Universal Symbols and Archetypes

Symbol – a thing that represents or stands for something else

In literature, a symbol is a person, object, place, or situation that represents something in addition to its literal meaning. Universal symbols are especially important because they always mean the same thing. This list includes universal symbols and popular American archetypes. Consider this a symbolic foundation, and understand that authors incorporate their own symbols in their work as well. This list does not cover every symbol, but it is a great place to start. 

Keep this sheet with you when you read, and refer to it during class discussions.
Seasons/Times of Day

	Spring
	Birth/Beginning
	Morning

	Summer
	Youth
	Afternoon

	Fall
	Impending Death
	Evening

	Winter
	Death
	Night


Colors
	Red
	Passion 

· love, hate, or any other human emotion

· could also be passion for a person, place, or thing

	White
	Innocence or Purity

· Including but not exclusive to     virginity

	Black
	Concealment/Lack of Knowledge

	Yellow
	Minority/Corruption (one or both)


Select authors may use green and blue also, but they are not universal.

Hair

In American literature a woman’s hair is always an indication of her sexuality.

	Thick, long hair
	Obvious and desirable sexuality

	Limp, thin hair
	Undesirable

	Blonde
	Goddess

· Men desire her, but she is untouchable for some reason

	Brunette
	Temptress

· Men desire and might get her

	Red Hair
	Good Girl

· True after Huck Finn

· The good girl is innocent and in trouble

· She needs a bad boy to value her innocence and protect her


Other Symbols

	Birds
	Freedom

	Canaries
	Loneliness / Yearning for freedom

	Water
	Rebirth, baptism, life

	Light
	Knowledge/Truth

	Darkness
	The concealment of knowledge/truth

	Rivers, paths, roads, train tracks, sidewalks…
	A journey

	Trains/West
	Relating to the American Dream


Archetypes

Archetype – a repeated pattern in literature; a recognizable and relatable model

Bad Boy

· Unmarried and usually disenfranchised

· The underdog and a follower of “Self-Reliance”

· Unacceptable to general society

· His moral center is strong and admirable

· He is not innocent, but seeks to protect innocence in others

Good Girl

· Usually red headed 

· Often has a name similar to “Mary Jane”

· Innocent and trusting – often vulnerable

· The bad boy seeks to protect her, but she participates in her own protection

· The bad boy sometimes has to protect her from himself

Mentor

· Foil to the bad man

· Usually teaches the bad boy how to be a good man

· Generally not from the same social class as the bad boy

· Later authors make mentors questionable influences

Bad Man

· The entity the bad boy must overcome

· In early literature he was literally a man

· Later, the bad man could be represented by a group, corporation, or machine

Prophet

· A character that can:

· Bring others truth or knowledge (associated with light)

· Make others aware of beauty

· Have some power over life and death

· Act as a confessor, grant absolution

Christ

· Does everything a prophet might do, and sacrifices themselves for the good of the group

Cold Wife

· Emasculates her husband (intentionally or not)

Antiquated Character

· Noticeable beginning in the lost generation

· A character that belongs to a past time or generation

· Holds prior moral values, social norms, or religious beliefs

