 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Seven Basic Plots
-the structured imagery of stories are in fact the most natural way we know to describe almost everything which happens in our lives

-yet what is astonishing is how incurious we are as to why we indulge in this strange form of activity.  What real purpose does it serve?  So much do we take our need to tell stories for granted that such questions scarcely even occur to us

-our ability to ‘imagine’, to bring up to our conscious perception the images of things which are not actually in front of our eyes.  The making of these patterns serves a far deeper and more significant purpose in our lives than we realize

-wherever men and women have told stories, all over the world, the stories emerging to their imaginations have tended to take shape in remarkably similar ways

-there are a number of basic themes or plots which continually recur in the storytelling of mankind, shaping tales of very different types and from almost every age and culture

-there are indeed a small number of plots which are so fundamental to the way we tell stories that it is virtually impossible for any storyteller to ever entirely break away from them

-we are in fact uncovering nothing less than a kind of hidden, universal language: a nucleus of situations and figures which are the very stuff from which stories are made.  And once we become acquainted with this symbolic language, and begin to catch something of its extraordinary significance, there is literally no story in the world which cannot then be seen in a new light: because we have come to the heart of what stories are about and why we tell them

-there is in fact no kind of story, however serious or however trivial, which does not ultimately spring from the same source: which is not shaped by the same archetypal rules and spun from the same universal language

-it is only on, as it were, the more superficial levels of our psyche that our individuality emerges, and that each of us finds our own individual problems in coping with the ‘progamme’ of development that our deeper unconscious has laid down for us

-these work around what Jung called ‘archetypes’: the ancient river beds along which our psychic current naturally flows; and it is only on this level of the archetypal structures that the basic meaning and purpose of the patterns underlying storytelling can be found

-all kinds of story, however profound or however trivial, ultimately spring from the same source, are shaped around the same basic patterns and are governed by the same hidden, universal rules

-it is likely that a story will have a hero, someone we can identify with, that takes place in an imaginary world

-then something happens: some event or encounter which precipitates the story’s action, giving it a focus.  In fact the opening of the story is governed by a kind of double formula: ‘once upon a time there was such and such a person, living in such and such place....then, one day, something happened

-this event of summons provides the ‘Call’ which will lead the hero or heroine out of their initial state into a series of adventures or experiences which, to a greater or lesser extent, will transform their lives

-the next thing of which we can be sure is that the action which the hero or heroine are being drawn into will involve conflict and uncertainty, because without some measure of both there cannot be a story.  Where there is a hero there may also be a villain

-it is likely some characters will be on the side of the hero, as friends and allies, while others will be out to oppose them

-the impetus of the story is carrying it towards some kind of resolution.  Every story which is complete, must work up to a climax, where conflict and uncertainty are usually at their most extreme.  This then leads to a resolution of all that has gone before, brining the story to its ending

-and here we see how every story, however mildly or emphatically, has in fact been leading its central figure or figures in one of two directions.  Either they end, as we say, happily, with a sense of liberation, fulfillment, and completion.  Or they end unhappily, in some form of discomfiture, frustration or death

-what is necessary to bring a story to one type of ending or the other, revolves the whole of stories extraordinary significance in our lives

-there are tragic stories.  These are stories in which the hero’s fortunes usually begin by rising, but eventually ‘turn down’ to disaster (the Greek word catastrophe means literally a ‘down stroke’, the downturn in the hero’s fortunes at the end of a tragedy)

-comedies: stories in which things initially seem to become more and more complicated for the hero, until they are entangled in a complete knot, from which there seems no escape.  But eventually comes what Aristotle calls the peripeteia or ‘reversal of fortune.’  The knot is miraculously unraveled (from which we get the French word denouement, meaning literally an ‘unknotting).  Hero, heroine or both are liberated; and we and all the world can rejoice

-the plot of a story is that which leads its hero either to a ‘catastrophe’ or an ‘unknotting’; either to frustration or to 

liberation; either to death or to a renewal of life

-there are certain continually recurring general shapes to stories, dictating the nature of the road which the hero may take to their ultimate destination

Overcoming the Monster
-our first type of story may be called ‘Overcoming the Monster’

-the realm of storytelling contains nothing stranger or more spectacular than this terrifying, life-threatening, seemingly all-powerful monster from whom the hero must confront in a fight to the death

-these extraordinary creations early in our lives, come in the guises of wolves, witches, and giants of fairy tales

-the essence of ‘Overcoming the Monster’ story is simple.  Both we and the hero are made aware of the existence of some superhuman embodiment of evil power.  This monster may take human form (e.g. a giant or a witch); the form of an anima (a wolf, a dragon, a shark); or a combination of both (the Minotaur, the Sphinx)

-it is always deadly, threatening destruction to those who cross its path or fall into its clutches.  Often it is threatening an entire community or kingdom, even mankind and the world in general.  But the monster often also has in its clutches some great prize, a priceless treasure or a beautiful ‘Princess’

-so powerful is the presence of this figure, so great the sense of threat which emanates from it, that the only thing which matters to us as we follow the story is that it should be killed and its dark power overthrown

-eventually the hero must confront the monster, often armed with some kind of ‘magic weapons’ and usually in or near its lair, which is likely a cave, a forest, a castle, a lake, the sea or some other deep and enclosed place

-battle is joined and it seems that, against such terrifying odds, the hero cannot possibly win.  Indeed there is a moment, as the story reaches its climax, there is a dramatic reversal.  The hero makes a ‘thrilling escape from death’ and the monster is slain

-the hero’s reward is beyond price.  He wins the treasure, or the hand of the ‘Princess’.  He has liberated the world - community, kingdom, the human race - from the shadow of this threat to its survival.  And in honor of his achievement, he may well go on to become some kind of ruler or king

-with the advent of ghost stories, tales of horror, science fiction - monsters of the most grotesque and improbable variety once again surged to the forefront of Western popular storytelling

-throughout the worlds’ storytelling, we find the monster being described in strikingly similar language.  It tends, of course, to be highly alarming in its appearance and behavior.  It may be:


-horrible, terrible, grim, mis-shaped, hate-filled, ruthless, menacing, terrifying

-it is mortally dangerous:


-deadly, bloodthirsty, ravening, murderous, venomous, poisonous

-it is a deeply deceitful and tricky opponent to deal with:


-cunning, treacherous, vicious, twisted, slippery, depraved, vile

-they are typically seen as less than wholly human.  And even when monsters are shown as entirely human in appearance, they tend to be in some way physically abnormal; abnormally large (giants), small (dwarves), or in some other way deformed (e.g. missing an eye, hunchback)

-the monster will always have some human characteristics, but will never be represented as wholly human.  By definition, the one thing the monster in stories can never be is an ideal, perfect, whole, human being

-we usually see the monster act in one of three ways

1. In its first ‘active’ role, the monster is Predator.  It wanders menacingly or treacherously through the world, seeking to force or trick people into its power

2. The monster’s second, more ‘passive’ role is Holdfast.  It sits in or near its lair, usually jealously guarding the ‘treasure’ of the ‘Princess’ it has won into its clutches.  It is in this role a keeper and a hoarder, broody, suspicious, threatening destruction to all who come near

3. When its guardianship is in any way challenged, the monster enters its third role as Avenger.  It lashes out viciously, stirring from its lair, bent on pursuit and revenge

-in fact we may often see the same monster acting out all three roles at different stages of the same story

-these three roles represent all the main aspects of the way human beings behave when acting in an entirely self-seeking fashion. When people are at odds with the world, behaving selfishly or anti-socially, they are either ‘after something’, as Predators; wanting grimly to ‘hold onto something’, as Holdfasts; or, as Avengers, resentfully trying ‘to get their own back’

-one may sum up by saying that, physically, morally and psychologically, the monster in storytelling thus represents everything in human nature which is somehow twisted and less than perfect

-above all, and it is the supreme characteristic of ever monster who has ever been portrayed in a story, he is egocentric

-the monster is heartless; totally unable to feel for others, although this may sometimes be disguised beneath a deceptively charming, kindly or solicitous exterior; its only real concern is to look after its own interests, at the expense of everyone else in the world

-such is the nature of the figure against whom the hero is pitted, in a battle to the death.  And we never have any doubt as to why the hero stands in opposition to such a center of dark and destructive power: because the hero’s own motivation and qualities are presented as so completely in contrast to those ascribed to the monster

-we see the hero being drawn into the struggle not just on his own behalf but to save others: to save all those who are suffering in the monster’s shadow; to free the community or the kingdom the monster is threatening; to liberate the ‘Princes’ it has imprisoned.  The hero is always shown as acting selflessly and in some higher cause, in a way which shows him standing at the opposite pole to the monster’s egocentricity

-it has one weakness which ultimately renders it vulnerable.  Despite its cunning, its awareness of the reality of the world around it is in some important respect limited.  Seeing the world through tunnel vision, shaped by its egocentric desires, there is always something which the monster cannot see and is likely to overlook.  That is why, by the true hero, the monster can always in the end be outwitted

-it is this fatal flaw in the monster’s awareness which is ultimately its undoing.  Despite its power, the monster is shown not only as heartless and egocentric.  It is also, in some crucial respect which turns the day, blind

-these characteristics describe the dark, negative and villainous characters who appear in stories of almost every kind

-we can recognize it wherever our interest in a tale is centered on the steady build-up to a climatic battle between the hero and some dark, threatening figure, or group of figures, whether this be the wicked witch in a fairy tale, or invading aliens from outer space

-there is an underlying five stage pattern common to all these stories.  Each of them begins with the arousal of curiosity, then continues with frustration as the monster’s true deadly nature becomes apparent, leading to a ‘nightmare stage’ when catastrophe seems inevitable, finally ending in the ‘miraculous escape’

-to the huge relief of the hero ( and of ourselves as the audience, identifying with his fate), just when it seems all is lost and that his destruction is inevitable, he make a miraculous escape.  Always it is only in the nick of time, just when all seems lost

-from the constricting sense of imminent death, often physically represented by some dark, enclosing space in which the hero is trapped, they, and we the audience, are suddenly liberated

-the significance of the thrilling escape from death runs very deep.  It is one of the most consistent myths in storytelling, cropping up again and again in stories of every kind

-the story of the hero’s deliverance from the nightmare of being trapped in some dark, enclosing space, threatening death, is one of the oldest in the world

-one way in which a story seems naturally to form in the human imagination shows the hero being called to face and overcome a terrible and deadly personification of evil.  This threatening figure is defined by the fact that it is heartless, egocentric, and seemingly all powerful, although we ultimately see that it has a blind spot which renders it vulnerable

-as the story is usually presented, there is a long build up to the final decisive confrontation, and the story is likely to run through these five stages

1. Anticipation Stage and ‘Call’: we usually first become aware of the monster as if from a great distance, although in some stories we may be given some striking glimpse of its destructive power at the outset.  The hero then experiences a ‘Call’ to confront it

2. Dream Stage: as the hero makes his preparations for the battle to come, all for a while may seem to be going reasonably well.  Our feelings are still of a comfortable remoteness from and immunity from danger

3. Frustration Stage: at last we come face to face with the monster in all its awesome power.  The hero seem tiny and very much alone against such a supernaturally strong opponent.  Indeed it seems that he is slipping into the monster’s power, and that the struggle can only have one outcome

 4. Nightmare Stage: the final ordeal begins, a nightmare battle in which all the odds seem loaded on the monster’s side.  But at the climax of the story, just when all seems lost, comes the ‘reversal’

5.  The Thrilling Escape form Death, and Death of the Monster: in the nick of time, the monster is miraculously dealt a fatal blow.  Its dark power is overthrown.  The community which had fallen under its shadow is liberated.  And the hero emerges in his full stature to enjoy the prize he has won from the monster’s grasp; a great treasure; union with the ‘Princess’; succession to some kind of ‘kingdom’

-at the most basic level, whenever we identify with the fate of a hero, we share their experience as the story unfolds in a particular sense.  As they face ordeals, or come under threat, so we feel tense and apprehensive; even in extreme cases so terrified that we can scarcely bear to watch or listen

-as the threat is lifted, we can relax.  Our own spirits are enlarged.  In other words, along with the story’s central figure, we feel as sense of either constriction, or of liberation; either being shut in and oppressed, or of being opened out

-and in a story which is well-constructed, these phases of constriction and release alternate, in a kind of systole-diastole rhythm which provides one of the greatest pleasures we get from stories

-the climax is the point where the pressure of the dark power is at its greatest and most threatening, followed by the miraculous reversal and release of the ending

-the inmost rhythm of our experience of the story is of an initial sense of constriction, followed by a phase of relative enlargement, followed by a more serious constriction.  Then the story works up to its climax, when the threatening pressure on the hero is at its greatest.  This is released in a final, much deeper act of liberation, coupled with a sense that something of inestimable and lasting value has been won from the darkness

-such is the underlying structure of most Overcoming the Monster stories.  But, as we shall see, this fundamental rhythm is so central to the way we tell stories that we find it, in different guises, almost all through storytelling

Rags to Riches
-we see an ordinary, insignificant person, dismissed by everyone as of little importance, who suddenly steps to the center of the stage, revealed to be someone quite exceptional

-someone who has seemed to the world quite commonplace is dramatically shown to have been hiding the potential for a second, much more exceptional, self within.  Somehow the moment of transformation when this other greater self emerges has a strange power to move us.  And we begin with this transformation because it lies at the heart of our second plot Rags to Riches

-other permutations on the Rags to Riches theme appear so often in folklore that on this score alone is must be regarded as one of the most basic stories in the world

-stories specially written for children have always relied heavily on the Rags to Riches theme

-the fundamental plot; that of the unhappy and disregarded little child at the beginning gradually developing and maturing through the vicissitudes of life to the point at the end where he or she is raised up to a state of glorious happiness and fulfilment, united at last with a beloved ‘other half’

-certain of its features recur:

-firstly the story introduces us to its hero or heroine in childhood, or at least at a very young age before they have ventured out on the stage of the world.  As yet they are not fully formed, and we are aware that in some essential way the story is concerned with the process of growing up

-when we first see them in this initial state, it is always emphasized how the little hero or heroine are at the bottom of the heap, seemingly inferior to everyone around them

-they thus begin in the shadows cast by more dominant figures around them, who not only can see no merit in them but are usually deeply antagonistic to them

-the ‘dark’ figures fall into two categories.  Firstly they may be adult figures, often acting in the place of a parent

-secondly, there are those figures nearer to the hero or heroine in age and status

-these dark figures are always presented in the same light.  In their scornful attitude to the hero or heroine, they are both hard-hearted and blind; they can neither feel for them nor perceive their true qualities.  They are wholly self-centered: vain, puffed-up, short-tempered, deceitful, concerned only with furthering their own interests

-they are defined by their egocentricity, their blinkered vision, their in capacity for truth

-psychologically, they share the same essential attributes as the ‘Monster’

-by the end of the story, two things have happened.  Firstly, all the dark figures have either been discomfited or have just faded away.  And secondly, the hero or heroine have at last emerged fully into the light, so that everyone can at last recognize how exceptional they are

-the fact that their material circumstances may also have gone through such a transformation is only an outward reflection of what has inwardly happened to them, lending it dramatic emphasis

-what has happened to them is that they have at last revealed or developed what was potentially in them all the time.  They have matured.  They have grown up.  They have fully realized everything that was in them to become.  In the best and highest sense, they have become themselves

-nothing more profoundly conveys our sense of resolution at the end of a story that they should at last be united, a man and a woman brought together in perfect love

-the newly united pair, should then succeed to some kind of a kingdom, inheritance, or domain, over which they can rule

-the hero’s emergence from the shadows is rarely presented as a simple, unbroken chain.  There is usually a particular moment in the story when after an initial improvement in the hero’s fortunes (sometimes so great that it might in itself seem the cue for a happy ending) they suddenly hit a new point of crisis, when all hopes of a happy ending seem to have snatched away forever

-a popular motif familiar from many of the world’s myths, legends, and folk tales, is ‘the test which only the true hero can pass’

-the structure of these plots fall into two distinct stages, separated in the middle by the ‘central crisis’.  First there is the initial rise in the hero’s fortunes, as they are taken out of their original state of helpless misery, and may have a glimpse of the glorious state they might one day attain.  Then comes the terrible crisis, when all seems lost again.  Then comes the second half of the story, which shows them being prepared unwittingly for their final reversal of fortune, their final emergence into the light and the glorious state of completeness at which they arrive at the end

-the process whereby a young central figure emerges step by step from an initial state of dependent, unformed childhood to a final state of complete self-realization and wholeness

1. Initial wretchedness at home and the ‘Call’: first introduction to hero in their lowly and unhappy state, usually at home

2. Out into the world, initial success:  

3. The central crisis: the shadows cast by the dark figure return

4. Independence and the final ordeal: as they emerge from the crisis, we begin to see them in a new light.  They are discovering in themselves a new independent strength.  As it develops, it must be put to a final test, usually in opposition to the dark figure, and this forms the climax of the whole story.  Only when this is removed can they be finally liberated

5. Final union, completion and fulfilment: 

-as in the Overcoming the Monster plot, the Rags to Riches story unfolds through alternating phases of constriction and expansion

-the ‘dark’ version is the sort of tale which shows a hero or heroine who attempts to follow the general pattern of the climb from rages to riches, but in some way fails to arrive at its fully rewarding conclusion

-what he aspires to is union with the ‘beloved other’ and succession to a position of great power: except that he is after these things only as a means to egotistical gratification, as expressions of his desire for power over others

-another lesser ‘dark’ version of the Rags to Riches plot can be seen in the kind of story where the hero may actually achieve these goals, but only in a way which is hollow and brings frustration, because again he has sought them only in an outward and egocentric fashion

-he way outwardly have married the ‘Princess’ and ‘succeeded to the kingdom’.  But in no way has he reached that state of glorious completion and inner fulfilment which is the proper goal of the Rags to Riches story

-what is significant is how these unfold to their self-destructive endings by precisely the same rule which govern the way in which the ‘light’ versions proceed to their happy endings

The Quest
-no type of story is more recognizable to us than a Quest.  Far away, we learn there is some priceless goal, worth any effort to achieve: a treasure; a promised land; something of infinite value.  From the moment the hero learns of this prize, the need to set out on the long hazardous journey to reach it becomes the most important thing to him in the world.  Whatever perils and diversions lie in wait on the way, the story is shaped by that one overriding imperative; and the story remains unresolved until his objective has been finally, triumphantly secured

-we begin with the reason why the hero and his companions set out on their journey in the first place.  The Quest usually begins on a note of the most urgent compulsion.  For the hero to remain quietly ‘at home’ has become impossible.  Some fearful threat has arisen.  The ‘times are out of joint’.  Something has gone seriously and terrifyingly wrong

-in the midst of this fear and suffering comes the Call

-surrounded by this atmosphere of menace and constriction, the Quest hero and his friends feel under intense compulsion to get away.  Even so, they face every kind of discouragement and opposition before they can depart

-there is sometimes a variation to this opening in version of the Quest story based on the search for a buried treasure.  There is not necessarily the sense of any enormous threat looming up to force the hero and his companions to embark on the journey.  But this is replaced in creating a sense of compulsion by the fact that the drive to reach the treasure becomes a race.  The chief source of suspense driving the plot forward is the realization that more than one group of people are trying to reach the treasure at the same time

-we can say ‘the hero and his companions’ because a distinctive mark of the Quest is the extent to which, more than in any other kind of story, the hero is not alone in his adventures.  The story does ultimately center round the single feature of the hero

-the relationship of the hero to his companions assumes one of four general forms: and since these basic types of relationship are also found, more sporadically, through stories of all kinds, they must be noted

-firstly, the hero’s companions may simply be a large number of undifferentiated appendages

-secondly, the hero may have an alter-ego who has not real distinguishing mark accept his fidelity

-thirdly, the hero may have a subtler type of alter-ego whose role is to serve as a foil, displaying qualities of those shown by the hero.  Equally, whenever the hero is in negative mode, it may be the alter-ego’s role to be positive

-fourthly, in the most fully differentiated of the relationship between the Quest hero and his companions, the latter are each given distinct characteristics which compliment each other, and add up to a ‘whole’

-the essential pattern of the journey in a Quest is always the same.  The hero and his companions go through a succession of terrible, often near-fatal ordeals, followed by periods of respite when they recoup their strength, receiving succor and guidance from friendly helpers to send them on their way.  In other words, after the initial feeling of constriction which dominates the start of the story, we now experience the journey itself as a series of alternating phases of life-threatening constriction followed by life-giving release

-the first problem facing the hero and his companions is the nature of the terrain across which they have to make most of their journey.  Its essence is that it is wild, alien and unfriendly: a desert or wilderness

-some of the perils they encounter therefore are simply those of the hostile terrain itself

-specific obstacles stand between the hero and his goal, and these fall into four general categories

1. Monsters
2. Temptations: this peril is deceptive and treacherous: the ‘Temptation’.  This often, but not always, involves some beautiful and captivating woman.  The essence of the Temptation is that it holds out the promise of some physical gratification.  It may be sexually arousing.  It may offer rich food and intoxicating wines.  It may just offer the hero a time of ease and pleasure, in contrast to the hard and austere nature of the task he has been set.  In fact to surrender to a temptation may be as unambiguously deadly as confrontation with a monster.  But often the danger the hero runs is simply that he will be seduced and lulled into forgetting the great task he has undertaken, and will abandon his Quest under some beguiling spell

-the Temptation has much in common with the Monster, except that the latter threatens the hero by direct confrontation, while the former seeks to lure him to his doom by guile and seduction

3. The Deadly Opposites: an ordeal where the need for the hero and his companions to travel an exact and perilous path between two great opposing dangers

4. The Journey to the Underworld: a final, rather different ordeal he must face before arriving at his goal is a visit to the underworld, inhabited by the spirits of the dead

-in some instances, the journey through the underworld is not just a harrowing ordeal: it serves a deeper purpose, enabling the hero to contemplate the fate of those who have lived before, and also to consult them on matters vital to his future

-the ‘helpers’ who give the hero positive assistance, ranging from periods of respite to crucial guidance

-these are the figures of a benevolent, usually wise old man, and a beautiful young (though often mysteriously ageless) woman

-at the most basic level, the old man and the young woman may simply provide hospitality, rest, food, nursing care and other material assistance

-the ‘old man’ and the ‘young woman’ are of ever greater significance to the hero the nearer they come to being invested with supernatural powers.  Their role is not so much to intervene in the action as to act as guides and advisers, drawing on supernatural wisdom and prescience

-at last the heroes of our Quest stories come on the edge of the great goal towards which, through so many perils and ordeals, they have been journeying so long.  In fact the journey in a Quest only makes up half the story

-the journey turns out to have been only the first part of the tale.  The second part, which begins when the hero is actually within sight of his goal, sees him having to face a final great ordeal, or series of ordeals, which may take as long to describe as everything which has gone before. It is this final struggle which is necessary for the hero to lay hold of his prize and to secure it

-the real goal of the Quest emerges as remarkably similar to that happy ending we have seen in our previous types of story: the final coming together of hero and heroine, man and woman, and the succession to, or establishing of a kingdom.  In each case it is this, in part or whole, which enables the Quest to end on an image of completion.  And in each case what this also conveys to us is the sense that life, which in the opening stages of the story seemed so threatened, has in some profound sense been renewed

-the story ends on a great renewal of life, centered on a new secure base, guaranteed into the future

-until that goal has been reached and properly secured, the story cannot be satisfactorily resolved

1. The Call
2. The Journey
3. Arrival and Frustration
4. The Final Ordeals
5. The Goal
-they being on a note of constriction, followed, when the hero has responded to the ‘Call’, by a phase of expansion, as spirits and hopes are lifted.  This leads eventually to a more serious constriction, leading to a phase when the hero is being gradually brought to a state of readiness for the final decisive confrontation with the dark forces which have so 

long oppressed them.  When this arrives, providing the climax of the story, constriction reaches its height.  Then comes the reversal, the triumphant liberation which paves the way to the happy ending

-we see the same fundamental rhythm at work in the structure of the Quest.  There is the initial feeling constriction which persuades the hero and his companions that they must leave.  We then have a sense of enlargement as they set out into the world of journey: although this contains within it lesser alternations of constriction and release, as each ordeal is followed by respite.  We then come to the more serious constriction, as the hero comes within the sight of his goal, and has to face the final ordeals.  Gradually the story works up to its climax, when he is pitted in a last decisive battle against the dark forces which have stood between him and his goal all along.  At last we share his liberation from all opposition, as the darkness is overthrown, the goal secured and the story ends on the image of life gloriously renewed

-the whole underlying purpose of the action is to show us the hero maturing to a state where they are finally ready for that decisive confrontation with the archetypal power of darkness which can bring their complete liberation

Voyage and Return
-there is a second plot based on a journey, quite different from the Quest

-they include some of the most haunting and mysterious tales in the world.  This is the plot we call Voyage and Return

-the essence of the Voyage and Return story is that its hero or heroine travel out of their familiar, everyday ‘normal’ surroundings into another world completely cut off from the first, where everything seems disconcertingly abnormal.  At first the strangeness of this new world, with its freaks and marvels, may seem diverting, even exhilarating, if also highly perplexing.  But gradually a shadow intrudes.  The hero or heroine feels increasingly threatened, even trapped: until eventually (usually by way of a ‘thrilling escape’) they are released from the abnormal world, and can return to the safety of the familiar world where they began

-there are two obvious categories of story where the Voyage and Return plot is particularly familiar.  The first is the type stretching back to the dawn of storytelling which describes a journey to some land or island beyond the confines of the known or civilized world.  The other describes a journey to some more obviously imaginary and magical realm closer to home

-some of the very earliest stories a child can grasp are simple versions of the Voyage and Return plot

-these stories fall into two general categories: those where the hero is marooned on some more or less deserted island; and those where the land he visits is the home of some strange people or civilization

-in fact a major factor contributing to the emergence of ‘science fiction’ was simply the need of storytellers in an over-explored world to find alternative or unfamiliar worlds in which to set Voyage and Return stories.  For the essence of this plot is its central figure’s confrontation with the unknown, that which seems abnormal precisely because it is in such contrast to and so cut off from the familiar world he or she naturally inhabits

-there are other, less obvious versions of this plot where the journey is of a rather different kind: as where, for instance, it takes its central figure into an unfamiliar social milieu

-many other central figures in Voyage and Return stories, are caught up in events largely beyond their control

-a ‘remembrance of times past’, prompted by the activation of memory and conveyed through some kind of flashback, is not unfamiliar as the framework for a Voyage and Return story.  The analogy between a journey into the past and one into another country is even made explicit in the opening lines of Hartley’s story: ‘the past is a foreign country; they do things differently there’

-one more form of the Voyage and Return story is where the hero temporarily undergoes a complete change of outward identity, while remaining himself behind his new persona

-behind the extraordinary variety of their outward subject matter, they are all in a way describing the same shattering experience

-to see this plot in deeper perspective, we must consider three questions.  First, how do the heroes of these stories get into this ‘other world’ where their adventures take place?  Second, what is the real nature of this other world?  Thirdly, what is really happening to them as they pass through it?  How does it affect them?

-the Quest is altogether a more serious and purposeful affair.  The hero of the Quest realizes he has to go on his journey.  He is drawn by an overwhelming sense of compulsion.  He knows there is a specific goal he has to head for

-the heroes of the Voyage and Return story have no such sense of direction

-the adventure these heroes and heroines stumble into is totally unexpected.  In some instances quite literally they fall into it.  It is something which just happens to them

-at the same time, however, they are very much in a state of mind which lays them open for such a thing to happen

-they may have exposed themselves to the risk that something dramatic and untoward may befall them simply because of their naivety, the restricted nature of their lives and their awareness.  Wittingly or unwittingly, what they have in common is that they are psychologically wide open for some shattering new experience to invade their lives and take them over

-like all Voyage and Return heroes, he has laid himself open to the chance of falling into some extraordinary, unforseen adventure: and eventually he does

-the first indication that something very unexpected is happening in a Voyage and Return story lies in the dramatic nature of the hero’s entry into the ‘other world’.  The event which precipitates them into the abnormal world is often shocking and violent.  It may be a shipwreck, or perhaps a plane crash

-it is always clear that something very queer is happening to them.  They may simply sense that the reality of their familiar world is disconcertingly dissolving into something else

-the very definition of the ‘other world’ is that it is totally strange and unfamiliar - and that the hero is trapped in it.  Irrevocably cut off from the familiar world they have left, they now have to puzzle out the strange nature of this new world into which they have stumbled

-our sense of normality, even of what is real, is to an enormous extent of course governed by what is familiar to us.  We make sense of the world through a whole framework of largely unconscious assumptions of what is normal, based on everything we are used to - socially, culturally, morally, geographically, and physically, in terms of scale, space, and time.  Such things play a central part in giving us our sense of outward identity, in telling us who we are

-and the whole point of the Voyage and Return story is that, in some important respect, it takes the hero out of that framework of the familiar.  It takes away some crucial defining point for their sense of reality and identity, which is why so many of their adventures are experienced as a kind of disconcerting and unreal dream

-one way or another these stories work every conceivable permutation on their hero’s sense of what is normal, even in terms of the most basic assumptions we make about our identity as human beings

-equally shattering in this ‘other world’ is the confrontation with those who already inhabit it, and who live by such different values; which is why much of the hero’s time may be spent in trying to puzzle out the riddles posed by how they live and what they say

-the ‘other world’ my initially seem to be full of beguiling promise

-but sooner or later the experience of being in the alien world becomes less and less pleasant.  Our heroes never really become engaged with the alien surroundings in which they find themselves.  They continue to experience everything in a kind of dream-like, semi-detached way.  The ‘other world’ is never wholly real to them - even though the experience of being there may eventually seem to threaten their very survival.  And it is here we come to the most important question of all about any Voyage and Return story.  To what extent, when they finally emerge from their encounter with the ‘other world’ has it left any lasting mark on them?  How has the experience changed them?

-Voyage and Return stories really fall into two distinct categories.  There are those where the hero is transformed by the encounter with the mysterious ‘other world’; and there are those where they are not

-so unaffected is the traveler by his journey, that no sooner has he recounted his bizarre experience to his friends, than he is off again on another journey.  Such a ‘Voyage without Return’ can only be described as a ‘dark’ version of the Voyage and Return story

-on the other hand are all those stories where the central figure is affected by the experience of having been in the ‘other world’.  The degree to which they are affected varies considerably.  In some instances, the chief effect is simply that the hero has been given a terrible shock, which leaves him shaken in a rather more reflective state of mind

-in these stories the  hero returns repenting of his own folly

-there are other versions of the Voyage and Return story where the hero’s transformation, as it progressively unfolds, becomes the real underlying theme of the whole story

-journeys to the underworld, or some ‘land of the dead’ invariably reflect many of the elements of a Voyage and Return story, such as the difficulty of communicating with the ghostly inhabitants and the topsy-turvy strangeness of everything

-he has begun the story in a state of limited awareness.  It is this which has plunged him into a realm of existence he had never previously imagined, an experience which leads to a nightmare threatening him with annihilation.  But as a result he has learned something of fundamental importance.  He has moved from ignorance to knowledge.  He has reached a new and much deeper understanding of the world, and this has led to a complete change in his attitude to life

-to move from his original center of awareness, his limited little ego, to another, much deeper center in himself

-what we thus see in all these characters is that they have begun as selfish, not really recognizing anything in the world outside themselves.  In this state they exhibit very much the same blind egocentricity which in earlier plots we saw characterizing those dark figures who were opposed to the hero.  Here it is the hero himself who is initially presented as far from light; and it is precisely this which plunges him into the adventure which threatens to destroy him.  But in the end he is saved, because his eyes have been opened and he has gone through a fundamental change of heart.   He has made the switch from dark to light

-the real victory of such Voyage and Return heroes is not over the forces of darkness outside them.  It is over the same dark forces within themselves

-in this respect, of course, this plot is rather different from the three types of story we have looked at earlier.  And equally it does not share their general tendency to culminate in a final triumphant union of the hero with his ‘Princess’.  The complete happy ending of the Voyage and Return story is simply that the hero returns to his familiar world transformed.  He has become a new man.  By discovering a new, much deeper center in his personality, he has ‘seen the light’.  And this is itself, the story suggests, is enough to guarantee that he will ‘live happily ever after’

-the other heroes who must leave behind the woman who has become important to them during their time in the other world emerge similarly untransformed.  He is really only looking back, to what he has lost forever

-the relations between the central figure and some feminine or masculine ‘other half’ may give us the essential key to what is going on in the story; except that here, where the central figure is the plaything of events beyond his control, what we see revealed by that relationship is likely to be some fundamental inadequacy in the central figure which is never rectified

-in the earlier types of story, nothing more completely confirms the hero’s worthiness to achieve a complete happy ending than the liberation of their ‘other half’ from the grip of darkness.  But here the ‘other half’ remains in the darkness of the ‘other world’.  And even though the hero themselves emerge from that other world, if their other half remains behind, the story ends on an unresolved, downbeat note which no amount of brave talk about tomorrow being 

another day can disguise

-they have been through the tremendous experience of their confrontation with the mystifying, unknown realm, which has shaken them to the foundations of their previous identity.  Yet they have emerged essentially untransformed, having learned or gained nothing.  And what we have learned about them is that their understanding of the world is really no greater at the end of the story than it was at the beginning.  They have been put to some very fundamental test and they have failed

1. Anticipation Stage and ‘fall’ into the other world
2. Initial fascination or Dream Stage
3. Frustration Stage
4. Nightmare Stage
5. Thrilling escape and return
-the story begins with the hero in that limited or incomplete state which leads to the initial sense of constriction as they are plunged into their adventure.  This is followed, as they explore the new world they find themselves in, by a sense of expansion and widening horizons.  But then, as the shadow approaches, there is a new sense of constriction

-this eventually leads us up to the story’s climax, where the sense of constriction is at its most acute; and here at last, if the story is to come to a full happy ending, we see the hero going through a life-changing reversal

-at the opposite end of the spectrum, in its darkest, most negative form, where the hero remains trapped in the other world, never coming back at all

-much more common, however, is the lesser dark form of the story where the hero does emerge again, but having learned nothing; and often having left behind in the other world some figure of the opposite sex who has become important to them

Comedy
-we are entering a world of bizarre conventions

-the general chaos of misunderstanding is likely only to get worse, until the knot the characters have tied themselves and each other up into seems almost unbearable.  But finally, and to universal relief, everyone and everything will get miraculously sorted out, bringing a deliriously happy ending
-Comedy is a very specific kind of story.  It is not simply any story which is funny.  Some very funny stories have quite different kinds of plot

-when we look back over the history of Comedy we can see it evolving, through three distinct stages

-the basic plot itself has not really changed; all that has happened is that aspects of the story originally only implicit have been developed and brought out, to give a sharper focus on what the story is really about

-at the heart of Aristophanic comedy lay an agon or conflict between two characters or groups of characters.  One is dominated by some dark, rigid, life-denying obsession.  The other represents life, liberation and truth.  The issue is ultimately decided, of course, in favor of the latter

-in each of these stories the eventual happy outcome hinges on a crucial turning point: the moment when the ‘dark’ characters, obsessed with their divisive desire to make war, to judge, to kill, are suddenly forced to recognize something so important about themselves that it completely changes their attitude, paving the way to reconciliation and celebration.  It has this which Aristotle called anagnorsisis or ‘recognition’, the moment when something previously not recognized or known suddenly becomes clear

-‘Recognition’, as Aristotle put it, ‘means the change from ignorance to knowledge’.  Something is discovered which transforms the situation.  This transition ‘from ignorance to knowledge’ was to remain at the heart of the comic plot, as the central cue to what this type of story is about
-Comedy then went through a change so marked as to amount almost to a mutation

-the most striking innovation was that Comedy became a love story.  The action became centered for the first time on a hero and a heroine: and the chief affect of the confusion or conflict in the story is to keep the two apart until they can be brought triumphantly together in the closing scenes

-the ‘New Comedy’ is simply that is has arrived at the universal happy ending we are already so familiar with.  The final uniting of a hero and a heroine, in a way which symbolizes completion, the end of division and the renewal of life

-there are two general ways in the New Comedy in which the lovers may be thus kept apart.  In one type of story we see a hero and heroine who passionately desire to get married but are being prevented from doing so by a selfish and unrelenting father, until something finally comes to light which persuades him to withdraw his opposition to the match

-in the other kind of story, the central conflict lies in a quarrel between the lovers themselves.  This is invariably based on some dreadful misunderstanding, until finally something comes to light which clears the misunderstanding up.   The angry hero is contrite, the lovers are reconciled and unity is restored

-the second, crucially important element which came to the fore in the New Comedy concerned the nature of the ‘recognition’ on which the resolution of the story turns: the nature of what it is that has to be discovered or made clear before a change of heart can pave the way to a happy ending.  This centers on the revelation that someone’s identity is different from what it seems

-one of the chief sources of confusion in the story, and one of the chief obstacles to unity between the characters, is that they are in some way unaware of each other’s true identity, or indeed their own

-one of the most important ingredients in the process of ‘recognition’ becomes the establishing of who people really are.  Only when everyone’s real identity has been sorted out can the way be made clear to the final union

-there is almost no moment we see more often in comedy than the discovery, to everyone’s astonishment, that the true origins of one of the characters are in fact quite different from what has been generally supposed: usually that he or she is in fact the long-lost child of someone of elevated social position 

-in some stories, the focus has moved backwards, as it were, to an earlier state of the process: to the wooing which brings the lovers together in the first place

-the main action of the story has thus shifted to the pairing off process

-Comedy has now been opened up to include all the possibilities for confusion which may arise before their final pairing off.  One the one hand this may simply consist of the uncertainties attending the initial wooing of two lovers, as they first come to terms with their love and learn to accept each other

-on the other, it may also include all the vastly greater complications which can arise when love proves inconstant or one-sided, such as when one person’s love for another is initially unrequited; or when a lover begins by loving one person, then switches to another (and not infrequently back again); or when two men are in love with the same woman; or two women with the same man

-what has had to be established is the precise nature of each piece: both what it stands for in itself and how it fits together with all the others, as part of a gradually emerging whole.  In Comedy, the key to bringing this to light is the process of ‘recognition’

-the first is that any characters who have become dark because they are imprisoned in some hard, divisive, unloving state: anger, greed, jealously, shrewdness, disloyalty, self-righteousness or whatever – must be softened and liberated by some act of self-recognition and a change of heart.  They must in effect become a ‘new’ or different person (‘come to themselves’) and if they do not change in this way, the only alternative, is that they shall at least be shown up and paid out, by punishment or general derision, so they can no longer cause harm to others

-secondly it may be necessary for the identity of one or more characters to be revealed in a more literal sense.  They are discovered to be someone other than had been supposed

-thirdly, where relevant, the characters must discover who they are meant to pair off with, their true ‘other half’, since this is established they seem lost and incomplete.  Recognition of their ‘other half’ thus becomes an essential part of discovering their own complete identity

-finally, and in general, wherever there is division, separation or loss, it shall be repaired.  Families shall be reunited, lost objects found, usurped kingdoms reestablished.  Whatever is out of place or sick must be restored
-for love and reconciliation to triumph, it must be discovered who all the characters really are and how they fit harmoniously together.  The confusion which precedes this ‘recognition’ can thus be seen as a kind of twilight, marked by the fact that people are insufficiently aware of each other’s and their own true identity

-the happy ending cannot be reached until everyone has emerged into the full light of day, all disguised are thrown off and the characters no longer seem to be anything other than what they are

-the fundamental situation of this play therefore is that we are presented with an impasse: on the one side stands the unyielding head of the household, in the grip of his dark obsessions; on the other, cast under a shadow by his stern refusal to let them marry, are the young couple, representing life, hope and the way forward.  The third ingredient is that, a key part in breaking up the log jam, allowing the lovers to come together and life to flow again, is played by the paterfamilias’s servants, the young couples themselves and even his wife
-the characters above the line represent the established order, an upper social level, the authority of men over women, fathers over their children.  Those below the line, where the shadows fall, include servants, people of inferior class, wives and the rising generation.  The chief source of darkness in the story, opposed to life, is one the upper level.  The road to liberation lies through the ‘inferior’ level

-the essence of Comedy is always that some redeeming truth has to be brought out of the shadows into the light.  This often requires a temporary descent into some obscured or ‘inferior’ state in order that the truth may be established, and the retreat behind a disguise is one of the most obvious ways in which this is achieved
-the point is that the disorder in the upper world cannot be amended without some crucial activity taking place at a lower level, or in some other place beyond the consciousness of the ‘upper world’ character(s) who are in the grip of their life-denying state.  It is from the lower level that life is regenerated and brought back to the upper world again

-we see a group of people, a little community reduced to complete confusion and misery primarily because one dominant figure in that community is totally egocentric and possessed by a state of ‘darkness’.  Because he is not ‘centered’ and right in himself, the repercussions of his inner disorder are felt in a domino-effect throughout the community.  The chief source of power in the community is abusing his power.  There is no longer a sense of harmonious order.  No one quite knows who they are any longer.  Everyone is set against everyone else.  Nothing is clear

-the ruler of a kingdom or household has fallen under a great sickness of soul which casts all beneath him into a shadow, particularly his wife, who becomes the ‘obscured heroine’.  Restoration begins in the shadows, ‘below the line’, with the bringing together of a pair of young lovers, representing youth, hope and new life.  Eventually the spirit of renewal reaches up above the line, to thaw out the frozen heart of the sick ruler.  And in each case the story ends with the ‘obscured heroine’ stepping out of the shadows, emerging from her long eclipse, as the real touchstone of the fact that her husband has at last ‘come to himself’

-this is the true significance of the ‘obscured heroine’.  So long as the male figures remain egocentric and confused by ‘darkness’, she will remain in the shadows.  Whether she is ‘passive’ or ‘active’ she is the light at the heart of the story, obscured, by the darkness in others.  Only when the male characters have eliminated the darkness in themselves can the light represented by the feminine at last shine out to illuminate them all

-there has certainly been a self-conscious tradition in the writing of comedies for the stage, in a way not true of any other kind of story
-one of the most remarkable things about Comedy was the way it had preserved a balance between the superficially light-hearted presentation of apparently quite implausible events and a core of fundamental seriousness

-while constantly provoking their audiences to laughter, they manage to explore some of the deepest issues of human life

-Comedy began to be used in forms which preserved the lightheartedness while losing its core of seriousness

-when we use the term ‘Comedy’ in the modern world we usually mean no more than something we are intended to find funny

-the essence of Comedy has lain in exposing as ridiculous the state of self-delusion which affects human beings who have become isolated from those around them by their ego-centricity.  This is essentially what our human capacity for seeing something as funny is about

-the chief function of humor is that it provides us with a more or less harmless way to defuse the social strains created by egotism.  This is why comedy of any kind almost invariably centers on people who are in some way taking themselves too seriously, giving the rest of us the chance to see how foolish this makes them look

-almost all Comedy intended to make us laugh is thus centered on such a contrast between the self-regarding delusion of someone who is in some way blinded by egotism, and our capacity to see from outside what he is unable to see

-what makes us laugh is that we the audience are allowed to see both sides, self-delusion and reality

-the situation where the hero and the heroine have not only been married before the story opens, but also divorced.  The interest of the plot then lies in seeing how they are eventually brought together again to remarry

-lovers who are separated by a misunderstanding may even temporarily go off with other parties, but are eventually reconciled
-the three general stages

1) we see a little world in which people have passed under a shadow of confusion, uncertainty, and frustration, and are shut off from one another

2) the confusion gets worse until the pressure of darkness is at its most acute and everyone is in a nightmarish tangle

3) finally, with the coming of the light of things not previously recognized, perceptions are dramatically changed.  The shadows are dispelled, the situation is miraculously transformed and the little world is brought together in a state of joyful union 

-the key to Comedy is thus the transition between two general states.  The first which persists through most of the story is a kind of twilight in which nothing is seen clearly; where people’s true nature or identity may be obscured; and where there may be uncertainty as to who should end up with whom

-the chief source of the twilight is usually some central dark figure, who is in some way acting blindly and heartlessly.  It is his (or her) egocentricity which is throwing everyone else into the shadows, and setting people at odds with one another.  And nothing symbolizes this state of division more powerfully than that it is keeping apart the hero and heroine of the story

-the second state arrives with the ‘recognition’ and ‘unknotting’ when, at the climax of the story, the dark figure is in some way caught out, and all is at last seen clearly.  Everyone’s true nature and identity is revealed; everyone recognizes who is his or her proper ‘other half’; and the story ends, with darkness and division at an end, on the image of a great coming together.  What was dark is now light.  What was divided is now whole.  And nothing symbolizes this more completely than the union of hero and heroine

Tragedy: The Five Stages

-through all the millions of stories thrown up by the human imagination, just two endings have far outweighed all others

-for a story to resolve in a way which really seems final and complete, it can only do so in one of two ways.  Either it ends with a man and woman united in love.  Or it ends in a death

-in these stories it shows a hero being tempted or impelled into a course of action which is in some way dark or forbidden.  For a time, as the hero embarks on a course, he enjoys almost unbelievable, dreamlike success.  But somehow

it is in the nature of the course he is pursuing that he cannot achieve satisfaction.  His mood is increasingly usurped by a mood of frustration.  As he still pursues the dream, vainly trying to make his position secure, he begins to feel more and more threatened – things have got out of control.  The original dream has soured into a nightmare where everything is going more and more wrong.  This eventually culminates in the hero’s violent destruction 

-the general stages

1. Anticipation Stage: the hero is unfulfilled and his thoughts are turned toward the future hope of some unusual gratification 

2. Dream Stage: he becomes committed to a course of action, and for a while things go almost improbably well for the hero

3. Frustration Stage: things begin to go wrong.  Frustration leads to further ‘dark acts’ which lock him into his course of action irrevocably.

4. Nightmare Stage: a mounting sense of threat and despair.  Forces of opposition and fate are closing in on him

5. Destruction or deaths wish Stage: either by forces he has aroused against him, or by some final act of violence which precipitates his own death

-storytellers may sometimes vary the emphasis of their presentation of the basic tragic theme: by concentration only on  the closing stages and beginning ate the point, halfway through the complete cycle, where the mood of frustration is coming to be uppermost

-the great difference between Tragedy and other kinds of story begins with the nature of the summons which draws them into that adventure.  When the hero of an Overcoming the Monster story or a Quest receives the ‘Call’ – however hazardous the course it opens out to him – we are in no doubt it is right for him to answer it.  When the hero or heroine of Tragedy reaches the same point we are uneasy.  We are aware that the ‘Call’ is not of the same nature; which is why it may more aptly be described as the ‘Temptation’ 

-the summons to action is directed at one particular aspect of the hero or heroine’s personality.  We have already become aware that there is one part of them, one desire, one appetite, which is nagging at them to the point where the urge to gratify it is building up into an overwhelming obsession
-in every instance we are aware that what their obsession is drawing them into is something which violates and defies some prohibition or law or convention or duty or commitment or standard or normality.  They are being tempted into stepping outside the bounds which circumscribe them
-and it is this sense of constriction from which the Temptation – whether it originates within themselves or is personified in the figure of a Tempter of Temptress who lures them on – seems to offer the promise of almost unimaginably exhilarating release

-when the Heroes or heroines of Tragedy are faced with the Temptation, we see them struggling or wavering before they succumb, a sign that they are initially by no means single-minded about giving way

-it is as if part of them is reluctant to commit this irrevocable act which another part of them has come to desire: as if, right from the start, the tragic hero or heroine is a ‘divided self’ one part of their personality striving against another

-a second way they may be seen as ‘divided’ is in the need to keep their ‘dark’ impulses and actions hidden from the world behind a ‘light’ or respectable front

-in general we may speak of a spilt between the ‘light’ and ‘dark’ sides of all these characters and it is, of course, their ‘dark’ side, initially hidden from the world, which is worked up into a state of anticipatory obsession by the Temptation.  But sooner or later they succumb.  The ‘dark’ energy finds its Focus

-the bounds have been overstepped.  Suddenly all seems possible.  We are aware that our hero has left the comparative safety and security of the situation in which they began, like a boat launched out from the shore into the unknown currents of a fast-flowing river.  And to begin with it is fiercely exhilarating to be whirled along in this manner.  But where is it going to lead them?

-one of the most significant facts about stories, as we know, is their drive to work towards an ending: an ending which will give us the sense that everything set in train during the story has been resolved.  In almost any story we see the hero or heroine leaving their initial state for a period of still greater uncertainty, when all seems more than ever resolved.  But where the story has a happy ending, we eventually see them arrive at a state where they can come to rest, on new and much more secure foundations 

-we have a profound sense that things are at least, in every way, complete

-the whole point of Tragedy, is that somehow in the nature of the course the hero or heroine has embarked on that they are not going to reach that happy ending and secure point of rest.  They may imagine tha, if only they can reach such and such a place, they will be secure.  Indeed a large part of their time is often spent striving towards just such a fondly imagined goal.  But the trouble is that the ground keeps on giving way under their feet

-from the moment they succumb to the Temptation and imagine that they are about to start enjoying their rewards, nothing turns out quite as they expected.  Indeed, if we look closely, at the unfolding of any of the world’s many tragedies, we can see how the mood of the central figure is continually swinging between anticipation and frustration throughout the story.  Nothing for the hero or heroine bent on a tragic course can even quite resolve.  And for this there are two closely related reasons

-the first is that, when they embark on their course, there is always something which they overlook.  They have their attention fixed so obsessively on one point, one object of desire, that they do not pay attention to other factors in the overall context in which they are operating which may therefore produce consequences which their restricted vision fails to foresee

-in fact we see the heroes and heroines of Tragedy becoming more and more ensnared in their predicament

-they are being drawn into a kind of fantasy or dream-state, in which their obsession with gratifying one desire or appetite overrules their capacity for wider judgment.  Having entered into such a state of illusion, they slide further and further into it.  Having made one false move, they are led into another and another in an increasingly desperate bid to shore up or retrieve their position.  They are set more and more at odds with the reality of the world around them – unit finally it begins to close in on them, demanding a reckoning

 -at the beginning of a full five-stage Tragedy, the central figure is always part of a community, a network of relationships, linked to other people by ties of loyalty, friendship, family, or marriage.  And one of the most important things which happens to such heroes and heroines as they embark on their tragic course is that they begin to break those bands of loyalty, friendship, and love
-the very essence of Tragedy that the hero or heroine should become, step by step, separated from other people

-in tragedies centered on a hero, we may single out four types of victims who are particularly likely to suffer as a result of the hero’s reckless course

-the Good Old Man, the Rival or ‘Shadow’, the Innocent Young Girl, the Temptress

-the Good Old Man: this is a figure older than the hero, who in some way represents kingly or fatherly authority

-the Rival or ‘Shadow’: this is a figure in some way on a level with the hero who comes to stand as a kind of ‘opposite’ and threat to him

-the Innocent Young Girl: on the one hand, most poignant of all the hero’s victims because she is so defenceless against his hard-hearted egotism, there is the innocent young girl.  She stands in relation to the hero as ‘good angle’, but is inadequate to sway him.  Sooner or later the hero brutally rejects her.  And there is no moment in Tragedy more pregnant with the horror of what is happening to the hero on his downward path than when the fate of such a girl is decided

-the other type of heroine in Tragedy is quite different, in that she is herself a ‘dark’ figure, leading the hero on.  Even so, the Temptress almost invariably ends up dying a violent death, usually at much the same time as the hero

-at least these ‘dark’ heroines remain faithful to the man they have drawn to destruction.  In other versions of the same theme the Temptress slips away from the hero in the closing stages, and nothing contributes more to his mounting sense of frustration than the fact that the woman for whom he has staked all proves ultimately elusive

-the point about the heroes and heroines of Tragedy is that they end up utterly alone, completely cut off from the rest of society.  They have been drawn by some part of themselves into a course of action which is fundamentally selfish, putting some egocentric desire above every other consideration, isolating them both from reality and from other people

-gradually the truth they are doing begins to dawn on others.  Those around them begin to constellate in opposition.  The hero or heroine having first set themselves against others, we now see the rest of society gradually setting itself against them

-finally, having torn and trampled the network of relationships originally surrounding them into shreds, the hero or heroine is left alone

-we see here how these plots – Tragedy and Overcoming the Monster – may often be looking at the same basic pattern of events from two quite different points of view

-what we are seeing in a certain kind of Tragedy, is the process whereby a human being may be transformed into a ‘monster’.  We are being shown how a ‘monster’ comes into being in the first place

-by no means all the heroes and heroines of Tragedy are such complete ‘monsters’

-it is obviously the more ‘active’, aggressive tragic heroes who most completely correspond to the condition of the ‘monster’

-those who are least monstrous fall into two groups.   The first includes those heroes and heroines who, although egocentric are most ‘passive’ and obviously victims.  The other category includes those heroes whose motivation is tinged by consideration for something higher and nobler than just their own personal gratification 

-stories which begin in familiar tragic manner, but where the hero does not just plunge blindly on towards destruction.  As the story progresses he begins to go through a real change of heart.   Instead of becoming darker and darker as he gets locked into egocentricity, he begins to turn into a light figure, even though it is not enough immediately to save him from destruction 

-where, in any episode involving an outbreak of evil and violent conflict, can the darkness be said to have been finally eliminated?

-the animal (or human) scapegoat was regarded as symbolically carrying the sins of the tribe; with the idea that, in its death, those sins were purged and the tribe brought back to wholeness.  The pattern this re-enacted was precisely that we see at the end of a tragedy, where a whole community has been cast into shadow by the darkness emanating from the central figure.  The removal of that source of darkness brings the community back into the light

Rebirth 

 -the type of plot we may call ‘Rebirth’.   A hero or heroine falls under a dark spell which eventually traps them in some wintry state, akin to living death: physical or spiritual imprisonment, sleep, sickness or some other form of enchantment.  For a long time they languish in this frozen condition.  Then a miraculous act of redemption takes place, focused on a particular figure who helps to liberate the hero or heroine from imprisonment.  From the depths of darkness they are brought up into glorious light
-everything still hinges on final liberation by the power of love from a state of living death
-we can now sum up this type of story in all the main forms which it can take.  Behind them all is the same basic sequence:

1) a young hero or heroine falls under the shadow of the dark power;

2) for a while, all may seem to go reasonably well, the threat may even seem to have receded

3) but eventually it approaches again in full force, until the hero or heroine is seen imprisoned in the state of living death

4) this continues for a long time, when it seems that the dark power has completely triumphed

5) but finally comes the miraculous redemption: either, where the imprisoned figure is a heroine, by the hero; or, where it is the hero, by a Young Woman or a Child

-again and again we see the same range of imagery being used to conjure up the former state, when the dark power is dominant:

coldness, hardness, immobility, constriction, sleep, darkness, sickness, decay, isolation, torment, despair, lack of love

-finally, prevailing against that state as spring follows winter, we see the exactly corresponding imagery of:



-warmth, softness, movement, liberation, awakening, light, health, growth, joining together, happiness,



-hope, love

-on every count it marks the move from one universal pole of existence to the other, from death to life: hence the reason why we see this mighty transformation as ‘rebirth’.  But we can see this basic underlying drama presented in three different ways

-initially, corresponding to the kinds of story we come across early in life, we may see the innocent but undeveloped young hero or heroine falling under the shadow of the dark power as it is personified in a mysterious, malevolent figure outside them.   Nevertheless it is their own immature state and limited awareness which it renders them unable to withstand the dark power, drawing them inexorably into its grip: and only after a long time are they ready to be released

-eventually, corresponding to the kinds of story we are more familiar with in adult life, we may see the dark power represented much more directly as something springing entirely from within the hero’s own personality: they have been unable to withstand the evil spell cast over them by the dark part of themselves
-in the middle, as a bridge between the two, we may see the kind of story where both these things happen: where the dark power is initially personified in magical figures outside the hero, who place him under a spell: but where its effect is to turn him into a dark figure himself

-it is certainly true that, on one level, most stories are primarily  shaped by one type of plot more than another; that each type of story serves its own special purpose and carries its own message

-onto a rather deeper level, we see how they are all looking from different points of perspective at the same great basic drama

The Dark Power: From Shadow into Light

-the real value of examining the seven central plots is that, between them, they provide a comprehensive introduction to all the fundamental elements from which a story can be made up

-whenever any of us tries to create a story in our imagination, we will find that these are the basic figures and situations around which it takes shape.  We cannot get away from them because they are archetypes.  They are the elemental images around which the whole of the storytelling impulse in mankind is centered.  And the reason for this is that these underlying patterns and images are somehow imprinted unconsciously in our minds, so that we cannot conceive stories in any other way
-the most important thing we recognize from looking at the hidden structures of the basic plots is the extent to which they all revolve round the same fundamental conflict.  This is the central problem posed by that component in human nature which we have seen symbolically represented in stories of all kinds as the ‘dark power’

-the ‘beginning’ of almost any type of story shows us as hero or heroine who is in some way undeveloped, frustrated or incomplete.  This establishing of their unhappy, immature or unfulfilled state sets up the tension needing to be resolved which provides the essence of the story

-the ‘middle’ of the story shows them sooner or later falling under the shadow of the dark power, the conflict with which constitutes the story’s main action.  In the types of story we come to early in life this threatening presence is invariably personified  as outside the central figure, although later we come  to the type of story in which those same dark qualities are shown as lying in the hero or heroine themselves.  Through most of the story we see its little world divided into an ‘upper’ realm, where the dark power holds sway, and an ‘inferior’ realm, where the forces of light remain in the shadows

-the ‘end’ of the story provides its resolution.  The action eventually builds to a climax, when the forces making for threat and confusion rise to their highest point of pressure on every one involved, and this paves the way for the ‘reversal’ or ‘unknotting’, the moment when the dark power is overthrown 
-the nature of the story’s ending then depends entirely on how its hero or heroine have aligned themselves to the dark power.  If the central figure has remained or ended up in opposition to the dark power, we see that, in this final act of liberation, there is a prize of infinite value to be won: a treasure to be won form the darkness; a captive ‘Princess’ or ‘Prince’ to be freed from its clutches; a community to be redeemed from its shadows

-we see that the hero or heroin have ended up fulfilled and complete, in a way which through most of the story would have seemed unthinkable.  They have reached some central goal to their lives

-if, on the other hand, the hero or heroine have become irrevocably identified with the dark power, the story will end in their destruction.  But even this comes about according to the same rules which govern stories with a happy ending.  So much have the central figures of Tragedy become the chief source of darkness in their story that only when they are removed by death can the light again emerge from the shadows.  For all those forced to live in that shadow, this in itself can end the story on the familiar note of liberation.  The wider community is restored to wholeness.  Just as in every story which comes to a happy ending, it is a victory for life

-thus in any story which is completely resolved, the basic pattern remains the same.  In the end, darkness is overcome and light wins the day.  In fact what ultimately distinguishes each of the basic plots is simply that each looks at this common theme from a different angle.  Each lays emphasis on a particular aspect of that universal plot which lies behind them all

-in this sense, the Overcoming the Monster story is about the process of working towards maturity.  This is presented even more obviously in the Rags to Riches plot, where the hero’s personal transformation provides the central theme
-it is of course this idea of a human life as a journey towards the ultimate goal of wholeness and self-realization which provides the focus for the plot Quest

-the idealized pattern of how any human being can travel on the long, tortuous journey of inner growth, finally emerging to a state of self-realization 

-the Voyage and Return plot thus shows us, much more obviously than any of the previous plots, a hero who, in order to reach the goal, has to go through a complete shift in his psychological center
-the essence of Comedy is that is shows how, when one person becomes possessed by egotism, this can place everyone around them in a shadow

-thus do we see at the heart of Tragedy how the dark power, in rebellion against the whole in the end works to bring about its own destruction

-the move from the restricted awareness centered on the ego to that deeper center in the human personality which opens out their understanding and unites them with all the world

-each begins by showing us a hero in some way incomplete, who then encounters the dark power.  Through most of the story the dark power remains dominant, casting a shadow in which all remains unresolved.  But the essence of the action is that it shows us the light and dark forces in the story gradually constellating to produce a final decisive confrontation
-the ending shows us how the dark power can be overthrown, with the light ending triumphant.  The only question is whether the central figure is identified with the light, in which case he ends up liberated and whole’ or whether they have fallen irrevocably into the grip of darkness, in which case they are destroyed.  But, whatever the fate of the central figure, the real underlying purpose of the process has been to show us how, in the end, light overcomes the darkness.  Such is the archetypal pattern around which our human urge to imagine stories is ultimately centered

-at its most basic level, the way we experience the unfolding of this pattern when we are following any story lies in the contrast between the moments when we sense the pressure of the dark power closing in on the central figure and those when we sense that pressure being relaxed.  The pressure may be that of an actual threat to their life; or that of some other physical or spiritual imprisonment; or it may simply be the lack of any resolution to their situation, so that they feel lost and confused, cannot make sense of their surroundings and cannot see what to do next

-the release comes when that pressure is lifted: when the threat to their life recedes; when they escape from imprisonment; when they can again see clearly the way forward

-in fact the fundamental rhythm of any story is determined precisely by this alteration between phases of constriction and liberation.  And there is a common pattern to these alterations which we have seen in every type of story

-there is a basic structure underlying all of them, which shows the essence of how any fully resolved story takes shape

1) This begins with an initial phase when we are shown how the hero feels in some way constricted.  This sets up the 

tension requiring resolution which leads into the action of the story

2) This is followed by a phase of opening out, as the hero sense that they are on the road to some new state or some far-off point of resolution

3) Eventually this leads to a more severe phase of constriction, where the strength of the dark power and the hero’s limitations in face of it become more obvious

4) We then see a phase where, although the dark power is still dominant, the light elements in the story are preparing for the final confrontation.  This eventually works up to the nightmare climax, when opposition between light and dark is at its most extreme and the pressure on everyone involved is at its greatest

5) this culminates in the moment or reversal and liberation, when the grip of the darkness is finally broken.  The story thus ends on the sense of a final opening out into life, with everything at last resolved

-the essential pattern underlying all this, the pattern of any properly constructed story, is therefore that of a threefold ebb-and-flow, in which the swings between the two poles become more pronounced until the climax is reached.  The initial constriction and a first, limited opening out are followed by a new, more serious constriction
-this is followed by a new, more serious most acute constriction of all, the story’s climax.  This leads to the final liberation, with the release of the prize

-at such a moment we recognize, again and again, something which lies at the very root of our lifelong experience of storytelling; the sense, at the ending of a story, that only with enormous difficulty and after a long and painful struggle, something of inestimable life-giving value has at last been worked forth from a dark, imprisoning matrix which held fast

-what is this thing of priceless value which has to be won from the shadows?  What is it which casts those shadows and creates that imprisonment in the first place?  What is it that is required for this liberation to be successfully achieved?

The Rule of Three

-what we see in all these examples is how ‘three’ is the final trigger for something important to happen.  Three in stories is the number of growth and transformation

-so the process of three conveys the steady build up to a moment of transformation which enables the hero to move on to the next stage.  It conveys to us a sense that the miraculous developments which take place in stories do not just happen instantly and effortlessly; they require a steady accumulation of experience, concentration and effort, until everything is ready to allow the transformation to take place

-we see this rule of three expressed in four main ways:

1) The ‘simple’ or ‘cumulative three’, where each thing is of much the same value, but all three have to be put together or succeed each other in sequence before the hero can move on, or come to their final transformation
2) The ‘progressive’ or ‘ascending three’, where each thing is of positive value but each a little more important or valuable than the last.  There is also the ‘descending three’ where each is of negative value, but similarly working up to a climax

3) The ‘contrasting’ or ‘double-negative three’, where the first two are inadequate or wrong (essentially the same way) and only the third one works or succeeds

4) The final form of three, the one capable of the most sophisticated development, is what may be called the ‘dialectical three’, the first is wrong in one way, the second in another or opposite way, and only the third, in the middle, is just right.  This idea that the way forward lies in finding an exact middle path between opposites is of extraordinary importance in storytelling

-once we become aware of the archetypal significance of three in storytelling, we can see it everywhere, expressed in all sorts of different ways, large and small.  It is something so fundamental to the way the human imagination works, that it often appears in ways of which not even the storyteller may have been conscious

-the real point of this emphasis is the way it conveys to us, by a kind of symbolic shorthand, just how torturous and difficult is the process whereby the hero is working towards their ultimate goal; and how there is only one, correct way for them to thread the path which will eventually lead them to their prize

-indeed one of the more obvious ways in which this can be presented is in all those stories where, to reach the goal, the hero  has to pass precisely between two equally deadly opposites, representing a ‘double negative’

-they convey the gradual working out of a process, which will eventually lead to some kind of transformation.  This can just as well be a transformation downwards as upwards.  But most often we see it related to that essential theme of so many stories, the process of growth

-it symbolizes the slow process whereby the hero is striving towards some hugely important goal which, when it is finally achieved, we can see represents full maturity, the realization of a state of fulfillment and wholeness

-and this is why, as a story moves towards its ending, we are usually made aware of that which is needed for all the developments which we have seen taking place in the story to reach a state of completion: a word we use in two senses

-firstly, it can mean that a process is complete, as when a sequence has unfolded to its conclusion.  But secondly, it can mean the putting together of all the component parts of something to make a complete whole

-thus is the rule of three, as the pattern of growth and transformation, built into the very foundation of the way we imagine stories
-four in stories is the number of completion and perfection.  The number four as a symbol of totality provides the bedrock for the unconscious processes which create stories in the human imagination

-the supreme symbol of completion in storytelling is the union of two people, hero and heroine, masculine and feminine, to make a whole: because they are seen as complementary in a more fundamental way than anything we know.  Only when this has been achieved can hero and heroine together succeed to the kingdom: because the two have finally become one

-“The treasure which the hero fetches from the dark cavern is life: it is himself” - Carl Jung

-just as we have seen how much of the seemingly almost infinite variety of storytelling resolves in the end down to providing variations on just a handful of plots, we now similarly see how all the host of characters who teem through storytelling ultimately resolve down to just a handful of basic archetypal figures

The Dark Figures

-if we examine a whole range of Rags to Riches stories, we see how these overshadowing dark figures who surround the hero at the beginning fall into three main categories
1. The Dark Father
-firstly there is the older man who stands in some position of power or authority over the hero.  This powerful, tyrannical figure, representing strong male authority in its most heartless, egotistical guise, is the Dark Father

2.  The Dark Mother
-secondly there is his female counterpart, the older woman who may stand in place of a lost mother.  This similarly heartless and oppressive figure is the Dark Mother

3. The Dark Rivals

-thirdly there are the younger characters, of the same sex as the hero and of roughly similar age and status, who also act as oppressors.  As the hero go out into the world, they may meet with more general scorn or persecution from society at large

4. The Dark Other Half
-this is a character of the opposite sex who seems to hold out the possibility of union with the hero, but is in fact self-seeking and treacherous, or in some other way inadequate

-all the main characters we see opposed to the hero of a Rags to Riches story thus fall into one of these four categories

-in order to reach their goal, the central figure eventually has to demonstrate a particular balance of qualities

-they are not, like the antagonistic figures around them

-in the Overcoming the Monster plot, the figures who here personify the dark power tend to assume much grander and more terrifying proportions altogether
1. The Dark Father Figure or Tyrant:  this may again be the older man who has in some way replaced the hero’s lost father.  This figure may represent paternal or masculine authority in some more general way, as a tyrannical king or some other kind of ‘dark ruler’

2. The Dark Mother Figure or Witch: this is the treacherous, ruthless, older woman who no longer just wants to repress the hero, but wants to kill them

3. The Dark Rivals
-the Monster often appears simply as a kind of huge, inflated ‘dark opposite’ to the hero, a grotesque abstract of the dark power in its most extreme form.  He is the very personification of egotism, in all its greedy, aggressive, undisguised horror.  He is twisted, treacherous, utterly malevolent.  In his physical and moral deformation, and his curious combination of human and animal attributes

-he may have a strangely ageless, supernatural aura, as if he represents some ancient transcendent power.  Above all the monster represents death

-the monster stands for strength without the balance of feeling, which means death.  The heroine stands for feeling and life, but is without the strength to defend herself.  But what we then see, as the hero comes between them to save her, is that he is a balance between the two.  He is not only strong, fearless, utterly masculine
-in responding to her helpless vulnerability he is inwardly open to the femininity which the heroine represents.  The hero stands for strength transfigured and made life-giving by his capacity for selfless feeling.  In balancing the opposites of masculine and feminine, the hero is potentially whole

-thus the combination of qualities which the hero requires to overcome the monster is that he has show that he is acting selflessly, in some cause outside himself.  He has to show himself inwardly strong, determined, totally self-reliant.  In the end, as the final key in the lock, he has to have superior understanding, a clear vision of what he has to do

-in no other type of story is the hero faced by such a range and variety of dark figures as in the Quest
1) The Tyrant or Dark Father Figure
2) The Witch or ‘Dark Queen’
3) The Dark Rivals
4) The Dark Other Half: this is a figure who, in her guise as the Temptress, plays a particularly prominent part in Quests

-behind their variety of outward guised, the dark figures are more closely connected than they at first appear

-such is the essence of the Quest story.  It shows how a hero who is initially ‘all at sea’ and at the mercy of events being gradually tempered by his ordeals into learning how to direct and discipline his strength single-mindedly towards one end

-he must develop his awareness and become master of himself until nothing can stand in his way.  But at the same time he must show that he is entirely light, by is inward openness to the feminine, so that he is using his strength in the service of life and become fully himself is he ready to be united with his ‘other half’ and to claim the ‘kingdom’.  Thus does the Quest end at the same point as the earlier plots: because the fundamental impulse behind them is all the same

-in Voyage and Return stories, the emphasis is put on the limitations of the hero 

-in its fully resolved versions, the Voyage and Return story is still shaped by precisely the same fundamental impulse as the earlier plots – except that we are now seeing the hero much more clearly having to move from one ‘center’ of his personality to another

-the essence of all these Voyage and Return stories is that they show their hero having to move away from the pole of limited ‘ego-consciousness’, which puts him at the mercy of events he does not understand, towards that other pole which connects him up to the world outside himself and gives him the wider vision which is necessary for his liberation
-the move from restricted ego-consciousness to the state of wider awareness means that he is at last, in some mysterious way, at one with life itself

Seeing Whole

-a story is based on a sequence of mental images which we unconsciously anticipate will come eventually to a point of perfect resolution

-when at the end of a story, characters are lifted out of the shadows; this is because they have been lifted out of all that obscures their vision.  ‘Seeing whole’ does not mean they see and know everything.  What is does mean is that they can see everyone and everything objectively, for what they really are.  They have been liberated from the distortions of ego-consciousness, onto a different level which gives them a clearer understanding

-few things hold our interest in a story more compulsively than the desire to arrive at that point at the end where everything will finally be explained.  Gradually we have been drawn deeper and deeper into a tangled knot of obscurity and uncertainty, setting up a tension in our minds which cries out for resolution

-if the story is properly constructed, by the time it reaches its conclusion the point and purpose of each will have been revealed, where we can see how everything in the end played its part in the whole

-three things mark out Comedy form other types of story.  Comedy is concerned not just with the individual fate of its central figure but with the network of relationships between a group of people 

-secondly, it shows us all the characters in the story being brought at the end into the light.  In this sense Comedy is the most idealized of the plots because it ends on a vision of a world entirely at one, from which no one is excluded

-the third, distinguishing mark of Comedy is the emphasis it places on the fact that the fundamental reason why everyone is at odds through most of the story is that there is something very important that they do not know or cannot see

-as Aristotle puts it, ‘recognition is the change from ignorance to knowledge’

-everyone can at last see clearly and whole, because they have at last discovered who they and each other really are, and who belongs with whom, they can also feel properly

-there is a fundamental polarity which is crucial to the structure of storytelling.  At one pole is the power of darkness, centered on the ego, limited consciousness and an inability to see whole, making for confusion, division and ultimately death.  At the other is the power of the feminine, centered on selfless feeling and the ability to see whole, making for connection, the healing of division and life

-at the deepest level, it is around this opposition that the whole of the eternal conflict presented by stories revolves: and it is this which, in a sense, makes the light heroine and the ultimate touchstone of storytelling.  For it is she who above all and most directly embodies the feminine value.  It is she who most often and most obviously has to be brought forth from the shadows in order for the complete happy ending to a story to be achieved

-Tragedy is the only basic plot which is primarily concerned with showing what happens when the hero cannot muster the positive qualities necessary to wrestle the life-giving feminine value from the shadows, but become so identified with the dark power that they cannot escape from it.  It thus shows the process of transformation taking place in, as it were, a negative form: the hero is led ever further downwards and into the dark imprisonment, rather than upwards and away from it
-in order for the hero to succeed he must not only be in touch with the true feminine value within himself: he must also be truly a man, strong, alert, fully sovereign over himself and his actions.  It is a definition of the hero of Tragedy that he always in some essential way shows himself to be weak.  He gives way, he surrenders his masculine part of himself to some unreal fantasy.  He is thus deficient both on the feminine side of himself and on the masculine
-it is impossible fully to develop and make positive the one, without fully developing the other.  Where one is deficient, so are they both

-the essence of the Rebirth story is firstly, that it shows its central figure imprisoned by the dark power in any of its more familiar guises

-in each instance, what we see is a hero who is held back by his imprisonment from assuming his proper state as a man

-in terms of proper masculinity he has been reduced to a sad, two-dimensional caricature

-the masculine in stories has two aspects.  The first of these is power or strength.  This may be presented primarily as a matter of physical potency and presence.  It may be presented as the holding of great position or the possession of great riches.  It may be portrayed simply as a strength of will, personality or character which enables its possessor to exercise dominance: either over others, or over himself.  And in this respect, which derives ultimately from a physical power, the masculine is something which gives mastery and independence

-the other masculine attribute is a sense of order.  This may be presented as a consciousness of social order, of hierarchy, propriety, the need for discipline, for justice under the law.  Or it may be seen, as the whole capacity of the human mind to see the world in terms of orderly, rational patterns: that very thing which lies at the root of all our notions of order, whether social or intellectual: the need to see everyone or everything marshaled in proper place and relationship.  In this respect, which derives ultimately from the need of the human mind for framework and comprehensibility, the masculine gives a sense of control through organization 

-both these things, the physical and the mental, give an essential strength and firmness, a backbone and vigor to human life.  Without them it remains weak, ineffectual, amorphous, chaotic, without discipline or direction, and it cannot survive.  But in both its aspects the masculine is based on the principle of separation and division: the sense of power which enables one person or part to dominate over another; the sense of order which is rooted in the need to discriminate and to establish differences between one thing and another

-in both these respects the masculine is potentially hard and inflexible.  And when we see a character possessed by the ‘dark masculine’, we see him in the grip of either both of these things, in a way which is egocentric and life-denying

-while the masculine stands for the two great principles of power and order, if these are dark and one-sided they can only be turned to deadening and divisive purpose.  The power can be used ultimately only to crush and to destroy.  The order is a dead structure which becomes suffocating and oppressive and cannot resolve into life
-but equally, when a hero has fallen into the grip of the ‘dark feminine’ we see him unable to become masculine enough.  For the time begin at least, he is not strong, disciplined or masterful enough to be a man.  He has become beguiled into losing touch with his masculine power, he has become weak and dependent, no longer sovereign over his own actions
-the only way the hero can achieve a completely triumphant resolution is by fully developing his masculinity in a way which is positive: and this means in perfect balance with his inner feminine.  It is this which alone can bring masculine strength fully to life by giving it the vital ingredient of connection, of joining up: through feeling, which gives a link to others and to the world outside the ego; through that intuitive insight which gives proper understanding, by allowing him to perceive the wholeness of things and their mysterious, hidden connections
-when these are brought into balance and harmony with the masculine, then what a transformation we see.  When power is brought into conjunction with true sympathetic feelings for others;  when the sense of order is brought into harmony with the capacity to see whole: then both are miraculously made life-giving.  The strength of power becomes a force for making life, not death, serving the whole rather than the ego of he who possesses it

-the patterns of the sense of order and structure are imbued with life because they are no longer just dead mental constructs spun out of the limited consciousness of the human ego, but connect up with a living totality.  We thus see how each of the four elements – strength, order, feeling, and intuitive understanding, or body and mind, heart and soul – is ultimately essential to all the others to make a living whole.  And nowhere do we see the balances of this delicate equation expressed more subtly than in the workings of the plot of Rebirth

-indeed at the end of these stories we see the feminine and the masculine liberating each other simultaneously.  And such is the essence of Rebirth: that is shows us how it is impossible to develop one side of the human personality fully, masculine or feminine, unless this is also given positive counter-balance by the other

-initially a Rebirth story shows us someone who is imprisoned in such a way that it completely represses one side of his or her overall personality, while leaving the remaining, superior side stunted or deformed.  Usually it is the feminine which is repressed, while the masculine is in some way deformed
-but the hero then encounters some redeeming figure whose nature is such as to awaken the repressed, inferior side: with the result that the superior, deformed side can also at last assume its proper shape

The Perfect Balance

-what is remarkable when we consider the vast range of stories which do come to a complete happy ending is how much they have in common
-in order to reach a fully happy ending, the story must culminate in an act of liberation from the dark power which produces a final image of integration of life.  This great prize can only be wrested from the darkness when the hero or heroine, or both together, have been transformed in such a way that they are potentially whole.  This means that, between them, they must represent a balance of certain specific qualities: those qualities we can identify as ‘masculine’ and ‘fem’

-stories present us with an ideal picture of human nature.  What we see endlessly recurring is that same equation: how, to reach the fully happy ending, hero and heroine must represent the perfect coming together of those four values: strength, order, feeling, and understanding

-in the end all these values represent simply two halves, masculine and feminine, which make up a whole.  So long as either of these elements is still lacking, the power of darkness and imperfection will still in some degree hold sway.  For the characters in a story to emerge fully into the light, we must ultimately see both elements being brought together in perfect balance

-the process whereby this is achieved invariably requires a specific sequence of steps.  First we see the hero or heroine in that incomplete, unresolved state which characterizes the beginning of a story.  Then something has to emerge which opens them out to the possibility that eventually they may achieve the distant state of wholeness.  Thirdly, and this may comprise almost all the action of the story, they have to be shown as developing, or in some way being brought to the point where they are finally ready to realize that state

-only then, as in the opening of some complicated lock which requires all the tumblers to be aligned in exactly the right way before it will open, can we see the fourth, concluding step: the moment of final transformation and liberation from the dark power which releases the life-giving treasure and brings the story to its triumphant resolution

-the first essential principle is the masculine one of power and control.  The second, allowing the state of potential wholeness to be reached, is the feminine one of connection and joining together.  Such are the two elemental principles around which stories are constructed

-if the hero of a story is destined fully to succeed, he must be shown to be fully masculine.  He cannot be weak and ineffectual.  But his masculine power must not be hard and inflexible.  He must not be egocentrically closed off within himself.  He must be open, in ways which connect him positively with others, with all that is beyond him, with the flow of life.  Only when this potential state of balance has been achieved is the hero ready for the moment of liberation when the life-giving treasure is released
-as the story nears its climax, this three-cornered struggle usually presents itself in one of three ways

1) Balanced hero/passive heroine
-the passive heroine somehow helpless in the clutches of the dark power

-in complete antithesis to the hard, aggressive, ‘dark masculine’ power which is threatening her, she stands for the soft, yielding, flowing, loving, feminine: precisely the value which the threatening figure so completely lacks

-his strengths are redeemed and made positive because they are being used in a cause which is not egocentric.  Because he is open to the feminine value within him, he is able to join up with and liberate the feminine outside him

2) Balanced hero/active heroine
-a second version of the story is that where the figure most obviously threatened by the dark power is the hero himself, and where the heroine plays a much more active role in liberating him

1) and 2) from the heroine’s point of view: what is required in each case to bring about her liberation is a handsome loving hero who can introduce into the equation precisely the element which is lacking, and which is necessary to override the negative, unbalanced, unloving power of the ‘dark feminine’ – namely masculine strength which is superior because it is balanced and open to the true feminine

3) Dark hero/light heroine

-the third variation arises when we come to those stories where the hero is himself the chief dark figure of the tale.  Here the three-cornered battle has to be fought out essentially within his own divided personality.  The hero may have most obviously fallen into the grip of the ‘dark masculine’, in which case he is strong, domineering, and ruthless; he may have become possessed by the ‘dark feminine’, in which case he is most obviously weak and passive; or he may be in the grip of both, so that he behaves erratically, using his masculinity in a weak, treacherous way

-this is the real reason why any story in which the hero is dark shows him moving through mounting frustration into a state of nightmare.  As his egocentricity drives him increasingly into outward and inward isolation, the reality of the world he has defied closes in on him until he is trapped.  He faces his final crisis.  And at such a moment his only hope of not plunging on to final disaster is that the terrifying pressure of his plight may at last force him out of the limited state of consciousness which has brought him to such a pass, and into contact with that deeper center of his personality which can enable him to see the objective truth of his situation and to be brought back into living contact with others
-liberated from the grip of the dark power within himself, he discovers that the heart of his identity, the inner self which has been liberated, is inextricably identified with the loving feminine, both within and outside him

-for the outcome of the personal drama of the hero and heroine often has repercussions which affect many more people than just themselves

-this is the ‘little world’ conjured up by the story, and it is almost invariably a world in which, in some way, ‘the time is out of joint,’ something has gone badly amiss

-things are in disarray, life is no longer flowing peacefully and happily

-firstly, there is the type of story which shows us an essentially light hero or heroine who spends most of the story under the shadow of the dark power as it emanates from some source outside
-the other type of story is that which shows the hero or the heroine as themselves the chief dark figure, casting a shadow over others

-from whichever perspective we view the drama, the essence of what is happening in the story remains the same.  We see a world polarized between a dominant ‘upper realm’ in which for most of the story the dark power has the upper hand – with its egocentricity, heartlessness and limited consciousness; and an inferior ‘shadow realm’ which contains the potential for wholeness

-eventually, when all has been properly constellated, the scales tip and the center of light in the story emerges from the shadow to redeem the corrupted upper world, to end division and to bring everything at last into a state of perfect balance and harmony.  And this means not just for the hero and heroine themselves, but for everyone else around them in the world of the story who has been thrown into shadow (so long as they survived)

-human affairs under the shadow of the dark power, in a state of irresolution, uncertainty and incompleteness; and such a state may be characterized by four things:

1) the aggressive and oppressive use of power

2) disorder and things not being as they should be

3) things being obscured or hidden, so that on one can see clearly or whole

4) a lack of proper feeling, love or mutual affection

-and when human affairs fall into such a state of sickness they have a tendency not just to remain static but to sink further into chaos and negativity until either they reach a catastrophe, or something happens  to break the dark spell and to reverse the tendency upwards

-if this happens we may then see the other general state, that vision which is held out to us at the end of so many stories where the shadows are dispelled and where everything has suddenly and miraculously come out right this means that:

1) power is at last being exercised wisely and justly, under proper authority

2) a true harmonious state of order has emerged out of chaos

3) things obscured, hidden or not recognized have come to light

4) human beings are joined together in a joyful community of reconciliation, friendship and love

-what we see emerging at the end of such a story is a transformation from darkness to light, from negative to positive, on all four of the counts which go to make up a state of perfect balance: power, order, awareness, and feeling.  And in terms of the wider community, the ‘world’ of the story, this means that:

1) either the existing ruler has once again been enabled to exercise his power properly; or a new ruler has emerged to do so in his place – as when the hero ‘succeeds to the kingdom’
2) the framework of order which had either become oppressive or had disintegrated has again knit together in a living, all-embracing way, so that all members of the community are in proper relationship with one another; families are reunited; everything out of place or lost has been restored to where it should be

3) everyone can at last see clearly and whole because nothing important nay longer remains hidden; people have discovered everything they need to know, including their own true identities

4) the egotism and division which lay at the root of everyone’s problems has at last been transcended, in a spirit of universal harmony and love

-if a story can reach the point where all these things have happened together we are given a momentary glimpse of a community of human beings entirely at one, liberated from every trace of shadow.  And at the heart of this transition from incompleteness to wholeness has lain the transformation of just one individual, the central figure of the story.  It has been around his or her working towards a state of individual balance and self-realization that everything else has centered: so that nothing more completely symbolizes the extraordinary thing that has happened to the wider world than the brining together or a man and a woman to make a new and perfect whole, the microcosm of some infinite state of union, shinning with life, light and hope for the future

-such is the most completely positive ending that stories can aspire to

The Unrealized Value
-a striking figure of the myths and folk tales of the world is how often their central figure is an orphan
-we thus begin the story with a family scene in which one major figure is conspicuously absent: in all these examples, the parents of the same sex as the central figure

-the chief dark figure thus signals to us the shadowy, negative version of precisely what the hero or heroine will eventually have to make fully positive in themselves.  The nature of the dark figures gives us a direct, unconscious clue as to what needs to be transformed into its positive, light version for the story to reach a happy ending applies in stories of every kind.  It is the key to the function played by the dark figure throughout storytelling

-we thus see essentially four characters in the drama, with a changing interplay of roles as the process unfolds: first the father and mother; then the child, growing up to adulthood; and finally the ‘other half’, necessary to bring the whole process back to its starting point, with the creation of a new child.  

-here embedded in a web of our deepest and most powerful instinctual drives, are the most basic of all human relationships. And when we consider the main ‘dark figures’ who continually recur in stories, we have already begun to see how they correspond to each of the four figures in this primordial drama

-first there is the older man whom we see as the Dark Father-figure or Tyrant.  He is powerful, often holding authority as the head of a household or a ruler, but he is heartless, using his power only to dominate others.  He is thus seen as completely opposed to the flow of life

-secondly there is the older woman whom we see as the Dark Mother-figure, Dark Queen or Witch

-she no more possesses the real ‘feminine’ attributes of selfless feeling for others and the ability to ‘see whole’ than the Dark Father.  Her ‘feminine’ façade is thus treacherous.  Underneath, like the Dark Father, she is totally egocentric, possessed by the ‘masculine’ drive to power and domination 

-thirdly there are the Dark Rivals or the Dark Alter-Ego, of the same sex as the hero or heroine, who stand in some way more directly as competitors for the same goal, or as a “dark opposite”
-fourthly there is the Dark Other Half, the Temptress or False Wooer, who selfishly seeks to seduce or beguile the hero or heroine from their true path by offering a treacherous, false or inadequate version of the complete, perfect union they are striving towards

-we can see how four types of dark figures correspond in a shadowy way to the four key roles in the most basic drama of human life

-the real purpose of each of these dark figures is to present the hero or heroine of a story with a specific challenge.  Each poses a particular negative threat which the hero and heroine must surmount by showing themselves as its positive equivalent

-the purpose of the ‘dark feminine’ is to unman him, to make him weak and dependent, to turn him into ‘the boy hero who cannot grow up.’  His way to resist her is certainly to hold onto true feeling and ability to ‘see whole.’  It requires him to summon up all his masculine strength, will-power and self-reliance

-the great prize won by the hero from the battle with the ‘dark feminine’ is his independent manliness

-in those stories where the central figure is the heroine, the emphasis of the challenges presented by the dark figures is reversed.  When a heroine comes up against the ‘dark masculine’ it is her strength which has to be called primarily into play, her ‘masculine’ qualities.  When she is up against the ‘dark feminine’ it is her own genuine femininity, her innocence, beauty and goodness of heart, which is the most obvious measure of her superiority, and it is this which in the end attracts the ‘light masculine’ figure of the hero to release her
-what we thus see is just how directly our human need to imagine stories is related to the most central instinctive drive in human life.  Each of us born into a family unit soon becomes conscious that we are the third and youngest of a ‘three’: ‘Daddy, Mommy, and me’ the primal triad

-as the ‘third’ of that three, we are the central focus of a process of growth and transformation which naturally preoccupies us more than anything else in the world

-the deepest instinctive drive programmed into any of us is that we should eventually find that ‘other half’ who can complete the process by enabling us to repeat the continuation of life.  We thus instinctively know that the original ‘three’ must become a ‘four’: in a way which also creates that new state of ‘one-ness’ which forms the core of a new family unit
-this essential pattern is programmed into our unconscious around a set of archetypes: which is why so many stories center around the same little group of archetypal figures: father, mother, hero and heroine

-what stories are showing us is those psychological qualities which are essential for the succession to take place in the right way.  This is why the role of the dark figures in a story is to exemplify those negative qualities which the central figure must overcome in order to achieve the proper happy ending

-we thus see the central figure developing through the story towards the moment of final emergence into the light, much as a butterfly evolves through all the incomplete stages of its development, first as caterpillar, then as chrysalis and only lastly in its complete state as a butterfly: imago, as it is called, the final perfect image of what it has been striving towards.  Through all those phases of the story when hero or heroine are still psychologically incomplete, we see the dark figures looming over them, as negative symbols of the values they must still make positive in themselves before the story can reach its final resolution
-all through a story the dark figures identify those negative qualities which must be redeemed into their positive opposites if it is to reach a happy ending.  The whole story thus becomes the picture of a changing balance between the power of darkness initially dominant ‘above the line’ and the gradually developing center of light ‘below the line’; until finally the balance can tip, the shadows fade away and light can flood up ‘above the line’ to show hero and heroine united and at one with life

-in stories, immaturity is synonymous with egotism
-for human life to flourish, runs its essential message, each generation has to make the proper transition to the next

The Light Figures

-again and again in the storytelling of the world we meet two mysterious and haunting figures:  The Wise Old Man, and the Anima

-the essence of the Wise Old Man is always the same: he is a male figure who represents a state of complete maturity.  He is someone who has traveled the full road of personal inner development.  He represents the masculine and the feminine in human nature in perfect balance.  He is strong, autonomous and authoritative.  He also embodies the inner feminine qualities of protective feeling for others and intuitive understanding, the ability to see whole.  The most usual physical attributes he is given are his keenly penetrating eyes, from long experience to see things and people for what they really are

-the Wise Old Man has a more or less supernatural aura because he is somehow connected to the mysterious totality of life, beyond superficial or transitory appearances.  He can see into the past and the future because he rises above the confines of the immediate present and knows the hidden rules of growth and decay which govern the outward transformation of things.  He is in touch with some dimension of ultimate reality which transcends time and the physical world altogether
-the Anima-figure represents the ‘eternal feminine’ in her most numinous guide.  She also stands very obviously for a balance of feminine and masculine qualities.  Outwardly a woman, with her grace and beauty, she represents protective feeling and the visionary power to see whole.  But she is also imbued with the inner strength and authority of the masculine, which is why she is so often imposing physical appearance

-the Wise Old Man and the Anima are ultimately aspects of the same deep power in the human psyche

-they are the supreme personal expressions of that mysterious purposive power in stories which not only guides the hero himself towards the goal, but which is inherent in the very structure of the ways stories form themselves in the human imagination, shaping the action towards some final image of perfect resolution

-but equally the point about these figures is that they cannot control what is going on in the story.  They can understand what is happening, they can set things up, give guidance, point the way, proffer assistance.  But in the end it is always up to the hero himself to show the qualities which will make him worthy of success.  The more closely he can align himself with this mysterious power beyond the scenes and everything it stands for, the more likely he is to achieve the goal

-the Anima-figure reflects whatever is needed to complement the particular balance of qualities shown by the hero.  So long as he is worthy of her and open to her, she stands for whatever he needs to make him whole
-because ultimately she stands in both a personal and a universal, supra-personal way for the heart and soul of man – the Latin anima means ‘soul’ – that mysterious ‘other half’ who enshrines both the center of a man’s identity and the essence of life itself.  If the hero scorns or mistreats an anima-figure it is that aspect of his own nature which he is in effect rejecting
-when the heroine is herself the central figure of a story, then the same complementary role is played for her by the figure Jung termed the Animus, the masculine figure whom the heroine needs to make her complete

-he corresponds to the ‘spirit’ in woman, the vital power which is necessary to inspire her and to bring her femininity to life

-a man is attracted to a woman because she personifies his anima, that component of his psyche which represents his own inner feminine.  A woman is drawn to a man because he evokes that power in her psyche which her animus.  It is equally the power of these archetypal complexes in us which we see at work when they are activated by a story

-each also has its light aspect, preconditioning us to all those qualities which archetypally represent the role of Father, Mother or alter-ego being acted out positively 

1) The Light Father, or Good King

-he combines the strength of the masculine with the love and understanding of the feminine.  He thus represents masculine power and authority being exercised properly and selflessly

-he represents that fully realized state of selfless manhood to which the hero himself must aspire

2) The Light Mother or Good Queen

-this archetypal figure may remain more or less in the background as a symbol of light motherhood, providing the hero or heroine with a rock of loving security which they may both leave and return

-we may see her playing a more active guiding role in the action, when she is likely to appear as the feminine equivalent of the Wise Old Man, as a wise older woman

 3) Light Alter-Ego or Companion
-they are friends and allies who help the hero or heroine on their way towards the goal

-the relationship may take three forms: Firstly, there is the close friend or ally who is not otherwise distinguished.  Secondly, there is the Alter-Ego or ally who differs from the hero, often by displaying qualities compensatory to those of the hero himself.  This figure may be presented as in some way ‘inferior’ to the hero, but in other ways he may well have attributes which the hero himself lacks and which are of vital assistance.  Thirdly, there are those instances where the hero has several companions who between them make up a whole
-the real point of these allies, in all their different forms, is that they act to reinforce the hero’s own powers and qualities.  Their role in the story is to act as extensions of the hero himself

-the Child plays a numinous role, not just as the promise of new life but as a redeeming figure, capable of awakening the dormant inner feminine of a dark hero.  This is the archetypal figure whom Jung called the puer aeternus, the eternal Child

-where the hero is an older man, the Child can play much the same redeeming role in awakening his heart and soul as the anima-figure

-stories portray one great fundamental struggle

-on the one hand there are the forces making for disintegration, confusion, darkness, and ultimately death.  On the other are all those forces which are urging both central figure and story towards wholeness and light, to the point where he or she can at last realize their complete identity

-what these have in common is that they are centered no on the ego but on something much deeper in the human personality, something all-connecting, something universal.  This ultimate state of wholeness and the forces which work to bring it about comprise the archetypal of totality which Jung and others have called the Self

-as an image of totality comes together, the Self may be represented by four things which happen more or less simultaneously 

1) the story’s central figure at last reaches a state of complete individual self-realization

2) the hero and heroine come together in perfect union, each making the other whole
3) the archetypal family drama comes to its culmination, so that we see hero and heroine momentarily in equipoise between all four central roles.  As they become the fully-realized Son/Hero and Daughter/Heroine, so they are simultaneously ready to succeed as perfectly balanced Father and Mother
4) the wider community or kingdom is redeemed, under proper sovereignty, at one with itself, with the world and with the power of life

-the numinosity of the Self may be symbolically evoked in many different ways as the distant life-renewing goal the central figure is heading for.  We may see it symbolized for instance, as a treasure, a jewel or some other mysterious priceless object, as a far-off shining city, as a great mountain, with its roots in the earth and its peak in the heavens

-each of these light figures represents a different aspect of the Self, the mysterious power which is drawing the central figure and the story towards the point where it can become fully realized.  All the main characters in stories – both light and dark – represent different aspects of the four central roles in the family drama.  Each of these roles can be split into its ego-centered dark aspects, which give rise to the dark figures, that negative version which the hero or heroine must overcome or transcend; and its light aspects, standing for powers of life and wholeness

Negative/Centered on the ego




Positive/Centered on the Self
Dark Father/Tyrant/Dark Magician



Light Father/Good King/Wise Old Man

Dark Mother/Dark Queen/Witch




Light Mother/Good Queen/Wise Old Woman

Dark Rival/Dark Alter-Ego




Light Alter-Ego/Friend and Companion

Dark Other Half/Temptress




Light Other Half (light anima/animus)/Child

-one of the more familiar figures in the folk tales of the world is the ‘helpful animal’ 
-the ‘helpful animal’ is to symbolize all those mysterious instinctive powers in his psyche which will help to carry him to maturity.  For a long time, provided that his heart is in the right place, he will be able to rely on these unconscious powers, beyond his conscious understanding, to carry him upwards.  But the nearer he gets to his goal, the more he will have to show a conscious grasp of what he is doing

-the ‘helpful animal’ thus stands for powers which he has not yet fully integrated into himself.  Although these powers may be working for the hero’s good, as aspects of the Self, so long as they are still operating semi-independently, or in a way which is beyond his conscious understanding, they appear in an ‘inferior form’, as forces split-off from and outside him

-a long time in a story the elements which will eventually prove to be the key to salvation may appear in some inferior, obscured or distorted form.  Only when the hero or heroine are ready to achieve wholeness can these inferior elements disappear: either because they have been integrated, or because they have emerged into the light in positive, fully-developed guise to bring about the triumphant resolution

-the real purpose of the Tempter is always to blind the hero, to restrict his consciousness without him being aware of it

-we also occasionally see a light version of this figure, the Trickster, who is an aspect of the Self.  Like the Tempter, his aim is to trick people into a different state of consciousness: but this time the other way round, to broaden and heighten their vision, to bring them into contact with the Self

-the Trickster is only one expression of the vital part played in any character’s switch from dark to light by that fundamental shift in consciousness from ego to Self.  The trickster is a personification of the power in the psyche which brings about that shift, by shaking the character out of one level of consciousness onto the other

