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THE SIX ARCHETYPES OF LOVE

“In Stories We Need to Know, Dr. Allan Hunter revealed six major archetypes that are active in each of us. Now, in his brilliant follow-up, The Six Archetypes of Love, Hunter shows us how these archetypes manifest in our love lives and how—for those who utilize the vital knowledge these archetypes reveal—love can never be far away.”
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“With enormous depth of knowledge and clear insight into the human psyche, Hunter’s The Six Archetypes of Love reveals six essential profiles of the individual in love. Everyone wants love, reading Hunter’s book is a first step to understanding it and, most importantly, making it happen.”
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“By exploring 3,000 years of literature, Dr. Allan Hunter has brought to life six archetypes that traditionally have transmitted sacred meanings to generation after generation. Western society, by taking our stories literally, has disabled the transformative power of myth; this book reinstates that power by revisiting some of the classics using archetypes as your guide. Joseph Campbell would be in bliss if he read Dr. Hunter’s work.”

—Rahasya Poe, Lotus Guide magazine
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Chapter One

Gauguin’s Great Canvas
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Are we here in order to achieve things? Or are we here in order to learn?

One of the most moving pieces of art I have ever seen is the enormous three part canvas painted by Gauguin, in Tahiti, on which he wrote the words, ‘Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?’ These questions have now become the painting’s official title. The figures on the canvas don’t seem especially to be contemplating these questions as they set about their various tasks. Perhaps that is the whole point. We live, we work, we pray (or we don’t pray) we sit, we dream, just as the figures on the canvas are doing and these questions remain part of who we are. The questions are not there to make us panic and scramble for answers. None of the figures Gauguin painted seems desperate.

The questions are worth asking, though. Of course, questions like these may just be constructs that we human beings make for ourselves. There may be no important questions to ask, let alone answer. We have no concrete evidence to say that it’s important for us even to address such ideas. Yet somehow we feel it to be important, even in a paradise like Tahiti. We seem to return to this idea that we do have a purpose and a goal. If this is true, then we must attempt to think about our lives in those terms and find an answer that works for us. We seem to need to make meaning in our lives. Perhaps this sounds like a vain pastime, so I’d point out merely that those who fail to find meaning are those who are most heavily represented in the ranks of the chronically depressed, the substance abusers, the incarcerated, and the suicidal.

Gauguin felt these questions keenly, and knew he’d created something unusual in this extraordinary three-part, twelve foot wide painting he thought of as his ‘dream’. He felt the canvas was the greatest thing he’d done, ‘a philosophical work… comparable to the Gospels,’ as he wrote. Later the same year he tried to kill himself, not out of despair but because he was convinced he had completed his life’s work.


We may be here on earth for many reasons: to be successful; to be happy; to be good or virtuous; to create a beautiful painting. The list could go on forever. Some answers may seem more worthy than others. I personally find it hard to believe that humans are alive simply in order to gather dollar bills for their own pleasure, for example, or to be in control of cruel and repressive governments, or to use the media to manipulate unsuspecting populations into a state of misery. Most people would agree that these do not seem to be worthy goals for a career, let alone a lifetime, yet they don’t seem to have diminished in popularity.

If we are on earth to ask questions, if we are here in order to learn from the experience of being human, then we have to ask what it is we are supposed to be learning.

Perhaps a possible answer lies in what we can witness whenever we see a newborn and its mother. For when we see them, whether in an under-funded hospital in Mumbai or enshrined as a Madonna and Child at the Vatican, we are aware of just one thing: the huge and incomprehensible strength of human love. The mother does not see only the trials ahead for her child or herself, although she may be aware that the world is cruel. But no matter how difficult the mother’s situation she will love her child – even if she’s forced to give it up for adoption later. That primary loving attachment is observable anywhere. The child craves love, if only in order to survive. Yet the desire to have a loving connection to others is very strong throughout our lives. Could it be that the very first lessons we learn as infants, the lessons of attachment, acceptance, and love, are in fact the ones we need most to explore in the rest of our lives?

So how important is that early love? Psychology and medical science have shown us that children who do not feel loved do not thrive. They tend to be underweight, less confident, and socially less well-adjusted. Their intelligence levels may also be affected. These are all statistically measurable. But there is more to consider. If we are given a firm grounding in love and in being cared for as infants, we develop the confidence to explore our world. In fact love tends to allow us to grow our courage, and so we look around and learn about how things work first within the safety of the family, then in the wider context of the community, and eventually in the seemingly endless confusions of the world. An ever-expanding series of possibilities awaits us as we grow.

We learn in the family to love those who are sometimes very different from ourselves, as well as how to love those who are just like us. In grade school we learn we have to respect everyone, which is another form of love, even if those people are sometimes our rivals or our enemies. And those challenges don’t end in the classroom. When we leave school we find a bewildering world in which everyone has at least to try and get along, and where we look for a loving partner
with whom to build our lives. We’ll look for friends and for lovers fully aware that some people out there want to hurt us. We may also find ourselves engaging in the search for spiritual enlightenment or a closer communion with God. Some versions of God seem to lead towards destruction and anger. Others are more obviously loving. How will we choose? And how will we deal with those people whose belief systems are repugnant to us?

It seems as though this marvelous world of ours could be a vast, constantly developing opportunity for us to find out how to love each other – even under the most trying of circumstances. If we fail to love each other, accept each other, and respect differences we can be sure that peace will never occur, and at the heart of this is the need to accept ourselves.

If this is so then we are all, whether we like it or not, invited on this journey of exploration to find out about love.

Along the way we’ll discover some interesting things. We’ll see that there are six different levels of love – these are the six archetypes of the title – and we’ll see that these exist in our literature, our art, our folk tales, and even in such places as the Tarot pack. We’ll also see that as we move from stage to stage we retain the lessons and insights of the previous archetype, and we’ll learn techniques so we can activate that energy whenever we need to access its benefits.




Notes


	Gauguin’s painting hangs in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. His reference to it as ‘my dream’ is from his letter of March 1899 to Andre Fontainas, quoted by Robert Goldwater in Gauguin (New York: Abrams, 1983), p. 114.

	Gauguin refers to the painting as being ‘comparable to the Gospels’ in a letter to Daniel de Monfreid, Feb. 1898, quoted in Goldwater, op. cit., p.110.











Chapter Two

The Journey to Love
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Why do so many of us get it wrong? Historical backgrounds

Love is one of the most misunderstood concepts in our culture – in any culture. Turn on the radio and you’ll get love songs. Even though Sting may sing about Sacred Love, and Steve Winwood may greet us with his plea to ‘Bring me a higher love,’ do we have any idea what these concepts actually mean? If we watch TV, the chances are we’ll see the latest series which is all too often about people who can’t manage to find meaningful relationships. Sex and the City was a smash hit, predicated on people not being happy in love but longing for it and finding sex instead. Even our most familiar way of describing love – falling in love – suggests that we’re somehow up-ended and helpless when it happens.

In contrast to this, the much-repeated formula that half of all marriages in the USA end in divorce speaks to the failures of what some people consider to be love. It’s a statistic that is eloquent of disappointment, yet also of the hope, the optimism that sends so many of us into a situation that has such a poor survival rate. We wouldn’t choose a career that offered us a 50% chance of being out of work in a few years, and we wouldn’t join an army that wounded its soldiers at that rate either. Yet weddings show no signs of dying out. And what of the myriads of people who live together?

There are all kinds of love, of course, and sexual love between two people is not the whole story, yet it does seem to be the point where the majority of people fail so spectacularly. If we can look at this as a part of a larger picture we can begin to make progress in understanding what love might be – what it might demand – in all its various forms. The longing for love is everywhere, clearly. The ability to understand it sufficiently to make it work is what’s lacking. And that is why I am writing these pages.

I’ve been married, divorced, and am now happily married, so in some ways I write this with the mud of front-line trenches still on my boots. What wisdom I
may have was earned, won the hard way, by making lots of mistakes and attempting to learn from them. I was tempted to give up my search – many times. But what I noticed is that even those who seem to have given up hope still long for some sort of attachment. We yearn for love, most of us. We flock to romantic Hollywood stories about it. We seem to require happy endings to our movies, sitcoms, and light reading. So why is it that for all our wishes that love should work out successfully, we are so poor at putting this desire into action?

I’d suggest it’s because we have lost sight of what love is and how it works, and this happened many decades ago. In these pages I’ll spell out that there is another way to understand what love is, and it depends upon us seeing that love exists at several distinct levels. As we grow in our lives we are invited to move through six stages – archetypal stages of personal and spiritual development. When we grow through these stages our definition of what love can be changes and deepens, and we see it anew. Seeing our lives in this way demands more from us. That’s one reason that some people just don’t seem to have a clue as to what love is – they may be stuck at a level that is not very advanced, and their confusions seem almost impossible to untangle. For the most part, people do not know that there are six stages, so how can they hope to get any clarity?

If we look at what our highest rated TV serials have to tell us about love, we’d have to say that the messages we get from them are confusing. Think of Sex and the City or Desperate Housewives; there is a huge amount of sex going on, and plenty of longing for love and lusting after tanned bodies, yet we’d be hard pressed to say that there is much loving behavior in all that plotting, conniving, and backstabbing. The characters in Desperate Housewives are certainly attractive, and we may enjoy watching the situations they get themselves into, yet they are, well, desperate. It looks like they’re scrambling for love but have no real sense what that might mean. But before we write off this wildly energetic and entertaining series we have to notice that one of the more interesting parts about this show is the way it is narrated. Starting with the first series we have voice-overs by characters who are dead (primarily Mary Alice Young, and then Rex Van De Kamp at one point), who are looking into their neighbors’ lives with a more detached sense than any of the living characters. In fact this trick of narrational presentation seems to ask us in the audience to observe the frantic actions with a certain coolness, as we reflect on the confusions that so many of the characters seem to fall into. The series seems to know that there is more to life than most of the individual characters can grasp. Aside from making general comments on the situations we are watching, the deceased Mary Alice Young doesn’t tell us what that more is.

If we’re to understand how we as a culture became so confused, we may have to look back to see how love has been depicted through the ages.





The Historical Background

Part of the problem is the word “love” itself. It’s a notoriously slippery concept that is routinely used as a blanket term. We love our friends, our parents (well, mostly), our children, our spouses, our work, our home team, our job, chocolate torte … At least the ancient Greeks had more than one word for love; they differentiated between love of friends, love of home, greed, and erotic love. The Greeks were splendid category makers.

They also ran their lives in ways we’d find confusing. So it was accepted for a man to have homosexual relations with young boys (upon which he might, or might not, act), take pleasure with a prostitute/mistress (again, he might not act on his sexual impulses), and also be respectful to a wife who was to bear his children, whom he was expected to educate and train appropriately – and perhaps even to love. Such a flexible arrangement was considered entirely within the normal, and seems to have covered most of the sexual variants available to men, more or less. Today we’d find this unacceptable and probably conclude that the Greeks were sex-obsessed. And that would be a really excellent way to ignore the deep wisdom that they were capable of, even though the way they lived their lives doesn’t suit our imagined proprieties.

A little later in history we see the Romans, like the Greeks, differentiating between erotic love and mere sexual greed, yet their plays, and especially their comedies, seem to prefer to ridicule the lover. A man in love was a man who was no longer reasonable and therefore no longer truly a man. Virtue, a concept invented by the Romans, is a word derived from vir, meaning a man. Manliness was the same thing as Virtue to them, and had everything to do with getting ahead. It didn’t have much to do with a tender appreciation of a sexual partner.

The Romans certainly were interested in sexual desire, though. Standing midway between the Romans and the Greeks the poet Ovid (who died in A.D.17) responded to the Roman world’s enthusiasm for various sexual themes by retelling myths that were essentially Greek, and these stories were cherished in the centuries that followed. Yet there is one over-riding factor in these tales and especially in his Metamorphoses: lovers are changed into less-than-human form by their lusts, or while trying to evade other people’s lusts. Sexual promptings were felt, therefore, to be somehow destructive. They turned humans into animals or plants. Daphne is transformed into a laurel bush rather than give in to Apollo; Syrinx becomes a reed to avoid Pan; and Philomela, violated, becomes a nightingale. Even the gods were turned into animals by lust. Jove becomes a bull to carry off Europa, and a swan to make love to Leda. In fact the disgraceful antics of the Olympian gods, all sleeping with each other and betraying each
other, are hardly a model of behavior. The anarchic nature of sexual desire is well portrayed; but love?

At first glance we could be forgiven if we were to think the ancients were hopelessly confused. Yet that would be to miss the point. The Greeks were interested in depicting love in all its forms, which suggests that it was a topic of continuing fascination and importance for them and that they had a sophisticated awareness of the issue. The legends of the gods and goddesses can be seen as examples of how poorly people will behave at times when they think they are in love – even though the examples are extreme. In case we doubt this we have only to look at the very familiar example of Narcissus. In the legend Narcissus is a beautiful youth of 16 who rejects all lovers including Echo, a nymph who loves him and is eager to seduce him. Echo has already been sentenced by Juno to repeat only the words of others because she would habitually do that to delay Juno and prevent her uncovering Jove’s adulteries. Echo, like a child caught trying to placate jealous warring parents, already knows about sex and deception, and has seen Juno love without having her affections fully returned. Interestingly, Echo fixes her attention on the one person who will scorn her, which is just what we’d expect given her earlier experiences.

One of the other rejected lovers prays that Narcissus will fall in love with himself so he will know what it is like to be hopelessly in love. And so, when Narcissus sees his own reflection in a pool of water he finds it so attractive that he gives up food and drink and eventually dies, pining for the youth in the reflection.

Delightful, we may say, because it explains echoes and why the narcissus flower likes to grow near water, over which its blooms hang, seeming to admire themselves. But obviously this is not all the legend conveys. Think of those young men and women who reach their teenage years and become fixated on how they look, spending hours in front of the mirror trying to be some idealized image of themselves they have got from a magazine or a movie. No one can tell them they’re wasting their time, just as Echo couldn’t tempt Narcissus back to reality and the warm love of a real person. Think of how many young people starve themselves because of self-image confusions, or perhaps they go to the other extreme with steroids that bulk them up. They are in love with a projection of their own self-image. They will also tend to have friends who look and dress as they do and perhaps at this point in their lives are not capable of true attachment to another because they are so self-involved. Those who do love them are forced to fit in with their self-involvement, like Echo, and must always agree with them. Isn’t this what we see all too often with teenagers in cliques? Echo is surely mirrored in the tongue-tied teenager, dazzled by the one he or she pines for, yet also nursing a sense of hatred because she feels so rejected by those she longs to be fully accepted by. In
one brief legend the Greeks were able to sum up with consummate elegance an entire life-situation that every young person will witness in some form, and that represents a real possibility for the psyche to be stunted. Narcissistic people are an actual problem today, still, since they cannot seem to see anything except their own world. For them it is always about me, and perhaps always will be. Consider Narcissus’ fate if ever you have to deal with someone who seems to be a narcissist. Consider, as well, Echo’s fate – which is what one may find oneself taking on if one has to deal with a narcissist. Another version of Echo appears in fixated individuals and stalkers, which is exactly what Echo seems to be in her attraction to and ultimate persecution of her love object. Narcissus, we’ll recall, talks to his reflection and Echo is fated to repeat his last few words, which he thinks come from his reflection and this binds him tighter to his delusion. Unintentionally she adds to his torture. She cannot just leave as any sensible person would.

If we are to make sense of this we have to see this situation as one that could happen to any young person and see it as one in which he or she can take either role. If we know that this phase awaits the growing youngster we can alert him or her to it, be aware of what’s happening, and help with the successful navigation of this passage – since it is a place where love can obviously be shipwrecked.

And in case we miss the point, the legend gives us one more detail. Narcissus’ mother Liriope was a river nymph who was raped by the river god Cephisus. Rape is always an act of self-involvement on behalf of the rapist – a narcissistic power-trip, in fact – and the victim is always traumatized, left untrusting and suspicious. Narcissus, we recall, is a youth who is loved by everyone, men and women alike; but he rejects all advances, not just Echo’s. He seems to be eager to avoid entanglements, especially those that his mother suffered from, and hence he rejects everyone. Whether we see the story of Echo and Narcissus as a myth about self involvement based in fear, as a story about rejection and fixation, or whether we choose to see it as what can happen to boys who are brought up by mistreated mothers, with the resultant crisis of sexual identity the child may then go through – well, that’s up to us. It has all those elements.

Ovid recorded so many of these Greek myths because even though these legends were already old at the time he knew they had real power, and he strove to render them in all their richness because he recognized their enduring worth.

The point we need to take from this is that the Greeks clearly had a deep insight into the nature of love and they explored in their myths the things that no society ever manages to get quite right in the daily world. In our time we’ve forgotten how to understand the myths, and we tend to judge the Greeks and Romans by what they did rather than by how they thought. That’s a bit like criticizing a man for driving in a horse and buggy when, in fact, he has a mind that can
understand inter-planetary rocketry. So the considerable wisdom of Greek myths was buried for centuries. It’s not that they didn’t communicate good insights, it’s that we forgot how to listen to their communications. The Greeks themselves had no trouble understanding their myths. That’s why they kept repeating and recording them – because they knew there was wisdom in them, and because they worked.

Part of what we’ll be doing in this book is looking at the confusions that history, myth, and literature have handed us about love and pointing out that the confusions are not necessarily within the stories themselves. In fact they may be of recent origin, based in cultural prejudices that have sprung up in our fast-moving, progress-obsessed times.

So let’s take a moment to consider further how love may have become a difficult topic over the centuries, and why.

The words of St. Paul are not a bad place to start since to some extent they mirror our modern confusions about meaning. In his first epistle to the Corinthians, chapter 13, he wrote: “And now abideth faith, hope and love – and the greatest of these is love.” The word ‘love’ is rendered as ‘charity’ in the King James Bible of 1611 – which is still the official version of the Protestant Bible – and this wording brought it close to the Latin word caritas. Since some versions of the text had been copied in Latin this made sense. However, it wasn’t until about 250 years ago that the great preacher John Wesley questioned this etymology and insisted that love was the better word because it had no overtones of wealthy people giving sums of money to the deserving poor. Caritas had a meaning of loving kindness that just wasn’t translating properly as Charity, and the concept of what divine love might be was consequently muddied for all. Wesley may have been inspired or plain wrong, but we can also venture that the Latin writers were trying to be clear that they were not talking about sexual love, for if they had been they would probably have used the word amor.

In fact, going back in time from Wesley, in early medieval European society the idea of sexual love was nothing if not confused. Love, when it struck, was often depicted as a disaster that threatened the all-important loyalties to the local lord and his clan. Anglo-Saxon poetry from Beowulf to King Arthur’s legends is filled with the horrifying accounts of what happened when men fell in love with women who were someone else’s property. Love tended to make them forget their loyalties to the king or the clan. That’s what destroyed Arthur’s Round Table. Lancelot and Queen Guinevere’s adulterous affair broke the more usual bond of loyalty between king and subject – and civil war was the outcome. Love’s power was acknowledged, but only in the anarchic, dangerous sense of sexual desires that could not be contained. Think of Abelard and Heloise struggling unsuccessfully
against their longing for each other, or of Tristan and Iseult. In each case love is a disaster.

In Beowulf we have a sense that love is doomed to be destroyed by those overpowering tribal loyalties. For example, when the bard comes to sing to Beowulf and the others, the song he chooses is called The Fight at Finnsburgh. In that tale king Finn of the Frisians is married to Hildeburh of the Danes in a match that is supposed to bring peace. Unfortunately Finn’s desire for revenge for old wrongs causes him to attack his brother-in-law Hnaef while he is a guest in his home and a full-scale battle erupts. Hildeburh doesn’t know who to support, her husband or her brother. The next year the Danes return, kill her husband and drag her back to Denmark. It’s hardly a happy end for her since she’s lost relatives on both sides. It seems as if the demands of loyalty and loyalty’s relentless partner – revenge – destroy love.

This is one of the very few references in Beowulf to the concept of love between a man and a woman. Beowulf himself has no romantic attachments – we never hear if he marries, although we can assume he would have done – and his energies are all taken up in being a loyal subject and finally an upright king.

The story of Tristan and Iseult shows a similar conflict to Hildeburh’s. The tale went through many variations right up until the Nineteenth Century where it appears as Wagner’s opera Tristan und Isolde, and the plot varies a little with each re-telling, but the major components carry the same message about love. It’s a story that pre-dates Launcelot and Guinevere, and is one of the great, influential love tragedies of all time.

In the early legends King Mark of Cornwall sends his most trusted knight and relative, Tristan, to collect from Ireland the bride he has arranged to marry. Iseult, the young Irish princess, asks her mother what she will do if, when she meets her as yet unknown husband, he doesn’t love her. Luckily her mother is a sorceress who gives her a flask full of a love potion to meet this situation head on (in some versions it is her maid Brangwayn who is put in charge of the potion). All seems well for the happiness of the wedding and the ultimate establishment of peace between warring kingdoms. But then fate takes a hand. Tristan and Iseult accidentally drink the potion. It works, just as it was supposed to, except on the wrong people. The young couple cannot resist its magic, and spend the rest of the story trying hard to overcome their longing, without success. Tristan is haunted by his treachery to his king and his friend; Iseult is tortured by her need to dissemble, and when whispers get out that all is not well, her family decides that the peace treaty she is supposed to be a part of can no longer be upheld, and they see her as a traitor also.

The first point that we may want to hold up here is that, to the recorders of the legend (whoever they were) and their audiences, love was dangerous because
it could upset important political loyalties and ultimately resulted in betrayals, wars, and death. In addition this was clearly a tension that fascinated them, which is a pretty sure indication that the audience knew first hand how love and sexual desire could tempt anyone to want to run away from ties of family loyalty. They’d all felt it, or at least seen it, and they loved hearing about it. The third point – and it’s an important one about perception – is that love is seen as something that comes from outside oneself, created by a potion or a spell, against which there is no remedy. Neither Tristan nor Iseult is morally weak in any way, no more than if they had both caught the flu.

Love that arrives from outside the self, as with Eros and his arrows shot from afar, makes us able to pity the afflicted lovers, but it doesn’t give us a strong sense of what love is. In French there is still an interesting expression for this kind of sudden, overwhelming, love – coup de foudre – which is roughly translated as ‘thunderstruck’. It’s not a bad description of what can happen, but notice how helpless it renders the person who feels it.

The tale of Tristan and Iseult may not be new, but it shows no evidence of dying out. A new movie version appeared in 2006, (Tristan and Isolde) which fully mirrors this idea of the destructive power of love. The love triangle is a familiar theme (it takes us right back to Desperate Housewives) yet if we look back to the medieval period almost nowhere do we get a sense of the inspiring or regenerative powers that love most surely has. The sole exception to this was the Love of God, which as the centuries progressed became more and more linked with the suppression of sexuality, the tendency to treat oneself as a “miserable sinner” bound for hell unless one repented of every carnal thought, and a general feeling that the world was a wicked place of fleshly temptations, where everyone was tainted by “original sin.”

Not a pretty prospect.

Even though original sin was first seen as disobedience in the story of Adam and Eve, it evolved into an issue of disobedience based in sexual desire as the church explained it. The church, with its celibate clerics, feared sexual love and still does. Unfortunately this fear led to repressions that have come back to haunt us all in the form of the sexual abuse scandals involving priests and children and the devastation such abuse can cause in young lives.

In each of these examples drawn from literature we’ll notice one constant, and it is that love is seen as a static concept. There is no attempt to show that love can grow or change; it can meet challenges (‘for richer, for poorer…’) but there is almost no exploration of the way love can deepen and develop, or fail to grow and so wither and die. One is either in love or not.

Even Chaucer’s great love poem Troilus and Criseyde has the Trojan lovers forced apart by circumstances beyond their control. When Criseyde has to take her place
in a trade of captives with the Greeks she all too soon agrees to become Diomede’s lover. Troilus’ despair turns him into a spirited and reckless fighter, but when he is killed and floats up to the eighth sphere of heaven Chaucer asks us to reflect upon how insignificant sexual love and attraction really are. It may be a sentiment in tune with religious orthodoxy, but it leaves us feeling somewhat flat.

But wait: our modern sensibilities may lead us astray here, since Chaucer gives us a detailed description of Troilus’ love – his longing, his need for secrecy, his devotion, his despair in the face of betrayal – and then contrasts it with an entirely different perspective as Troilus ascends to heaven. Rising above it all he looks down with a critical eye, and provides us with the opportunity to question all we have observed.

But Chaucer does far more than this. From the start of the poem he reverses the cliché of the poor young maid seduced and abandoned, because it is royal Troilus who is the inexperienced, fainting, virginal lover, and Criseyde who is the more experienced widow. She is practical in guarding her reputation and status, rather than being wracked by moral questions because, after all, her father has defected to the enemy. So we are forced to see the situation as other than a stereotype of the knight and the maiden. Later writers such as Henryson and Dunbar returned to the tale to rewrite their own versions of it, and were less kind than Chaucer to Criseyde. In fact their works sometimes seem like the most callous forms of misogyny. Chaucer’s view is very different since it seems to invite discussion about every aspect of the love affair we have seen described, and as it does so it shows us a society that was vitally engaged in trying to comprehend this troublesome feeling. Glib answers are always available for the close-minded. Chaucer’s greatness is in refusing easy stereotyping. Chaucer, we must remember, was writing for the Court, where such discussions were welcomed. Much of the rest of the population had no leisure for this type of fine speculation.

This split is never more evident than in the medieval confusions over the conventions of courtly love. Briefly put, this was a response to the arranged marriages of the time, which were all about property. Where there is marriage without love there will be love without marriage, and so courts throughout Europe found themselves adopting a code in which it was quite acceptable for a knight to be pledged to a lady, even a married lady, as her ‘lover,’ provided they did not slip into adultery. He would be loyal to her, raise her to the level of a goddess, and even die defending her name – and preferably do so while never revealing his feelings publicly.

What this signals to us is that in bygone eras people were fully aware of the power of sexual love and the need to idealize the loved one, yet they had very little idea as to what to do with this urge, nor how to align it with religion. Religion
insisted that only the love of God mattered – but that is, I feel, a failure of the religious establishment’s vision rather than a failure of the wisdom we can observe in the literature. So literature was energetic in depicting the tensions of the age – but had no solutions to offer which did not go against the received dogma.

With this in mind let’s look again at the hugely popular legend of Tristan and Isolde. The storytellers are very specific about Tristan’s brotherly love for King Mark, as well as his loyalty to him as his king, and to his people. They show three different aspects of love and loyalty right there. Then the tale tests that loyalty to breaking point by bringing in Isolde. Isolde herself has a loyal and loving sense of duty to her father, who is her king, her mother, and her kinsfolk. Both Tristan and Isolde desire peace between the kingdoms and to some extent wish to be selfless idealists. When they fall in love they experience the full strength of their emotions and know that this kind of situation cannot be made ‘right’ no matter how much they love each other. They don’t have the option of resigning as some of our politicians do, to “spend more time with the family”. The story is, therefore, a careful examination of a rather perplexing problem and shows considerable sophistication about the forces of love, even if it offers no easy answers. This is why it’s important to bring in Chaucer’s Troilus because that poem continues the discussion beyond death. Troilus, as he rises to heaven is able to reflect that there is a higher love that he never even considered before, and that his sorrow was caused to a great extent by his refusal to see this larger picture, in which he would have to ask what love is at the highest level. It’s the equivalent of the Desperate Housewives voice-overs we noted earlier, except we’re left in no doubt as to how he could be thinking about the whole situation. It’s not until that point that Troilus begins to wonder what it was he was supposed to learn from all this.

This is a question that echoes through Shakespeare’s plays, too. The doomed love of Romeo and Juliet is exactly comparable to Chaucer’s earlier poem and, when the two lovers lie dead on the stage and Montague and Capulet vow to make peace, we would be remiss if we didn’t notice that Friar Lawrence’s desire to heal the rift between the two houses has finally come to pass, but at a terrible cost. The higher love – peace, brotherly forgiveness, and understanding – is achieved only when sexual love has been transcended. The Prince puts it beautifully when in almost the last lines of the play he says: “Go hence, to have more talk of these sad things” (v.iii.306). He is explicitly ordering both Montague and Capulet to go and talk together so that they and their households can learn about the various levels and meanings of love – since peace cannot be maintained without this understanding and openness. This surely is a reflection of what the audience would do. They would respond to the drama and they would mull the experience over, afterwards. This is what Aristotle expected the audience of a play to do, as he
makes clear in his description of Catharsis as an essential aspect of the successful drama. The play is an invitation to further thought.

Shakespeare’s message has been lost in countless productions that have failed to consider that point fully. It seems plain that Shakespeare is pointing us to a far more complex discussion of love than just sexual attraction and its challenges (although that’s pretty complex in itself) since Romeo and Juliet’s complete absorption in each other is just one element. The play is much richer if we stop focusing on what we expect to see – a romantic love story – and observe its larger resonances as an exploration of many different kinds of love, loyalty and attachment. Think of the love the Nurse has for Juliet, and how she urges her to give up Romeo and accept Paris when things go awry. What sort of love is that? What sort of loyalty? What sort of love and loyalty does Friar Lawrence have for Romeo when he also wants to secure a peace between the two houses but is prepared to lie in order to do so? And he effectively abandons Juliet in the tomb, thus ensuring her suicide, which she could not have achieved if he’d stayed. Is that loving? According to Christian doctrine at the time her soul would have gone straight to hell. And what about that absurd ‘loyalty’ of each house for its own name and status that breeds so many fights? Whatever else Shakespeare is doing he’s certainly asking questions about different types of love and attachment. These points have routinely been relegated to the background – which is a bit like going to a five course meal and focusing only on dessert.

In fact the warfare between the two houses only results in them hurting themselves. They both lose their only direct heirs and so they are effectively both extinct. Warfare is a way of hurting oneself, and therefore of not loving oneself. It’s a lesson we’d do well to consider even today as we lose soldiers in our various wars.

Despite these searching questions the general tendency of the ordinary people in Shakespeare’s time remained to tell their sons and daughters what to do and whom to marry. Love was not to derail wedding alliances if it could be avoided. Love was nice, but money ensured that no one would starve. Society may have had a rather grim and pragmatic approach to love, yet literature continued to dwell upon trying to understand it. Not surprisingly it depicted the ways that love was thwarted by materialistic concerns – since that was what one saw almost everywhere.

Real insight and wisdom is undeniably present in these tales but, in each of the cases we’ve looked at, we have seen how the dictates of a materialistic society have interfered. It’s as if people were aware of what love could be but they really wanted it to be something else, something that wouldn’t get in the way of business, money, property, and basic survival.

In the Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries we can detect a move to redress the imbalance. Women novelists began to make a case for love matches rather
than marriages of an arranged sort, and very often we are delighted to see that characters take a long time to recognize that they are in love – and so learn a lot about themselves in the process. Jane Austen surprised her readers by having Elizabeth Bennet refuse to marry a clergyman she did not love – she holds out for real happiness and wins the much more sensible Mr. Darcy, who also happens to be rich. It is through the works of Austen, George Eliot, the Brontë sisters and others, that the idea of love between a man and a woman that could be nurturing and productive was revealed, gradually. It took nearly a century of writers, some of the greatest of whom were women.

Jane Austen may be the most influential of writers on this topic. We have only to think of Elizabeth Bennet’s dawning recognition that she and Darcy are made for each other, or to consider Emma Woodhouse’s shock at coming to see that she loves Mr. Knightley and can marry no one else, to know that love is being treated with a more exploratory sense than before. Love is seen to grow within the characters over time. Jane Austen herself contrasts these examples, comically, when she has Harriet Smith fall in love with three men in quick succession, and has Lydia Bennet fall in love with anything in a uniform – the only warning being that someone has caught her eye. It’s against such shallowness that Jane Austen fought, and in the process she was plowing new and fertile soil when she wrote about how we can grow to love others over time. For the first time love was seen as a dynamic force.

And so, to some extent, that has led us to where we are now.

The slight difficulty about the change in attitudes fostered by the Nineteenth century is that it is still a limited view. For example, each story by Jane Austen tends to end with the marriage of the happy pair. We don’t get much of a sense of how they are likely to arrange their lives afterwards. Presumably children and the duties required of her as Mr. Knightley’s wife will keep Emma busy for a lifetime, and she is but one representative of the ideally “sensible” marriage that we are expected to approve of. Yet in our age there is far more than this to look forward to. If one marries at twenty-one – as many Austen heroines seem to – nowadays we can expect to live some sixty years after that. Recent literature doesn’t say much about this, which is partly why we have lost our way.

For centuries literature was a rich source of instructional information about how to live, within the parameters of its specific time period. Each age had its particular blind spots, yet if we can look beneath the surface of these tales we will see that there is considerable wisdom about love and our longing for it and its centrality in our life journey. We could compare this situation to the growth of a tree. It grows from a seedling and will be a tree, no matter what. A gardener may decide to come along and prune it according to the fashion of the times, and
create a topiary statue of whatever catches his fancy. Yet it’s still a tree no matter how its outward shape may have been trimmed. If we look for the real essence of the literature, for those inner structures that are like the trunk and branches of the tree, we will be able to see that writers have been telling us about the nature of love for centuries, but we have to know what to look for and then read the books that can help us most. The problem is that we’re not reading them. We’re watching soaps (and that’s an interesting version of life!) or reading Bridget Jones or watching Hollywood movies that are highly financed but not, sadly enough, in touch with any deep wisdom about how to live or how to love.

If we wish to learn more about love we may have to think about it in a different way. By choosing to consider it in terms of archetypes we can find a more productive way forward. For Shakespeare and Austen certainly see love as being different for characters who are at different levels of awareness, and each of these levels corresponds to an archetype, of which there are six.




The Six Archetypes

In my book Stories We Need to Know I showed how literature – and by implication the human mind – seems to express its sense of human development in terms of six specific stages. These are presented in the form of six archetypal figures, which have appeared throughout Western literature from the earliest times. These archetypes appear always in the same form, always in the same order, in all of the works recognized as great literature in the Western Canon.

If this is true – and it was the purpose of that book to show that it is true – then we can use these six stages to consider what is possibly this most complex of human aspirations; the longing for love. As a person grows through the six stages so does her awareness of what love might be, and what this unruly emotion may demand. It is quite accurate to say, then, that the concept of love cannot be defined or even properly illustrated without referring to how we experience it at different points in our lives. An acorn, a seedling, and a full grown oak tree are all essentially the same creature, but entirely different in their levels of development. It would be absurd to pretend that they are exactly the same thing. Love is no different and has to be treated accordingly.
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