ARCHETYPES

Archetype—an image, character, or pattern of circumstances that recurs throughout literature and thought consistently enough to be considered universal.

Similar themes may be found among many different mythologies, and certain images that recur in the myths of peoples widely separated in time and place tend to have a common meaning or, more accurately, tend to elicit comparable psychological responses and to serve similar cultural functions.  These themes are called archetypes.

An example of an archetypal theme in literature is that of initiation, the passage from innocence to experience; archetypal characters that recur in literature include the rebel, wise old man/woman, woman as temptress, and mentor.

Examples of archetypes

A. IMAGES

1.  Water:  the mystery of creation; birth—death—resurrection; purification and redemption; fertility and growth; the unconscious

a. The sea:  the mother of all life; spiritual mystery and infinity; death and rebirth; timelessness and eternity; the unconscious

b. Rivers:  death and rebirth (baptism); the flowing of time into eternity; transitional phases of the life cycle; incarnations of deities.

2. Sun:  (fire); creative energy; law in nature; consciousness (thinking, enlightenment, wisdom, spiritual vision); father principle; passage of time and life.

a. rising sun:  birth; creation; enlightenment

b. setting sun: death

3. Moon and earth:  female and mother principle

4. Colors:  

a. Red:  blood, sacrifice, violent passion; disorder

b. Green: growth; sensation; hope; fertility; in negative context may be associated with death and decay

c. Blue:  usually highly positive, associated wit truth, religious feeling, security, spiritual purity.

d. Black (darkness):  chaos, mystery, the unknown, death; primal wisdom; the unconscious; evil; melancholy

e. White:  light, purity, innocence, timelessness; in negative context, death, terror, the supernatural, 

5. Circle (sphere):  wholeness, unity

a. egg (oval):  the mystery of life and forces of generation

b. Yang-Yin:  a Chinese symbol representing unity of opposing forces of the Yang (masculine principle, light activity, the conscious mind) and the Yin (female principle, darkness, passivity, the unconscious)

6. Serpent (snake, worm):  energy and pure force; evil, corruption; sensuality; destruction; mystery; wisdom; the unconscious

7. Numbers

a. Three:  light; spiritual awareness and unity; the male principle

b. Four:  associated wit the circle; life cycle, four seasons; female principle, earth, nature; four elements (earth, air, fire, water)

c. Seven:  the most potent of all symbolic numbers—signifying the union of three and four, the completion of a cycle, perfect order

8. The archetypal woman:  (Great mother—the mysteries of life, death, transformation)

a. The Good Mother:  (positive aspects of the Earth Mother):  associated with the life principle, birth, warmth, nourishment, protection, fertility, growth, abundance (Demeter)

b. The Terrible Mother:  (including the negative aspects of the Earth Mother):  the witch, sorceress, siren, whore, femme fatale—associated with sensuality, sex, fear, danger, darkness, dismemberment, emasculation, death; the unconscious in its terrifying aspects.

c. The Soul Mate:  Holy Mother, princess, beautiful lady; spiritual fulfillment

9. The Wise Old Man (savior, redeemer, guru):  personification of the spiritual principle, representing knowledge, reflection, insight, wisdom, cleverness, and intuition on the one hand, and on the other, moral qualities such as goodwill and readiness to help, moral qualities.  The old man always appears when the hero is in a hopeless and desperate situation

10. Garden:  Paradise; innocence; unspoiled beauty (especially feminine); fertility

11. Tree:  Life of the cosmos; its consistence, growth, proliferation, generative and regenerative processes.  Inexhaustible life; immortality

12. Desert:  spiritual aridity; death; nihilism, hopelessness.

B. MOTIFS OR PATTERNS

1. Creation:  virtually every mythology is built on how the Cosmos, Nature, and Man were brought into existence by some supernatural Being or Beings.

2. Immortality:  Generally taking two basic forms:

Escape from time:  Return to paradise; state of perfect, timeless bliss enjoyed by man and before his tragic Fall into corruption and mortality.

a. Mystical submersion into cyclical time:  the theme of endless death and regeneration—man achieves a kind of immortality by submitting to the vast, mysterious rhythm of Nature’s eternal cycle, particularly the cycle of the seasons.

b. The Hero  (see hero’s journey)

