacable process of growing and fighting for opening a way in life. As an 

author, Forster seems to be constantly asking himself why is it so hard to make this connection.  

The way characters relate to literature in the story has echoes as to the role of the artist 

– and the role of art – in the modern world. Mrs. Bons uses the technical knowledge he has so 

as to get the respect from other people and profit from that. The father uses literature as a 

punishment: he chastises his son by making him copy the lines of a poem. They fail to see the 

sublime in things. The boy, on the other hand, is so absorbed in the comfort of fiction that he 

cannot stand facing the world as it is, or adapting to it.  
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Jean-Paul Sartre has a text about the usefulness of literature. After twenty pages 

explaining the things people can profit from the fruition of a work of art, he decides that if he 

has to explain this kind of thing at all, maybe it would be as good that mankind gave up literature 

altogether. And Sartre finally concludes that – better still – mankind could also give itself up, 

and do the favor of extinguishing itself from the planet.  

As a translator, I must say that I hope this research proves useful to Forster’s translators, 

in Brazil and worldwide, which is the first reason behind the decision of writing this monograph 

in English, my second language. The second reason would be a matter of accessibility. I believe 

that Forster has not been receiving the attention he deserves. The old editions of excellent books 

that have not been reprinted, which I use as bibliography here, is proof to that. E. M. Forster 

deserves to be more widely read, taught, reprinted, and translated because he is important in 

any social sphere related to literature. Also, because the themes he approaches are at the center 

of the stage now. Forster raises questions such as: Why is it so difficult for people to connect? 

Is it impossible to be at one time practical and good? Cautious and generous? Is it really so 

impossible for human beings to advance towards a higher level of interaction with one another? 
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