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ABSTRACT
The Mythic Power of Film: The Impact of Cinema on Individuals and Culture
by
Melody Jackson

Over the past century, cinema has steadily deepened its stronghold as the
foremost venue for the myths and transformative stories of our time. Although films vary
in the depth of the mythic experience they provide, the impact of the institution of cinema
on individuals and culture is profound.

Of the many theories formulated to explain aspects of film’s impact, all point
toward deeper insight into what is termed herein mythic quality. As a lens for exploring
this deep experience, the mythic quality of film can be seen to emanate from four
dimensions: the diegesis, the moving photographs narrative form, the cinematic form, and
extrinsic influences. In each of these dimensions exists a number of specific elements
which compound film’s mythic quality and strike chords of resonance within the deep
realms of the psyche.

The realm of the diegesis, the story itself, takes into account Joseph Campbell’s
hero’s journey and Aristotle’s poetics and is the dimension whose impact is most
commonly considered. The impact of the moving photographs narrative form derives
from elements such as camera angles, montage, and the ideologies inherent in the film
apparatus. The dimension of the cinematic form accounts for the impact of the quieted,
communal setting of the darkened theatre and the projection of an image of reality onto a
giant screen. The two major extrinsic influences are movie stars and the impact of

technology and marketing and distribution strategies.
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Film’s mythic power is finally seen to be derived from the mysterious alchemical
marriage of feminine and masculine energies but is nevertheless dominated by patriarchal
ideologies. Although the prevailing venue for contemporary culture’s myth, film falls
short of the vitality found in such past rituals as the Eleusinian Mysteries and the original
Eucharist. For film to fulfill more deeply what is possible in its role as the source of
contemporary myth and ritual, a shift in perspective is necessary. An honored space must
be made available for it to express itself as subject, and that expression may provide ever

deeper and more meaningful experiences for its audience.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

It is said that a story resonates with or moves people when their mythologies are present
in some way. The mythology, the theme, through which a story resonates can be personal,
cultural, or universal. In reference to psychological fiction, Spiegelman specifically points to the
universal level when writing about great art: “All great art, certainly, touches the collective
unconscious and springs from there, or it would not have its universal appeal. Most art, however,
does not have two things characteristic of psychomythology, namely the mythic-fantasy aspect,
and the criterion of being psychologically-informed” (442).

This work is intended to explore in depth the presence in film of what Spielgelman writes
1s characteristic of psychomythology, that which I shall refer to as mythic quality. This sensibility
can be thought of as evoking a feeling that something “significant” or “deep” is going on. This
quality is present in varying degrees in given films and will cause a film to reverberate with truth
at various levels of the psyche for individuals, groups, subcultures, or cultures. The core of the
work herein is to propose four dimensions of classic narrative film from which this mythic
quality emerges and to demonstrate how these dimensions contribute to the mythic experience.

The first dimension, the one most readily observable, is the diegesis, or the world of the story.
The diegesis is the container for that aspect of the mythic to which Spiegelman refers and is also
the one most often reviewed by film critics. Analogously, this is the dimension most often
critiqued in literary criticism. The other three dimensions from which the mythic experience
emerges are the moving photographs narrative form, the cinematic form, and extrinsic
influences. The moving photographs narrative form refers to that area in which the viewer’s
deep experience is influenced by the form of the narrative, in this case, the form being a series of

photographs that “move” across the light of a projector at twenty-four frames per second and



thus appear to reproduce absolute reality. The cinematic form refers to the way in which the
experience of the cinema ritual contributes to mythic quality. And extrinsic influences include
those elements that are extrinsic to but related to the film viewing experience. These elements of
influence the way in which the mythic quality is amplified due to the phenomenon of movie
stars, marketing campaigns, and red carpet premieres, among other factors.

Although related studies have explored the presence of particular aspects of the mythic in
film, such as through the lens of Campbell’s hero’s journey, most studies move within only one
or two of the four dimensions named above.

Ultimately, film’s power arises from its ability to tap into the mythic realm on a mass
level. In distinguishing the four dimensions of the mythic and delving into them, we can gain
deep insight into film’s true power and also deepen our understanding of the human psyche.
Browne suggests that the quest to gain insight into the source of cinema’s broad power is timely
in that although it is one of the newer arts, it has rapidly became one of the most pervasive and
influential, with the number of cinema screens in most Western countries continuing to rise with
many multiplex sites of over twenty screens each (9). Although more and more narrative
entertainment is available through the Internet and other technological forms, the high growth
rate of the number of cinema seats around the world suggests that there is something uniquely
magical about watching a movie in a cinema setting.

Notwithstanding its clout, cinema is accused of being vulgar, tabloiding the stories it
tells, corrupting the young, debasing moral standards, contributing to social decline, promoting
mindlessness, and many other sins. Yet in the century that it has existed, its sublime works of art
have touched upon the “human condition” with the compassion, grace, and skill of masterpiece.s

in other art forms (Browne 9-10). It charms tens of millions of people into the ritual of “going to



a movie” on a regular basis, a movie which then becomes the subject of the Monday morning
water-cooler conversation. Audiences love and hate them, are inspired by them, and generate
new life myths from them. Regardless of what one may personally feel about the movies, their
purpose and their fulfillment of it, they create powerful universes for their audiences and have
the ability to intensely captivate and affect them.

The source of cinema’s power to impact is the subject of this work and will be examined
through the data of content, narrative form, cinematic form, and extrinsic influences, and how it
falls upon, is assimilated by, and then impacts the human psyche on both pérsonal and collective
levels. The more profound the impact on the psyche, the greater the mythic quality, the greater
the mythic quality, the greater the power of the film.

A film’s elusive mythic quality is determined by its total impact on the psyche, the
personal and collective, conscious and unconscious. On a conscious level, mythic quality is
experienced as the feeling of “significance”; on an unconscious level, it is a visceral response.
All levels of impact are important, as oftentimes one consciously denies the presence of any
perceptible impact from a given film but unconsciously has a deep response to it.

This work is interdisciplinary and draws foremost from four major disciplines to establish
its main ideas. These disciplines are mythology, depth psychology, film theory, and film
criticism. In culling from each of these areas, a theoretical model of film’s profound impact on
individuals, groups, sub-cultures, cultures, and the world will emerge. Questions that will
naturally arise include: How does the institution of film impact society and a given film impact
an individual spectator? What is mythic quality and how can one recognize it? Can it be

measured before the audience sees it or is it present only as evidenced by the audience’s



response? Is there any correlation between mythic quality and such measures as the Academy
Awards, box-office revenues, or the Golden Globes?

Other questions that will be addressed indirectly are: In the sense that art moves people,
why do audiences respond powerfully to films? What is unique about the form of film that
touches people? Why do specific films move some people very deeply? If there is such a thing as
mythic quality and it is measurable, then is there a predictable way it appears in the world and in
the audience? Does mythic quality indicate the likelihood of a good reception from the public or
vice versa? Is it a predictor of critical acclaim? Does it assure that there will be, at least, certain
groups of people who will respond very strongly? Is there a difference between “personal”
mythic quality and “universal” mythic quality? What insight might be gained about a culture by
identifying the mythic elements present in its major films? How does one identify the wisdom,
the meaning, in a film when there are no deities nor anthropomorphic figures, and the elders of
the culture no longer automatically receive respect? Where then does one look for the teaching?

These questions point to the significance an audience experiences in film and seek to find
the source of this sense of significance, what it reveals about the individual or society, and why
they respond that way. This work is an exploration of the role that film, as the foremost
influential media of our time, plays in the psyche of the individual spectator and the culture.

A Review of the Literature

As mentioned above, there are four particularly relevant disciplines at which to look to
gain the fullest understanding of film’s impact, those being depth psychology, mythology, film
theory, and film criticism. The following sections give an overview of the prominent scholars in

each of these areas and frame how their work contributes to the new ideas presented herein.



Depth psychology. Jung’s Collected Works, particularly Two Essays on Analytical
Psychology, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, and The Spirit in Man, Art, and
Literature, and Hillman’s ideas in Healing Fiction and Archetypal Psychology will be used to
established the fundamental psychological cbncepts supporting the theory being developed. In
Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, Jung develops the concept of archetypes and their
significance, as well as the concepts of personal unconscious and collective unconscious, stating
that archetypes are ruling powers or images of regularly occurring events in the soul’s cycle of
experience. These images, or archetypes, can be taken metaphorically as intuitive concepts for
physical phenomena, and they actually have an affinity for physical phenomena and so regularly
appear in projection (95). Since projections are unconscious, they are also enigmatic and have an
inherent potential for chaos. Archetypes, as projections, attach themselves where there is a
suitable hook. In the case of film, when a “most” suitable hook is found, upon it is bestowed the
label of movie star, blockbuster, or Academy Award winner. Understanding the power behind
the presence of these archetypal energies in movie stars, as well as in the story itself, is
fundamental to understanding film’s mythic quality. Jung also asserts that the hero-myth
parallels the transcendent function, which is the progressive development toward a new attitude
(Two Essays 99). This reminds us of the process invoked by a great story.

The material from depth psychology is relevant in discussions of all four dimensions of
mythic impact. In the first dimension, it is used to look at the power of a story that contains
archetypal material and how that story impacts the spectator’s psyche. Relative to the narrative
form, it may explain the state induced by the projection of the movie—what does a projected
image mean to the psyche? In the third dimension, the cinematic form, ideas on participation

mystique, infant development, and subject-object relations will be relevant. And finally,



regarding extrinsic influences, the concepts of archetypes and projection are clearly relevant as
the phenomenon of movie stardom is itself an outcome of the process of projection. How the
transcendent function is served will also be explored for each of these dimensions.

Supporting these ideas further, in The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, Jung
writes in detail on several major archetypes. This work will aid in understanding the power of
these archetypes and how to recognize them when they manifest. The connection of the personal
unconscious to personal mythology and the collective unconscious to cultural mythology will
also be of importance in considering why certain films move audiences deeply.

In looking at how the form of film impacts a spectator or has one experience that
something is significant, we will turn to a general theory of how the human psyche is moved by
any kind of art. In Spirit in Art, Literature, and Man Jung writes of how art impacts both
individuals and cultures. Though an artist may work from his or her personal unconscious or may
dip into the wellsprings of the collective unconscious, longevity of the work results from having
tapped into the cultural or collective unconscious and provided a compensation for what is
suppressed in the culture (98). These ideas help to understand how film, as art, serves a specific
function for the personal and collective psyche.

Other fundamental works in the areas of depth and archetypal psychology are those of
Hillman. In Healing Fiction he develops the idea of how one’s psychic life is represented by
stories, “Poetic, dramatic fictions are what actually people our psychic life” (56). This work
supports the idea that when the characters on the cinema screen mirror the “people” in our
psyches, the story of the film resonates with and moves us.

Film analysis articles written from a depth psychological perspective are also of interest

to this work as they demonstrate how powerful, moving, and insightful the analytical process can
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be. Hollwitz’s article “The Grail Quest and Field of Dreams” is one such example. After writing
about the limitations of applying a Jungian perspective to film, he goes on to make deep
observations about the movement of archetypal motifs in Field of Dreams. Drawing from von
Franz’s work which suggests to look at overall shifts in locale, characters, and the pattern of
relationships, he notes similarities to two distinct mythological traditions, those being Demeter
and Kore and the Grail Quest (88). In working these archetypal motifs, he answers the question
of why this film, though not necessarily considered “great,” has captured the culture’s
imagination such that, well over ten years since the film’s release, traffic jams still occur on the
Iowa road where the movie was filmed, as people pass by to see for themselves this field of
dreams. His conclusion is that the film maintains a hold on our culture’s psyche because of its
archetypal motif of innocence, not the loss of it, but the mourning of it, so that one can then
celebrate and move on in life (94).

Working films with this methodology serves up bountiful platesful of observations
around the issue of “what does it all mean?”” This material is of particular interest in discussing
the mythic elements of the diegesis. My intention, however, is to move one step further by
asking not only what it means, but by suggesting an answer to the question “So what?” In
Slater’s article “On Film: A Beautiful Mind,” after commenting on the movement of the plot, he
sums up the answer to “so what” with seven words: “We are the richer for his story.” This simple
line suggests what this film means to our lives and why we might care about it and adds to the
contemplative value of the writing by offering yet one more way to appreciate the film itself.

Although archetypal psychology suggests that healing generally comes from accepting

life as it is, it is also valuable to offer one’s insights about why it matters. This material is then



useful for clarifying how the mythic is manifested in film, and then for understanding why film
matters, which is healing at yet another level.

Mythology. In Campbell’s work The Hero With a Thousand Faces, he describes the
steps of the hero’s journey, which he uncovered after researching myths the world over. Now
known also as mythic structure, it is a major contribution toward understanding how mythic
quality emerges from the narrative. His work initiated a breakthrough in our culture’s awareness
of the significance of mythology. His insights about the steps of the hero’s journey have also
greatly contributed toward understanding the power of stories told in any form, genre, or media.
Although he is sometimes railed for losing specificity in his discussion of the hero’s journey, this
work, nevertheless, remains seminal for mythology.

A development in understanding the hero’s journey specifically in the medium of film
came when Vogler adapted this structure to film in his book The Writer’s Journey. He describes
how each of the various stages of the journey and the archetypal characters typically appear in
films and also what their psychological function is. Voytilla runs with Vogler’s ideas and,
applying Vogler’s updated description of the hero’s journey, breaks down fifty films in depth.

Although Campbell, Vogler, and Voytilla have made major contributions toward
understanding mythic structure, their works do not make distinctions for differences found for
the female hero. Murdock amplifies this specificity in The Heroine’s Journey: Woman’s Quest
For Wholeness, describing the psychological nuances that a woman encounters on her journey
because of our culture’s governing patriarchal ideology. Her work supplements our
understanding of mythic quality in the diegesis and of how mythic quality emerges from the

narrative form due to the way in which the form amplifies the culture’s dominant ideologies.'

' Here the term ideologies refers not necessarily to the Marxist socio-economic idea of



Beyond the steps of the hero’s journey and archetypal characters, the mythic can emerge
from archetypal motifs, moments, events, situations, themes, and relationships. Although the
focus of this study is on classic narrative film, a deeper understanding of how archetypal material
contributes to a film’s mythic quality in different guises is especially of value in looking at non-
traditional types of films such as avant garde.

Also seminal in the field of mythology is Doty’s Mythography. If Campbell’s work looks
at the juicy, moist, warmth of story, Doty takes us into its dry, intellectual framing. He writes
about the function and distinction of myth and narrative, noting that:

Narrative provides a mode of ordering significant events, that is, aplot[ ... ] of
experienced or ideal existence. Myths are the narrative fictions whose plots read first at
the level of their own stories and then as projections of imminent transcendent meanings.
Such plots mirror human potentialities, experiences with natural and cultural phenomeng,
and recognition of regular interactions between them. Myths thus provide possible
materializations for otherwise inchoate or unrecognized instantiations, names for the
possible. (16)

Doty writes further about how narrative is expressed in a myth and concerns “issues of
substance for the whole society” and that telling these myths is “symbolic participation in their
own and the culture’s own inner significance” (16). This elaboration on myth and narrative gives
insight into the power of the particular kind of story that exudes mythic quality. He also writes
that there is a coherence of feeling-tone that can draw us into the web of the mythic story, that
quality of “deeper psychological reflection” that would be unlikely in the daily news (24). His

work will be fundamental in contributing to our understanding of the nature and substance of

mythic quality.

ideology, but to the dominant, pervading belief system inside which a culture operates. In this
sense an ideology is taken to be so natural that even those who are subordinated in it also operate
as if it were true. Thus it can be seen as “a myth,” but lacking the soul of the story, the term
ideology is preferred.
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Wendy Doniger guides us in understanding the paradox of myth, which on one hand
seems very personal and on the other seems universal (24-25). This parallax of the telescopic and
microscopic views provided by myths is one of the great paradoxes of the human experience, and
great films often lead us to this place. Doniger sees this summed up in Casablanca when
Humphrey Bogart says at the end, Our lives don't really amount to a hill of beans; as the
significance of the love affair he had had with Ilsa, which had been all that had mattered at one
point, is dwarfed into perspective in the face of the Nazi threat (21).

She also makes an interesting point about true stories:“Sometimes only fiction can make
reality real’(24). The play Miss Saigon made the war in Saigon real instead of just a name, and
this idea contributes to our understanding of why audiences often respond favorably to films
based on true events. It is as if our culture’s hunger for meaning longs to be fed with an
understanding of what is real, of that which has actually happened. Very popular films like
Titanic, Erin Brokovich, and Catch Me If You Can are based on true stories, not to mention
numerous others. Through the fiction of the dramatization, the truth, at least an insight about it, is
brought to light. This ability to unveil reality is a potent ingredient in the power of film. Doniger’s
work offers profound insight into how myth functions for cultures and individuals and also
makes points that are specifically applicable to how film serves the purpose of the traditional
myth.

Film theory. The field of film theory guides us in understanding the phenomenology of
the film experience by offering insight into how the form itself contributes to the film’'s mythic
quality. Several major film theories or perspectives will be explored to deepen our insight into

how the processes of this narrative form impact the psyche.
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Berry powerfully demonstrates how this dimension can amplify the story and thus its

mythic sensibility. “Something of life was being transformed, just by passing through a camera
and being projected onto a screen” (71-72). The transformation of reality, through the form, what
that transformation is, and how it happens is the concern of the second dimension mentioned
above, the narrative form. Berry’s work fluidly dances between the diegesis and the narrative
form as they intertwine to create the mythic experience. Further, she succinctly weaves in
elements of the other two dimensions, the cinematic form and extrinsic influences, writing of
how film fits in the culture, what the experience of going to the cinema provides, and what it
reflects about the culture. Her work underscores the significance of the narrative form for the
‘mythic and is also of value in discussing the manifestation of the mythic in the other dimensions.

Furthering our insights on the form of film, Tan elaborates on the idea that within a given
body of viewers, people often laugh, cry, or otherwise respond similarly at the same spots in a
film (Emotion 3). These evocative, universal moments point us to what is mythic in that film. His
work in narrative film theory is valuable for understanding how a mythic sensibility emerges
from the story being told in a moving series of photographs.

Bringing together the psychological and formalist views of film, Mitry’s classic book The
Aesthetics and Psychology of the Cinema presents the technical aspects of rhythm, the film
image, montage, moving shots, and the role of time and space in the drama and how each of
these techniques of form contribute to the psychological affect. Also addressed in this dimension
are the implications of the qualities unique to the form such as the impact on the audience of the
actor’s face being fifteen feet tall. Campbell suggests that being in two places at one time, in this

case on the screen and at the locale of the actor in real life, evoke the sense of a god. Seeing how
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the form of film creates a psychological affect is significant for understanding how film
manifests mythic dimensions phenomenologically.

Another theory with its own group of advocates is cognitive film theory. To construct
meaning from the twenty-four frames per second that flash before the eyes when viewing a film,
a cognitive process takes place. In The Reality of lllusion Anderson maintains that when we
watch Star Wars, we enter its fictional world effortlessly as though being pulled by an unseen
force into the void, led by the optic and auditory arrays that affect our perception most directly.
He breaks this process down into two main parts, the capacity of the visual system to process a
synthetic array of light as reality and the capacity of the mind to pretend, and also writes about
the function of play for human beings, noting that watching a film is not /ike play, but in fact is
play (112-13).

Relative to the mythic, cognitive film theory is concerned with how formal techniques,
such as slow motion, flashbacks, and music, impact an audience. It considers whether the
emotion experienced when watching a movie is the same, real emotion experienced in one’s
personal life. Is there a difference for the psyche? Does the fact that a movie being projected
mirrors our own psychic process of projection give film a certain power not available in other art
forms? The cognitive lens attempts to explain the impact of film from a physiological
perspective, with one’s eyes, ears, and brain being a machine which simply processes
information.

For a psychoanalytic perspective, we look first to Metz, whose ideas in The Imaginary
Signifier fundamentally rest on Klein’s concept of object relation and the splitting of the two
imaginary objects. Metz asserts that the aim of the cinematic institution is the “good object”

relation and is most basic from the standpoint of a socio-historical critique of the cinema. Filmic
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pleasure alone is the aim of the institution, and this pleasure or unpleasure defines the relation of
certain individual spectators or groups of spectators to certain groups of films. A film then must
deliver filmic pleasure instead of filmic unpleasure or it has failed in its aim (6-7). Metz justifies
this by writing that, as with any institution, cinema takes charge of the mechanisms of its own
perpetuation, and so sets up arrangements whose aim and effect is to create the spectator’s
“spontaneous desire” to visit the cinema and pay for a ticket (6-7).

Although Metz’s contribution in this area is great, and his application of Klein’s theory
on subject-object relations is particularly valuable for understanding the power of the cinematic
form, this particular point on spontaneous desire is reductionistic. Of course, spectators’ ongoing
return to the cinema brings money to make more films, but the choice for the spectator to return
is not so simplistic as he suggests.

Though Metz’s concept of filmic pleasure is distinctly different from the concept of
mythic quality, a contrast of the two concepts helps to clarify them. In watching a film with
mythic quality, a spectator may find her complexes activated and thus declare the viewing to be
lacking in pleasure. Or she may find that though her complexes are activated, having others
negotiate the terrain leads to a catharsis for which she has had to risk little and, because of that,
the experience was extremely pleasurable. Described as pleasurable or not, that film, by
definition of it activating her complexes, carries a degree of mythic quality, and it may heighten
or instead may lessen the likelihood of her return to the cinema.

Spectators return to the cinema for many reasons. The cinema, film, the venue for the
myths of our time serves many different functions for various levels of the psyche, and thus the
reason a spectator returns is multivalent. Although filmic pleasure may contribute to audiences

returning, it is not necessarily true that a lack of filmic pleasure would prevent it. Within the
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model described herein, a deeper understanding of why audiences return, which includes
conscious filmic pleasure, is forwarded by considering the mythic sensibility derived from the
four different dimensions of the deep experience of film.

Metz also critiques the projective nature, not only of the spectator, but of the cinema writer and
everyone else associated with the cinema. The entire institution of cinema appears to avail
suitable hooks for all types of archetypes, and there is no reluctance by anyone to project onto
them (10). He also compares film to the other arts, in particular, the idea that a play happens with
real people performing and real music playing, even if performing a fictional story, whereas the
whole of film is recorded and projected images. These ideas are valuable for understanding
film’s impact relative to the other arts and in considering the impact on the spectator of viewing
an image that looks like reality but has in physical fact become nothing more than a beam of
light manipulated through a series of processes.

Another perspective in film theory is derived from considering the role the apparatus
plays in creating film’s impact. In Rosen’s Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology, top theorists address
issues of apparatus, including whether there are subject effects specific to cinema, the kind of
machinery used, the kind of viewing situation generally involved, to what extent the spectatorial
position is determined by the machinery of the cinema, and whether there are ideological and
psychic determinants and/or implications in that machinery. Although a number of theorists are
at home focusing only on the apparatus and the cinematic form, one of Rosen’s main points is
that there are “two separate regimes of subject construction,” the apparatus and the signifying
process, and both of these must be considered (281-82). The effects of the apparatus of film falls
into the second dimension distinguished above, which is the moving photographs narrative form,

and, of course, the narrative, the signifying process, is part of the diegesis of the first dimension.
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The implications of all of these must be considered, though there remain those who assert that
the apparatus is by far the most important element.

Rosen contends that the most influential writer on apparatus is Jean-Louis Baudry, by
whom Metz was greatly influenced. Baudry considers the impact of the cinema not only from a
psychoanalytic framework but also in light of Husserl’s idealistic philosophy and thus analyzes
the apparatus ideologically. Baudry interestingly proposes that the controversial “reality effect”
is actually rooted in regression (283-84).

Baudry believes that the technical nature of optical instruments, because of their
scientific basis and the culture’s belief in the neutrality of science, conceal their use in both
ideological products as well as in the effects which they may provoke, and that this helps them
avoid being questioned. As far back as 1970, instrumentation was playing an increasingly
important role, amplified by broadening distribution, and therefore it was becoming more and
more important to explore the instrumentation. Another of his important points is that the
“language” of the unconscious manifests itself as continuity destroyed, and that film, in
projecting a series of photographs with slight discontinuities (slightly different still photos
streamed together), restores movement and continuity, and thus both meaning and consciousness.
Baudry’s work is relevant in looking at the role the apparatus plays in creating a mythic
sensibility and its implications about the culture (286-91).

Moving to another theoretical domain, we turn to Blumer’s conclusions about emotion
theory. Blumer writes that “the forte of motion pictures is their emotional effect [ . . . ] and their
appeal and their success reside ultimately in the emotional agitation which they induce.” A
successful production was one which managed to draw “the observer” into the drama so that “he

loses himself,” and, in such a condition, “the observer becomes malleable to the touch of what is
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shown” and “develops a readiness to certain forms of action which are foreign in some degree to
his ordinary conduct” (qtd. in Gripsrud: 206). According to Blumer, a successful movie is one in
which the spectator is drawn into it such that she is no longer aware that she is in a movie theater
and can thus be influenced by what is shown. She then becomes ready to take actions that are
different from what she would normally do (Gripsrud 206).

In general, an emotional effect, though on the same track, can be differentiated from
mythic quality by the depth of the impact or the time the effect lasts. A heavy emotional effect
may happen when someone unexpectedly jumps from around the corner and scares another
character (and the spectator), causing one’s heart to race for a few minutes. But that effect
quickly dissipates. By the time one leaves the theater, one’s heart may be racing no longer.
Mythic quality, on the other hand, may be less intense on the surface but more like a deep,
powerfully flowing river—a forceful, hidden current beneath the surface that cannot be
overcome. The emotional impact that Blumer refers to is closer to the idea of mythic quality than
1s Metz’s idea of filmic pleasure. The difference implied between emotional agitation and mythic
impact is essentially the depth; mythic impact suggests a deeper, more lasting effect.

The broad discipline of film theory seeks to find a comprehensive way of explaining how
film impacts the spectator. Most of these theories, however, be they cognitive, narrative, or
otherwise, tend to focus on only the dimension of the moving photographs narrative form, with
each offering some insight into how the form of film impacts the spectator on a deep level. The
task herein is to expound on these theories, along with those relevant to the other dimensions, in
such a way that they give a fuller, richer, multi-dimensional picture of how a mythic sensibility is
derived. In looking at these theories, the sources of film’s mythic quality will be increasingly

exposed.
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Film criticism. Important matérial from this area is found in the work on analytical
methods and the insights of film scholars about what individual films reveal about our culture
and its constituents. Reflecting upon film from this perspective differs from that of the other
three disciplines in that instead of analyzing how a given film creates its effect on the audience,
this perspective looks at how the audience, the culture, has affected the film. In “truthfully”
reflecting ourselves back to us, particularly those aspects theretofore hidden, the film’s mythic
quality is increased.

Leading film critic and scholar John Beebe looks at the film Pulp Fiction for its
commentary on the culture writing that its characters command our rapt, entertained attention
because we see our own anxieties badly mirrored in them, and their conspiracies of violence
hook into our “tendency to insist on patriarchal values such as obedience, rhetoric, and property
rights at the cost of terrible violations of others.” He also notes that Tarantino plays with the idea
of a safer, more ideal expression of the father principle (156-57). Beebe’s writings exemplify
how the material of the diegesis reveals aspects of the cultural psyche.

Stewart uses a similar approach in her lengthy article on The Silence of the Lambs,
wherein she builds a case for how FBI agent Clarice Starling (Jodi Foster) uses her feminine
wiles in the face of the highly patriarchal dominion, the law. She notes that despite the fact that
male principles have had no impact on solving the case of Buffalo Bill’s murders, about which
Hannibal Lecter has information, and because feminine values are rarely called upon in this
arena, that when the feminine traits of intuition, emotionality, interpersonal connectedness, and
depth are brought into the case by Clarice, the audience becomes profoundly aware of her
vulnerability as a female. Because we have learned to dismiss feminine traits instead of valuing

them, when they are called for in this setting, we hang onto the edge of our seats. We go on the
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ride with Claire, who is simultaneously learning to accept all of who she is and building faith in
her inner senses. At the same time we sit close to the edge, hold our breath, and hope it will work
out. Stewart also amplifies this idea of the feminine versus patriarchal ethics:

Resistance to using a feminine orientation as an inner authority is particularly
intense because claiming authority as Clarice does means confronting that which male
authority often fears the most: its unknown territory, its darkness. [ . . . ] This masculine
ethic of transcendence [that we can live happily ever after] through domination reinforces
a defense of institutionalized aggressive behavior. The familiar result, socially, is to live
in a false sense of security. [ . . . ] In such a world, women aren’t safe to offer the
counterbalance that includes respect for the dark side. [ . . .] where solutions are not clear
and [ ... ] evilis a fact of life that must be continually confronted. (64)

In the critiques mentioned above, both Beebe and Stewart suggest that the reviewed films
point to the idea that patriarchal values are not working completely and thus an adjustment is
being called for. Whereas their purpose is to uncover or reveal something about the culture, the
purpose of their literature herein is to demonstrate that film does in fact reveal something about
the culture, and this idea that a truth is revealed contributes to the film’s mythic resonance.

Another collection of literature to be drawn upon pertains to story structure. Whereas
script gurus such as Syd Fields, John Truby, Robert McKee, and Linda Seger have a great deal to
say about structuring successful Hollywood films, the focus in this topic is on two seminal
theories that can be applied to stories of any form, which are Aristotle’s Poetics and the mythic
cycle of the hero’s journey identified by Campbell. These two works are most fundamental for
understanding the power of the story.

Though not all of the reflections mentioned in this section are addressed within this work,
the questions evoked demonstrate the richness of the prima materia. In considering this concept
of mythic quality, one senses that it is the core issue of virtually all writing on film, whether it

addresses questions about a film’s impact, how it is or could be more so, or what is missing. The

questions posed, although not all answered directly, point toward an amalgamation of many
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different theories into one overarching theory about the source of film’s power, which is the
presence of mythic quality.
Methods and Approach

Looking at the methods and approaches to the subject matter of this work is itself a
hermeneutical discussion which broaches the issue of the ontology of film and crosses all four
dimensions of film’s mythic impact. Using a hermeneutical methodology within the disciplines
of depth psychology, mythology, film theory, and film criticism, the ideas in this work will be
developed in an overlapping method. In writing about depth psychology, the concept of
archetypes naturally arises as it does in mythology. Work on story naturally falls under the
disciplines of both narrative film theory and mythology. Doniger refers to this interdisciplinary
approach as eclecticism writing that structuralism’s shortcomings can be enriched by combining
it with other methods of interpretation and also warning that, nevertheless, there are limits to this
“pluralism of interpretation;’ (152-54).

Although Doniger refers to the multiplicity of interpretations that might be considered
“right” for one text, this current work brings together a variety of perspectives and interpretations
and offers them not only as possibilities but suggests that they can be fitted together into one
overarching theory. This cross-textual and interdisciplinary approach combined with ideas on the
phenomenology of the film experience provides a rich foundation for understanding film’s
magical powers to impact audiences.

Hermeneutics and poetics. Although structure can help to clarify how a film creates an
impact, ultimately in any great work, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Eliade
provides deeper insight into the method used herein as he suggests that the interpretation of a

work cannot be separated from the experience of it and that analyzing the component pieces of a
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work does not allow it to speak. A reader, a spectator, must be able to listen both to the words
and to what is unsaid behind the words. Having a strict method of analysis structures in advance
what one will experience in the work. Instead, one should recognize the limitations of method
and that too much conceptual analysis can be a substitute for the real thing, the experiential
understanding (Eliade 226-27).

Strenski suggests that Eliade’s definition of hermeneutics, along with Heidegger’s,
Gadamer’s, and Ricoeur’s, is a very special type of interpretation. Eliade looks at hermeneutics
as an occult, even magical way of getting the meaning, a style given by its association with the
god Hermes, the god of commerce, invention, cunning, and theft, who served as messenger and
herald for the gods and as patron of travelers and rogue. In so doing, Eliade seeks to revive the
archaic wisdom of Hermes for the purpose of an interpretive method. Creative hermeneutics may
look to some like cunning and theft, but it seeks to find and establish certain worlds of meaning.
In myths, Eliade’s attitude is that anything goes as long as the process culminates in an increase
of meaning, and one seeks meanings everywhere (119). This type of fluidity and openness to
interpretation leaves space for great surprises in the process, which might remain undiscovered in
an overly structured approach.

Culler adds nuance to the description of the approach used herein with his distinction
between hermeneutics and poetics. Whereas poetics starts with the attested meanings and asks
how they are achieved, hermeneutics starts with texts and asks what they mean, seeking to
discover new and better interpretations. He believes that hermeneutic models come from the
fields of law and religion, where people seek to interpret the texts to determine what is right,
whereas in literature, the linguistic model suggests the poetic approach, trying to understand sow

works achieve their effects (61).
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Modern criticism leans toward the hermeneutic model, making the interpretation of

individual works the payoff of literary study. These two approaches, the hermeneutic and the
poetic, are often combined, first in asking how a particular effect is achieved or why an ending
seems right, and then asking what a particular line means and what a poem tells us about the
human condition. The fundamental difference here is that poetics takes meanings or effects as
the point of departure, whereas hermeneutics seeks to discover meaning (Culler 61).
Hermeneutics looks at the completed work and interprets it to find the meaning, whereas the
poetic approach looks to the effect of the work and attempts to determine how the effect was
accomplished.

An ebb and flow between these two methodolgocial approaches is used throughout this
work as it reflects the nature of the subject and the nature of the multi-dimensional model of
mythic quality. A hermenutic method seems most fitting for looking at the first dimension, the
diegesis, whereas a poetic method is called for in looking at the narrative and cinematic forms. In
the fourth dimension of extrinsic influences, however, these two methods become even more
tightly bonded, as we consider the concept of movie star, for example, and interpret the star’s
status in light of the particular archetypal energy they carry, and then how their actions, roles,
and style help to make them an appropriate hanger for that energy.

Poetics also looks at the codes or systems of conventions that make structure and
meaning possible, the structure that enables readers to identify literary genres, plots, themes, and
characters out of the details of the text and then to pursue the kind of symbolic interpretation that
allows us to gauge the significance of poems and stories. For poetics, although it may seem so,
Christie suggests that we do not need to know the meaning of a work, and that the task is to

account for whatever effects we can attest to, such as that one ending is more successful than
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another, or that this line does not make sense. A crucial part of poetics, he says, is how the reader
goes about interpreting the literary work (62).

In terms of evaluating the mythic quality in a film, either poetically or hermeneutically, it
is a complex task. For a film to do well at the box office, it must resonate with the cultural
consciousness first, but something deeper in the cultural unconscious must also be tapped into.
Mythic quality accounts for both, particularly in that the conscious aspect is simply the dressing
in which the deeper meaning is veiled. A highly successful film such as My Big Fat Greek
Wedding is warm, funny, and entertaining on a conscious level, but unconsciously, the culture
responds to it for other reasons. In the post-911 climate of the release period, it met with a
culture who unconsciously wanted to return to family values, love, fairytales come true, and a
lightening of the load. Because of the deep conscious concern, the confusion, and the gravity of
September 11, 2001, all laughing matters and lightness had been repressed; who could smile and
laugh at a time like that? This film’s arrival offered a light laughter and directed us toward a
smaller unity of community as it reminded us that life goes on, young people fall in love,
families test prospective additions, and fathers still protect their daughters.

Further defining the particular hermeneutic style used herein, Culler’s explanation about
the phenomenological approach to literary theory offers another interesting nuance. He writes
that we can suspend questions about the ultimate reality of objects and focus on the knowability
of the world and how it is given to consciousness. Within this framework, the reader-response
criticism is more important than the author’s intent (123), and the work does not exist as an
independent entity but as the reader experiences it consciously.

With regard to a film’s mythic quality, one can approach it as a traditional hermeneutical

interpretation of the film’s text and make assumptions based on ideas such as the hero’s journey



23
model, subject-object relations, and the filmmaker’s intent, or one can interpret it
phenomenologically, based on the experience of the spectators, both what they say as individuals
and the specific measures of response, such as number of awards and box office grosses. The
first perspective determines a film’s mythic quality based on an interpretation of the text,
whereas the second perspective assumes that the positive response is evidence of psychic
stimulation and then seeks to discover what it is. Both perspectives are utilized in this discussion
of mythic quality and their difference homes in on the greatest difficulty of measuring it in a
film: Does the film have an inherent meaning that can be uncovered, or does the audience give it
its meaning? Can we as scholars determine the meaning of a film, or should we consider it
meaningful based on the audience’s response?

Some films are highly successful at the box office because of their favored veil of
consciousness, such as almost anything with Tom Cruise, Julia Roberts, or James Bond, and yet
others are surprise runaway hits, such as My Big Fat Greek Wedding, and seem to have
accidentally hit upon just what the cultural psyche needed at the time. Although some films
which wear a favored veil of consciousness are surprise flops, beneath the conscious appeal of
any successful film is an unconscious need or desire that longs to be met. But whether this need
is simply the manifestation of a neurotic drive or a movement toward the healing of a psychic
wound is difficult to determine. Though one can see phenomenologically that indeed something
is going on psychically, identifying the balance of conscious and unconscious appeal and the
depth of the mythic quality in the text indeed remains a challenge. This task is further
complicated by the four-dimensional nature of the model of mythic quality proposed herein.

Another nuanced concept in the reader-oriented phenomenological approach is the

aesthetics of reception, in which the interpretation of works focuses on the history of its
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reception and its relation to the changing aesthetic norms and sets of expectations that allow it to
be read in different eras (Culler 123). Cultural consciousness and the timeliness of certain films
are important for considering the mythic quality of particularly successful films such as Titanic
and My Big Fat Greek Wedding. How will these two films fare over time? How much of their
success resulted from culturally ripe timing, and how much is based on a sustained mythic
quality inherent in the story or the form?

With a film’s success also being influenced by such extrinsic influences as the presence
of movie stars, marketing, release dates, and timing, attempting to distinguish the primary source
of its success is a convoluted process. However, by considering the aesthetics of reception that
Culler writes about, the historical reception, we can gain further insight into what is deemed
timeless versus merely good timing.

For further consideration on the methods of the current work, a look at Hollwitz’s article
on Field of Dreams is of interest. His argument is strong in identifying and working the
archetypal material of the film, but by the end he falls into the methodological trap he had
warned against earlier. He writes that oftentimes an analysis is interesting but leaves us asking,
“OK, so what?” (85). But then when he draws his conclusion as to what Field of Dreams is really
about and why people like it, his answer is that it is about accepting the loss of innocence,
mourning it, and moving on, but the reader is still left just shy of the answer to “So what?” The
answer to this simple question lies in speculating about or offering a diagnosis of why our culture
would be particularly responsive to this theme and then offering a suggestion as to what it might
take to heal the wound; this is so what.

The intention in this work is always to revert back to why the material matters—not back

to a removed intellectual outpost, but back to the deep, juicy, murky issue of “so-what?” The
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point of this work is not to propose as an eternal truth that there are four dimensions of the
mythic in film, but to offer this model as a perspective from which to see more deeply into film.

To ensoul our experience of life more deeply is the answer to “so what?”” and that is the
undergirding question that will be addressed throughout this work. Through understanding the
processes of these four dimensions and seeing more deeply into film, we may comprehend the
mythic more fully, make more mythic films, and ensoul more deeply our experience of life.

With this methodology in mind, I will use the following approach to demonstrate the
value of this theoretical model. Chapter 2 will start by defining mythic quality and describing
relevant principles in depth psychology and mythology, including fundamental concepts of the
personal conscious and unconscious, the collective conscious and unconscious, archetypes, story,
and myth. Ideas on the significance of art for the human psyche will also be considéred.

The subject of chapter 3 is the human drive toward wholeness, the role of myth and story,
and how we seek meaning in that drive. We will also look at how meaning is manifested through
archetypal themes, language, and mythic wisdom. For this, works on personal and cultural
mythologies and their purpose will be valuable.

Chapters 4 and 5 comprise the work on film theory. Chapter 4 centers around narrative
film theory and an understanding of the moving photographs narrative form. It explores film as a
medium for a story with its characteristic sound and realistic moving images distinguishing it
from other art forms. It also look at how the narrative is given by the form, through the use of
editing techniques, camera angles, fade shots, montages, and other such formal qualities.
Concepts from depth psychology and mythology are utilized to understand the contribution of

‘the narrative aspect of the form to the overall mythic quality.
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Chapter 5 shifts the focus to the cinematic form and touches upon other theories that have
played significant roles in the development of film theory, including Baudry’s apparatus theory,
Lacan’s theory of mirror-phasing, psychoanalytic theory, and feminist theory. Cognitive film
theory also comes into play, with its ideas on how the form of film touches the emotions through
a mysterious process in which the brain receives a sequence of images at 24 frames per second,
processes it, and then turns it into an emotion that impacts the psyche. In this context, beyond the
mere psychological processing, we also explore how the process itself feeds into the mythic
experience. Again, concepts of depth psychology and mythology help to demonstrate the
contribution of the cinematic form to the mythic substance.

In chapters 6 and 7, the realm of the diegesis is explored. Chapter 6 covers archetypal
themes, characters, relationships, events, situations, and processes and intends to establish an
awareness how strands of the mythic manifest. Chapter 7 covers structure, plot, and the steps of
the hero’s journey, looking for a deeper understanding of how the movement of the story
contributes to mythic quality. The works of Aristotle and Campbell are fundamental in looking at
plot and mythic structure here. This section intends to present the reader with the many means
through which one can identify mythic substance. Looking at archetypal material in this way
avails a faculty for exploring it in all types of film, not merely the classical narrative film focused
upon in this study.

The eighth chapter of this work centers on extrinsic influences, those elements which
contribute to film’s mythic quality but which are extrinisic to it. Here we consider how the
phenomena of movie stars, marketing campaigns, big budgets, multi-thousand theater releases,

and exploitation amplify a film’s mythic quality and drive audiences to the seats of the cinema.
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Finally, chapter 9 brings all of the ideas together as we are reminded briefly of the

sociological, psychological, and religious roles of film in the culture. It looks at how film serves
these functions as provided for by the four dimensions discussed throughout. It then proposes
this four-dimensional model of mythic quality as a valuable tool for addressing all aspects of the
mythic power of film and how this model may be of value in filmmaking and in furthering film
studies. Throughout this study, films are referenced to demonstrate the ideas being presented.
Summary and Conclusion

The source of film’s power is its mythic quality, which emerges from four dimensions of
film: the diegesis, the moving photographs narrative form, the cinematic form, and extrinsic
influences. The diegesis considers story structure, the characters, themes, and other archetypal
material manifested within the story itself. Although we do not account here for the impact of the
actors being movie stars, the subject of this dimension is everything to do with the story, the
characters, and the events of the story. Insofar as it has the mythic material, the story itself is
timeless.

In the dimension of the moving photographs narrative form, a variety of theories help to
explain how the form of the narrative exudes mythic quality. These theories include the concepts
of reality effect and cinema as play, apparatus theory, and narrative film theory, among others.
The favored perspective in this dimension is to look at how the medium conveys the narrative. It
also takes into account the cognitive processes and the ideologies and mythic impact given by
editing cuts, camera angles, and montage.

The third dimension, the cinematic form, seeks to unravel the impact of the cinema ritual.
Whereas the narrative form can be seen on a DVD at home, the cinematic form is the experience

of the mythic that is gained by the viewing at the cinema venue. The elements of this domain
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include, among others, the communal activity of parking and going to the ticket booth, watching
the film in a darkened cinema with the smell of popcorn wafting, and the projection of the image
from behind the spectators onto a giant screen in front of them.

Finally, into the fourth dimension of mythic quality, extrinsic influences, fall all of the
influences outside of those associated with the specific film viewing experience. They include
marketing campaigns, the phenomenon of celebrity, the Monday morning water fountain
discussion, and the mythic impact created by those elements.

Although looking at the four dimensions of film’s mythic impact is very helpful for
understanding at the core why film is such an enigmatic story form, it is nevertheless an abstract
idea. In this initial stage of this discussion, it is not critical to determine absolutely which
dimension a given aspect of film’s impact falls into, but more valuably, one might question how
powerfully that aspect feeds into film’s overall mythic movement. As this model is worked more
profoundly, the placement of a given element may warrant increasing attention.

This four-dimensionional mythic quality model is meant to be offered not as an eternal
truth but as a coherent and comprehensive theory of how one may see into a film to the mythic
substance which drives its impact. Gaining access to this has potential value to several groups.
First, it may serve to awaken the film industry more fully to the deep healing power of myth and
how they might use it to make an even larger and more positive difference in the world. Movies
could be healing to the culture and the world in the way campfire stories and rituals of ancient
cultures were. Occasionally films contain deep, powerful stories that teach us about life, yet there
could be so many more. Although our culture has some sense of the deep effect of movies, it has

not yet connected with how they could provide in an ongoing way the healing salve of ancient
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myths. The more conscious the culture becomes about what is available in the mythology of
film, the more access we have to its mythic powers and the more meaning we can glean from it.

Next, having a special place in my heart for writers, my hope is that the results of this
work will help them develop their attunement to the mythic such that they can integrate it into
their work, consciously or unconsciously. In that process, it is also my wish that it will lead them
to a deeper connection with their own mythology so that their unique voices and views may
powerfully shine through in their work.

For all filmmakers and audiences alike, this work will be another cut at understanding the
deep power of myth and, as such, our human nature. The more we can see through to the mythic
dimensions of film, the more we can see the mythic in our own lives, and the more meaningful
we experience our lives to be. A filmmaker could, hypothetically then, craft his work in
accordance with these ideas to create a movie with greater mythic quality, or in essence, one
which affects spectators more deeply.

Ultimately, my hope is that this work will further our culture’s recognition of the mythic
in everyday routines, which is a means for recovering one’s imaginal life and gaining access to
the soul. In gaining this access, not only will one have a deeper experience of life, but in
addition, one may be led to one’s daimon which holds the secrets of life’s purpose, a purpose
that implores each of us to pursue those passions which will have us be fully self-expressed
from our authentic creativity, and which, in turn, most powerfully enables us to move beyond our

petty concerns with ourselves and to contribute to the world.
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Chapter 2

Mythic Quality in Film
Starting by looking at the fundamental concepts in depth psychology and mythology, this chapter
defines mythic quality and contextualizes how it manifests in the previously established four
dimensions of classic narrative film. As Willis reminds us, Campbell distinguishes myths from
merely good stories as those stories with a beguiling vision, the potent, timeless tales that have
the puissance to shape and control our lives, to inspire or to destroy us. Almost any good story
can enchant and teach us something, but only certain types of stories have the power of myth
(World 8).

Volumes have been written on the definition of myth, and for the purposes of this work,
we will cull from various sources as needed to ground specific points. A review of selected terms
from depth psychology, namely the structures of the psyche, will help to establish the context in
which they will be used herein and lay the groundwork for understanding the nature of mythic
quality.

The Structures of the Psyche

Although Jung, the father of analytical psychology, recognized and named many of the
structures of the psyche in the first half of the twentieth century, these ideas had been touched
upon by several other great minds over the millennia, as far back as Plato; these are not new
ideas. As discussed in various places in his Collected Works, Jung’s fundamental idea is that the
psyche has layers known as the collective unconscious, the personal unconscious, and the
personal conscious. Within each of these realms, there is also a depth dimension, suggesting that

an image or idea may be in the forefront of consciousness or one may be vaguely conscious of it,
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or a memory may be at some layer of the unconscious or more deeply repressed. Understanding
these basic structures and their locale is fundamental to the mythic model proposed in tﬁis work.

The collective and personal unconscious. Jung writes that the collective unconscious 1s a
sphere of unconscious mythology whose primordial images are the common heritage of
mankind, whereas the personal unconscious, a “thin layer immediately below the threshold of
consciousness,” is “the sum total of all those psychic processes and contents which are capable
of becoming conscious” within an individual. The collective unconscious is “a potentiality
handed down to us from primordial times in the specific form of mnemonic images or inherited
in the anatomical structure of the brain” (Jung, Spirit 80). The greater a film’s mythic quality, the
more deeply it taps into these layers of the psyche.

Archetypes. An archetype can be any figure, image, process, or situation “that constantly
recurs in the course of human history and appears wherever creative fantasy is freely expressed.”
These “a priori ideas” or images can be ascertained only from their effects and appear in art as
the “principles that shape it.” Only “by inferences” do we get clues as to what the “age-old
original of the primordial image” looks like (Spirit 81). Putting the clues together about this
image-idea points us back to the archetype, that thing which can never be fully seized in the film
or other work of art, and the clues serve as a conduit to a fleeting experience of the archetypal
energy. A film with archetypal images subtly flashes the brilliance of the archetype and, for that
moment, makes the spectator feel its significance. The more fully the film fleshes out the muiti-
dimensionality of the archetype, and the more it hits home with the spectator by tapping into the
complexes that lead to the collective unconscious, the deeper the experience the film offers.

These archetypes can also be seen as themes. Willis breaks down the great themes of

myth into creation, cosmic architecture, myths of humanity, supernatural beings, cosmic
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disasters, heroes and tricksters, animals and plants, body and soul, and marriage and kinship (5).
These are the great themes because they are about the quintessential experiences of being human.
In telling stories about the quintessence of life, that which begets the myth, archetypal images are
inherently present.

In film these archetypal energies manifest in many ways, including as individual
characters (femme fatale, action adventure hero, the everyman), as the movie’s themes (love,
loss, honor, coming-of-age, self-respect), as the quintessentially human situations the characters
deal with (birth, death, marriage, graduation, life purpose, leaving home), and as the steps of
Campbell’s hero’s journey (call to adventure and refusal of the call, the crossing of the threshold,
and moments on the road of trials).

These archetypal energies have also been expressed as a pantheon of individual gods and
goddesses and their stories. In interpreting those stories and images for cognitive understanding,
it becomes clear that “a little piece of human psychology and human fate” lies at their roots.
Each of the images holds “a remnant of the joys and sorrows that have been repeated countless
times” in human history, following the same course again and again, like a “deeply graven river
bed,” in which the water periodically swells into a mighty and great flowing current. When this
mythological situation of the swelling of this river in the psyche reoccurs, it is always
characterized by emotional intensity (Jung, Spirit 81). Jung calls this a current, but I suggest that
the energy of the archetype is more like a flash flood that suddenly hits after a brief warning.
Whatever way it hits, it is a distinctly powerful energy of recognition.

The contents of the collective unconscious, known as archetypes, are forms or ideas that
are innate to human beings. Archetypes are primordia}, archaic ideas that have existed since the

beginning and are inborn and inherited by all human beings of all cultures and time periods.
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These primordial ideas themselves do not change over the ages, although the expression of them
does. Whereas the contents of the collective unconscious are known as archetypes, the structures
of the personal unconscious are known as feeling-toned complexes, which have at their core one
of the archetypes from the collective unconscious. These ideas will become increasingly relevant
as we move into the discussion about why films resonate with given individuals and audiences.

Because of the all-powerful, numinous nature of an archetype itself, human beings do not
typically experience them directly, but can conceive of them through their expression. The
expressions of archetypes show up in myth, fairytale, and traditional esoteric teachings that have
been passed down, and now they are seen in film. As Wilmer writes, the archetype makes its
presence known by the powerful feeling that it brings with 1t (31).

The persona. In the personal realm, we can look at the structures of both the personal
conscious and the personal unconscious and its structures. The persona is the outer face one
presents to the world, and the personal unconscious is composed of feeling-toned complexes,
which have at their core an archetype. A complex is an individual’s expression of an archetype
and is powered by the affect of the archetype. When one feels a great affect, she experiences the
pull of an archetype. The personal unconscious contains all the images, memories, feelings, and
1deas that were once conscious but are now repressed, from one’s noblest deeds and thoughts to
the darkest (Wilmer 61).

In bringing together the concepts of archetypes and complexes, one can look at their
relationship in an individual. The mother, the father, the shadow, the anima and animus, the
trickster, the wise old man, the wise old woman, and the puer are examples of archetypes.
Throughout life, as one experiences these figures, certain thoughts become conscious and other

thoughts are repressed into the unconscious. Repression takes place when a thought that has
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occurred goes strongly against what has been taught and cannot be tolerated. Thoughts and

feelings are then cut off from consciousness. Although this repressed material is often of a
negative tone, it may also have a positive tone. Repressed material in the unconscious clusters
around a relevant archetype, and its power begins to grow, showing up as adverse affects. In
pointing out the repercussions of repression, Jung writes “To the degree that we repress it, its
danger increases” (Practice 152).

Issues start occuring in the person’s life, which may or may not be noticed at first.
Certain aspects of life never seem to work, and it becomes more and more frightening to think
about dealing with this root issue, if one is even aware of it, so it is repressed further into the
unconscious until its power builds so much that, by its own accord, it erupts into consciousness
through slips of the tongue and other means. The material wants to be expressed. But more
importantly, according to Jung, the psyche wants to be whole, to recover all dismembered limbs,
to have all parts of itself integrated and expressed. This is the process of repression, recovery,
and the drive toward consciousness.

The relevance to film. With regard to film, a deeper understanding of the structures of the
psyche and how they are stimulated lends insight into how a narrative film takes on the power of
a myth to a greater or lesser degree, this power being measured by how a culture responds to it.

Archetypal images are present in many films, but not all of them resonate with mythic
quality, so what does it take for a film to hold meaning for, or to reflect a culture? Herein lies the
significance of the four dimensions of mythic substance identified above. The issue is not of a
film simply having or not having mythic quality but more an inquiry into the degree of it. A film
with only a disarray of powerful gothic images in no apparent order may leave a spectator

wondering about its meaning, but an image it presented might be indelibly etched into his
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psyche. The film could then be said to have some level of mythic quality by the sheer power of
images, but to be designated as a mythic film, something more is required; what that something
more is will be explored in depth in the following pages. In looking more deeply in the following
pages into the four dimensions of mythic manifestation, new avenues for seeing it will come into
focus, and one’s mythic sensibility about film will be expanded.

The Experience of the Mythic

In contrast to the laborious, tedious struggles of daily life, when we experience archetypal
energy we suddenly feel awe, a sense that a mystery is being unveiled, “an extraordinary sense of
release, as though transported, or caught up by an overwhelming power” (Jung, Spirit 82). An
artist who authentically expresses these primordial images, whether in film or any other art,
“enthralls and overpowers” us as he speaks with the voices from the millennia. In doing so, he
seeks to move his idea “out of the occasional and the transitory into the realm of the ever-
enduring” (82). He “transmutes our personal destiny into the destiny of mankind, and evokes in
us all those beneficent forces” that have enabled individuals, in the face of every peril, to find
refuge and live through the biggest twilight battle (82). Star Wars has been just this for its
millions of fans. Classics like Gone With the Wind and Casablanca also deal with issues of
human destiny and transport us to timelessness.

When Scarlett O’Hara says at the end of Gone With the Wind that “Tomorrow is another
day,” it sums up not only that film, but a philosophy of life, one which we have all sensed at
some point in our lives. As we reflect on the events in the film, we also look back over our lives.
At the beginning Scarlett had been self-centered and manipulative, thinking only of what she
wanted. By the end, with all of life that has transpired, love and marriage, the birth and loss of a

child, the war, and so much more, she chooses to see tomorrow as another day, whatever it may
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bring. It is an acceptance of the loss of what was. The self-involved innocence at the beginning
of the film has now become an understanding that life brings so much to us and takes us far from
the innocence we once knew, but that tomorrow is worth staying around for. Though Scarlett has
lost so much else, she still has Tara, the land, and to her that is her foundation for life, her reason
for living.

In Casablanca the same themes come up. Rick and Ilsa are consumed by their love for
each other and try to manage their responsibilities in spite of it, working hard against letting love
take them over. By the end, as they part for the final time, all is put into perspective. They have
some sense that their passion, which had been all-important, was a bit silly considering all that is
going on in the world, namely the war and the Nazis. But it is not really the silliness of it all that
they are feeling; in parting they are looking back on how they had so much passion at one point
in their lives, but in the face of fate and life’s big events, it now seems so small. It is the
experience of the mystery of how one could feel so alive and passionate about something that
now seems so small, while longing at the same time to feel that way again, and yet believing it
will never again be possible because of what they now know. That is the paradox of the
archetype.

Jung writes that the truly creative process consists of both the “unconscious activation of
an archetypal image” and the “elaboration and shaping of this image into the finished work,” a
work that translates it into the language of the present and then carries us back to the deepest
springs of life (Jung, Spirit 82). The experience of landing back in the deepest springs of life, as
it were, creates a deep effect upon us, and to the extent that the work of art, in this case film,
evokes this experience, it has mythic quality. With both Gone With the Wind and Casablanca, by

the end, we experience a sense of resignation and catharsis with “yeah, that’s how life is,” but in
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seeing how these characters handle everything, we are also left with the possibility that we too
can make it through the tough times and that our lives will go on, but now in another direction.
This idea, which comes from the deepest wellsprings of the human experience, has recurred
throughout human history. As one asks, “How can I go on?” the answer comes: “You just do.”
This is the power of myth. It tells us how life is and then offers the wisdom for dealing with it.

A finished work of art, a film, manifests archetypes through its images, images which
unveil an ancient piece of the psyche that hearkens back to what is intrinsically human. As such,
these images stir deep feelings in the spectator. The energy carried by these >archetypal images is
a significant aspect of the mythic quality being investigated herein.
The Archetypal and the Mythic

In distinguishing the terms archetypal and mythic, we are reminded that one of the
primary functions of a myth is to explain the great themes of human existence, and as such, one
could say the nature of a myth is to contain archetypal images. A story that becomes a myth
would do so because it defines some aspect of that culture. To define a culture, quintessential
images are chosen because they best describe it (otherwise something else would be chosen), and
that is why that particular story sticks around. A myth must contain archetypal or quintessential
images. An archetype is a quintessence at the core of a complex of ideas, a concept that can
never be fully grasped in and of itself, but which lies beneath the archetypal image. In stringing
together a series of archetypal images in a particular narrative, a story is created. A mythical
story, a myth, in calling forth the archetype, touches us more deeply than just a good story and
suggests meaning and insight into the human experience as it resonates with truth, not just
factual truth but truth of a more universal nature. Marrying the terms archetypal and myth guides

us to a fundamental understanding of mythic quality, which can be thought of as the quality that
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guides us toward the quintessence of the culture and human nature; the more something bends in
that direction, the greater its mythic quality. When this quality is present, the vision resounds so
strongly with truth about the culture, the universe, or ourselves, that it leads to a revelation,
which can then shape and control, inspire or destroy our lives. The presence of mythic quality in
a film then may cause that film to deeply influence a spectator.

The Drive to Tell Stories

The narrative arts, such as film, epic poetry, novels, and ballads, also satisfy yet another
powerful drive of the human psyche, which is the drive to tell stories. A story, which can be
thought of as an organizing element for these archetypal images, directs the light toward a
particular aspect of the image. By its narrative, more specific meaning is suggested, and in turn,
further meaning is offered to the spectator.

This fundamental drive to narrate is intrinsic to being human and has been demonstrated
from the time of primal cultures. Anderson writes that this inclination toward narratizing happens
because learning by experience with the environment is more fundamental and more compelling
than learning by being told, even when we know the story is a story (147). This “impulse to
narratize may be more basic than language itself,” and it is the drive to tell stories that gives
language its power (Anderson 146).

Meaning in Stories and Myths

In creating a story, we incorporate the meaning of events as the chain of causes and
effects narrows the range of possible meanings. In telling the story, meanings are stabilized for
that moment. From this, one learns lessons and can apply the new understanding to future
situations, and thereby one also gains the ability to reformulate past experience from the

perspective of this new outlook. This ability to recreate one’s story is powerfully used in






