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Abstract
This paper attempts to re-interpret and re-locate Ursula K Le Guin’s A Wizard
of Earthsea (1968) within the framework Northrop Frye’s Archetypal theory. Le
Guin’s fantasiesaddress serious ethical questions deftly worked into the enticing
world of wizard and magic.The term ‘archetype’ refers to “a symbol, usually an
image, which recurs often enough in literature to be recognizable as an element of
one's literary experience as a whole” (Frye 365). Broadly speaking, archetypes are
primordial patterns, which have been coming down to us from antiquity. An attempt
will be made to apply Frye’s theory in the aforementioned works of Le Guin to
generate fresh insights and bring out the underlying systems binding such diverse
literary works.
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Northrop Frye’s Archetypal Theory: A Kaleidoscopic Vision
This paper endeavours to study the theory of archetypes with reference to
Northrop Frye (1912-1991) and attempts an applicational case study with reference to
Ursula K Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea (1968). Frye in his essay collection
Anatomy of Criticism (1957) defines an archetype as “a symbol, usually an image,
which recurs often enough in literature to be recognizable as an element of one's
literary experience as a whole” (365). Broadly speaking, archetypes are primordial
patterns, which have been coming down to us from antiquity. These patterns have a
universal dimension since they occur repeatedly in a number of literary works
throughout the world.
There may be a number of different types of archetypes like archetypal themes
such as crime and punishment, good versus evil, conflict between the individual and
the society and so on. Archetypal characters like the hero/heroine, the scapegoat, the
trickster, and the witch. Archetypal narrative patterns such as the quest of a hero, the
journey, the fall, death, rebirth etc. Archetypal colours like green, red, blue, and black.
The above analysis proves that an archetype is the unifying thread that brings together
the entire gamut of World Literature and is the missing central coordinating principle
which Frye feels is the key “…that will put into perspective various partial or
fragmentary critical approaches” (Frye 500).
From ‘Literary History’ to ‘Literary Anthropology’: A Quest for Archetypes
In order to find these archetypes, we need to move from literary history i.e.
‘the history of ideas’ towards literary anthropology i.e. a ‘study of man’. History
which is essentially a chronological sequencing of past events does not serve the
purpose since historians treat a work of art as a document and analyse it on the basis
of the depiction of history in that particular work. Therefore, we need literary history,
which is ‘the history of ideas’. Literary history can then be understood as being
closely tied with literature as well as dealing with generic categories such as the
Gothic, Baroque, and Romantic etc. This in turn gives an insight as to how literature
existed in primitive times.

www.oiirj.org

ISSN 2249-9598

Page 52

Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-12, Issue-01, Jan-Feb 2022

Anthropology on the other hand “…is the empirical and scientific study of
man in his totality” (Doshi and Jain 30). The term ‘anthropology’ has its origins in
ancient Greek. The root words are ‘Anthropos’, which means ‘man’; and ‘Logos’,
which means ‘science’. The approach of anthropology to the study of man is holistic
since it studies man, his society, and culture as a dynamic interacting whole. Further,
it delves into intricacies such as religion, myths and folklore which history does not
touch. Thereby providing a much more detailed and comprehensive evaluation of
man. Now, since archetypes are primitive patterns rooted in pre-literary categories
(rituals, myths and folktales) therefore to study these archetypes Frye relies greatly on
the methods and insights of anthropology.
Further, when we notice that these archetypes are cultural patterns which have
a propensity of reappearing in the greatest of classics we realise that their relationship
with literature “…is by no means one of pure descent (…) in fact there seems to be a
general tendency on the part of great classics to revert to them” (Frye 507).
Therefore, Frye is of the opinion that a search for archetypes in literature is “…a kind
of literary anthropology…” (506). As a literary anthropologist, Frye relates the
narrative patterns to the creation of rituals, imagery to the moments of epiphany and
rhythm to the natural cycle. This shows that literature is cyclical in nature and follows
a recurrence of patterns. The natural cycle too follows a similar course wherein we
observe a synchronization between the human and the natural energies, which
ultimately leads to the formation of a ritual.
Myths therefore are narrative patterns, passed down from one generation to the
other thereby becoming a part of human culture. Frye stresses, that “the myth is the
central informing power that gives archetypal significance to the ritual and archetypal
narrative to the oracle” (509). The central myth of all literature is the quest myth
constructed around a hero whose actions are in cognisance with the different phases
of the organic, solar, and seasonal cycles respectively.
Diagrammatic Representation of Seasonal, Solar and Organic Cycles: Frye’s
Approach:
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Further, in order to trace these recurrent patterns Frye adopts an Inductive
Approach a “…movement towards the archetype in a process of backing up” (507). In
order to explain this backing up movement Frye draws on the example of
Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1603). He traces the legend of Hamlet from a preShakespearean play to Saxo and from Saxo finally to nature-myths. Hence, this
Inductive Approach facilitates the understanding of the relationship between the preliterary categories i.e., symbols, images, rituals, etc. and the sophisticated categories.
Applicational Case Study of Frye’s Archetypal Theory
This section of the paper deals with the application of the Inductive Approach as
observed in various works. Frye adopts this backing up movement and takes us back
to the pre-historic times in order to find the missing central coordinating principle i.e.
the archetype which is at the root of all literature. Further, Le Guin is of the opinion
that “Fantasy is transgressive (…). Its roots are in myth, legend, religious parable, the
literatures that tell a people who they are” (132) and her novels are products of the
same.
Le Guin’s fantasies deal with a popular character type the wizard. Now since
the Taoist principles of balance, interdependence, and inactivity are at the core of her
fantasies; therefore her wizards show Taoist overtones too. Further, the wizards in her
works are accorded the highest rank amongst all the practioners of magic.
A Wizard of Earthsea (1968) echoes this very view. Le Guin reveals that
Ged’s first teacher who was a village witch “…knew nothing of the Balance and the
Pattern which the true wizard knows and serves, and which keep him from using his
spells unless real need demands. (…) Much of her lore was mere rubbish and
humbug, nor did she know the true spells from the false” (7). When Ged becomes
Ogion’s adept his education in the art of magic truly begins. Unlike the village witch
who taught Ged nothing about the Old Speech Ogion tells him that all magery is
controlled by it therefore to become a mage one must know the Six Hundred Runes of
the Hardic Tongue. Further, he also teaches the ignorant Ged about balance
explaining to him that magic isn’t a game it has serious consequences and therefore a
mage must judge the situation properly before undertaking any action.
Further, the wizards of Earthsea in order to learn the high arts are sent as
prentices to the School for Wizards at Roke. There these prentices are first taught by
the Master Chanter “…the Deeds of heroes and the Lays of wisdom, beginning with
the oldest of all songs the Creation of Ea” (Le Guin 54). This is followed by lessons
from the Master Windkey and the Master Herbal, learning from the former about the
metrological sciences and sailing, to put it in Le Guin’s words the “…arts of wind and
weather” (55). While from the latter they learn the significance of herbs and the art of
healing. This is followed by lessons from the Master Hand who teaches “…sleight
and jugglery and the lesser arts of Changing” (Le Guin 54). After the prentices master
these arts they are sent to the Isolate Tower to study under the Master Namer who
teaches them “…the true naming of a thing” (Le Guin 59).
This is followed by lessons from the Master Changer, the Master Summoner,
and finally the Master Patterner. Thus, their education comes to a close. However, on
the way they are also taught important ethical lessons. For instance, the Master
Summoner who taught them the art of summoning earth’s natural energies tells them
that “…the true wizard uses such spells only at need, since to summon up such earthly
forces is to change the earth of which they are a part” (Le Guin 69). Further, the
wizards of Earthsea were tasked to protect and defend the people of Earthsea.
Therefore, most of them either served the high lords of the Archipelago or were sent
to different cities or islands to serve the people there.
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Now if we go back we find a similar character type in The Hobbit (1937)
written by J.R.R. Tolkien. Tolkien has drawn on Norse Mythology for this work.
According to these legends Odin, the Norse chief, or ‘All-Father’ of the gods, appears
less like the solemn god he is assumed to be and more like the wizards wandering the
treacherous terrain of Middle Earth. He is pictured as a rather tall, beard clad man in a
grey robe. When he walked amongst men he was believed to don a broad-brimmed
hat and therefore seems very much like Tolkien’s wizard Gandalf, the Grey.
More significant than his appearance is Odin’s wide knowledge of runes,
magical spells, and his ability to speak in verse. Further, in order to gain the
knowledge about the runes he hangs upside down on the ash tree Yggdrasil for a
period of nine years. Apart from this Odin also served as a guide to heroes and would
help them when they faced impossible odds using his powers. In this respect too
Gandalf resembles Odin for his knowledge in the language and the lore of MiddleEarth is formidable. Similarly, in order to understand the mystery surrounding the
Ring of Power he is often seen poring over old records. Further, in The Hobbit (1937)
he guides Bilbo Baggins and the dwarfs on their journey to reclaim the Lonely
Mountain as well as its invaluable treasures from the dragon Smaug.
For instance, it is Gandalf who makes Bilbo a part of the dwarfs’ expedition.
Although the dwarfs and Bilbo protest yet like most wizards who are known for their
mysterious wisdom he is able to see this young hobbit’s hidden potential. Thus, he
remarks: “I have chosen Mr Baggins and that ought to be enough for you all. (…)
There is a lot more in him than you guess, and a deal more than he has any idea of
himself” (Tolkien 19). Further, he also gives them a map which reveals a secret door
leading into the Lonely Mountain which later on proves to be crucial in their mission.
On several other crucial moments in their journey Gandalf comes to their aid.
Like, on the first day of the hobbit Bilbo and the dwarfs’ journey we see that they are
heading east on the main road, the unprecedented rainfall slows their progress and
they are forced to camp in the sinister Lone-Lands which had “…dreary hills, rising
higher and higher, dark with tress. On some of them were old castles with an evil
look, as if they had been built by wicked people” (Tolkien 31). Even though the party
senses the impending danger yet they take shelter under a clump of tress for the night.
However, while sitting huddled by the tress they notice a fire burning in the
distance. They send Bilbo to investigate when he does not return all the dwarfs go too.
There they are confronted by a group of trolls who catch and imprison them. At that
moment Gandalf appears and begins to imitate the trolls voices confusing them
thereby keeping them engaged till dawn. As the dawn comes bearing the light the
trolls turn to stone. Thus, Gandalf’s magic saves them thereby enabling them to
continue on their quest.
When we move back further we find that the Renaissance play Friar Bacon
and Friar Bungay (1594), written by Robert Greene also deals with wizards. The
treatment of the practioners of magic however is quite different in this particular play.
During the Elizabethan era the belief that magic was associated with evil was rampant
and therefore the practioners of these arts were believed to have acquired their skill by
making a pact with the devil. Hence in this play whenever the wizard Friar Bacon is
mentioned a hint about his association with these dark powers is made.
For instance, a group of doctors from Oxford led by Dr Burden come to meet
Friar Bacon and to talk about the brazen head which he is building. While talking
about it the doctor leading the group remarks: “Th’art making of a brazen head by art
Which shall unfold strange doubts and aphorisms And read a lecture in philosophy,
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And by the help of devils and ghastly fiends, Thou mean’st ere many years or days be
past, To compass England with a wall of brass” (Greene 12).
Further, Friar Bacon does not use a staff or a wand he has other magical
instruments to aid him in his arts like the glass prospective. For instance, the young
Prince Edward comes to the Friar seeking his help so that with his arts by his side he
may be able to beguile the bonny lass Margaret. In an attempt to help him the Friar
gives the Prince his glass prospective so that he may be able to witness all the action
which is taking place at Fressingfield. By seeing these events unravelling before his
eyes Edward discovers that his friend Lacey secretly loves Margaret; while Margaret
suspects the Prince of some sort of foul play.
Apart from this Friar Bacon with the aid of his arts can transpose the natural
order of things. When Doctor Burden makes fun of his art and hides the fact that he
has himself been studying alchemy at Henley to build up his knowledge about the art
of magic; then in order to prove this the friar summons a devil who brings the Hostess
of Henley in a fraction of a second. Further, she goes on to affirm Bacon’s claims to
be true.
On going back further, we find a similar scenario in the epic Le Morte
d’Arthur (1485) written by Sir Thomas Mallory. Book I talks about the famed wizard
Merlin. Here too Merlin appears as an old tall man, sporting a long beard, a cloak, a
staff, and the broad brimmed cap which most wizards wear even in the stories written
in this day and age. Further, he too is known for his wisdom and foresight. For
instance, when King Uther has an illicit affair with the Duke of Cornwall’s wife
Igrayne she conceives a boy. Merlin predicts that this boy shall bring great glory to
his father for he shall become King of Scotland, Wales, Ireland, and many more
realms. Apart from this he guides Arthur on his various quests, possesses the ability to
shapeshift, and has a deep understanding of runes used in the arts.
This work has its roots in the Celtic mythical legend of King Arthur and
therefore when we look back we realise that the archetype of the wizard has evolved
from Merlin. However, this archetype spreads across other cultures as well; the Greek
god Hermes, the Roman god Mercury, and theEgyptian god Thoth are all associated
with magic, sorcery, and occult knowledge.
Another dominant strand in Le Guin’s fantasies is the coming of age, a
spiritual struggle between darkness and light which ultimately leads to selfhood. A
Wizard of Earthsea (1968) revolves around a young mage Ged and traces his journey
from childhood to maturity. The son of a blacksmith, Ged was born with a natural
talent for magic and his aunt (the village witch) became his first teacher. When his
village Ten Alders is attacked by the Kargads he creates an illusion with the aid of the
mist and fends of the attack. The tales of his valour travel throughout Earthsea and
even reach the ears of the powerful mage Ogion the Silent; who then comes to the
village and claims Ged as his apprentice.
However, Ged’s impatience for knowledge leads to the premature ending of
the apprenticeship and with Ogion’s blessing he moves on to the school for wizards
on the island of Roke. At the school Ged’s skill is much lauded which results in a
rivalry between him and a fellow student Jasper. The constant goading and reference
to his humble beginnings by Jasper blinds Ged and thus driven by his pride he
foolishly accepts a dare to summon the dead and unleashes a dangerous shadow from
the netherworld.
This shadow becomes his nemesis and constantly pursues him all over
Earthsea with a desire to possess him. Ged tired of running seeks his old master
Ogion’s advice who suggests that Ged set up a confrontation with the shadow. Thus
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heeding his master’s advice Ged with his friend Vetch pursues the shadow across
Earthsea; he crosses the Lastland reaching a dark shore where he finally confronts the
shadow and merges with it; thereby accepting the shadow as a part of his being. Le
Guin has beautifully described the scene thus: “Ged reached out his hands, dropping
his staff, and took hold of his shadow, of the black self that reached out to him. Light
and darkness met, and joined, and were one” (228).
When we move back we find a similar theme in C.S. Lewis’ novel The Lion,
the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950). The novel traces Edmund Pevensie’s journey to
selfhood. For instance, Edmund while playing a game of hide-and-seek with his
siblings finds Lucy hiding in Professor Digory Kirke’s wardrobe. He sees an opening
at the back of the wardrobe and with Lucy he enters the land of Narnia. However, he
gets separated from her and while wandering alone in this mysterious land is found by
the White Witch, Jadis. The White Witch then coaxes him into revealing everything
about his family. On discovering that he has two sisters and a brother (Lucy, Susan,
and Peter) she becomes extremely alarmed for she remembers an ancient prophecy
claiming that: “when two sons of Adam and two Daughters of Eve sit on the four
thrones at Cair Paravel then it will be the end not only of the White Witch’s reign but
of her life” (Lewis 92).
However, using her guile she discovers Edmund’s weakness for sweets and
gives him enchanted Turkish Delights thereby convincing him to bring his brother and
sisters with him the next time he visits Narnia. Even though he is able to decipher the
witch’s evil design yet his desire for the candy overrides his judgement. Further, when
he returns with his siblings to Narnia, the Beavers providing them shelter tell them
about Aslan, the King of Narnia as well as the prophecy. On hearing this Edmund’s
desire for sole power spurs him to betray his siblings to the White Witch and he
sneaks away.
When he reaches her palace he is accorded an extremely cold and cruel
welcome by the witch. She makes him her prisoner, whips him, and even makes him
travel in extremely cold conditions. Further, Edmund also witnesses the mistreatment
of a dwarf at the hands of the witch this awakens his compassion and makes him
realise his mistakes. It is in this moment that Edmund decides to fight against the
tyranny of the wicked witch and side with Aslan and the others.
Yet his journey towards selfhood remains incomplete for he hasn’t yet
confronted the evil. Therefore, the final showdown takes place when Edmund rescued
by Aslan’s followers fights in the Battle between the Narnians and the White Witch’s
army courageously and destroys the witch’s wand. At the end of the Battle Aslan
proclaims Edmund and his siblings as the Kings and Queens of the realm of Narnia
which symbolically represents their coming of age.
This Archetypal Approach, backing up movement reveals that the Renaissance
play Henry the IV, Part I (1597), also echoes this theme. The play traces Prince Hal’s
journey. At the outset of the play we see Hal spending his time at useless Taverns
having no regard for his duty as the Prince of Wales. In this context, we see King
Henry remarking thus:
Yea, there thou makest me sad and makest me sin
In envy that my Lord Northumberland
Should be the father to so blest a son,
A son who is the theme of honour’s tongue;
Amongst a grove, the very straightest plant;
Who is sweet Fortune’s minion and her pride:
Whilst I, by looking on the praise of him,
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See riot and dishonour stain the brow
Of my young Harry. (1.1. 77-85)
77
However, when trouble brews and the Percy’s, the Welshman Owen
Glendower, and the Scottish Earl of Douglas rebel against his father the Prince
realises the error of his ways and decides to prove himself a worthy successor. When
the battle of Shrewsbury ensues Prince Hal proves his worth by fighting valiantly,
killing Hotspur in a one to one duel as well as stepping in and saving the King’s life.
When we move back once again we find a similar scenario in Homer’s epic
The Odyssey (800 BC). The epic traces Telemachus’ transformation from a timid,
ineffectual prince to a tactful and clever ruler. Soon after Odysseus departs for the
Trojan War many
any suitors begin to vie for Penelope’s hand. Initially Telemachus is
unable to see the ulterior motives of the suitors and when he barely escapes with his
life by the Goddess Athena’s help he realises that power can corrupt anyone and
therefore one must bee wary and not make decisions in haste. Further, when he visits
his father’s old comrade Nestor and his uncle Menelaus Telemachus grows as a man.
They inculcate in him a great respect for loyalty and devotion.
Therefore, when Odysseus returns to Ithaca, Telemachus
Telemachus fights by his side
very bravely and helps him to rout out his mother’s suitors. This work has its roots in
the Greek mythical legend of Odysseus. However, this archetype is not limited to this
work and spreads across literature. For instance, the Indian epic Mahabharata (701900 BC) as well as the philosophical Arabic text Hayy ibn Yaqdhan (870-950 BC)
reflect this theme beautifully.
Literary Categories

Pre-literary
literary Categories
(Primitive)

• Myth of King Arthur
• Myth of Odysseus

Key Motifs

• Wizard
• Coming of Age

Sophisticated

• A Wizard of Earthsea
• A Wizard of Earthsea

Fig.2
Conclusion:
Susan M. Bernado and Graham J. Murphy have very rightly remarked that,
“In Le Guin’s hands the fantasy genre has capacious borders and acts as a genre
multiplying possibilities rather than as a sword-and-sorcerer
sword
sorcerer backdrop” (93).
Therefore, the study of Ursula
Ursula K Le Guin within the framework of Northrop Frye’s
Archetypal Approach reveals that there is ‘primordial freshness’ and continuity in
literature. There are certain cultural patterns, which occur repeatedly over a period in
literature but they never tend
tend to become obsolete. These archetypal patterns are thus
the underlying systems binding such diverse literary works. Further, by the applying
the Inductive method appropriated by Frye we are able to demonstrate through these
selected works the latent relationship
rela
between the pre-literary
literary categories and the
literature of the present times.
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