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This academic paper attempts to analyse a particular genre of writing called apocalyptic 
literature and its particular relevance to today’s World which is fast careening towards an 
inevitable apocalypse. Symbolism being a very pervasive element of Apocalyptic 
Literature is also dealt with here with special reference to the Woman clothed with the 
Sun and its various significant implications. New Historicism comes into play to help us 
gain a deeper understanding of the symbol of the woman and what she stands for in the 
Book of Revelation which falls under the genre of Apocalyptic Literature.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Woman is an enigma that is hard to decipher. She is mysterious yet demonstrative, 
innocent yet wily, strong yet vulnerable, sometimes invincible sometimes invisible, she 
has cast her spell down the ages and inspired monuments as well as muses. She is a force 
to value. It bodes well to pause to consider what the values that Women stand for are. 
Literature has been the one true repository of the values women hold as important. 
Introspection and Literature unequivocally go hand in and hand and thus the best place to 
begin this introspection on the values of Woman,would be in the world of literature. No 
other realm of Knowledge has preserved the dreams, the passions, the creative 
outpourings that this enigmatic figure has inspired,thanthe world of Literature.  

BIBLE AS LITERATURE 

The Bible is considered as an important part of English Literature not only because of the 
enormous influence it has exerted on innumerable literary pieces but the effect it has 
demonstrated on the lives of many literary figures. It is a commonly acknowledged fact 
that the Bible is the one book that has had the most influence on Western thought and 
Literature.  If literaturecan be considered as a narrative that portrays and interprets human 
experience then the Bible is exactly that, it is a book of ancient origins but is of enormous 
relevance even today. Lafcaido Hearn a leading Japanese writer goes so far as to say that 
“For this reason, to study English literature without some general knowledge of the 
relation of the Bible to that literature would be to leave one's literary education very 
incomplete.” Such is the profound influence that the Bible exerts on the literary canon 
that we receive form the west.  
Literature is composed of many genres and so to the Bible has many genres within it. It 
has poems, songs, proverbs, historical epics, epistolary writing, narratives, prophetic 
literature and also apocalyptic literature, and one can only agree whole heartedly with 
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John Milton when he says that, “There are no songs comparable to the songs of Zion, no 
orations equal to those of the prophets, and no politics like those which the Scriptures 
teach” 

The Bible is generally divided into two sections the Old Testament and the New 
Testament with a total collection of 66 books. The Book of Revelation is the last book in 
the Bible.  

THE BOOK OF REVELATION  

The Book of Revelation can be also considered as an apocalyptic letter written by John as 
he addresses seven specific churches. It can be considered both as a missal of 
communication and narration as well as a call to see into the future. The tone it adopts 
throughout is both encouraging as well as challenging. It includes a lot of references to 
the books of the Old Testament displaying many instances of intertextuality relying on 
visions, symbols to reveal the ultimate plan of God's promise. While it is tempting to 
understand the book of revelation as a book filled with coded language to escape 
persecution that would be only a cursory understanding of the book of Revelation. It is in 
fact a message to every generation that reads it to make a stand against evil and await the 
return of the King.  

APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE  

The Book of Revelation is thus a perfect example of Apocalyptic Literature. Explaining 
Apocalyptic literature is not easy as it involves a certain understanding of Biblical 
traditions and narrative. It has been defined as a “literary genre that foretells 
supernaturally inspired cataclysmic events that will transpire at the end of the world. A 
product of the Judeo-Christian tradition, apocalyptic literature is characteristically 
pseudonymous; it takes narrative form, employs esoteric language, expresses a 
pessimistic view of the present, and treats the final events as imminent.” 

An analysis of a few of the characteristics of Apocalyptic literature tell us that 
Apocalyptic literature is literature that is generally written at a time of crisis and is filled 
with symbols as they do not want their persecutors to be aware of what they are trying to 
communicate to their community and to fellow sympathizers. The Bible also has its share 
of Apocalyptic literature in the book of Revelation which is considered a classic example 
of Apocalyptic literature. Apocalyptic literature is generally about the end times but not 
only about the last days as defined by DrShidemantle, Apocalyptic Literature often 
includes discourse cycles, where the same progression of events is stated from multiple 
perspectives” and what he calls as dualism stating that “Apocalyptic Literature often was 
a window into the spiritual realm, so readers would be able to look past the physical. 
Symbols in this genre broke down the separation” So what was the time of crisis that the 
author of the Book of Revelation faced and mainly who is the woman that he refers to as 
clothed with the Sun.Why does the author of the book of Revelation rely so heavily on 
Symbolism. 
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SYMBOLISM 

Symbolism in Literature is a very commonly used literary device. Symbols are used with 
great depth and artistic effect and some of them have gone into the collective 
consciousness of literati, so much so that just the mention of the symbol generates a 
wealth and treasure of meaning. Symbols have power. Power to clarify. Power to 
generate thought, feeling action and emotion. Symbols hold within them the power to 
start a revolution. Infact symbolism had a lasting effect in Art, Theater and Literature. In 
literature its reach is expansive. So even as Moby Dick writhes and heaves over the deep 
and the vast expanses of the South American Sea, we cannot forget the domestic travails 
of Jane Eyre in a small county in northern England. Charlotte Bronte has immortalized 
the Red Room for all posterity as it is a powerful symbol of the repressed suppressed 
emotions of Jane Eyre. Symbols are permeated with meaning and go deep into the psyche 
of the peruser. Symbols have been used to telling effectin ancient literary texts too as they 
carry a wealth of meaning that is easily conveyed and grasped.  

WOMAN AS A SYMBOL  

Woman has been used as a symbol from time immemorial;archeology has shown us 
woman figurines as symbols of fertility from 2500 BCE. The oldest know figurine is the 
Venus of Hohle found in Baden Germany and thought to be as old as 30,000 years old. 
Anthropologists associate the woman as a symbol of life, Protection, fertility, growth and 
so on. Down the ages artists have tried to immortalize the Female figure with 
innumerable art works glorifying her. The female figure is used to personify many 
abstract concepts too. Historians, Philosophers and literary figures have conceptualized 
many abstract concepts as feminine for example the muses, Lady Justicia and so on. The 
woman has unfathomed depths to shoulder the pain, the anguish and the Hope as we see 
in Hester Pryne wearing the symbol of an adulterer is able to bear the brunt of the 
punishment of both the sexes. Symbolism as a device is widely used in the Bible from 
ancient times. There are numerous instances when the Bible uses Symbolism like the 
Rainbow, Rock, Lamb, Oil and many more in fact the Bible is filled with symbols which 
are carriers of powerful meaning.  

THE WOMAN CLOTHED WITH THE SUN 

Revelation 12 describes vividly a Woman clothed with the Sun and the moon under her 
feet and a crown of 12 stars on her head. It is clearly obvious that it is a sign and a 
symbol and not a real woman that he writes about because John begins his narration with 
the words a great sign appeared in the sky: 

“Then a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon 
under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. 2 She was pregnant, and she cried 
out because she was in labor, in pain from giving birth. 3 Then another sign appeared in 
heaven: it was a great fiery red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and seven royal 
crowns on his heads. 4 His tail swept down a third of heaven’s stars and threw them to the 
earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth so that when 
she gave birth, he might devour her child. 5 She gave birth to a son, a male child who is to 
rule all the nations with an iron rod. Her child was snatched up to God and his 
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throne.6 Then the woman fled into the desert, where God has prepared a place for her. 
There she will be taken care of for one thousand two hundred sixty days.” 

Thus it is obvious to all that read the text that this celestial drama that plays out is a 
symbol for some crucial event in History. John does not explain the symbols that he uses 
and the reader is left to ruminate and wonder who the woman is and what this symbol 
meant and what was this a sign of.  

There are many explanations as to who this woman could refer to, many explanations 
have been put forward as to who the woman is a symbol for? As to who the woman could 
refer to? Some researchers posit that the Woman is a symbol for New Jerusalem, some 
academicians say that the woman is a symbol for the New Church but some old 
traditionalist believe that she could refer to Mary, the mother of Christ though this 
explanation is not able to gain much ground with the generalconsensus being that the 
woman referred to here  is the Church.  

“She was safely delivered of a man-child by which some understand Christ, others 
Constantine, but others, with greater propriety, a race of true believers, strong and united, 
resembling Christ, and designed, under him, to rule the nations with a rod of iron; that is, 
to judge the world by their doctrine and lives now, and as assessors with Christ at the 
great day. Care was taken of this child: it was caught up to God, and to his throne; that is, 
taken into his special, powerful, and immediate protection. The Christian religion has 
been from its infancy the special care of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ. 3. 
Care was taken of the mother as well as of the child” 

NEW HISTORICISM 

New Historicism as a literary theory would prove invaluable in our analysis of the Book 
of Revelation. In fact New Historicism helps us gain new insights by taking a holistic 
view to approach  to the literary analysis. New Historicism can be understood as “a 
critical approach developed in the 1980s through the works of Michel Foucault and 
Stephen Greenblatt, similar to Marxism. Moving away from text-centered schools of 
criticism such as New Criticism, New Historicism reopened the interpretation of 
literature to the social, political, and historical milieu that produced it.” If anything New 
Historicism teaches us that to gain a better understanding of the passage we have to 
analyse the social, political and historical milieu that produced it.  

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

It is generally accepted among academicians that the historical background of the writing 
of the Book of Revelation was “ its context is the first century struggle between 
Christianity and Judaism, on the one hand, and Christianity and the Roman Empire, and 
particularly the context of Caesar worship in the first century” AD. Dr Craig S. Keener is 
much more specific about the historical context when he says that, “the majority of 
scholars think that the book of Revelation was written during the reign of Domitian who 
claimed to be a god, and that would have just exacerbated the problems in Asia Minor 
where, in many of the cities that are addressed in the book of Revelation, there were 
temples for the worship of the emperor. And of course, people worshiped many other 
gods. It was also a setting where persecution could easily arise and had arisen in some of 
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the cities. Some of the other cities, however, were not experiencing persecution. Some of 
the other cities actually were compromising with the same world system that was killing 
their brothers and sisters elsewhere” it is this context that the author of the Book of 
Revelation is sent into exile into a Greek island Patmos by the Roman emperor Domitian 
and it is here in exile that John pens down this important piece of Apocalyptic literature 
that features a Woman clothed with the Sun.   

CONCLUSION 

“Surely some revelation is at hand; 

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.” 

- Second Coming by William Butler Yeats  

So today as we traverse the postmodern condition, with a constantly changing landscape 
we are caught between generations that are so different from each other. Their values are 
different, their pursuits even more so…the younger generation live and exist and die a 
million deaths in the virtual world. In the light of this scenario it is relevant to pause and 
consider, the contextual relevance of the Woman clothed with the Sun. The message is 
the same then and now. Since Time immemorial it is the values of Woman that have 
perpetuated generations and fostered humankind. It is this precious value of life…this 
value placed on fostering life that matters and holds us steady, helping us retain our 
sanity and stability in this ever widening gyre. The Woman clothed with the Sun is a 
reminder in these testing times to hold the faith and await our deliverance which will 
come. A deliverance that is inevitable.   
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