Mythic Cycles

By Geofrey Hill from Illuminating Shadows
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Spring/Morning/Comedy/Birth/Rebirth

 

Following our quaternity around in a clockwise circle, we begin at the left, in the true beginning of the new year, in springtime, the season of comedy. When Abraham and Sarah were pregnant with Isaac, they were very old. The idea of new life coming from somebodies old and near death became a joke to them, and they therefore named their child Isaac, which in Hebrew means "laughter." Notice that we have also included seasonal colors in our quaternity. The fool traditionally wore multicolored costumes, as does one of his modern heirs, the clown, befitting his connection to dawn and springtime. After a black, wintry death comes a fresh new beginning, a colorful twist of life. A resurrection is a comedic, ironic reversal of a tragic death, just as Jesus Christ is depicted as a clown in Godspell, and just as Saint Paul encour​aged believers in the resurrection to be "fools for Christ's sake." Spring and birth are times of rejoicing, just as Ulysses' rosy-fingered dawn is a sign of new hope after his ordeals with horror. The emotion of the first quarter is laughter, the emotion of childhood.

 Summer/Noon/Romance/Youth

 

Following our circle around to the second stage, at the zenith, we find Romance, which belongs appropriately to summer, noon, and youth. The end of comedy is romantic union. The clown usually ends up with the girl, befitting the end result of comedy. The jester receives the baton from the grim reaper of winter and hands it over to the Cupid of romance. The protagonist of romance is in the youthful noon of life. The ideals of the hero are romanticized in his prime. The illuminating light of the sun shines brightest at its zenith, at noon, when the sun god kisses Mother Earth most passionately. The hero or heroine is never more splendid than in this romantic noon of life. Summer romances and heroic quests are stirred to their highest sublimity when the young hero is at the summit of human perfection. While the hero spends his childhood playing and laughing as children do, eventually he becomes romantically inclined. The emotion stirred at this quarter is eros, or romantic love, leading to a union. But eventually the romanticized hero falls from grace.

 

 

Autumn/Dusk/Tragedy/Maturity

 

Usually the fall of tragedy separates the hero from his or her loved one. Just as noon falls into dusk, summer falls into autumn, and youth falls into middle age, so too must the hero of myth fall into tragedy. The romantic receives the baton from the jester and hands it over to the tragic bearer of bad news. The autumn winds metaphorically bring in their wake the tragic consequences of natural life. After the honey​moon is over, we are confronted with real life, including all of the pain and agony of this temporal existence. After hovering for a while in the stratosphere of romantic ideals and universal essentialism, the hero eventually plunges, like Icarus, into the depths of biospheric existen​tialism. This is the midlife crisis, the appearance of the beast, the kidnapping of the maiden, the threat of an avaricious banker, or the vicious dominance of an institutional monster. Whatever appearance it takes, it is the attempt on the part of the Grand Inquisitor to castrate, dismember, or altogether eliminate the promising young hero. The emotion of this quarter is passion which, contrary to its modern usage, literally means "to suffer," as in the passion of Christ. The end of tragedy, of course, is death, either literally or figuratively, which brings us to the next stage in our quaternity.

 

 

Winter/Night/Irony/Satire/Death

 

When the hero falls, he or she is beckoned to the depressive under world of chthonic introspection, to the last and lowest quarter of our quaternity. Sometimes the hero's death is a literal martyrdom, destine to give inspiration to a cause. One way or another, the hero is symbol' of the orbic seed, which is planted in the earth to be reborn as ne fruit. As the gospels attest, "a corn of wheat must go into the grout and die before it can bring forth fruit." Moses has to go into his own dormant wilderness before he can lead the children of Israel out of Egypt. And the children of Israel themselves must endure forty years in the wilderness before entering into the promised land. The winter death is Jonahs three days in the belly of the fish. It is Jesus' three days and three nights in the tomb. It is Persephone's wintry captivity in the house of Hades, and Luke Skywalker's wound and separation from Princess Leia. Winter is Gandhi's and Martin Luther King, Jr.'s assas​sinations, and Ingmar Bergman's heroic knight handing the baton over to Death in The Seventh Seal. The low quarter is Saint John of the Cross's dark night of the soul, and King David's broken and contrite heart. It is Joseph being thrown into the well and into Potiphar's jail, and it is Job's ash heap. The dark of night is Shane's temporary victimization, Amer​ica's Civil War and Great Depression, and General William Tecumseh Sherman's near-insane depression. It is Vincent Van Gogh's depression and death, and Benjamin's exile from his true love in The Graduate. The emotions associated with this low quarter are sadness, mourning, or horror. And just as each of the other seasons of life inevitably ushers in a new season, so too does winter ironically turn into springtime.

Satire and irony are both placed in the dead of night and in the grip of winter because it is by their reversals that death is transformed into life. Here also, reside paradox and ambiguity, their mysterious sisters. It is through the ironic twist of winter that we learn that life is death and death is life. It is through the sardonic eyes of the satirist we learn that extremities reveal the opposite. It is through The Book of the Dead that we learn the secrets to life. As the mad officer in Apocalypse Now observes, it is through horror that peace is attained. It is through the abstract and otherworldly secrets of satire and irony that the mysteries of the other side are revealed. It is through the valley of the shadow of death that the hopeful light of the new morn is conceived. It is by embracing the terror of the tomb that we reap the fruit of the womb. And so life goes on in its perennial cycle, as winter twists into spring, as night glistens into morn, as biting satire leads the way for light comedy, as the reaper hands the baton to the jester, starting the eternal cycle over again.

 

 

Time

As we can see in our structural diagram of cyclically, and as we shall further see in the analyses of cinemasophia, the theme of time plays an essential part in most of these films, be it a demonic speeding-up of time, a slowing down of time, or an emphasis on transcending time. This emphasis on time is no mere coincidence. Claude Levi-Strauss suggests that the thing that gives myth an operational value is that "the specific pattern described is timeless, it explains the present and the past as well as the future" (Levi-Strauss 1963, 209).

The protagonists of the stories, as mythic pilgrims, must deal with time as the gnawing monster that it is, since they are in essence our ambassadors in the realm of mythic time. Their dealings with time and eternity are representative of our own timely negotiations in a time and space dimension, while we intuitively believe in a "time" beyond time. Their successful negotiations with temporal and primordial time become vicarious victories for those of us still stuck in normal time. And while the characters within the various plots have some interest​ing twists on time, so too do the filmmakers in giving us a mythic handle on time. The filmmakers, as cosmic time travelers, as makers of cinemasophia, have transcended historical time to some degree and have intuitively participated in the eternal return. As they participate in mythical time, their creativity takes on a primeval quality, evoking numinous stirrings that provoke sublime reflection in the participants thereof. If we view our cinematic protagonists as religious time pil​grims, and if we willingly suspend our disbelief enough to participate in the magic, we too can attain some of the mythic wealth of the Golden Age in the form of sophia rather than the traditional academic goal of mere knowledge.
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