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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

As the hundredth anniversary of Jack London's birth 

approaches, along with the sixtieth anniversary of his 

death, critics are no nearer agreement than they ever have 

been concerning the merits, the lasting value of London's 

work. The continuing dialogue attests, however, to the 

viability of his writing, regardless of value judgments 

made about it. Similarly, archetypal analysis, the criti

cal approach applied in this study, is still somewhat con

troversial, largely because it is so variously and so 

loosely defined; but the extent to which it is used today 

suggests that it has a certain pragmatic validity. The 

purpose of this study will have been achieved if, through 

archetypal interpretation, it advances, to any degree, the 

general level of understanding of London's work. 

It is imperative, first of all, to define as closely 

as possible the key term in the methodology employed in 

this dissertation. What, then, is the nature of ai« arche

type, and how does one recognize an archetype in a literary 

work? Before a working definition of the archetype can be 

formulated, several other related terms must be understood 

as clearly as possible. Among the latter are the 



collective unconscious and myth. 

Across many pages, Carl Jung himself struggled to 

make clear his concept of the collective unconscious, and 

it is still open to different interpretations. Jung, of 

course, was an imminent psychologist, writing for other 

psychologists as well as for the general reader. What is 

wanted here is an understanding of the concept as it ap

plies to literature, and for that purpose Jung's first at

tempt at definitions in Archetypes and the Collective 

Unconscious is perhaps still the best one. Jung first 

gives some account of Freud's concept of the unconscious: 

"For Freud, . . . the unconscious is of an exclusively per

sonal nature, although he was aware of its archaic and 

mythological thought-forms." Jung then adds: 

A more or less superficial layer of the unconscious 
is undoubtedly personal. I call it the personal 
unconscious. But this personal unconscious rests 
upon a deeper layer, which does not derive from 
personal experience and is not a personal acquisi
tion but is inborn. This deeper layer I call the 
collective unconscious. I have chosen the term 
'collective' because this part of the unconscious 
is not individual but universal; in contrast to 
the personal psyche, it has contents and modes of 
behaviour that are more or less the same every
where and in all individuals. It is, in other 
words, identical in all men and thus constitutes 
a common psychic substrate of a suprapersonal 
nature which is present in every one of us. 

In the next paragraph, Jung completes his preliminary 

definition: 

The contents of the personal unconscious are 
chiefly the feeling-toned complexes. . . . The 
contents of the collective unconscious, on the 
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other hand, are known as archetypes. 

All of Jung's subsequent writings may be viewed as 

extensions of this brief definition. This definition, how

ever, is sufficient as a representative of the viewpoint of 

psychology toward the collective unconscious and its con

tents, the archetypes. The nature of those contents, and 

their relationship to literature, remain to be explored. 

The working definition of the term archetype to be 

used in this dissertation has two branches involving two 

separate but related sources for archetypes. The arche

types are artifacts left over in the collective unconscious 

from the pre-conscious state of man. As the layers of what 

is now called civilization are built up, the archetypes 

become more and more deeply buried. At a later time—that 

is, at a time after consciousness begins but before it 

reaches a high state of development—the archetypes are 

made manifest in elaborate rituals, such as the rituals re

lated to initiation, harvest, the seasons, and the hunt. 

No doubt most of the participants do not know the origin of 

their rituals or even their purpose. Now many of these 

rituals are buried under many centuries of learning and 

sophistication, and many of them remain as mere gestures. 

Many of the ancient rituals, however, particularly those 

C. G. Jung, Archetypes and the Collective 
Unconscious, trans. R. F. C. Hull, Bollingen Series XX, 
The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, IX (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1959) , pp. 3-T7 



having to do with initiation, are still widely practiced, 

among the most civilized as well as among the most primi

tive of men. Archetypes are also unconscious memories of 

normal, universal human processes, the most common of which 

is the experience of being born. This is the process dur

ing which the infant passes from the moist obscurity and 

contentment of the womb into the cold, harsh world. 

In a very real sense, the experience of the race in 

passing from a pre-conscious to a conscious state and the 

experience of the individual passing from the womb to birth 

are the same. In each case the individual goes through 

several stages of development during which he is subjected 

to many forces, some of which threaten and some of which 

help him in his ordeal. For the primitive man the forces 

of nature are constcint threats to be appeased by rituals 

and celebrated in festivals. For the newborn child as well 

as for the adolescent primitive there is the constant 

threat of the father who lurks on the fringe of things and 

competes for the mother's attentions. In any case what 

both mature men and infants desire most is to return to a 

condition approximating the womb, where all needs and de

sires are satisfied without effort and where it is not 

necessary to make choices. This is no doubt the central 

archetype about which the others revolve—the womb passage 

which in projection may become either birth or return to 

the womb. The distinction between birth and re-entry into 



the womb is dealt with in the "Hero" chapter following. 

Under certain mental conditions the barrier between 

the unconscious and the conscious mind is penetrated and 

archetypal images emerge into consciousness. In the prim

itive or uneducated mind, these images are projected and 

interpreted in terms of myth; in the mind of one who has 

sufficient command of some communication medium they may be 

projected and interpreted as works of art. For one whose 

communication medium is language, archetypal images fre

quently emerge during the course of composing a literary 

work, such as a novel or poem. 

The close relationship of myth and literature may be 

readily seen in the process described above. Both myth and 

literature contain archetypal images which elicit profound 

responses—often unconscious responses—within the reader 

or listener. Since both contain many of the same elements, 

the distinction between myth and literature is not always 

clear. Many novels and short stories encompass archetypal 

images in such a sequence that they become myths of the 

people among whom they are written. Huckleberry Finn seems 

to be one of the latter along with Salinger's Catcher in 

the Rye. Jack London's The Call of the Wild is another 

member of this group. When the elements which are common 

to these works are extracted, they are seen to be primarily 

^Andrew Lytle, "The Working Novelist and the 
Mythmaking Process," Daedalus, 88 (1959), 327. 



those elements which Campbell, Rank, and Raglan have de

tected in the Hero myth of primitive men. The extensive 

use of the Hero myth by Jack London is the subject of the 

next chapter of this dissertation. 

This view of archetypes as the contents of the collec

tive unconscious, and of myth as the projection of these 

contents in narrative form, presents certain difficulties 

for the myth critic. Several of these difficulties have 

been pointed out by Finestone and Evans in their short 

story anthology. The World of the Short Story: Archetypes 

in Action. They make reference to a so-called "pure arche

type," but admit that such a concept as a pure archetype is 

difficult, if not impossible, to grasp. They also point 

out the difficulties encountered in attempting to classify 

archetypes.^ For one thing, the number of archetypes, in 

literature or psychology, is "almost infinite," a fact 

that was also recognized by Carl Jung, who may be called 

the father of archetypes.^ Another difficulty in classifi

cation, according to Evans and Finestone, is caused by the 

fact that archetypes "undergo alteration in the projection 

^Oliver Evans and Harry Finestone, eds.. The World of 
the Short Story: Archetypes in Action (New York: Knopf, 

rrri), p. ru: 
^Ibid., p. 12. 

^Ibid., p. 12. 
^Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, p. 

48. 
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process."^ The term projection as used here includes the 

meaning of communication. The implication here is that the 

archetype exists in the unconscious; it may be projected 

into the conscious mind; and it may also be communicated. 

Another difficulty is that archetypes may exist in combina

tion; that is, if a symbol may be separated from that which 

it symbolizes, then a symbol may symbolize more than one 
p 

archetype. This last difficulty is encountered frequently 

in Jack London's work. 

That an archetype may be the thing symbolized and not 

the symbol itself seems to be at variance with the concept 

held by Northrop Frye, who refers to archetypes as "commu

nicable symbols."^ Frye adds that "some symbols are images 

of things common to all men,"10 thus making archetype, sym

bol and image all synonymous. An archetype, says Frye, is 

"a symbol which connects one poem with another and thereby 

helps to unify and integrate our literary experience." 

Frye's view may be accepted if certain qualifications are 

made. One must distinguish first between archetypal image 

7 

Evans and Finestone, p. 12. 

Ibid., p. 12. 
Q 

Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism; Four Essays 
(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1957), 
p. 99. 

^°Ibid., p. 118. 

^^Ibid., p. 99. 
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and archetypal pattern. Certainly in literature the images 

of certain archetypal figures, such as the Hero, the 

Father, and the Mother, may be considered as being the 

archetypes, since in many cases they are projections from 

the unconscious of the writer. Certain patterns, however, 

such as the womb passage, must be considered as symbols of 

the unconscious memory, since the womb itself is never ex

plicit in the work. Another distinction which must be made 

is that between the psychological use of archetypes and the 

strictly literary use of them. The psychoanalyst, who must 

look for archetypes in the dreams of his patients, must 

make his patients aware of the existence of archetypes 

without the necessity of bringing them to consciousness. 

The author, on the other hand, may project the archetypal 

image into his work so that it becomes objective and vis

ible. Such distinctions may serve to bridge the gap be

tween the thinking of the psychologist, Jung, who held that 

myths "never were and never are made consciously"^^ and 

Frye, the literary critic. Each view is defensible within 

the context of the discipline concerned. Frye's view re

mains a somewhat deviant but highly valuable contribution 

to myth criticism. 

Most critics and psychologists seem to agree that 

^^c. G. Jung, Freud and Psychoanalysis, trans. R.F.C. 
Hull, Bollingen Series XX, The Collected Works of C. G. 
Jung (New York: Pantheon Books, 1961), p. 210. 



archetypes are something apart from the symbols that point 

to their existence. Thus to Joseph Campbell, archetypes 

are "innate tendencies to respond compulsively, in strictly 

patterned ways to certain signals flashed by [man's] envi-

1 3 ronment and his own kind."-̂  This follows rather closely 

the idea of Jung that archetypes are "at first only forms 

without content, representing merely the possibility of a 

certain type of perception and action."^^ Jung's arche

type, however, takes on more definite aspects because it 

may be "activated" by a "situation which corresponds" to 

15 it. Kenneth Burke says that the theory of archetypes 

takes Plato's universals "out of Heaven" and puts them in 

the human mind, "making them, not metaphysical but psycho

logical." When we speak of psychological universals, Burke 

adds, "we mean simply that just as there is inborn in the 

germ-plasm of a dog the potentiality of barking, so there 

is inborn in the germ-plasm of man the potentiality of 
16 

speech, art, mythology, and so on." 

In spite of the many different attitudes toward the 

archetype, further analysis reveals certain areas of 

13 
Joseph Campbell, "The Historical Development of 

Mythology," Daedalus, 88 (1959), 235. 
14 
C. G. Jung, Archetypes and the Collective 

Unconscious, p. 48. 
Ibid., p. 48. 

Kenneth Burke, Counter Statement, 2nd ed. (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1953) , p. 48. 
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agreement, however obscure these areas may be. All would 

agree with Andrew Lang, with whom Jack London was familiar, 

that "The truth is, that while languages differ, men . . . 

have the same kinds of thoughts, desires, fancies, habits, 

17 institutions." All would also probably agree with Alan 

Watts that " . . . the myth is the outward and visible sign 

for the inward and spiritual fact," and with Evans and 

Finestone that archetypes "are both universal and inher-

19 
ited." Mircea Eliade has said that the study of arche
types is always synchronic, and therefore has nothing to do 

20 with history; and Joseph Campbell adds that archetypes 

"derive not from any kind of human experiences in time, but 

from . . . the form of the psyche itself, as a function of 
21 

the biology of the human body." 

At least this much is clear at this point: the con

cept archetype is extremely difficult to define and perhaps 

even more difficult to break down into classifiable parts. 

These difficulties have been exploited by skeptics and 

. l^Andrew Lang, Modern Mythology (London: Longman's, / 
Green and Company, 1897), p. xvi. ' 

l^Alan Watts, Myth and Ritual in Christianity (New 
York: The Vanguard Press, 1953), p. 2Tru 

l^vans and Finestone, p. 7. 

^^Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, 
trans. Willard R. Trask, Bollingen Series XX, (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1954), p. 86. 

21joseph Campbell, "The Historical Development of 
Mythology," 234. 

I 
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detractors, who make some valid arguments. Thus Joseph 

Blotner saw fit to declare that references to unconscious 

uses of myths and archetypes are "fundamentally xinsound" 
22 

for criticism or scholarship; and G. S. Kirk, while ac

cepting the idea that "modes of thinking" may be inherited, 

refuses to concede that such modes can be conveyed or de

tected by specific images. ̂"̂  All of these detractors as 

well as many archetypal critics would no doubt agree that 

in archetypal criticism there are many inherent dangers, 

some of which may be spelled out. Perhaps the greatest 

danger is the tendency of some critics to "overdo it," to 

see archetypes everywhere. John J. White sums up the prob

lem quite well by pointing out that "a man can scarcely get 

into a boat but he will find himself engaged in a repeti

tion of 'a night sea journey into an ambiguous region 

either in the dark interior of the earth or below the wa

ters of the sea.'" This last sub-quote is from Claire 

Rosenfeld's monumental work Paradise of Snakes: An 

Archetypal Analysis of Conrad's Political Novels of which 

^^Joseph L. Blotner, "Mythic Patterns in To the 
Lighthouse," PMLA, 71 (1956), 547. 

^^G. S. Kirk, Myth: Its Meaning and Function in 
Ancient and Other Cultures (London: The Cambridge 
University Press, 1970), pp. 276-277. 

John J. White, Mythology in the Modern Novel: A 
Study in Prefigurative Techniques^(Princeton, New Jersey: 
t*rinceton University Press, 19/1) , p. 63. 
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this study will make extensive use.^^ White goes on to 

express his distrust of archetypal criticism in general and 

26 
of "unconscious" uses of myth in particular. 

The attitude taken here agrees with that of Philip 

Wheelwright that "methods of discovery in the field of 

archetypes must be approximate and tentative rather than 

27 
exact and final," and with that of Northrop Frye that one 

must "stand back" from a literary work in order to see the 

archetypal patterns.^8 This latter attitude is especially 

important to a work such as the present one which attempts 

to establish a basis for future studies rather than being f 

itself exhaustive, and which takes a broad view of several 

works rather than a close analysis of one or two. 

One more writer on archetypes must be reckoned with 

here before moving on to look at London himself and then 

his novels. The writer referred to is Leslie Fiedler, 

whose contributions to the understanding of literature in 

general, and of American literature in particular, have 

25 
Claire Rosenfeld, Paradise of Snakes: An / 

Archetypal Analysis of Conrad's PoITtical Noveri" (Chicago: / 
The University of Chicago Press, 1967), p. 65. 

^^White, p. 63. 

^^Philip Wheelwright, "The Archetypal Symbol," 
Perspectives in Literary Symbolism, ed. Joseph Strelka, The 
Yearbook of Comparative Criticism, III (University Park, 
PennsylvanTal The Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1968), p. 222. 

28 
Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 140. 
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been of incalculable value in many studies of this type. 

Fiedler's attitude toward archetypal studies is so closely 

parallel to that of this writer that a somewhat extensive 

commentary seems in order. 

Fiedler, like Jung, feels that the world of arche

types, like that of religion, has lost its meaning for 

modern man. Scientific determinism leading to the domi

nance of technology in modern society has erected an almost 

impenetrable barrier between the conscious and the uncon

scious mind; stimuli from without are so all-pervading that 

the "immemorial patterns of response" are rarely permitted 

to emerge into consciousness. Fiedler, again like Jung, 

sees the poet as the holder of the key to this dark well of 

the unconscious in which all men merge into Man; it is the 

poet who can lead the way back into the world of arche

types. 

Fiedler has described four ways in which the 

writer-poet can use literature to show "the way back." 

First, "the writer can, like Graham Greene or Robert Penn 

Warren, capture for serious purposes . . . debased 'popu

lar' archetypes: the thriller, the detective story, the 

western or science fiction." The second way is to "manip

ulate ironically the shreds and patches of our outlived 

^^Leslie Fiedler, NoI in Thunder: Essays on Myth and 
Literature (Boston: TEe~Beacon Press, 1960) , pp. 326-327. 
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30 mythologies, fragments shored against our ruins." For 

examples he cites T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and 

Thomas Mann, who wrote "finally not Archetypal poetry but 

poetry about Archetypes, in which plot . . . flounders 

under the burden of overt explication or disappears com-

31 

pletely." A third way back to an understanding of arche

types is for the poet to "invent a private myth system of 

his own,""̂ 2 as did Blake or Yeats or Hart Crane. Readers 

familiar with Jack London's work will immediately recognize 

that he used all three. It is the fourth way described by 

Fiedler, however, that seems to fit the method of London 

most closely. This final way back, "available even in our 

atomized culture, is an extension of the way instinctively 

sought by the Romantics, down through the personality of 

the poet, past his particular foibles and eccentricities, 

to his unconscious core, where he becomes one with us all 

in the presence of our ancient Gods, the protagonists of 

33 fables we think we no longer believe." 

No doubt every reader or critic likes to think of his 

favorite writer as having used this last "way." If his 

favorite writer happens to be Jack London, however, he has 

^^Ibid., p. 326. 

31lbid., pp. 326-327. 

32ibid., p. 327. 

33ibid., p. 327. 
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quite a body of evidence on his side, since London himself 

admitted with respect to The Call of the Wild that he ac

complished much more than he intended. Joan London reports 

that when reviewers interpreted this novel as brilliant 

human allegory. Jack was astonished: "'I plead guilty,' he 

admitted, 'but I was unconscious of it at the time. I did 

not mean to do it.'"^^ This is precisely the point to be 

made here; London put many things into his stories that he 

did not "mean" to include. Conscious intention and uncon

scious accomplishment were often so wide apart that he 

frequently complained of being misunderstood. Martin Eden 

and The Sea Wolf, for exconple, are obviously heroic trage

dies on the death of individualism; yet London complained 

in letters to Professor Buck35 and to Mary Austin^^ that 

the two novels were indictments of individualism and of the 

Nietzschean idea of the superman. In a sense he is correct; 

but no reader is convinced that London concurred in the in

dictment. The great care with which he shaped Eden and 

Larsen, and the sense of tragic loss at their deaths, indi

cates that London's personal attitude toward them was, if 

^Joan London, Jack London and his Times: An 
Unconventional Biography (Seattle: The University of 
Washington Press, 1968), p. 252. 

35 
Letter to Professor Philo M. Buck, November 5, 

1912, in Letters From Jack London, ed. King Hendricks and 
Irving Shepard (New York: The Odyssey Press, 1965), p. 367. 

36 
Letter to Mary Austin, November 5, 1915, in 

Hendricks and Shepard, Letters, pp. 463-464. 
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not worship, at least wishful thinking or envy. This is 

the failure of The Sea Wolf, if failure there is: London 

offers Humphrey Van Weyden to the reader as a hero because 

his (London's) conscious intent is to discredit individu

alism; but the attitude of the reader is "Humphrey who?" 

No one remembers his name, but no one ever forgets Wolf 

Larsen. 

Unconscious elements in a novel are not always arche

types, of course, but they do indicate that the writer has 

"an unconscious to write out of."-̂ ^ The breaching of the 

barrier between the consciousness and the unconscious, once 

accomplished, allows more and more images to emerge from 

the depths of the unconscious. Andrew Lytle has articu

lated this idea in describing the novelist's use of the 

unconscious: "Somehow, through a fissure, the unconscious 

pierces the consciousness, and from below streams the image 

or whatever it is, that sets the artist to work."-^^ Lytle 

goes on to make the important point that there is a vast 

difference between opinion about behavior and archetypal 

representation. 

Opinion is the vulgarity of taste. It is never 
a true idea, because it is either topical or 
partial. It distorts any action, since it is 
blind to the fullest complexity of that action. 

'̂̂ Van Wyck Brooks, The Confident Years: 1885-1915 
(New York: Dutton, 195577~"p. 231. 

^^Lytle, "The Working Novelist and the Mythmaking 
Process," 327. 
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No matter how disguised, opinion always has a 
"message," it always wants to prove something 
instead of making experience show itself.^^ 

London always began a novel with the intention of expres

sing an opinion; but the act of writing caused a "fissure," 

through which the images could emerge from the unconscious. 

Just as London's protagonists in his stories are always 

"turned aside from the main . . . trail" onto "a dim and 

little-travelled trail,"^^ so London was deflected from his 

purpose by the unconscious images. In most cases he con- ' 

tinued to express his conscious opinions throughout the 

novel, but he could not prevent the images from streaming 

through. 

Where do such images come from? The answer to that 

question depends upon which "way" into archetypes the au

thor is using. If it is true, as is here contended, that 

London used Fiedler's fourth way, that of reaching into his 

"unconscious core," then his images came from the same 

place as did Conrad's, Melville's, Milton's, and even 

Shakespeare's. Thus when the hero of The Call of the Wild, 

of Nostromo, and of Moby Dick must each cross a body of 

water in a small conveyance, the event represents a common 

"unconscious core" in the minds of the authors. The body 

i 

39 Ibid., 328. 

40jack London, "To Build a Fire," Great Short Works 
of Jack London, ed. with an Introduction by Earle Labor 
Wew York: Harper and Row, 1970), p. 284. 
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of water reflected from this core represents the point of 

separation between life and death, but "the cask and water 

of the exposure myth become the womb and the amniotic fluid 

in which the fetus grows to birth."^^ 

In summary, archetypes connect the conscious content / 

of the mind with the unconscious through the use of various 

literary devices, among which are images and symbols. 

Archetypes and myths are connected in a form-content rela

tionship, although it is not clear which is form and which 

content. Archetypes, at any rate, come to us embedded in 

myth, literature, and dreams and are common to all soci

eties and cultures. 

Jack London quite correctly is better known as a 

short story writer than as a novel writer. There can be 

little doubt that his stories as a group are better written 

than his novels. Certain stories, such as "To Build a 

Fire" and "In A Far Country," are acknowledged masterpieces 

and are included in most of the major anthologies of the 

American short story. London's weakness as a novel writer 

may be seen in some of the novels which seem to tell two 

different stories. Among the latter are The Valley of the 

Moon; Jerry of the Islands; Michael, Brother of Jerry; and 

Burning Daylight. The Sea Wolf, although among the best 

of London's fiction, has this characteristic of splitting 

Claire Rosenfeld, Paradise of Snakes, pp. 95-96. 
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to some extent. 

Critics and literary historians generally have given 

very little attention to these differences between the nov

els and short stories, preferring to comment on a few of 

the best short stories and two or three novels and ignore 

the rest. One good reason for this skirting of the issue 

is that, as far as this writer could determine, no col

lected edition of either the novels or the short stories 

exists in English, making some of the titles difficult to 

obtain. One novel used in this study. The Scarlet Plague, 

was obtained through the kindness of Professor Hensley C. 

Woodbridge and the Southern Illinois University Library. 

Smoke Ballew was available only in its original serial form 

in Cosmopolitan Magazine. Some of the novels are out of 

print. ̂ Another reason for the critical neglect of much of 

London's work is that many critics simply are not willing 

to dig down through the socialist chaff to reach the solid 

grain below. It is easier to dismiss many of his stories 

as socialist propaganda than to evaluate them objectively 

in relation to their time, place, and underlying, uncon

scious themes. 

There is great disparity in the quality of London's 

work, and there can be little doubt that this disparity has 

been an influence against the publication of a collected 

edition. There are many reasons, however, why his novels, 

which are admittedly inferior to the short stories, must 
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necessarily be evaluated as a separate entity; and these 

reasons are shown in the remainder of this chapter. Rea

sons are given, in other words, for the novels' being 

chosen for the present work rather than the short stories, 

and for choosing some novels for the study and rejecting 

others. 

From 1900 until his death in November, 1916, London 

published forty volumes of prose, in addition to countless 

magazine pieces, a few poems, and several plays that were 

never collected. Between 1916 and 1924, seven posthumous 

volumes were published along with a fragment of another. 

The last original writing of London surfaced in 1963 with 

the publication of The Assassination Bureau, Ltd., begun by 

London and completed by Robert L. Fish. Of the forty-seven 

volumes written wholly by Jack London, twenty are usually 

classified as novels. These are, in order of publication: 

The Cruise of the Dazzler (1902), A Daughter of the Snows 

(1902) , Th£ Call of the Wild (1903) , The Sea. Wolf (1904) , 

The Game (1905), White Fang (1906), Before Adam (1907), The 

Iron Heel (1908), Martin Eden (1909), Burning Daylight 

(1910), Adventure (1911) , The Abysmal Brute (1913) , The 

Valley of the Moon (1913), The Mutiny of the Elsinore 

(1914), Thi Scarlet Plague (1915) , The Star Rover (1915) , 

The Little Lady of the Big House (1916), Jerry of the 

Islands (1917) , Michael, Brother of_ Jerry (1917) , Hearts of 
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Three (1920).^^ 

It will be noted that at least one novel was published 

every year between 1902 and 1916, with the exception of 

1912. In 1912, A Son of the Sun and Smoke Ballew were 

published in book form; both of these had been published as 

serials in magazines and both are sometimes listed as nov

els. Each is unified by the use of one central character 

throughout the series. Each has a certain continuity of 

plot, although each story is complete in itself. Two nov

els were published in 1902, two in 1913, two in 1915, and 

two were published posthumously in 1917. The last one. 

Hearts of Three, which is usually termed "a novel for 

motion picture," was published in 1920. 

In addition to the volumes which are usually classed 

as novels, some others read like novels; cmd some of these 

have been called novels. The People of the Abyss, John 

Barleycorn, and The Road, all of which were published as 

non-fiction, are excellent examples of the Hero-myth cycle 

of separation-initiation-return. 

Even among the twenty works previously mentioned as 

usually being classified as novels, some questions may be 

raised concerning the inclusion of some of them. The nov

els range in length from approximately 24,000 words for The 

^^Publishing information is from Great Short Works 
of Jack London, ed. Earle Labor (New York: Harper and Row, 
Iir70) , pp. xxiii-xxvii. 
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Scarlet Plague to 200,000 words for The Valley of the Moon. 

One of the twenty. The Cruise of the Dazzler, is classified 

by Professor Labor as a "juvenile," as is Tales of the Fish 

Patrol, which is clearly a volume of short stories.^^ Four 

of the twenty Professor Labor calls "fantasies"; these are 

Before Adam, The Iron Heel, The Star Rover, and The Scarlet 

44 Plague. Perhaps it is now clear why any decision as to 

which novels to include in a study such as this is arbi

trary at best. 

From the twenty novels listed, eighteen have been 

chosen as the corpus to be examined in this study. The two 

excluded are The Cruise of the Dazzler, mainly because of 

its "juvenile" status, and Hearts of Three, because it was 

written with one eye on the motion picture screen. It will 

be noted that these are the first and last to be published. 

Some future critic may wish to examine Hearts of Three as 

an example of "surrealist" literature because of its use of 

the dramatic scene as the scene might appear on the screen. 

Richard Chase, in The American Novel and its Tradi

tion , maintains that the myth critic "seems to know only 

the 'late' works of a given author, which are also, by com

parison, the lesser and more eccentric works." As exam

ples, he cites the attention given by myth critics to The 

Ibid., p. xxiv. 

Ibid., pp. xxv-xxvi. 
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as critical neglect would indicate. While many of the nov

els suffer from being overloaded with message, not all of 

them so suffer. Vernon Loggins has correctly pointed out 

that The Game (1905), London's first novel about boxing, 

"is probably the best novel ever written on pugilism," 

while The Abysmal Brute (1913) may run a close second. 

Before Adam (1907) is very effective as a sustained fan

tasy, while The Star Rover (1915) may be more widely read 

today. Jerry of the Islands and Michael, Brother of Jerry 

(both 1917), while following the "split" pattern of some of 

the novels of the middle years, seem to be attempts by 

London to recapture some of the vigour of The Call of the 

Wild and White Fang. Jerry . . . is an effective story, 

written with a maximum of action and a minimum of message, 

while Michael, . . . is less effective because it was writ

ten, as London admitted, as an argument against 

trained-animal shows. 

The point to be made here is that London's writing 

career and the progression or regression of his art is seen 

more clearly in his novels than in his short stories. 

There are, moreover, certain motifs that underlie all of 

the novels, and these motifs may be traced in the novels 

but are difficult if not impossible to follow in the short 

Vernon Loggins, Î  Hear America . . . : Literature 
in America since 1900 (New Yorlcl Crowell, 1937) , p. 262. 
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Marble Faun, Billy Budd, The Golden Bowl, The Old Man and 

the Sea, and The Bear and their neglect of The Scarlet 

Letter, Moby Dick, The Bostonians, A Farewell to Arms, and 
45 

The Sound and the Fury. If Professor Chase is correct 

(a doubtful hypothesis), the reasons for the preference for 

the later works may lie in the reluctance of many critics 

to give much credence to unconscious uses of myth. Young 

writers generally are striving to tell a story the best way 

they can in order to get into print and make money. After 

they become established, and perhaps after reviewers and 

critics point out the "mythic" qualities of their work, 

writers tend to use myth as a vehicle to carry a message 

that corresponds to the unconscious message of their ear

lier work. 

Part of Chase's comment on myth criticism may be ap

plied to London's work but not all. Certainly London's 

late works are the "lesser and more eccentric," but they 

are not the ones that critics "know." Any comparative 

evaluation of London's novels would have to place The Call i 

of the Wild, his second novel, at or near the top, while 

The Little Lady of the Big House, the only novel published 

the year of his death, would have to be placed at or near 

the bottom. There is a gradual decline in quality during 

the years between 1903 and 1916, but not as great a decline 

^^Richard Chase, The American Novel and its Tradition 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1957), pp. 244 ff. 



25 

stories. This is particularly important in myth and arche

typal criticism in which the mythical quality of an event, 

as well as its significance as an archetypal representa

tion, may be measured by its recurrence in a certain con

text. The myth of the Hero, the subject of the following 

chapter, is the best example of such recurrence in context. 

Short stories are simply not long enough to portray a com-
I 

plete Hero cycle of separation-initiation-return, with all 

the symbolism necessary to such a cycle. Themes that recur 

in London's non-fiction as well as in his fiction, such as 

the abyss and the summit, the White Silence, and atavism, 

are seen in the novels for what they are: archetypal ele

ments in the private London myth. Seen in isolation in a 

short story, their archetypal significance is not as easily 

understood. A study such as this, in which the broad out

lines of archetypal patterns are pointed out, may help to 

explain some of the symbolism of the short stories. 

Another area in which the novels play a significant 

role is in the many discussions of London's skill—or lack 

of skill—in the delineation of character. Several critics 

have pointed out, again correctly, London's weakness as a 

creator of characters. Some notable exceptions, however, 

may be pointed out; Wolf Larsen of The Sea Wolf and both 

Saxon and Billy of The Valley of the Moon are complete and 

unforgettable. Typically, the former is one of the best of 

the novels and the latter one of the worst. Fred Lewis 
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Pattee, one of the more discerning critics of London, main

tains that "His characters are not actual men whom he has 

himself seen and known; they are demigods, the unsung he

roes of a heroic age now put into epic setting."^^ Pattee 

is speaking of heroes such as Buck, Larsen, and some of the 

short story heroes, and not of the typical London charac

ter. Pattee points out that Eskimo women, "romanticised 

and overdrawn as unquestionably they are," are the "most 

vital and convincing of all Jack London's characters."^^ 

A contrasting view is given by Granville Hicks, who says 

that "We must not expect fine character portrayal, for 

there is only one character London could depict, and that 

one character is so much a product of his dreams, so nearly 

a personal myth, that we cannot find it convincing."^^ 

Again the novels give a clearer understanding of 

London's ability as a creator of character than do the 

short stories. Certainly most, if not all, of London's 

characters are self-portraits, depicting different aspects 

of the London character. More important, they are neither 

demigods nor individuals but symbols of unconscious "char

acters" in the collective psyche of the race. They are 

^'Fred Lewis Pattee, Sidelights on American Literature 
(New York: Century, 1922) , p. 122. 

^^Ibid., p. 123. 

49 
Granville Hicks, The Great Tradition: An Interpre

tation of American Literature sirTce the Civil War (New 
York: International Publishers, 1935) , p. 195. 
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attempts to create or discover the "great universal mo

tifs" which London, as Martin Eden, finds so important 

in fiction. In that same passage in Martin Eden, London 

says of Eden that "After having found such a motif, he 

cast about for the particular persons and particular loca

tion in time and space wherewith and wherein to utter the 

universal thing." In other words, character portrayal was 

lower on London's list of values than motif—that is, 

theme, or archetype. His characters, then, are themselves 

archetypes, creating, by their very situation in the story, 

responses in the reader that have little to do with the 

characters themselves. Larsen is still perhaps the best 

example, representing as he does the universal dream of 

complete moral freedom coupled with universal knowledge. 

Buck, the hero of Call of the Wild, is another, represent

ing, at the end of the novel, the furies, who scourge man's 

conscience for not measuring up to his innocent concept. 

In summary, the following reasons may be listed to 

explain the necessity of making the novels the subject of 

a separate study: 

1. London's development as a writer may be seen more 

clearly in the novels than in the short stories. 

Jack London, Martin Eden, The Bodley Head Jack 
London, ed. Arthur Calder-Marshall fLondon: The Bodley 
Head, 1965) III, p. 317. Subsequent references are given 
in the text as MN and page number in parentheses. 
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2. Recurring motifs, and hence archetypal patterns, 

may be seen more clearly in the novels. 

3. London's "weakness" as a delineator of character 

may be seen in its true light; character was less important 

than the "universal motif." 



CHAPTER II 

THE HERO 

The myth of the Hero, with its many archetypal figures 

and patterns, is fundamental to any psychological criticism. 

It furnishes, of course, the prevailing theme of most of 

Jack London's work. When one thinks of Jack London's works 

in general, he thinks automatically of larger-than-life 

heroes—of Elam Harnish, the hero of Burning Daylight, the 

ringtail roarer from the wilds of the Yukon who conquered 

the wilds of high finance; of Buck, the hero of The Call of 

the Wild, who saves his master's life only to revert to the 

wild after his master is killed by Indians; of Martin Eden, 

hero of the novel by the same name, who "returns to the 

womb" by drowning himself after conquering all and finding 

it not worth conquering; and, of course, of Wolf Larsen, the 

Satanic hero of The Sea Wolf, who dies at the "summit of 

life" with his integrity intact. 

A bibliography of literature in which the Hero myth was 

retold would be almost endless, as would a list of scholarly 

works defining and explaining the myth. Definitive lists of 

the universal elements of the myth have been made by Joseph 

Campbell, Otto Rank, and Lord Raglan, to name only the most 

29 
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prominent of such "list-makers." In The Hero with a 

Thousand Faces, Campbell traces the Hero cycle through thou

sands of myths among many different peoples.^ Otto Rank, in 

The Myth of the Birth of the Hero, while denying any psycho

logical basis for the type, agrees with Campbell on the main 

elements of the myth;^ and Lord Raglan, in The Hero, agrees 

substantially with Rank.^ 

To the universal archetypal elements of the Hero myth 

listed by Campbell, Rank, and Raglan must be added one more 

group: the recurring elements in the hero stories of Jack 

London. Recurrence there is, as the following pages will 

show; not only do the elements of the London hero tale ap

pear in virtually every story, but they occur in practically 

the same order as that described by Campbell, Rank, and 

Raglan. Table I, p. 31, shows the frequency of occurrence 

of the elements of the Hero myth in the London novels. Each 

of these elements has a parallel in at least one of the Hero 

cycles here cited. 

In order to make clear the significance of the Hero 

archetype in the London novels, it is necessary to quote 

extensively from Campbell, Rank, and Raglan. Each has tried 

Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (New 
York: Pantheon, 1953). 

^Otto Rank, The Myth of the Birth of the Hero and 
Other Writings (New York: Random House, 1964). 

Lord Raglan, The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth 
and Drama (New York: Knopf, 1^56). 
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to list the typical elements of the Hero myth as it occurs 

eonong primitive peoples, and as it has been traced backward 

through many generations by Frazer, Weston, and others. 

These lists, of course, have been accompanied by lengthy ex

planations and examples. Since Campbell is in a sense a 

catalyst between the psychological and anthropological ap

proaches to myth, his outline of the Hero pattern is given 

first. 

The mythological hero, setting forth from his com-
monday hut or castle, is lured, carried, or else 
voluntarily proceeds, to the threshold of adventure. 
There he encounters a shadow presence that guards 
the passage. The hero may defeat or conciliate 
this power and go alive into the kingdom of the dark 
(brother-battle, dragon-battle; offering, charm), 
or be slain by the opponent and descend in death 
(dismemberment, crucifixion). Beyond the thresh
old, then, the hero journeys through the world of 
unfamiliar yet strangely intimate forces, some of 
which give magical aid (helpers). When he arrives 
at the nadir of the mythological round, he under
goes a supreme ordeal and gains his reward. The 
triumph may be represented as the hero's sexual 
union with the goddess-mother of the world (sacred 
marriage), his recognition by the father-creator 
(father atonement), his own divinization (apoth
eosis) , or again—if the powers have remained 
unfriendly to him—his theft of the boon he came 
to gain (bride-theft, fire-theft); intrinsically 
it is an expansion of consciousness and therewith 
of being (illumination, transfiguration, freedom). 
The final work is that of the return. If the powers 
have blessed the hero, he now sets forth under their 
protection (emissary); if not he flees and is pur
sued (transformation flight, obstacle flight). At 
the return threshold, the transcendental powers 
must remain behind; the hero re-emerges from the 
kingdom of dread (return, resurrection). The boon 
that he brings restores the world (elixer).^ 

^Campbell, Hero with a Thousand Faces, pp. 245-246. 
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A version somewhat different but similar in many re

spects is given by Otto Rank. 

The hero is the child of most distinguished parents, 
usually the son of a king. His origin is preceded 
by difficulties such as continence, or prolonged 
barrenness, or secret intercourse of the parents 
due to external prohibition or obstacles. During 
or before the pregnancy, there is a prophecy in 
the form of a dream or oracle, cautioning against 
his birth, and usually threatening danger to the 
father (or his representative). As a rule, he is 
surrendered to the water, in a box. He is then 
saved by animals, or by lowly people (shepherds) 
and is suckled by a female animal or by an humble 
woman. After he has grown up, he finds his dis
tinguished parents, in a highly versatile fashion. 
He takes his revenge on his father, on the one 
hand, and is acknowledged, on the other. Finally 
he achieves rank and honors.^ 

Lord Raglan has numbered the parts of the Hero myth as 

he has abstracted them. 

1. The hero's mother is a royal virgin. 
2. His father is a king, and 
3. Often a near relative of his mother's, but 
4. The circumstances of his conception are 

unusual, and 
5. He is also reputed to be the son of a god. 
6. At birth an attempt is made, usually by his 

father or his maternal grandfather, to kill 
him, but 

7. He is spirited away, and 
8. Reared by foster parents in a far country, 
9. We are told nothing of his childhood, but 
10. On reaching manhood he returns or goes to 

his future kingdom. 
11. After a victory over the king and/or a giant, 

dragon, or wild beast, 
12. He marries a princess, often the daughter of 

his predecessor, and 
13. Becomes king. 
14. For a time, he reigns uneventfully and 
15. Prescribes laws, but 

^Rank, The Myth of the Birth of the Hero and Other 
Writings, p. 65. 
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16. Later he loses favor with the gods and/or his 
subjects, and 

17. Is driven from the throne and city, after which 
18. He meets with a mysterious death, 
19. Often at the top of a hill. 
20. His children, if any, do not succeed him. 
21. His body is not buried, but nevertheless 
22. He has one or more holy sepulchres.^ 

The events described in these rather detailed accounts 

do not occur in every London novel, of course, nor do they 

always occur in the order described. They do, however, oc

cur often enough to make the term typical appropriate. The 

following examples show how the various events and charac

ters occur in the novels. No attempt is made to be exhaus

tive. Much of the symbolism will be discussed further in 

future chapters. 

In almost every novel, the hero or heroine occupies 

superior status in his own class. Ernest Everhard of The 

Iron Heel is described as a "natural aristocrat."' At least 

four of the protagonists are the American equivalents of 

hereditary royalty; that is, their fathers are leaders of 

their class or profession. These are Pat Glendon of The 

Abysmal Brute, Jerry of Jerry of the Islands, Michael of 

Michael, Brother of Jerry, and Frona Welse of A Daughter of 

the Snows. Granser of The Scarlet Plague and Darrell 

Standing of The Star Rover are professors. Humphrey Van 

^Raglan, Th® Hero, pp. 174-175. 

''jack London, The Iron Heel (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1967), p. 7. Subsequent references to this novel are given 
in the text as IH, and a page number, all in parentheses. 
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Weyden of The Sea Wolf, David Sheldon of Adventure, and 

Pathurst of The Mutiny of the Elsinore are independently 

wealthy. Buck of The Call of the Wild lives the life of a 

"sated aristocrat," and later conquers the sled-dog team and 

the wolf pack to become leader of each. Joe Fleming and 

Genevieve Pritchard of The Game are "working class aristo

crats." Dick Forrest of The Little Lady of the Big House is 

"the master of broad acres," and clearly lives the life of 

a king. Elam Harnish at the beginning of Burning Daylight 

clearly holds superior status among his colleagues in the 

Yukon, and later he becomes a prime mover in the world of 

finance. 

Frona Welse and Pat Glendon have fathers but no moth

ers; Joe Fleming, Humphrey Van Weyden, and Big Tooth of 

Before Adam have mothers but no fathers, although the lat

ter has a stepfather. There may be a parallel here with 

Raglan's first element; having only one parent may suggest 

virgin birth. 

The element of prophecy is suggested in such statements 

as "Buck did not read the newspapers, or he would have known 
q 

that trouble was brewing," or "Had it not been my custom to 

run up to see him every Saturday afternoon and to stop over 

till Monday morning, this particular January Monday morning 

^Jack London, The Call of the Wild in Great Short Works 
of Jack London, ed. with an iritroduction by Earle Labor (New 
Yorlcl Ĥarper and Row, 1970) , p. 18. Subsequent references 
are given in the text as CW and page number in parentheses. 
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would not have found me afloat on San Francisco Bay."^ 

These examples suggest that these events could have been 

foreseen. 

The initiatory journey, on the other hand, is quite 

eledjorately drawn by London, and the various symbolic ele

ments might safely be considered deliberately put in were it 

not for the different forms they take. The small, round 

opening, an obvious womb image, is always quite visible; but 

the object which contains it is unique in almost every in

stance. In Before Adam, the round opening is that of a nest 

in a tree; in White Fang it is the exit from a cave;^^ and 

in The Iron Heel it is a hole in the ground (£H, 230). In 

The Call of the Wild, it is first a rope with which he is 

choked, then a brass collar (CW, 20, 21). In Michael, 

Brother of Jerry, it is the porthole of a ship;^^ in Martin 

Eden it is a tight collar that seems to choke him (MN, 

^Jack London, The Sea Wolf (New York: The Heritage 
Press, 1961), p. 3. Subsequent references are given in the 
text as SW and page number in parentheses. 

Jack London, Before Adam, in Before Adam and The Game 
(New York: Macmillan, 1936), pp. 42 ff. Subsequent refer-
ences are given in the text as BA and page number in 
parentheses. 

Jack London, White Fang in Great Short Works of Jack 
London, ed. with an Introduction by Earle Labor (iTew York: 
Harper and Row, 1970), pp. 134 ff. Subsequent references 
are given in the text as WF and page number in parentheses. 

12 
Jack London, Michael, Brother of Jerry (London: 

Werner Laurie, 1949), pp. 20, 21. Subsequent references 
are given in the text as BJ and page number in parentheses. 
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pp. 24, 27). The image shifts again in The Star Rover and 

Jerry of the Islands,^^ in which the two heroes must escape 

from a strait-jacket and rolled-up blanket, respectively. 

The initiatory crossing of water in a small conveyance, 

the "night sea journey," was such a prepossessing image to 

London that he frequently employed it even in his "land

locked" novels. It is rather necessary in such novels as 

Jerry . . . , Michael, . . . , Daughter of the Snows, and 

The Sea Wolf, in all of which the hero must pass to or from 

15 a ship.-̂  It is not necessary, however, in White Fang, in 

which the wobbly-legged wolf-cub falls into a river and is 

swept downstream, nearly drowning in the process (WF, 

150-151), nor in Before Adam, in which the two pre-human 

children form a raft by holding two logs together with their 

arms and float across the water while Red-Eye the Atavism 

hurls missiles at them (BA, 135-137). Although atavism is 

generally considered a condition caused by a recessive gene, 

London in this novel consistently refers to Red-Eye as 

^^Jack London, The Star Rover (New York: Macmillan, 
1963) , pp. 50 ff. SuEs*equent references are given in the 
text as SR and page number in parentheses. 

"̂ Ĵack London, Jerry of the Islands (New York: Grosset 
and Dunlap, 1917), pp. 77 H. Subsequent references are 
given in the text as JT and page number in parentheses. 

•'•̂ Jerry . . . , Michael, . . . , and The S^a Wolf 
editions have been identified. Cf. Jack London, A Daughter 
of the Snows (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 19027. Subse
quent references are given in the text as DŜ  and page 
number in parentheses. 
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"Red-Eye the atavism" (BA, 57, 103, 166, 228). Buck of The 

Call of the Wild, journeys to the Far North in the hold of 

a ship (CW, 26-27). 

If one assumes (as the present writer does) that these 

passages over water are consciously created by London for 

some unconscious purpose, that they occur too often to be 

mere coincidence, then one must admire the ingenuity with 

which he introduces the motif into Adventure. Since the 

plot of that novel cannot, without distortion, be adapted to 

provide the required sea journey, London has his hero, David 

Sheldon, carried through the rain instead, on the back of a 
16 black servant. 

The beings encountered by the Hero during the initia

tory journey frequently are teachers of some sort who in

struct the Hero with lessons that will help him in his new 

environment. In The Call of the Wild, Buck meets a "man in 

a red sweater" (CW, 23), whom Earle Labor calls "a nicely 

symbolic figure."^^ This man teaches the hero the "law of 

the club" and prepares him for the harsh life of a sled dog 

(CW, 25). His quality of redness is echoed by a "red-faced 

man" in both A Daughter of the Snows (D£, 10 ff.) and The 

^^Jack London, Adventure (New York: Macmillan, 1911), 
pp. 38-39. Subsequent references are given in the text as 
AD and page number in parentheses. 

"̂̂ Earle Labor, "Jack London's Mondo Cane: The Call of 
the Wild and White Fang," Jack London Newsletter, 1, 1 
fJuly-Dec., 1967), 8. 
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Sea Wolf (SW, 4 ff.). Both Van Weyden of The Sea Wolf and 

Pathurst of Mutiny of the Elsinore are looked down upon by a 

mysteriously indifferent captain, who ignores the events 

teJcing place on his ship (SW, 4, 7).^^ His indifference to 

them in their peril makes him close kin to a figure in 

Crane's "The Open Boat" who walks along the beach and ig-

19 nores the sinking boat. He appears quite clearly as the 

indifferent king of Kafka's "An Old Manuscript" who looks 

down from a window while barbarians ransack the town.^^ He 

represents in each instance a deity indifferent to man's 

fate, but although Kafka and Crane clearly were conscious of 

his significance, it is not at all clear that London was. 

The appearance of this indifferent deity in London's work 

constitutes one of the few solid links between London and 

the naturalistic school with which he is frequently associ

ated by critics. 

The end of the Hero's initiatory journey is quite well 

defined in some of the novels; in others it is somewhat dif

ficult to determine. The end comes when the Hero has gone 

l^Jack London, The Mutiny of the Elsinore (New York: 
Arcadia House, 1950), p. 23. Subsequent references are 
given in the text as ME and page number in parentheses. 

^^Stephen Crane, "The Open Boat," in Great Short Works 
of Stephen Crane (New York: Harper and Row, 19687^ 
pp. 287-288. 

20Franz Kafka, "An Old Manuscript," Franz Kafka: The 
Complete Stories (New York: Schocken Books, 1971), 
pp. 41S-4TT: 
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through the agony of initiation into his new life and has 

become receptive to being instructed. Humphrey Van Weyden's 

initiatory journey ends when he accepts the fact that he 

will not be rescued from Wolf Larsen's ship and becomes one 

of the crew (SW, 33). In Call of the Wild, Buck's baptism 

is ended when he steps ashore at Dyea Beach (CW, 27); he has 

now put behind him all vestiges of his old life in the 

Southland and is receptive to instruction. The journey is 

longer than usual in Jerry of the Islands; it ends only when 

the Arcingi and its crew are destroyed, forcing Jerry to ac

cept the fact that he must accommodate himself to living 

with black people (JÎ , 178). Michael's initiatory journey, 

in Michael, Brother of Jerry, clearly ends when he is sepa

rated forever from his beloved master. Steward (BJ, 14 8 ff.). 

Symbolically, the initiatory or baptismal journey has 

many meanings. It is the entry into the dark waters of the 

womb to which the fetus must accommodate itself before it 

begins to grow toward rebirth. In religious terms, it rep

resents death, in which the Hero is purified and prepared 

for resurrection. In primitive practice it marks the 

child's entry into adulthood. As an archetype, it is the 

conscious mind's first encounter with the unconscious and 

the dark forces that lie hidden there. The initiatory phase 

ends when the consciousness acknowledges and accepts the 

presence of its own dark side, or when the unconscious com

pletely dominates the consciousness. Jung says of the 
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latter event, "There is no lunacy people under the domina-

21 tion of an archetype will not fall prey to." 

The educational phase of London's Hero cycle is a dream 

world in which the hero has very little control over his 

life. In a sense its beginning represents the hero's real

ization or knowledge of his own innocence; the hero suddenly 

comes face to face with the knowledge that none of his exper

iences up to now have prepared him to survive in this new 

world. Very often the hero must either adapt or perish. 

The whole question of adaptability and survival is summed up 

in the first paragraph of one of London's short stories, 

"In a Far Country": 

When a man journeys into a far country, he 
must be prepared to forget many of the things he 
has learned, and to acquire such customs as are 
inherent with existence in the new land; he must 
eibandon the old ideals and the old gods, and often
times he must reverse the very codes by which his 
conduct has hitherto been shaped. To those who 
have the protean faculty of adaptability, the nov
elty of such change may even be a source of plea
sure; but to those who happen to be hardened to 
the ruts in which they were created, the pressure 
of the altered environment is unbearable, and they 
chafe in body and in spirit under the new restric
tions which they do not understand. This chafing 
is bound to act and react, producing diverse 
evils and leading to various misfortunes. It were 
better for the man who cannot fit himself to the 
new groove to return to his own country; if he 
delay too long, he will surely die.22 

21jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
p. 48. 

22Jack London, "In a Far Country," Great Short Works 
of Jack London, ed. with an Introduction by Earle Labor 
TNew York: Harper and Row, 1970), p. 302. 

- ^ 
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The London Hero's initiatory journey, then, is a jour

ney "into a far country" which is the dark interior of the 

collective unconscious and the womb. At the end of this 

journey the Hero is adopted by "foster parents in a far 

country" (See above, p. 33). These foster parents are the 

"animals, or . . . lowly people" named by Rank, who suckle 

euid educate the Hero. In The Sea Wolf, Humphrey Van Weyden 

is adopted by human beings whose natures are clearly animal. 

Wolf Larsen is an obvious example, as his name jjnpliesx the 

cockney cook, Thomas Mugridge, has many characterisjtics of 

a reptile or fish. Not only does he have the "hereditary 

servility" and the sharp fangs of a snake (his knife), but 

he literally becomes a fish after he is tossed overboard 

and towed behind the ship as punishment for not changing 

his shirt or cleaning the grease out of his kitchen. Just 

as a shark bites off his leg, Mugridge is jerked on board 

"like a fresh-caught fish on a line." When he realizes 

that the shark has bitten off his leg, he "flounder[ed] 

over on the deck and buried his teeth in Wolf Larsen's leg." 

Larsen, with his customarx indifferencejto^another's pain, 

chooses to treat the cook as if he were an animal or fish: 

"As I was saying," he says, after prying the cook's jaws 

open, "the,shark was not in the reckoning. It was ahem— 

shall we say Providence?" (SW, 18, 87, 195-200). 

Buck, of Call of the Wild, is adopted by a series of 

human foster parents and suckled—that is, taught his 
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lessons of survival—by the other dogs. For Martin Eden, 

the "far country" is represented by the heights of literary 

success cmd the acquisition of the woman he loves; he fails 

to meet London's test of adaptability and therefore must 

"surely die." Jerry is adopted by cannibals after his mas

ter is killed, cUid he demonstrates his adaptability by sur

viving a cannibal feast, a kidnapping by a small boy, and 

ownership by a blind cannibal who uses Jerry as his eyes 

while fighting enemies bent on killing him. Michael becomes 

the foster son of professional animal trainers, who train 

and rule by torture and death. 

The abyss and the summit were extremely important im

ages to London, and it was only natural that his heroes 

experience both. The abyss to London was the equivalent of 

the night sea journey and ultimately of the womb of the 

Terrible Mother (See Chapter III). It may be assumed that 

London reached the abyss of life upon his return from his 

rambling adventure as a hobo, when he found himself "down in 

the cellar of society." The abyss is named and described in 

A Daughter of the Snows as Dyea Beach, between the sea and 

the mountain (See Chapter III). The abyss is mentioned by 

name in only one novel, A Daughter of the Snows, but it is 

used as part of the title of London's sociological treatise. 

The People of the Abyss, an account of his stay of several 

months in the London (city) slums. Symbolically, it is the 

womb of the Terrible Mother (See Chapter III). The summit 
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is referred to by name in several of the novels as the "sum

mit of life," a psychological state which the hero reaches 

at the peak of his physical and mental fitness. It is a 

vital part of the London Hero cycle (See above, p. 30). The 

hero's reaching the summit of life is always followed by a 

"fall into darkness," the fall experienced by Martin Eden at 

the end of the novel (̂ , 407) . 

The London hero's education consists of a series of 

vacillations between horror and ecstasy before reaching the 

final "ecstasy that marks the summit of life" (CW, 45). 

There is an analogy with the appearances and disappearances 

of the sun, with each appearance bringing it closer and 

closer to the zenith or the solstice, from which it begins 

to decline. Some of the peaks or minor summits may be spe

cified, although some of the novels have more of these than 

others. Generally these peaks come each time the hero puts 

behind him one more facet of his moral nature, making him 

that much more fit for survival in a hostile environment. 

For Buck, a minor peak is reached when he first learns how 

to make a bed for himself under the snow and another at his 

first theft. A higher one is reached when he makes his 

first kill. Finally he reaches the summit, where "one is 

most alive" and where there is "complete forgetfulness that 

one is alive" (CW, 45). Buck, like the other London heroes, 

does not reach the summit after he has accomplished all his 

goals; he reaches it at the point of his utmost striving. 
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when he is best equipped to strive. It comes at a time when 

he still believes that complete moral freedom is possible, 

before he learns that it is an illusion. 

Humphrey Van Weyden reaches the summit of life simulta

neously with his discovery of love (SW, 210-211), and the y \D^ 

summit is sustained until he has shown himself to be 

Larsen's equal in his lack of moral restraint. That is when 

he tries to kill Larsen in complete forgetfulness of self 

(SW, 244-246). (Larsen reaches the summit of his life when / 

he makes the analogy between himself and Milton's Lucifer: ^ 

"But Lucifer was a free spirit. To serve was to suffocate" , \r hi^ 

(SW, 243). He reaches it not because he has attained 

freedom but because he is striving to the utmost for 

self-expression. '^Curiously, Martin Eden achieves the summit 

of life very early in the novel, when he realizes that a 

girl like Ruth Morse is attainable (̂ , 42-43) . Frona Welse 

reaches the summit while using the last ounce of her 

strength trying to row a canoe across an ice-jammed river 

(DS, 260 ff.). 

In the delineation of the London Hero myth, love and 

the summit of life were mentioned in the same sentence; but 

of course they do not necessarily occur together or in a 

particular order. Buck discovers love long after he has 

reached the summit; Martin Eden and Humphrey Van Weyden 

achieve both goals almost simultaneously; Frona Welse 

reaches the summit during a time when she thinks she is in 
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love with Gregory St. Vincent; but she discovers later that 

she loves Vance Corliss who accompanied her on her hazardous 

river trip. White Fang reaches the summit when he first 

learns to snuggle, long after his first discovery of love. 

It is clear, then, that the summit of life is not the 

end of the hero's adventure, and it is not something that 

happens outside of the hero's mind. It comes at the zenith 

of one's self-mastery and self-confidence. 

Shortly after the dog Buck achieves his summit of life 

while chasing a snowshoe rabbit across the snow, the rabbit 

itself is caught by another dog and its back is broken. Its 

dying shriek is "the cry of Life plunging down from Life's 

apex in the grip of Death" (CW, 45). This poetic line not 

only describes the hero's plunge from the summit, but it 

implies that the hero is not the only character who reaches 

the summit. The prey as well as the hunter may reach it. 

One is reminded of D. H. Lawrence's story, "The Fox," in 

which it is maintained that the deer, in being hunted, is 

fulfilling its function in life just as the hunter is.^^ 

The same suggestion is made in Faulkner's The Bear when the 

author avers that the contest between man and bear has gone 

24 on so long that even the bear wants it to end. 

23D. H. Lawrence, "The Fox," The Portable D. H. 
Lawrence, ed. with an Introduction by Diana Trilling (New 
York: Viking, 1968), pp. 241-242. 

24william Faulkner, The Bear, in Three Famous Short 
Novels (New York: Random House, 1963) , p. 20n 
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What each of these writers seems to be saying is that 

the summit of life is a prelude to death-. The snowshoe rab

bit's plunge from the summit of Life to the grip of Death is 

a live enactment of Wolf Larsen's statement, quoted earlier, 

that supreme knowledge of good and evil includes knowledge 

of death—one's own death. It must be remembered, however, 

that this death that the Hero must face is not a real death, 

but a rebirth. In ritual terms, it is his admittance into 

the "real" world, as opposed to the dream world of the womb, 

through a period of purification, the preparation for his 

rebirth among the living. One last act of purification must 

be performed before the Hero's death-to-life, and that is 

the act of blood sacrifice. The sacrifice is not performed 

in every novel, but it is performed often enough to make it 

a respectable link in the Hero cycle. 

One characteristic that distinguishes the ritual sacri

fice from other deaths is that the hero himself performs it 

while he and the victim are isolated from the rest of socie

ty. Another may be that the ritual killing usually has some 

survival value. Thus Frona Welse's killing of the Scotsman, 

Tommy McPherson, by rapping him on the knuckles and letting 

him drown, hardly qualifies on the former count although the 

element of survival is present. Before his death, McPherson 

was clinging to a canoe containing a "better man" whom Frona 

and Corliss were trying to save (DS, 278). White Fang's 

slaying of three dogs is ritualistic, but his survival does 
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not depend on the slaying (SW, 268). The killing of the 

wife of Hair Face in Before Adam includes the element of 

survival, but it is not performed by the hero (BA, 218-219). 

It is in Jerry of the Islands, The Sea Wolf, and Call o£ the 

Wild that the ritual nature of one particular kill is clear

ly displayed. In each case the hero has gone through the 

initiatory journey and the educational process; he is now 

calm and self-assured at his peak of physical and mental 

preparedness. The hero is alone during the deed; the actual 

deed is never described; blood is spilled. In Jerry 
• . • , 

it is a lone small pig that the hero must kill to survive; 

" . . . and it prevented him from travelling, for, true to 

his instinct, he remained by his kill until it was de

voured" (JT, 276). In The Sea Wolf, all of Chapter XXX is 

devoted to the killing of the seals. First there is a long 

preparation, during which Van Weyden expends thirty precious 

shotgun shells trying to learn to shoot. Then he remembers 

that the professional sealers club the seals to death, and 

he promptly becomes the high priest, learning and remember

ing the ritual as he advances to the test. When Maude 

Brewster tries to discourage him, he keeps repeating, like 

a chant, "But I know men club them" (SW, 278). In the mean

time his emotions are becoming aroused to the proper pitch: 

", . , her words were maddening me, driving me on" (SW, 27 8). 

As the time for the event approaches, however. Van Weyden 

becomes calm and sure of himself: "I seemed to know just 
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what to do and how to do it" (SW, 283). He separates a 

small herd of seals from the main herd and from Maude, and 

after the long preparation, the deed is done quickly: 

", . . and by the time she joined me, I had finished the 

slaughter and was beginning to skin" (SW, 283). One of the 

constants in primitive initiation rituals is the exclusion 

of women. 

For Buck, in Call of the Wild, it is an old bull moose 

with an arrow protruding from his side that must be sacri

ficed. The ritual goes on for days with Buck dancing just 

out of reach of the moose's horns. The ritual character of 

the event is reiterated; it is a game to be played. After 

Buck harries the bull for four days, the kill is almost an 

anti-climax: "At last, at the end of the fourth day, he 

pulled the great moose down. For a day and a night he re

mained by the kill, eating and sleeping, turn and turn 

about" (CW, 89-91). 

These "kills" are part of the testing of the hero, of 

course; but the events leading up to them and the devouring 

of the prey afterwards give them their ritual character. 

The element of sacrifice is made clear in the description of 

the attitude of the young bulls toward the killing of their 

leader: " . . . it was not the life of the herd, or of the 

young bulls, that was threatened. The life of only one mem

ber was demanded, which was a remoter interest than their 

•^^l^***.? •? f^.' K: 
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lives, and in the end they were content to pay the toll" 

(CW, 90). It is the same thought that is expressed in 

London's famous short story, "The Law of Life": "Nature 

. . . had no concern for that concrete thing called the 

individual. Her interest lay in the species, the race."^^ 

In the short story, it is an old Eskimo man who must be 

sacrificed; and as he muses on his fate, he realizes that 

26 "To perpetuate was the task of life, its law was death." 

Not only does his death help the tribe survive, but it also 

helps a pack of wolves, which devours him. 

The death of the hero or of his lover-teacher in water 

would be richly suggestive to various schools of criticism, 

but it is especially meaningful to the archetypal critic. 

To London himself such an event was particularly significant 

27 because he had once tried to commit suicide by drowning. 

Its archetypal significance, however, goes much deeper 

still. Bound up with the death instinct, which runs like a 

thread through all of London's work, the death by water rep

resents the Hero's, and ultimately the author's, desire to 

"return to the womb," to escape this life of striving and 

25Jack London, "The Law of Life," Great Short Works o£ 
Jack London, ed. with an Introduction by Earle Labor (New 
Yorlc: Harper and Row, 1970), pp. 321-322. 

26ibid., p. 322. 

27Jack London, John Barleycorn, in The Bodley Head 
Jack London, II (London: The Bodley Head, 1964), 
pp. 90-92. 
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return to a state in which every desire is satisfied. More 

than that, it is a vehicle for carrying London's myth of 

freedom; the womb is man's ultimate freedom. 

One of the peculiarities of the event as it is used by 

London is that the bodies are never recovered; consequently 

there can be no burial. In at least one novel, Michael, 

Brother of Jerry, the hero's beloved Steward does not drown 

but merely disappears. The reader knows that he disappears 

into the sea, exiled to a leper colony in Hawaii; but of 

course the hero, being a dog, does not know this (BJ, 162). 

Other novels in which the death by water occurs, in 

addition to Michael,. . . , are A Daughter of the Snows, The 

Call of the Wild, The Sea Wolf, Before Adam, Martin Eden, 

and The Mutiny of the Elsinore. In the last of these canni

balism is suggested but, of course, the result is the same; 

the bodies of the two mates are never recovered. 

In A Daughter of the Snows, the drowning victim is 

Tommy McPherson, a weakling (DS, 278). In The Sea Wolf, it 

is Wolf Larsen who is cast into the sea, although he is ap

parently already dead. "Hurled down from the topmost pitch 

of life," like the rabbit in Call of the Wild, Larsen be

comes "a free spirit"; and no one knows for sure whether he 

is dead or not (SW, 352). In The Mutiny of the Elsinore, 

two mates, one of them a duplicate of Wolf Larsen, simply 

disappear; no trace is ever found. If London intended for 

the reader to assume that they were eaten by their fellow 
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sailors, the archetypal significance is the same (ME, 

319 ff.). In Before Adam, it is the hero's best friend. Lop 

Ear, who is drowned in the flood tide. Here is the one ex

ception to the usual device of having no body to bury. Big 

Tooth says that Lop Ear's body was found, but burial is nev

er mentioned. In the light of all the other archetypal sym

bolism mentioned here, the fact that Lop Ear was caught and 

drowned by a giant abalone also has its archetypal signifi

cance (BA, 223-224). Martin Eden carries out the archetypal 

motif perhaps more completely than any of London's other 

heroes. Determined to drown, he goes through a tight port

hole ("his shoulders stuck") into the sea. He goes down 

into the womb, and there he meets the Father, if only for a 

moment: "A bonita struck at his white body, and he laughed 

aloud." Later, as he descends, he sees "a flashing, bright 

white light" inside his brain {l^, 407). The relationship 

between whiteness and the Father archetype will be explained 

in the chapter entitled "The Father." 

Death by water, like so many other archetypal motifs, 

reaches its symbolic summit in Call of the Wild. Having 

performed his blood sacrifice by killing a moose. Buck is 

now ready for his rebirth and his "father atonement," as 

Joseph Campbell calls it (See above, p. 32). Significantly, 

it is while he is harrying the moose that he begins to "feel 

a new stir in the land" (CW, 90, 91). It is as if this 

ritual sacrifice itself is giving him new wisdom—prophetic 
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wisdom—with which to predict the future: "He heard noth

ing, saw nothing, yet knew that the land was somehow dif

ferent . , , " (CW, 91). There is an analogy here with Van 

Weyden who knew "just what to do" (SW, 283). With this pro

phetic warning. Buck goes in search of John Thornton, only 

to find the Yeehats dancing and chanting through the de

struction of Thornton's camp. After killing some of the 

Indians and scattering the rest. Buck follows Thornton's 

"trace into the water, from which no trace led away" (CW, 

93). Again there is the suggestion of someone's having been 

"swallowed up" or taken up in resurrection, as Jesus was 

taken up, body and soul. Such resurrection would be consis

tent with Thornton's role, since he is Buck's god, just as 

Wolf Larsen is a god, albeit a Satanic one. 

Buck now goes through the rebirth ritual and comes face 

to face with the true spiritual father. "He worked along 

to a right angle in the bank which the men had made in the 

course of mining, and in this angle he came to bay, pro

tected on three sides and with nothing to do but face the 

front" (CW, 94). Thus even the geography cooperates in 

London's elaborate ritual of rebirth. Finally the wolves 

decide they cannot destroy him. 

One wolf, long and lean and gray, advanced 
cautiously, in a friendly manner, and Buck re
cognized the wild brother with whom he had run 
for a night and a day. He was whining softly, 
and as Buck whined, they touched noses. 

Then an old wolf, gaunt and battle-scarred, 
came forward. Buck writhed his lips into the 
preliminary of a snarl, but sniffed noses with 
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him. Whereupon the old wolf sat down, pointed 
his nose at the moon, and broke out the long 
wolf howl. (CW, 94-95) 

The old wolf is the surrogate father, who, in a sense, is 

transferring his fatherhood to Buck. Just as the earlier 

overthrow of Spitz was an unconscious enactment of Freud's 

son-horde myth,28 so the wolf-pack's attempt to overthrow 

Buck is a re-enactment that did not succeed (CW, 94-95). 

In such an event, the "dominant primordial beast" becomes 

the Father figure. Buck's fatherhood becomes more explicit 

shortly afterwards when some of the wolves "were seen with 

splashes of brown on head and muzzle, and with a rift of 

white centering down the chest" (CW, 95). The brown and 

white are Buck's markings. It is at this point that Buck 

achieves his divinization; to the Yeehats he is now a "Ghost 

Dog" and an "Evil Spirit" (CW, 95). The place where John 

Thornton died now becomes a holy sepulchre. Each summer 

Buck visits the valley where "a yellow stream flows from 

rotted moose-hide sacks and sinks into the gound ..." He 

howls once and departs (CW, 95). 

The same type of Father replacement takes place in The 

Sea Wolf. As soon as Wolf Larsen, who is both father image 

and deity, is deposed, Humphrey Van Weyden assumes the role, 

2^This has been pointed out by Maxwell Geismar, "Jack 
London: The Short Cut," in Rebels and Ancestors: The 
American Novel 1890-1915 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1953), 
p. 150. Cf. Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo in The Basic 
Writings of Sigmund Freud (New York: Modern Library, 1938) , 
pp. 915-9TS". 
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even to the point of using Larsen's words as a funeral ora

tion: "I remember only one part of the service . . . and 

that is, 'And the body shall be cast into the sea'" (SW, 

352). In Before Adam there is a Primal Father figure in the 

form of "Red-Eye the Atavism." Significantly, he is the 

last memory the Hero has of the previous primitive life. 

White Fang achieves divinization, although neither the death 

by water nor the Father figure seems to be present. Both 

Jerry and Michael, following the deaths of their "gods," go 

through fearful adventures before finally achieving some 

sort of epiphany. Like Buck, who ran side by side with his 

"forest brother," Michael runs side by side with his real 

brother, Jerry (BJ, 268). Michael's battle with the crimi

nal has some aspects of a Father-son battle; he "takes ven

geance on the father and is acknowledged by him" (See above, 

p. 33). 

Mr. Pike (Mutiny of the Elsinore), Lizzie Connally 

(Martin Eden), Lop Ear (Before Adam), Van Horn and Nalasu 

(Jerry of the Islands), John Thornton (Call of the Wild), 

and Steward and Collins (Michael, . . . ), also represent 

the "transcendental powers," mentioned by Joseph Campbell, 

who must remain behind at the return threshold (See above, 

p. 32). In the novels in which the heroes are animals, the 

transcendence of the humans is acknowledged in the heroes' 

thinking of them as gods. Mr. Pike, Lizzie, and Lop Ear 

give to the heroes in their adventures the equivalent of 
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what Campbell calls "magical aid" (See above, p. 32). 

It should be noted that several of the London novels 

are mentioned seldom or not at all in this account of the 

archetypes of the Hero myth. There are several reasons for 

this. First, some of the novels are not about heroes or 

heroic characters. Second, although some of the elements 

appear in every novel (for example, the Hero's royal or 

kingly stature), not enough of the other elements appear to 

justify an inference of the presence of the Hero pattern. A 

third reason may have to do with the conflict between 

London's conscious desire to express an opinion and his un

conscious desire for literary artistry. The Call of the 

Wild, which was written almost directly from his uncon

scious, has all of the symbols and images of the Hero myth; 

while The Little Lady of the Big House, in which he seemed 

to be striving hardest to express an opinion, has almost 

none. The Iron Heel, while it contains several of the ele

ments of the Hero myth, is more important as an expression 

of another archetype, that of the Apocalypse. The Valley of 

the Moon shows some of the Hero images very obtrusively, 

such as the confinement and the night sea journey; but it 

could have ended when Saxon and Billy left the city to look 

for the Valley, because this is the renunciation that the 

Hero must make in order to effect his reunion with the 

Father. One enigma remains, and that is Burning Daylight. 

Harnish, or Burning Daylight, certainly is a heroic-type 
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character who reaches the summit and makes a renunciation. 

The weakness in the story, however, and in his status as a 

hero, is that, with one small exception, he suffers no fall. 

His story is one of continuous triumph, broken only briefly 

by symbolic death, womb entry, and night sea journey. His 

one human weakness, alcohol, he conquers with very little 

effort just as he conquers every other foe that stands in 

his way. 

One more comparison must be made of the novels with re

spect to the myth of the Hero. While archetypal patterns 

appear as often in novels without literary merit as in those 

with it, it must be noted that the London novels which have 

more of the Hero elements seem to receive more critical at

tention than do the others. Thus The Call of the Wild, The 

Sea Wolf, and Martin Eden have not only received more criti

cal attention than the others but have also been reprinted 

more often. 

Jack London and several critics have tried to show The 

Call of the Wild and White Fang as two parts of one story.29 

London saw White Fang as a reversal of the earlier story;30 

29Earl Wilcox, "Le Milieu, Le Moment, La Race: 
Literary Naturalism in Jack London's White Fang," Jack 
London Newsletter, 3, 2 (May-August, 1970), 42. Cf. also 
James R. Giles, "Thematic Significance of the Jim Hall 
Episode in White Fang," Jack London Newsletter, 2, 2 
(May-August, 1969),49. 

^^Letter to George P. Brett, December 5, 1904, in 
Hendricks and Shepard, Letters, p. 166. 
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and this could be interpreted as meaning that White Fang as 

Hero is simply Buck as Hero returning from the mythological 

round (See above, p. 32). It is true that in the bare out

lines of the Hero myth as given by Joseph Campbell and Otto 

Rank the Hero's return is called for; however, in the pres

ent instance such return may be looked at from two direc

tions. First, each story may be seen as a complete round: 

Buck, in answering the Call, is returning to his natural 

state from which he has emerged along with his ancestors 

when they renounced the wild and gathered around the fire; 

and White Fang may be seen as returning to the comfort and 

security of his mother's womb and of the cave. A second 

view of the return of the Hero is given by Ccunpbell himself, 

in a section of his book called "Refusal of the Return": 

When Muchukunda stepped from his cave, he saw that 
men, since his departure, had become reduced in 
stature. He was a giant among them. And so he 
departed from them again, retreated to the highest 
mountains, and there dedicated himself to the 
ascetic practices that should finally release him 
from his last attachment to the forms of being. 
Muchukunda, in other words, instead of returning, 
decided to retreat further from the world.'̂ •'• 

Such an account may be given of Buck. In other words, his 

status as "ghost dog of the wilderness" at the end of the 

novel may be seen as both a return and as a refusal to re

turn; both interpretations have many parallels in myth. 

A situation somewhat similar occurs in Martin Eden. 

At the beginning of the novel, the hero clearly has come 

31campbell, Hero with a Thousand Faces, p. 196. 
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from the sea, eUid he returns to the sea at the end. During 

the adventure, however, he loses Ruth Morse, who represents 

respectability; when she returns, he rejects her. He simi

larly rejects Lizzie Connally and thus refuses to return to 

his former state as a sailor. As a result of these refus

als, he retreats one degree further from the world by re

jecting all life in favor of death. 

The answer to the enigmas of both Call of the Wild and 

Martin Eden may be found in the dichotomy of conscious in

tent and unconscious accomplishment. London's desire to 

please the public with a happy ending no doubt led him to 

write a sequel to Call . . . in which a happy ending could 

be achieved. His unconscious artistry, however, required 

both Call . . . and Martin Eden to end just as they did, 

with the Hero refusing the call to return and renouncing a 

civilization in which men "had become reduced in stature." 

When London set out deliberately to write a sequel to 

Call . , . in which the hero would return to civilization, 

he was letting his conscious desire override his unconscious 

necessity. 

In the foregoing discussion of the Hero archetype in 

London's novels, it should be repeated, the criteria used 

were those of Joseph Campbell, Otto Rank, and Lord Raglan. 

Although these three are distinguished authorities on the 

subject, they are not, of course, the only authorities. 

Were one to view the London hero through the critical lens 
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of Bodkin or Eliade or Auden or Slochower, one might well 

see a different figure.^2 Regardless of whose formula for 

the Hero one uses, however, one finds that it has applica

bility to the novels of Jack London. 

32Maude Bodkin says that "The archetypal hero-figure 
stands poised between height and depth, between the divine 
and the Devilish, swinging forward and upward in reflection 
of imagination's universal range, hurled back and downward 
in expression of individual limitation and the restraining 
censure of the whole upon the part." In her view, Milton's 
Satan, in Paradise Lost, stands in the front rank of arche
typal Heroes. Milton's Satan and London's Wolf Larsen share 
many characteristics. (Maude Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns 
in Poetry [London: Oxford University Press, 1968T"ii 
pp. 244-246.) 

Mircea Eliade finds in the Hero-myth an additional ele
ment which he calls "the state of sacred fury (wut, menos, 
furor) of the primordial world." This state may be seen in 
The Call of the Wild in the scene in which Buck experiences 
"the unbrlH'led anger of a kidnaped king," and in The Sea 
Wolf when Humphrey Van Weyden finds Maude Brewster strug-
gling in the arms of Wolf Larsen. (Mircea Eliade, The Myth 
of the Eternal Return, trans. Willard R. Trask, Bollingen 
Seriei" XX [New York: Pantheon, 1954], p. 29.) 

W. H. Auden describes the Hero's journey archetypally 
as either a flight from cyclical nature and finite repeti
tion to infinite novelty or a flight from possibility to 
necessity. For the London heroes, the latter seems more 
nearly correct; they escape from infinite possibility to 
eternal necessity. (W. H. Auden, The Enchafed Flood: or 
The Romantic Iconography of the Sea [New York: Random 
House, 1950], pp. 71-73.) 

Harry Slochower interprets The Book of Job as an im
portant example of the Hero myth, and assumes that the 
Hero's journey must be preceded by a fall which is preceded 
by some "mythic crime." Job's crime, like those of the 
London heroes, lies "in his attitude that wealth is his 
due." (Harry Slochower, Mythopoesis: Mythic Patterns in 
""-- Literary Classics [Detroit: Wayne State University 

1970], p. 23.) 



CHAPTER III 

THE MOTHER 

In this chapter, those images and symbols in London's 

novels which correspond to the archetypes of the feminine 

are discussed. The phrase "archetypes of the feminine" as 

used here includes in its meaning all of the symbols and 

images representing female figures, including the Anima, the 

Chthonic or Earth Mother, and the Great Mother. These are 

discussed fully in the works of Carl Jung, particularly in 

Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious and in Symbols of 

Transformation, both of which have been cited previously. 

The dominant symbols for the womb are water, enclosures, 

nature, time, the city, the masses, the abyss, the summit, 

and of course female characters. Water as a symbol of the 

archetype may take the form of the sea, rivers, swimming 

pools, fog, or simply moisture as on the tongue. Enclosures 

used are caves, boats or ships, nests, rooms, tents, and 

boxing rings. Nature as archetypal symbol appears as the 

Klondike, the California countryside, and the islands of the 

South Pacific. Time as archetypal symbol is usually the 

past; but in at least one case it is the present, and in 

another case it is the future. Women are usually reinforc

ing images used in relation to the other symbols. The city 

61 
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as symbol of the Mother archetype is always San Francisco. 

The most ubiquitous symbols in all literature are sym

bols of the womb, and they are numerous in the works of 

London, In the previous chapter, the womb symbolism that is 

a part of the Hero myth was discussed. It was noted there 

that the Hero, on his archetypal journey, symbolically re

turns to the womb to prepare himself for rebirth as a part 

of his initiation into adulthood. The Hero makes this womb 

passage in two directions; his passage through the womb sym

bol may represent either birth or return to the womb. Gen

erally, the emergence of the Hero from water symbolizes 

birth, while a return to the water is a return to the womb. 

This sequence of events is clearly seen in Martin Eden; the 

Hero emerges from the sea, finds the outside world not to 

his liking, and returns to the sea forever. In The Sea 

Wolf, however, and in most of the other London novels, the 

image of the womb passage occurs first as a return of the 

innocent, deluded Hero to the womb to prepare for rebirth, 

and second as the rebirth itself after the Hero is prepared 

by suffering to re-enter the world of the living. 

In each of the London novels, the womb symbol at the 

beginning and end form the frame between which the maturing 

or the disillusioning of the Hero occurs. Within this 

frame, many other womb passages occur. In order to show the 

contexts in which the womb symbols occur, and the Mother 

archetypes the symbols represent, it is neoessary to restate 



63 

the myth of the Hero as follows: 

The Hero begins life in the womb of the Great Mother, 

innocent eUid secure, not even aware of his own innocence. 

In his innocence he is a slave to duty and delusion. He is 

tricked into falling from the nest, frequently by the lure 

of intellectual pursuits. From the womb of the Great 

Mother, he falls into the abyss, the womb of the Terrible 

Mother, where he is subjected to fantastic tortures, but al

so where he becomes aware of his innocence and of the fal

sity of his previous state. After a long and painful climb, 

the Hero reaches the summit of life where he finds a trea

sure, the Anima or Animus figure which is a mirror image of 

the Hero himself. This first summit, however, is frequently 

found to be a false summit, a "false Florimell," from which 

the Hero experiences a second fall, this time to a lower 

depth of the abyss. From this depth he cannot rise alone 

and must be succored by the Chthonic Mother who becomes the 

"true Florimell," the fountain of all earthly wisdom and 

love. With the Earth Mother, he achieves the true summit 

of life, a state of being in which he can successfully chal

lenge the Father for the Great Mother. From the womb of the 

Chthonic Mother he emerges as from the belly of the whale 

and is received into the womb of the Great Mother, where he 

meets the true Father, and is acknowledged by him. 

As might be supposed, the womb symbols and the images 

of the Mother archetypes vary widely in form—so widely, in 

M'^ 



64 

fact, that no logical grouping of the novels could be made. 

The subject matter and the settings of the novels vary so 

widely that each forms a class by itself. Thus it is neces

sary to deal with the novels in a manner similar to that 

employed in the previous chapter; that is, recurrence in a 

pattern is emphasized. 

In London's very first novel, A Daughter of the Snows, 

the images of the Mother archetypes are very clear, in spite 

of the fact that the protagonist is a woman. Frona Welse 

has been pushed out of the nest three years before to pursue 

knowledge of the outside world. The womb of the Great 

Mother is the interior of the Klondike country, the land be

yond Chilcoot Pass. London admitted that he had "squandered 

enough material in this novel to stuff a dozen novels," and 

the womb symbols are abundant. In fact, the frequency of 

the womb symbols and the Mother images give this novel sex

ual undertones of which London was apparently only dimly 

aware. This abundance of symbols and images also causes the 

pattern to seem somewhat illusory, but it nevertheless 

emerges with careful analysis. 

Frona emerges from the interior of a ship and must 

cross the open water in a small boat to reach the shore 

(DS, 7-14). Both the ship and the water of the sea are 

Mother symbols, but their meaning here is somewhat obscure. 

Earle Labor, "Jack London's Literary Artistry: A 
Study of his Imagery and Symbols in Relation to His Themes," 
Diss. Univ. of Wise. 1961, p. 48. 
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The shore area where she lands is the "abyss" (D£, 25), and 

here she meets a Mother figure in the form of an old Indian 

woman who was her childhood nurse. The old woman draws her 

into her tent and begins to tell her of the evil that has 

befallen the area while she was away (DS, 28). The tent, of 

course, is an obvious womb symbol, and the meeting with the 

old woman reinforces the symbolism. Frona's journey up and 

over Chilcoot Pass and down the string of lakes to Dawson 

becomes a journey of testing, but it is a journey into light 

rather than darkness. Those who are "weak of heart," or who 

lack imagination to match their physical strength, die or 

turn back before they reach the top of the pass. The secret 

of survival and success is conformity to the customs of the 

country, but the reasons why men struggle to their deaths in 

the attempt to cross the pass have to do with archetypes. 

The importance of Chilcoot Pass as an archetype in the 

London cosmogony cannot be overestimated. Maxwell Geismar 

saw this importance in The Call of the Wild, and remarked 

that "The sketch of the great Chilkoot [sic] Divide . . . 

set the tone. . . ."2 A photograph reprinted in Franklin 

Walker's Jack London and the Klondike shows even more graph

ically the sexual-archetypal significance of the pass.^ It 

lies like some giant vagina between the great legs of the 

Geismar, Rebels and Ancestors, p. 149. 

3Franklin Walker, Jack London and the Klondike (San 
Marino, Calif.: The Huntington Library, 1966) , facing p. 65. 
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peaks, and the line of struggling men attest to its lure. 

The region beyond is analogous to the mythical land de

scribed by Joseph Campbell: 

This fateful region of both treasure and danger 
may be variously represented: as a distant land, 
a forest, a kingdom underground, beneath the waves, 
or above the sky, a secret island, lofty mountain 
or profound dream state; but it is always a place 
of strangely fluid and polymorphous beings, un
imaginable torments,.superhuman deeds, and 
impossible delights. 

From the top of the pass, the hero's journey is "downhill 

all the way," to use a popular phrase, but the danger is 

not over. The hazardous descent of the mountain and the 

water journeys across storm-tossed or mist-shrouded lakes 

and down the icy Yukon offer further tests of the hero's 

strength of heart, but they are journeys of strength and 

commitment. The pass itself has been breached, and the 

survivors have the strength to match that of the country. 

Thus in A Daughter of the Snows, as well as in Burning 

Daylight and The Call of the Wild, Chilcoot Pass is an am

bivalent symbol of Woman, corresponding roughly to what Jung 

calls the "supraordinate personality." It represents the 

maiden whose delights are yet to be explored, the Anima who 

taunts the Hero with allure and treachery, and the Chthonic 

Mother whose womb is a torture chamber for the testing of 

^Campbell, Hero with a Thousand Faces, p. 58. 

^Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
pp. 182-203. 
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men's "strength of heart" (DS, 38). The Anima, as the fem

inine "soul" of man, applies even in the case of Frona 

Welse." It is, after all. Jack London's psyche that is 

being explored; and Frona, as a female character, already 

knows the "allure and treachery" of the land beyond the 

pass. Frona is described as "with hand and foot clam

ber [ing] down the volcanic ruin of Chilcoot's mighty fa

ther," but the reference to the father is a figure of speech 

and not an archetypal image (DŜ , 40) . 

The struggle of men to conquer the pass becomes a sex

ual struggle, and this sexual nature of the struggle makes 

failure a sexual failure. Everything points to this sexual 

nature: the rhythmic tramping of feet in Daughter of the 

Snows, the single-minded determination of men that causes 

them to ignore their fallen comrades in their eagerness to 

reach the top, and the poignancy of the failures who feel 

their failure much more deeply than they would in a contest 

in which the stakes were less personal. Even Frona Welse 

feels a hint of failure as she hesitates to cross a stream 

on a log (D£, 36-37). 

It must be remembered that the events described in the 

stories take place not in historical time but in the uncon

scious of the writer. This point becomes particularly 

enigmatic in London's use of the abyss and the summit as 

symbols for the outside world and the interior of the Yukon 

^Ibid., p. 26. 
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country beyond the pass, respectively. Frona Welse was bom 

at Dyea but has lived at Dawson, on the "inside." Thus when 

she remembers journeying "over the pass to behold the Abyss" 

(DS, 25), she is thinking of the abyss as the coastal area 

where she now finds herself. A few sentences farther on she 

muses on "the faith she had carried with her across the 

Abyss and into the world . . . " (D£, 25). The passage from 

the outside world to the mountains beyond the pass becomes a 

journey from the abyss to the summit of life as well as a 

geographical journey. It is also a journey from chaos to 

order. Frona Welse has discovered that in the outside 

world, beyond the abyss, " . . . men had wandered away from 

the old truths and made themselves selfish dogmas and casu

istries of the subtlest kinds . . . " (DŜ , 25). The land 

beyond Chilcoot becomes a womb symbol of a different kind, 

a lost Eden where the evil of the outside world is unknown. 

To reach the nadir of this lost Eden, Frona must cross one 

more water barrier, journeying across a lake in a storm in a 

canvas boat manned by a reluctant young oarsman (DS, 40-42). 

This is a true "night sea journey," at the end of which, 

while the storm still rages outside, she is forced to spend 

the night in a tent with the man who is to be her future 

lover (DS, 43-53). It has been shown in the previous chap

ter that the night sea journey is a womb-entry symbol of the 

most elemental kind. 

The next important group of archetypal symbols of the 



69 

feminine appears after Frona has arrived in Dawson. Out for 

a run with the dog sled, she meets another "daughter of the 

snows" in the form of a woman known only as Lucile (D£, 95). 

It is actually a multiple analogy. The scene on the river 

bank bears a remarkable resemblance to the scene, often de

scribed in mythology, of Demeter weeping at the loss of her 

daughter after Pluto has kidnapped Persephone and carried 

her off to Hades."̂  Here Lucile is both mother and daughter, 

and the frozen tear on her cheek (D£, 95) is for her own 

lost innocence, since she now is a dance hall girl. She 

gazes across the river at a "smoke-canopied Dawson" (DS, 

95) , a possible reference to Hades as the repository of 

Demeter's daughter and of Lucile's lost innocence. She is 

as "old as the oldest race, and young as the last 

rose-tinted babe; flung far as the farthermost fires of men, 

and eternal as humanity itself" (D£, 97). Gazing into 

Lucile's face, Frona finds "an uplifting awfulness [Hades 

again?] such as comes when the veil is thrust aside and one 

gazes on the mysteriousness of deity. She remembered: 'Her 

feet take hold of hell; her house is the way to the grave, 

going down to the chamber of death, . . .!'" (D£, 97-98). 

What Frona sees, of course, is her own image reflected in 

the face of the other woman. In the expression, "flung far 

as the farthermost fires of men," there is a suggestion of 

^C. M. Gayley, The Classic Myths (Boston: Ginn and 
Company, 1939), pp. T^-162. 
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Demeter's many travels in search of her daughter. 

The false summit is represented in this novel by 

Gregory St. Vincent, a well-traveled rogue and coward who 

convinces Frona that he is a great and brave adventurer. 

She falls in love with him but is disillusioned at the end 

when he reveals his true nature. Lucile, the Earth Mother, 

tries to sacrifice herself in order to spare Frona this dis

illusionment but succeeds only in preparing Frona to face 

the disillusionment alone. 

Lucile calls Frona a "Dicuia of the Snows," and the ref

erence is appropriate (D£, 90). Frona is, of course, pure, 

as was Diana. She is running "at the head of her huskies" 

when she comes upon Lucile. She is very cold, while Lucile 

is warm. This again suggests Lucile's-relationship with the 

queen of Hades; but it is also symbolic of the fact that 

Lucile has known the fires of passion while Frona has not. 

The whole scene is so nearly pure dream vision that the 

mythical and archetypal elements are almost endless. 

Demeter as a goddess of agriculture, hence of earth, and 

Diana as moon goddess, are represented by Lucile and Frona, 

respectively; Lucile is gazing upon the river and the town 

while Frona has been circling among the trees. The two 

women are alter-egos; this is indicated in many ways. When 

she first sees the woman's face, Frona finds it unfamiliar, 

but she feels "an instinctive desire to shrink back" (DS, 

96). Lucile begins quoting a passage from Browning's 
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"Paracelsus," and Frona completes the passage (DS, 96-97). 

Lucile's hand goes out "in a familiar gesture—twin to 

Frona's own, . . . " (DS, 97). The next moment Frona stud

ies the other's face more intently, and thoughts of Deity 

cmd of hell cross her mind; "and in the same instant strong 

upon her was the vision of the familiar gesture with which 

the woman's hand had gone out in mute appeal . . . " (DŜ , 98). 

There is more. A flowing river is an archetypal sym

bol of the Mother and rebirth; but here the river is frozen, 

suggestive of the "freezing" of Lucile's normal life func

tions because of the sordid life she leads. This changing 

or slowing of the life process is suggested by the fact that 

Frona is constantly in action, while Lucile moves only 

enough to " [keep] up the needful circulation and no more" 

(DS, 98). The lack of motion links Lucile and the river it

self to the "White Silence" which is a recurring motif in 

the Klondike novels. The White Silence is an enemy of move

ment and is discussed in the following chapter. 

Frona Welse's return journey to the "inside" of Alaska 

is an initiatory journey of testing, a journey from the 

abyss to the summit of life, and a journey from darkness 

toward the light. It is also a journey into the primitive 
p 

which, on the collective level, represents the Mother. In 

^ C. G. Jung, Symbols of Transformation, trans. R. F. C 
Hull, Bollingen Series XX, fKe Collected Works o£ C. G. 
Jung, V (New York: Pantheon, 1956) , p. iWT. 
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other words, she journeys into the past in search of her 

lost Mother. It has been observed that the old Indian wom

an, Nepoosa, is one representation of the Mother; Lucile is 

another, but she is the Earth Mother.^ In a sense, from the 

time of their meeting in the snow on the bank of the river, 

Lucile and Frona become Demeter and Persephone. Lucile 

tries to protect Frona from the clutches of the satanic 

St. Vincent, the Pluto of the North. She even offers her

self as a sacrifice to his satanic desires: 

For there is a devil in him . . . a most alluring 
devil, which delights me, on my soul it does, and 
which, pray God, Frona, you may never know. For 
you have no devil; mine matches his and mates. 
(DS, 195) 

Frona catches the false ring in Lucile's words; "There is 

something I could love in you, but you have hidden it away 

so that I cannot find it" (DŜ , 196). What is hidden, of 

course, is the Earth Mother in Lucile obscured by her de

sire to protect Frona from the evils of life. Later, at the 

wedding of Lucile to Colonel Trethaway, Frona realizes that 

she has misjudged Lucile, and vvails "What have I done?" 

(DS, 226). 

If the novel is looked upon as a return to the womb, an 

initiation, and a rebirth, then the three elements must ap

ply equally to Frona and Vance Corliss, in spite of the 

fact that it is through Frona's viewpoint that most of the 

^For the relationship of Demeter with the Earth Mother, 
see Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, p. 186. 
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story is told. To Corliss, Frona is both mother and be

loved, which is consistent with Jung's view of the Anima and 

the archetypal Mother.^" It is Frona who teaches him most 

of the lessons he must learn in order to be fit to survive 

in the isolated Northland environment; but since Frona is 

at the same time learning her own necessary lessons from 

Lucile, it is fitting that she and Corliss go through the 

initiation and rebirth together. Lucile and the other dance 

hall girls are the spiritual Mothers of them all, represent

ing the whole Northland in its mythical aspect. Colonel 

Trethaway, who is to be Lucile's husband, expresses some

thing of this: 

Butterflies, bits of light and song and laughter, 
dancing, dancing, down the last tail-reach of 
hell. Not only Lucile, but the rest of them. 
Look at May, there, with the brow of a Madonna 
but the tongue of a gutter-devil. And Myrtle—for 
all the world one of Gainsborough's old English 
beauties stepped down from the canvas to riot out 
the century in Dawson's dance-halls. And Laura, 
there, wouldn't she make a mother? Can't you see 
the child in the curve of her arm against her 
breast! (DS, 117) 

The idea that both are initiates, both preparing for a 

rebirth, is carried over to the greatest adventure, cross

ing the Yukon in a canoe during the ice break-up. All are 

camped on Split-Up Island when a man is seen crawling down 

to the shore on the opposite side of the river. The man is 

obviously near death, either from hunger or freezing. The 

10 Ibid., pp. 29, 199. 
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group on the island decide to send out a rescue party to run 

the patches of open water in their one canoe. Circumstances 

are such that the only ones fit for the try are Corliss, 

Frona, and a coward named Tommy McPherson. Again London has 

created a scene whose symbolic—that is, archetypal—impli

cations are almost endless. 

The scene is at once a sex act, a rebirth, and a sacri

fice, with the cowardly Scot, McPherson, serving as a repos

itory for the repressed fears of the two lovers and finally 

as their sacrificial scapegoat. The canoe, which a French

man, Courbertin, has named La Bijou (the jewel), normally 

would be a womb symbol; but here it becomes the opposite, a 

phallic symbol. The rhythmic rowing of the man and woman is 

a clear indication of that repressed sexuality which has 

been attributed to London by several critics. References to 

dreams and dream-visions add to the mythical undertones of 

the scene. 

As they leave the shore, " . . . somehow Corliss's mind 

turned to his mother and her perennial tea, the soft car

pets, the prim New England maid-servants. . . . And when he 

thought of the woman behind him, and felt the dip and lift, 

dip and lift, of her paddle, his mother's women came back to 

him, one by one, and passed in long review . . ." (D£, 259). 

As the huge, jagged mountains of ice crash around them, 

they begin to sing to one another, and Frona says, "I could 

go on this way forever" (DS, 260). Later, in a brief moment 



75 

of drifting, "it seems all a dream" (D£, 261). The dream 

atmosphere deepens, and the sexual symbolism becomes more 

pronounced: 

La Bijou sprang forward, cleared the eddy with 
a bound, and plunged into the thick. Dip and 
lift, dip and lift, the paddles worked"17ith 
rhythmic strength. The water rippled and tore, 
and pulled all ways at once; and the fragile 
shell, unable to go all ways at once, shook and 
quivered with the shock of resistance. . . . 
Now they surged out from the fissure, now in; 
ahead for half a yard, then back again; and the 
fissure mocked their toil. (D£, 263) 

And always the Great Mother Death waits for them: 

The rainbow-wall hung above like a fairy pile; 
the sun, flung backward from innumerable facets, 
clothed it in jewelled splendor. Silvery 
streams tinkled down its crystal slopes; and in 
its clear depths seemed to unfold, veil on veil, 
the secrets of life and death and mortal 
striving,—vistas of pale-shimmering azure 
opening like dream-visions, and promising, down 
there in the great cool heart, infinite rest, 
infinite cessation and rest. (DŜ , 264) 

Again they try to row up the stream, and 

. . . La Bijou leaped and throbbed and shook 
again, and the currents slid out from under, and 
they remained ever in one place. . . . Their 
souls became merged in the rhythm of the toil. 
Ever lifting, ever falling, they seemed to have 
become great pendulums of time, and before and 
behind glimmered the eternities, and between 
the eternities, ever lifting, ever falling, they 
pulsed in vast rhythmical movement. They were 
no longer humans, but rhythms. (D£, 265-266) 

Caught up in the magnificent adventure, London ends it 

with one last sexual image and with the sacrificial death of 

Tommy McPherson; as Tommy is about to drag Frona, Corliss, 

and the canoe back into the crashing ice, Frona smashes his 
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knuckles with her oar: "The rainbow-wall curled up like a 

scroll, and like a bee in the many folds of a magnificent 

orchid. Tommy disappeared" (D£, 278). 

The river, like Chilcoot Pass, is the Terrible Mother 

whose womb is a testing ground. McPherson is found wanting 

and is swallowed up; Frona has already been tested and can 

face the journey with confidence; Vance Corliss meets this 

final test and passes it with Frona's help. The man who is 

rescued represents for London one element in what may be 

called his "Darwin myth." He bears dispatches for Frona's 

father and has shown himself worthy of survival by his devo

tion to duty. In comparing this man with McPherson, Frona 

says, "But the chance is we've a better man in the canoe 

. . . " (D£, 280). Frona finally emerges from her role as 

Earth Mother to Vance Corliss and acknowledges him as both 

lover and father; her own father has gone "outside." 

This rather detailed analysis of A Daughter of the 

Snows will serve as a guide to London's other novels. Each, 

of course, has archetypal symbols that are peculiar to it, 

but many of the elements discussed here also appear in the 

later novels. 

It is remarkable that eighteen novels so diverse in 

subject matter, treatment, intent, and degree of authorial 

consciousness, all follow the same basic pattern as outlined 

in the Hero cycle and in this analysis of A Daughter of the 

Snows. The elements that are different are the conscious 
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elements; only the unconscious symbols—or more precisely, 

the archetypes represented by the symbols—are the same. 

In The Call of the Wild, London's second novel, the 

hero begins life as king of Eden, a veritable paradise that 

presents a clear image of the womb of the Great Mother. It 

is an ambiguous kingship, for Buck has many duties that 

would mar the royal freedom of a less innocent hero. The 

Eden of this "sated aristocrat" is "half-hidden among the 

trees," a spacious ranch with "rows of vine-clad servants' 

cottages, an endless and orderly array of outhouses, long 

grape arbors, green pastures, orchards, and berry patches" 

(CW, 18-19). The word "sated" becomes important when it is 

realized that satiety is one characteristic of the womb of 

the Great Mother. As if the picture of Eden thus painted 

were not clear enough, London attributes to Buck a "love of 

water" (CW, 19), representing of course, the amniotic fluid 

of the womb. 

It should be noted here that the womb image, whether in 

the form of a fog, an Eden, a cave, or any other form, is 

always matched by the state of mind of the Hero. Thus in 

the two novels already mentioned. Daughter of the Snows and 

Call of the Wild, the innocence and the delusion of the Hero 

are as much parts of the womb image as the physical sur

roundings. It is as if the reader, like an all-knowing God, 

were looking through the eyes of the Hero and seeing things 

that the Hero does not—indeed, cannot—see. The same 
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innocence and delusion may be seen in Humphrey Van Weyden of 

The Sea Wolf. Crossing San Francisco Bay on a 

ferry-steamer, he has "little apprehension" of the danger 

that "lay in the heavy fog" (SW, 3). In his innocence, he 

allows "the mystery of the fog to lay hold of his imagina

tion" (SW, 4). For a time he is "alone in the moist obscur

ity" of the fog, only one of many obvious womb symbols 

(SW, 4). 

With these examples to establish the validity of the 

archetypal patterns of the Mother, it is necessary to apply 

the symbols mentioned earlier in this chapter to the novels 

and to show how they are used by London to evoke the arche

types of the feminine. 

In A Daughter of the Snows, the Great Mother, nature, 

is represented by the Northland itself, from which Frona 

emerged and to which she returns. She has been on the out

side, in society, and is returning to the womb with her 

"boon," which is knowledge of evil. She tells Lucile, "The 

sombreness and the sternness appeal to me, but not the sad

ness" (D£, 96). It is the land beyond the pass, where only 

the morally strong survive. The archetype of the Terrible 

Mother is represented in this novel by the outside world, by 

the abyss, and by the society of evil men. 

The Northland still represents archetypally the Great 

Mother in Call of the Wild, but the Northland becomes more a 

time than a place; or, perhaps more precisely, it becomes an 
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escape from time. Buck, in a sense, has emerged from time-

lessness, and that is the Great Mother to which he responds. 

On the personal level, the past is the Father; on the col

lective level, it is the Mother. The figure of the Terrible 

Mother takes two forms. The first is the series of convey

ances that carry the hero from his comfortable home in 

California to Alaska. It is within the womb of the Terrible 

Mother that Buck meets the man in the red sweater, the 

satanic father figure who, with his phallic club, serves up 

such "exquisite agony" (CW, 24). The figure of the Terrible 

Mother occurs again in the incompetents, Mercedes, her hus

band Charles, and her brother Hal. These represent society, 

the kind of society Buck left back on the ranch, people who 

must be looked after and protected. The dog team, with Buck 

in the lead, is forced to haul Mercedes on the sled, in 

spite of the fact that the dogs are so weak from hunger and 

overwork they can barely stand (CW, Chapter V). She repre

sents the Terrible Mother of the type of the lamia; "Their 

universal peculiarity," says Carl Jung, "is that they ride 

their victims." 

The Great Mother society is represented in The Sea Wolf 

by San Francisco, and the entrance to her womb is the Golden 

Gate. Jung observed, "The city is a maternal symbol, a 

^^Jung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 249. 
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woman who harbours the inhabitants in herself like chil-

12 
dren." The primary symbol of the Terrible Mother is the 

sea itself, which is a form of nature. "Whoever conquers 

this monster wins to eternal youth."^^ She is also repre

sented by the ship, the Ghost, in which the hero meets 

Larsen, who is very similar to the man in the red sweater of 

Call of the Wild. The Ghost is an ambiguous symbol, its 

mast representing masculinity and its hold representing the 

womb. It is in the womb of the Terrible Mother, the hold of 

the Ghost, that Humphrey Van Weyden watches the "son-horde" 

battle between Wolf Larsen and the ship's crew (SW, 134-136). 

The Game is almost pure archetype. The boxing ring it

self and the "game" of boxing are symbols of the Anima, the 

treacherous feminine archetype that "lures into life the in

ertness of matter . . ,"14 Death is the womb of the 

Terrible Mother; and the carpet "rolled out before them on 

the floor" and the canvas stretcher in which he is carried 

from the ring are its symbols.1^ The "squared ring" (TG, 4) 

as described by London is not only a perfect womb symbol, 

2̂ii3id. , p. 208. 

^^Ibid., p. 251. 

^^Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
p. 26. 

Jack London, The Game, in Before Adam and The Game 
(New York: Macmillan, 1936), pp. 1, 162. Subsequent ref
erences are given in the text as TG and page number in 
parentheses. 
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but it is also a mandala figure, whose purpose, according to 

Jung, is "to aid concentration by narrowing down the psychic 

field of vision and restricting it to the centre."^^ The 

mandala is too complicated to explicate here, but in the 

vernacular it may be described as a road map to the center 

of personality. The womb symbolism is enhanced by the cir

cumstance that the hero slips on the wet canvas, an act 

which contributes to his death (TG, 156). Genevieve 

"watched his face while fear dawned in her own" as he tells 

of the glories of the fight ring (TG, 8). What she sees in 

his face is death, the face of the Terrible Mother who fi

nally claims him. The boxing ring, which for him at first 

represents the Anima, becomes the Terrible Mother, menacing 

and irresistable. 

In White Fang, the Great Mother is also his biological 

mother, cuid her womb is symbolized by the cave in which he 

is bom. White Fang begins life knowing his mother as "a 

fount of warmth and liquid food and tenderness" (WF, 139). 

At first he is licked by his mother; at the end he is licked 

by a puppy, his own offspring. The licking represents the 

wetness of the womb; the story begins before White Fang's 

puppy eyes are open and ends with "half-shut, patient eyes" 

(WF, 281). The cave represents society; and his blindness, 

before his puppy eyes are open, represents innocence. As 

^^Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
p, 356. 
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soon as he leaves the cave, he is in the wild, the Terrible 

Mother, in which he is subjected to many terrors. One of 

the images that distinguishes this novel from The Call of 

the Wild, and thwarts all attempts to consider them two 

parts of one whole, is the attitude evinced toward the wild 

itself. In The Call of the Wild, the wild is the Great 

Mother, the protective sea from which Buck's ancestors arose 

and which forever calls him back. In White Fang, the situa

tion is in a sense reversed, with the wild now representing 

the Terrible Mother who menaces the Hero from the moment he 

steps forth from the cave and falls into the abyss to the 

moment when he finally escapes the wild forever. Every 

creature that he meets in the wild is a threat to him, in

cluding his first and second human masters. Gray Beaver and 

Beauty Smith. 

The Great Mother and the Primal Mother are one in 

Before Adam; they are also one with the unconscious itself. 

The Hero is forced out of his maternal nest by his 

step-father. Although London's account of "racial memory" 

derives from Weisman and Darwin, the account is remarkably 

similar to that of Jung (BA, Chapter II). The Hero sub

merges himself in his racial memories, which themselves con

stitute the maternal womb. The time of the story is the 

pre-conscious state of man in which archetypes were ac

quired. Again the "abyss of time" presents an unmistakable 

image of the Terrible Mother. She is symbolized by "down 
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there," the ground below the Hero's refuge in the trees, the 

water as opposed to the mountains, the past as opposed to 

the present and future. Red-Eye the Atavism is an ambiva

lent figure, representing the threatening Father as well as 

the Terrible Mother. In his present aspect he is the 

Father, but as a throwback, he represents the abysm of time, 

the womb of the Terrible Mother. 

The Iron Heel is extremely difficult to analyze arche

typally, but the clues are there nevertheless. The Great 

Mother is the great socialist revolution which also repre

sents death, as Great Mothers often do. Ernest Everhard 

lives secure in the knowledge of the inevitability of the 

revolution. Avis Everhard, the narrator, becomes immersed 

in it as it is represented by Everhard himself. He is her 

divine protector and teacher. From the time of the writing 

of Call of the Wild onward, time became a problem to London. 

Increasingly aware of the untenability of the present, and 

yet of man's imprisonment in it, he repeatedly leaped into 

the dark toward the past or future, and each time he seemed 

to bump his nose, as his dog heroes were wont to do. No

where is this conflict more apparent than in this novel, 

"the 1984 of its day," in the words of Max Lerner.^'^ In 

other novels, the abyss has constituted an image of the 

Terrible Mother, from whose clutches the hero must struggle 

•"•̂ Max Lerner, "Introduction" to The Iron Heel (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1967), p. 7. 
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to escape. In The Iron Heel, the abyss, symbolized by the 

hero's sanctuary, a hole in the ground (IH, 230), is the 

Great Mother, the masses, the sea of socialism in which the 

hero and heroine seek to immerse and hide themselves. Hence 

it is the present that clutches at them, that subjects them 

to unimagincible tortures. Ernest Everhard himself symbol

izes and encompasses the problem of time. As "a superman, 

a blond beast such as Nietzsche has described," he repre

sents the past; yet "he was aflame with democracy" (III, 7). 

Thus in one body he encloses the Nietzschean past and the 

Marxist future, both, again, symbolized by the abyss as the 

Great Mother figure. The present, then, presents an image of 

the Terrible Mother. 

The archetypes are perhaps clearest in Martin Eden. 

The Great Mother is the sea; the hero emerges from it at the 

beginning and drowns in it at the end. Martin Eden strug

gles with much the same problem as that faced by Ernest 

Everhard. He emerged from the Great Mother sea and returns 

there. Somewhere between emergence and submersion, he comes 

face to face with the visage of the Terrible Mother. 

Strangely, the meeting takes place at the "summit of life," 

or at what Eden mistakenly assumed would be the summit of 

life. From this summit, the achievement of all his de

sires—love of a woman and literary success—he finds that 

he has fought his way into the womb of the Terrible Mother; 

and he hurls himself into the abyss, back into the womb of 
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mother sea. 

The Great Mother is represented in Burning Daylight by 

nature from which the hero emerges and to which he retreats. 

Simplicity, a sanctuary away from the world of competition, 

is the womb symbol. Simplicity means freedom from society; 

the society itself is the Terrible Mother which enslaves. 

The Terrible Mother image here is essentially the same as 

that of Martin Eden. It is the summit of success, the mas

tery of the world for which all men long but from which they 

must struggle to escape once they achieve it. Burning 

Daylight fights his way to the top, the summit, only to find 

it a prison and torture chamber. 

In Adventure, the conflict in Dave Sheldon's mind is 

between civilization and tradition on the one hand and "un-

18 bridled and unbroken Nature" on the other. From the womb 

of the Great Mother, represented by the long tradition of 

white supremacy and sophistication, Sheldon is forced into 

adventure and regression, from both of which he rebels. The 

Terrible Mother figure, then, is nature, represented by the 

savagery of the cannibals and by Tudor who insists that men 

should fight for their females. 

The Great Mother is represented in The Abysmal Brute by 

a true Eden, a hidden place in the California wilds. The 

Garden of Eden may be called the "archetype of archetypes" 

of the Mother. As in the earlier boxing novel. The Game, 

^^Jung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 401. 
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the Terrible Mother is represented here by the boxing ring 

itself. Young Pat Glendon, though reluctant at first to be

come a professional boxer, finally learns to take pride in 

his skill. It is then that boxing's terrible face shows it

self. It plays him false, and he must free himself from it 

euid expose it. 

In The Valley of the Moon, the Great Mother is repre

sented by the frontier, or the "vanished American past," as 

19 Kenneth Lynn calls it. Both Bill and Saxon make much of 

the fact that both are descended from pioneers who crossed 

the continent in covered wagons. At the end they are back 

on the frontier, which is simply a beginning, the same point 

in terms of archetypes as that in Before Adam. At the be

ginning, in infancy or in the Garden of Eden, infinite pos

sibilities are open to the Hero. This also happens to be 

the condition of the American Frontiersman. In contrast to 

the frontier or the country as the Great Mother, the 

Terrible Mother is represented by the city with all its ter

rors. Saxon and Billy at first are trapped within the city 

and do not realize that they are trapped. Only by invoking 

the spirits of their frontier parents can they free them

selves. 

The archetypal symbols and images in The Mutiny of the 

Elsinore are similar to those of The Sea Wolf. The hero is 

^^Kenneth S. Lynn, The Dream of Success; A Study of 
the Modern American Imagination (Boston; Little, Brown, 
B3"5) , p. ST. 
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a wealthy, sophisticated, bored city-dweller who is lured 

away by a desire for adventure. The city, therefore, is a 

Mother archetype. Again the sea is a symbol of the arche

typal Terrible Mother. The return to the womb and the jour

ney to the "nadir" are represented by the voyage south to 

the "Horn," as it is commonly called. It is there, at the 

southernmost point of the voyage, that the most dangerous 

adventure occurs. 

In The Scarlet Plague the Great Mother is the past, but 

the past in this fantasy is the years 2012 and 2013, since 

the characters are looking back from sixty years beyond 

that. It must be noted that time plays an important role in 

London's most archetypal—that is, unconscious—writing. In 

earlier novels such as Call of the Wild, the Mother arche

type is represented by the remote, pre-conscious past in 

which the Hero is completely immersed. In other words, it 

is an escape from time. In The Scarlet Plague, the Mother 

represents an escape from timelessness back into cyclical 

time. As in some other novels, the Terrible Mother is rep

resented by the present, in which the natural state of man 

is fear. Time is highly ambivalent. From the early 

twenty-first century, the time of the scarlet plague, to 

the present, there is a progression into the future—but a 

regression into the past in terms of civilization. 

In The Star Rover, an extremely complicated fantasy, 

the most ubiquitous symbol is the strait-jacket, which, like 
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the belly of the whale, is a womb symbol. Unlike the belly 

of the whale, the strait-jacket is a vehicle of escape from 

time into timelessness, which is the Great Mother. The 

Terrible Mother is the present, symbolized by the prison. 

Encased in her womb, the Hero is subjected to tortures. As 

soon as he is bound into the strait-jacket, he is able to 

escape to the stars, symbolizing the past, the Great Mother. 

The symbol for the Mother archetype is built into the 

title of The Little Lady of the Big House; it is the big 

house itself, a refuge from the world where all desires are 

satisfied. It is another Eden; at the beginning, Dick 

Forrest wakes to the "ripple and gurgle of some sleepy 

fountain";2^ at the end he hears "the twittering of the 

canaries . . . in the fountain" (LL, 392). Usually listed 

as one of the weakest of London's novels. Little Lady has 

some interesting facets for the archetypal critic to ex

plore. The house itself is a rich symbol of the Mother, 

harboring all her children in her rich abundance and letting 

them play out their games against one another. Lurking out

side, always within hearing range, is the great stallion, 

symbol of the Primal Father. When Paula Forrest rides the 

stallion into the swimming pool, she combines the several 

symbols of the sexuality which completely dominates the 

20Jack London, The Little Lady of the Big House (New 
York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1916) , p. 1. Subsequent refer
ences are given in the text as LL and page number in 
parentheses. 
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novel. Woman, water as Primal Mother, and horse as phallic 

symbol and as Primal Father, become the central motif. All 

are also symbolic of death, as the visitor, Evan Graham, 

discovers in the end as he watches Paula Forrest die. 

Paula Forrest is repeatedly disappearing into the water; she 

even has a secret grotto built into the wall of the pool in 

which to hide. This very sexuality must be considered a 

symbol of the Mother—the Terrible Mother who finally claims 

Paula Forrest. Significantly, the first sound heard after 

her death is the twittering of canaries in the fountain; 

21 Jung calls birds "soul images." The second sound heard 

after her death is the "trumpeting" of the stallion, bearing 

out the death image of the horse. He is answered by a mare. 

As found in Jerry of the Islands, the Great Mother is 

society or, more specifically, the society of white men. In 

the beginning, Jerry is nestled in the arms of Mister 

Haggin. At the end, he is nestled in the arms of Villa 

Kennan. The superiority and godliness of the white human is 

the image of the Great Mother. 

Earle Labor has called Melanesia "London's Inferno 

. . . hot, putrid, and malign."^^ This is the inferno in 

which Jerry, the hero, finds himself after the ship's crew 

21 Jung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 215. 

22Earle Labor, "Jack London's Symbolic Wilderness: 
Four Versions," Nineteenth Century Fiction, 17 (Sept., 
1962), 152. 
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is murdered and Jerry falls into the sea. Melanesia is also 

the Terrible Mother, ruled over by old Bashti, the malignant 

Primal Father in the flesh as well as in myth. The dark 

jungle filled with black figures is a nightmare for the 

white man's dog. 

London's avowed purpose in writing Michael, Brother of 

Jerry was to denounce trained-animal shows. By expressing 

in fiction his opinion of such shows, London weakened the 

novel and obscured much of the archetypal content. London 

has further complicated analysis by loading the story with 

literary and mythical allusions ranging from The Ancient 

Mariner to Noah's ark and Moby Dick. Michael does make the 

archetypal sea journey, however, and in the course of the 

journey, one may expect to find some images of the arche

types of the feminine. It is significant for archetypal 

analysis that Michael's troubles multiply rapidly from the 

moment he steps ashore in San Francisco. Michael's master. 

Dag Daughtry, is forced to make his living by having Michael 

perform in waterfront bars. These performances lead to 

Daughtry's acquaintance with Dr. Walter Merritt Emory and 

Harry Del Mar. Dr. Emory discovers Daughtry's leprosy and 

sends him back to the South Pacific to live out his days in 

peace in a leper colony. Michael is stolen by Del Mar and 

shipped east to the hell of an animal-training farm. It may 

23Jack London, "Foreword," Michael, Brother of Jerry 
(London: Werner Laurie, 1949), pp. 5-8. 
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be seen from this brief plot sketch that the Golden Gate is 

a dominant womb symbol, with the Pacific and the islands to 

the west filling the role of the benign. Great Mother, while 

the city and the rest of America becomes the womb of the 

Terrible Mother. Michael's journey to the East becomes a 

journey into hell with all its bitter misery. After this 

ordeal, Michael returns west to the Valley of the Moon and 

rediscovers love in the care of Villa and Harley Kennan. 

Hence the Mother archetypes are here represented more by 

direction than by place with the journey east representing a 

journey into the womb of the Terrible Mother and the journey 

to the West representing a return to the Great Mother. 

London's many references to atavism, to man's thin lay

er of civilization that is frequently pierced as he returns 

to a prehuman state, has been discussed often by critics. 

Something must be said here concerning its archetypal role. 

The desire to return to the womb, which is expressed in many 

ways in both life and literature, is obvious in London's 

reversion theme. It is very closely related to the myth of 

the Garden of Eden in Christianity. In London's cosmogony, 

however, Eden has some important differences from the 

Biblical Eden. In Th£ Call of the Wild, and in Before Adam, 

two different visions of Eden are revealed. In both novels 

the Hero returns to Eden, but it is not only a place; it is 

a state of mind directly related to the Hero. At the begin

ning of Call of the Wild, Buck is an innocent king who 
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thinks he is master of his world; he thinks he is free. His 

life is actually a most rigid kind of subjection. He must 

guard the property; he is a watchdog over the children; he 

has many duties. His kidnapping and subsequent education as 

a sled dog is a journey into the past. As his education 

continues, he discards one by one the feelings and attitudes 

of civilization, so that at the end he "reverts completely." 

The Eden he enters, however, is a tragic Eden, since he en

ters it carrying with him the burden of good and evil. The 

womb of time, then, becomes the womb of the Terrible Mother, 

the hell of mankind. 

In Jung's definition, the Earth Mother is always the 

Chthonic Mother, the harsh but loving female who supports 

and comforts the Hero, and teaches him the things he must 

know to survive.24 she appears frequently in London's 

novels, usually in human form but sometimes as a feature of 

the landscape. 

Again, no logical groupings could be made, either of 

the novels with regard to the Earth Mother archetype, or of 

the images themselves. In one novel the Earth Mother is the 

heroine and central character; in two of them she is both 

Earth Mother and lover of the Hero; in four of them the 

Earth Mother types are non-Anglo Saxon, but only three of 

these are of the dark-skinned races. This lack of 

24Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
p. 185, 
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consistency may be explained by pointing out that London was 

always more concerned with types than with their manifesta

tions. The clearest images of the Earth Mother archetype 

may be seen in the following figures, in order of the publi

cation of the novel in which they appear: Frona Welse, 

Lucile and Nepoosa (A Daughter of the Snows), Maude Brewster 

(The Sea Wolf), Mrs. Silverstein (The Game), Maria Silva 

(Martin Eden), Dede Mason (Burning Daylight), Mercedes 

Higgins (The Valley of the Moon), Saxon Brown (The Valley of 

the Moon). ^ 

Fred Lewis Pattee has called London's Eskimo women "the 

25 
most vital and convincing" of all his characters, and 

this description may be applied to the Earth Mother types in 

general. Unfortunately only one Eskimo woman appears in the 

novels; the others are confined to the short stories. It is 

significant that Nepoosa is the first Earth Mother type in 

London's first novel. Other dark-skinned Earth Mothers are 

equally well-drawn. Mrs. Silverstein, the old Jewish woman 

who sustains the young heroine of The Game, is described as 

"holy with motherhood" as she comforts the girl after the 

death of her lover (TG, 167). Maria Silva of Martin Eden 

exemplifies the type as she sustains Martin while he learns 

how to write. She sends soup in to him, lends him money, 

and shares a jug of wine with him when he is ready to quit. 

^^Pattee, Side-Lights on American Literature, p. 123. 
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Mrs. Silverstein and Maria Silva thus become one with the 

Eskimo women mentioned by Pattee. 

Lucile in A Daughter of the Snows has been mentioned in 

relation to her role as an Earth Mother, but perhaps some 

comparison can be made between her and the other young Earth 

Mother types, Maude Brewster, Dede Mason, and Saxon Brown, 

and Lucile's "daughter," Frona. These are clearly 

dual-mother types, "virgin Anima" or "wife-mothers" with 

whom Heroes act as their own begetters.2^ The birth of the 

Hero from this dual-mother type is seen by Jung as a "rise 

of consciousness," in which the Hero becomes conscious of 

the "separation of subject and object."2' in short, it is 

from her as the Mother-wife figure that the Hero achieves 

his full stature and experiences a rebirth. She is dual in 

two ways; she is his "second mother" in the sense that he is 

being reborn through her, and she is both mother and wife, 

the mother of his children. 

This process has been hinted at with regard to Vance 

Corliss and Frona Welse. When they meet in a tent after 

Frona has just completed the perilous crossing of a lake, 

Corliss is obviously innocent, incomplete, asleep in the un

conscious, so to speak (DW, Chapter IV). He knows nothing 

about the wild or how to survive in it. It is up to Frona 

26 
Jung, Symbols of Transformation, pp. 321, 323. 

^^Ibid., p. 326. 
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to teach him. His education begins that night as he learns 

how to keep the water out of his tent, how to prepare kind

ling for the morning fire, how to make a meal out of 

sea-biscuit and water. He learns a more important lesson: 

that the conventional morality of the outside world does not 

apply in this dream-world beyond the pass. Frona insists on 

going to bed and sleeping while he worries about what people 

will think. As his education continues, it becomes a re

awakening of his sexuality and a re-immersion of himself 

into his Anglo-Saxon heritage. He learns to work, to fight, 

and to acquire wealth, while at the same time learning the 

tolerance and imagination that is essential to survival in 

the North. His education is completed during their mutual 

rebirth of sexuality during the rowing of a canoe, described 

earlier. A similar process may be seen in the relations be

tween Maude Brewster, Dede Mason, and Saxon Brown, and their 

respective lovers. Humphrey Van Weyden is brought to the 

place of meeting by his satanic Father figure. Wolf Larsen; 

after that it is a battle between Father and son over the 

Mother-wife. In this case the Father must die before the 

son can possess the Mother, a clear parallel with the 

Oedipus story. Van Weyden is transformed by her presence. 

Elam Harnish (Burning Daylight) and Billy Roberts experi

ence similar transformations in the presence of Dede Mason 

and Saxon Brown, respectively. 

Mercedes Higgins, who is Saxon Brown's "Earth Mother," 
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is in a class by herself. Experienced and all-wise in the 

ways of the world, as was Lucile, she is older and less sub

tle in applying her wisdom. She combines the wisdom of two 

worlds, having been born of a Peruvian-Spanish mother and an 

Irish father. In addition to her role as Earth Mother, she 

is a female Pygmalion, transforming Saxon from a laundry 

worker to a dainty, feminine woman, and teaching her how to 

manipulate men. She evokes memories of Keats's "Grecian 

Urn" with her warning against complete satiety: "Never let 

28 the last veil be drawn." This theme was exploited by 

London in one of his best-known short stories, "When God 

Laughs."29 Finally, every lesson learned, Saxon becomes 

Mercedes Higgins, practicing all the arts of love to hold 

her man. 

The last archetype of the feminine to be dealt with 

here is the Anima. This is the "archetype of life itself," 

who, "with her cunning play of illusions . . . lures into 

life the inertness of matter that does not want to live." 

She is the femininity in a man that forces him to go on 

quests in search of her embodiment. She appears in the 

London novels as treasure or wealth, as literary success, as 

28Jack London, The Valley of the Moon (New York; 
Grosset and Dunlap, n.d.), p. iTT, 

29jack London, "When God Laughs," When God Laughs 
(New York: Books, Inc., 1945), 3-24. 

30Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
pp, 26, 32. 
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fame, but never as actual woman, except when she is included 

in the figure of the Mother. 

Jung has said that the Mother is the first incarnation 

of the Anima.-'•̂  As the fountain of all wisdom and love, as 

the giver of life itself, the Mother looms large in a man's 

unconscious. As he is pushed out of the nest, he yearns 

backward toward the Mother, striving always to return to her 

womb. The Mother-yearning is transferred or projected upon 

something else, an object of sexual desire, the desire for 

worldly success, or any object of life's quest which the son 

can control and dominate. Thus Jung's concept of the Anima 

as "luring into life" seems to be an accurate one. 

It is in pursuit of his own Anima that the Hero reaches 

the summit of life. In most cases, in the London stories, 

the Anima appears as a kind of moral freedom for which the 

Hero strives, and in the striving he reaches the summit of 

existence. As moral freedom she offers complete abandonment 

of civilized restraint and guilt. Thus Humphrey Van Weyden 

knows that Wolf Larsen has reached that summit when Larsen 

formulates his most valid argument against moral restraint. 

Larsen helps the former cabin boy. Leach, reach the summit 

by causing Leach to hate him, Larsen, so passionately that 

Leach casts off all restraint. In The Game, Joe, the 

boxer, reaches the summit of life while trying to become the 

champion. Curiously, none of these characters ever 

"̂ Ĵung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 330. 
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accomplishes his goal, which is master of his Anima, because 

the Anima becomes the Mother, death, again. In other words, 

the final incarnation of the Anima, as well as the first, is 

the Mother. 

The Call of the Wild offers the clearest example of the 

Anima archetype. Although the concept of the Anima was un

known to him, London described her in terms so similar to 

those of Jung that the unconscious meaning is unmistakable: 

There is an ecstasy that marks the summit of life, 
cind beyond which life cannot rise. And such is 
the paradox of living, this ecstasy comes when one 
is most alive, and it comes as a complete forget
fulness that one is alive. This ecstasy, this 
forgetfulness of living, comes to the artist, caught 
up and out of himself in a sheet of flame; it comes 
to the soldier, war-mad on a stricken field and 
refusing quarter; and it came to Buck, leading the 
pack, sounding the old wolf-cry, straining after 
the food that was alive and that fled swiftly 
before him through the moonlight. . . . He was 
mastered by the sheer surging of life, the tidal 
wave of being, the perfect joy of each separate 
muscle, joint, and sinew in that it was every
thing that was not death. . . . (CW, 45) 

The object of the chase, in this case, is a snowshoe rabbit. 

Earlier in the same chase, the rabbit is described as "like 

some pale frost wraith . . . " (CW, 44). It represents 

"that stirring of old instincts which at stated periods 

drives men out from the surrounding cities to forest and 

plain to kill things . . . " (CW, 44). Then, at the end of 

the chase, the reader realizes that the rabbit has also 

reached its summit of life; for, as a dog breaks its back in 

mid-air, its shriek is "the cry of Life plunging down from 

Life's apex in the grip of Death. . . " (CW, 45). 



99 

Jung's description of the Anima, although seemingly in

cluding more than London's, is very similar in its concept 

of the Anima as both soul and life itself: 

Being that has soul is living being. Soul is the 
living thing in man, that which lives of itself 
and causes life. . . . she makes us believe in
credible things, that life may be lived. . . . 
Were it not for the leaping and twinkling of the 
soul, man would rot away in his greatest pas
sion, idleness. . . . But to have soul is the 
whole venture of life, for soul is a life-giving 
daemon who plays his elfin game above and below 
human existence. . . ."32 

"Above and below" are highly appropriate, because she is 

never really possessed. Each time the Hero reaches for her, 

she promptly transforms herself into something else, fre

quently into the Terrible Mother. For John Thornton and the 

two other Wise Men who travel to the East after the fabled 

Lost Mine and the Lost Cabin, the Anima symbol is "a shallow 

placer in a broad valley where the gold showed like yellow 

butter across the bottom of the washing pan" (CW, 83). 

The gold is only a symbol, for the Lost Cabin (capitals 

London's) is never found. The Lost Cabin, of course, is 

that state of complete moral freedom which is found only in 

the womb, that is, in death. The gold is a substitute which 

the Anima hands to mortal man when he crowds her too 

closely. 

The Anima as a projection of the Hero's own feminine 

qualities appears in Martin Eden, the one novel in which a 

32Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
pp. 26-27. 
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human female character plays the role of the Anima. The 

phrase "plays the role" retains its true meaning, for Ruth 

Morse is not the goal which Eden's unconscious seeks, and 

neither is literary success. The true goal, the "Lost 

Cabin," transcends them both; it is that same freedom of the 

womb that John Thornton was seeking. Thus when Eden has his 

goal in sight, and reaches for it, it vanishes; and all he 

has left are Ruth Morse and money. In Carl Jung's words, 

33 "the gods have claimed another victim." 

33ibid., p. 30. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FATHER 

"In his fantasy he pursued his true father behind 

locked iron doors deep beneath the ground. . . ."^ This 

statement by Maxwell Geismar, actually referring to the he

ro of star Rover, describes the motivation that drove Jack 

London out of the city to wander the earth, to search for 

adventure, and to write his many stories involving what 

might be called his "code of manhood." It also explains 

mcuiy of the motifs in London's novels, for the symbols for 

the Father archetypes are many, and the contexts in which 

they appear are varied. London never knew his biological 

father; when in his maturity he learned that William Henry 

Cheney was probably his father and wrote to Cheney, the lat

ter denied his paternity and disappeared from London's life 

forever. Brought up by his spiritualist mother and his in

effectual stepfather, John London, Jack was forever after to 

associate himself with the female while searching for a sub

stitute for his lost father. 

The term "archetypes of the Father," as used here, 

incorporates in its meaning all of the archetypes of 

Geismar, Rebels and Ancestors, p. 140. 
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"maleness," including the Primal Father, the Father-Creator, 

the Wise Old Man, and the Hero himself. They are symbolized 

most frequently by male characters and are recognized by 

their relationships to one another. Archetypes of the male 

are sometimes indicated by phallic symbols, by images of 

castration, and by ritual sacrifice; phallic symbols may be 

boats, noses, feet, clubs, ship's masts, fists, and even hu

man bodies. The White Silence, which is a central symbol in 

several short stories, is a symbol for the Father-Creator; 

and whiteness as used in the novels generally has the same 

connotation. 

Joseph Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 

defines the Hero's meeting with the Father figure as a 

"father at-one-ment," meaning literally a union, a merging, 

a one-becoming: 

The [Hero's] triumph may be represented as the 
hero's . . . recognition by the father-creator 
(father atonement) [or] his own divinization 
(apotheosis) . . . ' intrinsically it is an ex
pansion of consciousness and therewith of being 
(illumination, transfiguration, freedom).2 

The Hero's initiatory journey, in other words, is a 

search for the Father who is the Creator. The Hero returns 

to the womb as part of his search, and at "the nadir of the 

mythological round," he undergoes a supreme ordeal and gains 

his reward. Thus Campbell recognizes the Father-Creator as 

an archetype; but, at least in this context, he does not 

2campbell, Hero with a Thousand Faces, p. 245. 
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acknowledge the phenomenon which Wheelwright calls the 

"primal triad," the father, mother, child—Osiris, Isis, 

3 

Horus, Carl Jung describes the Father as "the representa

tive of the spirit, whose function it is to oppose pure 

instinctuality. That is his archetypal role . . . ; hence 

4 he is very often an object of neurotic fears for the son." 

Jung here seems to be referring to the archetypal Father as 

one image with many attributes. Thus when he refers to "a 

masculine Creator-God," he is referring to the same arche-
5 

type as that which opposes instinctuality. Both Campbell 

and Jung, in other words, seem to consider the Father arche

type as one all-encompassing image. 

In the London novels, the Primal Father and the 

Father^^Cr^a^or^ must be considered two separate types, al

though sometimes both are embodied in the same character. 

The Primal Father, when symbolized by a male figure, is seen 

as a completely pre-conscious, primal figure with no redeem

ing moral consciousness. The Father-Creator sometimes hov

ers over the Hero as his moral consciousness; sometimes he 

is combined in the same figure with the Primal Father. Sig

nificantly, when they are so combined, a conflict results 

^Philip Wheelwright, The Burning Fountain; A Study in 
the Language of Symbolism iBloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1954), pp. 130-131. 

4jung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 261. 

Sibid., p. 44. 

1/ 
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and the Father-Creator appears as a physical defect, such as 

brain damage, which eventually destroys the figure in which 

it appears. When the Primal Father figure appears without 

the other, it spells defeat, and sometimes death, for the 

Hero, The more primitive the Primal Father figure is, the 

more destructive. The Hero has no chance against him with

out the help of the Father-Creator. 

The following examples make clearer the distinction be

tween the two Father types. The Primal Father is repre

sented by John Ponta in The Game, Beauty Smith in White 

Fang, and Red-Eye the Atavism in Before Adam. Examples in 

which he appears in conjunction with the Father-Creator are 

the man in the red sweater in Call of the Wild, Bashti in 

Jerry of the Islands, Jacob Welse in Daughter of the Snows, 

Wglf__Larsen in The Sea Wolf, and Dag Daughtry in Michael, 

Brother of Jerry. The Wise_Jlld_Ilaii figure appears in the 

form of Louies iji-Jhe^Sea Wolf, Mr. Silverstein in The Game, 

Granser in The Scarlet Plague, Nalasu in Jerry . . . , and 

The Ancient Mariner in Michael, . . . . Matt McCarthy and 

Del Bishop of Daughter of the Snows have some aspects of the 

latter type; they are certainly of the type of the "helpful 

figure" mentioned by Campbell. Old Pat Glendon of The 

Abysmal Brute may be considered a Father-Creator type, along 

with the indifferent captains of the Elsinore and of the 

ferry in The Sea Wolf, although the latter two play minor 

roles in the respective novels. Weedon Scott of White Fang 
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must be included in this category. 

In Campbell's terms, the archetypal Hero returns to the 

light with his "boon" or "elixer," which is the "wonderful 

and terrible boon of original experience." Wonder and ter

ror are the Hero's responses to the projected meeting with 

the Father-Creator. "The ogre breaks us, but the Hero, the 

fit candidate, undergoes the initiation 'like a man,' and 

behold, it was the father. . . . We no longer desire and 

fear; we are what was desired and feared."^ After being 

acknowledged by the Father-Creator, the London Hero becomes 

the Father-Creator. 

The most ubiquitous symbols for the archetypes of male

ness are ships or boats and the paraphernalia related to 

them. London is not consistent in this. Where womb symbols 

are needed to complete the Hero cycle, boats and ships rep

resent the Mother. His use of them as male symbols is shown 

in many examples. From the very beginning, in Daughter of 

the Snows, fencing and sparring between the boats show their 

significance as phalli (DS, 8-9). Frequently the boat is a 

symbol for the man who operates it. Del Bishop is somewhat 

washed out, and he is afraid of water; his boat leaks and 

must be continually bailed to keep it from sinking (D£, 13). 

It is in sharp contrast with "La Bijou," the canoe in which 

Frona and Corliss achieve such ecstasy at the end of the 

novel. 

^Ccumpbell, Hero with a Thousand Faces, pp. 161-162. 
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Nowhere is the symbolism of ships more deeply felt than 

in Th£ §£a Wolf. Humphrey Van Weyden is made aware of the 

individuality of the ships as the red faced man identifies 

the sounds of bells and whistles in the fog. As if the con

stant conflict among the ships were not enough, London has 

the red faced man refer to a launch as "him" (SW, 6). The 

ferry boat that crashes into the boat that Van Weyden and 

the red faced man are aboard is referred to as "he" several 

times (SW, 5-7). Van Weyden has been enjoying the "moist 

obscurity" of the fog; then "The fog seemed to break away as 

though split by a wedge, and the bow of a steamboat emerged, 

trailing fog-wreaths on either side like seaweed on the 

snout of a Leviathan" (SW, 7), The sexual implications here 

are unmistakable. Wolf Larsen's ship, the Ghost, is clearly 

masculine, its character matching that of Wolf Larsen^ Its 

hold, like cuiy other enclosure, is a womb symbol. The many 

references to the ship as "her" seem to be merely habit. 

Three things are emphasized: its ninety-foot length and 

twenty-three-foot width, its hundred-foot masts and miles of 

sail, and its forefoot cleaving the water. All clearly mark 

the ship as a phallic symbol closely related to Larsen him

self. The masts are stronger and taller thcui the masts of 

other ships, and Larsen is known for "reckless carrying on 

of sail" (SW, 56). At Larsen's "summit of life," he piles 

on the sail, even during a storm; but at the end, when Vcui 

Weyden finds the derelict Ghost washed up on the beach, the 
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masts are a shambles, and Larsen is blind and near death^ 

(SW, 292). ̂  Thus the collapse of Larsen is clearly symbol

ized by the collapse of the masts and sailsT " Van Weyden, 

like Pathurst of the Elsinore, grows in stature and manhood 

as he masters the skills of sailing, including manipulating 

the masts and sails. 

With the underlying sexuality in all of London' s^^rlT, 

it should not be surprising that phallic symbols are ram

pant. Conflicts between males usually take the form of 

phallic duelling with sexual mastery the prize. Such duel

ling may be seen in Buck's battle with the man in the red 

sweater in Call of the Wild; the two cross swords, the man 

in the red sweater using a club and Buck using his nose (CW, 

23-24). Noses are recognized by Jung as phallic symbols, 

and London used them as such. Buck experiences "exquisite 

agony" when he is dealt a blow on the nose (CW, 24). At the 

end of that novel. Buck and an old wolf rub noses as a sign 

of friendship, and in that act the sexual mastery of the 

pack passes from the old wolf to Buck (CW, 95). London once 

referred to death as "the Noseless One." 

Feet and arms as phallic symbols are especially signif

icant to London and are frequently accompanied by castration 

imagery. Jung says, "The foot, as the organ nearest the 

•̂ Franklin Walker, "Jack London: Martin Eden," The 
American Novel; From James Fenimore Cooper to William 
Faulkner, ed. Wallace Stegner (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 
1965), pp. 142-143. 
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earth, represents, in dreams, the relation to earthly real

ity and often has a generative, or phallic significance. 

The name Oedipus, 'Swellfoot,' is significant in this re

spect. "̂  At the end of A Daughter of the Snows, Gregory St. 

Vincent sinks his teeth into a man's arm and hangs on until 

Frona Welse persuades him to let go (DS, 319). It must be 

pointed out that here, as in other battles in which teeth 

are used as weapons, the act of biting is more important as 

an archetypal symbol than the part of the anatomy that is 

bitten. Sexual implications in such scenes lend importance 

to the limb as phallic symbol. Several times in the animal 

stories, characters, both men and beasts, are killed by be

ing bitten through the jugular vein. In one of London's 

best known short stories, "Love of Life," the human protag

onist kills a wolf by biting through the jugular.^ In these 

examples, the act of biting is clearly related both to womb 

imagery and to Freud's son-horde myth; but their implica

tions are different from those of the scenes in which limbs 

are bitten. One of the more important of the latter occurs 

in The Sea Wolf. The cook, Mugridge, is jerked aboard "like 

a fresh-caught fish on a line," and as soon as he realizes 

what has happened to him, he "floundered over the deck and 

8jung, Symbols of Trans formation, p. 239. 

9Jack London, "Love of Life," Great Short Works of 
Jack London, ed. Earle Labor (New York: Harper and Row, 
ITTO) , pp. 345-346. 
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buried his teeth in Wolf Larsen's leg" (SW, 199). 

The Primal Father tests the Hero and challenges him for 

sexual mastery. Typically the London Hero meets the Primal 

Father early in the story. The Primal Father is lord of his 

world, imprisoning the Hero within his little kingdom and 

alternately threatening and torturing him. The kingdom of 

the Primal Father is the womb of the Terrible Mother. The 

object of the conflict between the Hero and the Primal 

Father is sexual mastery of the kingdom, and the Hero alter

nates between desire and fear in his relations with the 

Primal Father. At the end, the Hero, with the help of the 

Father-Creator, may vanquish the Primal Father and replace 

him; or, if the Hero has failed the test, the Father-Creator 

may abandom him to his fate, which is death. 

The meeting-vanquls]ving:-becoming cycle of the Hero and 

the Fathex_archetypes is seen most clearly in The Call of 

the Wild and in S}£-Sea Wplf. Buck, the dog-hero of Call of 

the Wild, first meets the Father figure in the form of the 

man in the red sweater (CW, 23). They meet in a walled gar

den, which is a mandala image as well as a womb image. It 

is the squared-circle mandala which is met with again in the 

boxing novels. The Game and The Abysmal Brute. The battle, 

like most battles in the London works, is a battle for sex

ual mastery, which the more primitive of the contestants 

wins. Buck is still clothed in the illusion of morality, 

and the sex master with his phallic club strips away his 
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illusions one by one, climaxing with the "exquisite agony" 

of one final blow on the nose. 

The man in the red sweater is referred to several times 

in the novel as the one who stripped Buck of his illusions 

and initiated him into the reign of primitive law. Refer

ring to an earlier metaphor, the man in the red sweater 

"hovers over" Buck as his creator throughout his learning 

period. It must be remembered that it was Red Sweater who 

freed Buck from his cage. 

The next Father figure Buck meets is the pure white 

husky. Spitz (CW, 26). He is an ambiguous image represent

ing both the Primal Father and the Father-Creator. He com

bines intelligence, brute strength, and lack of moral 

restraint. Spitz shows his scarlet tongue in silent laugh

ter after the death of Curly, the friendly female whose 

death is the first one Buck witnesses on Alaska soil (CW, 

27-28). Spitz's desire for mastery is exceeded only by 

Buck's, and Buck conquers him at the summit of life to be

come master of the pack. This summit, however, is a false 

summit, as was pointed out earlier; Buck's transformation is 

not complete. After falling from the summit and being res

cued by the "love master," John Thornton, Buck meets yet 

another figure who, like Spitz, is another imperfect copy of 

the man in the red sweater. This last Father figure is the 

old wolf with whom Buck rubs noses after repelling the at

tack of the wolf pack. The rubbing of noses represents the 
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merging of roles of the Son with the Father. The old wolf 

is that which Buck has "desired and feared," combining 

self-mastery, self-consciousness, and moral freedom. This 

meeting is a sign that Buck has mastered both the external 

and internal forces that have threatened him. In the final 

metaphor. Buck has merged with—has become—the old wolf, 

the sex-master of the wolf pack, putting his stamp on the 

pack in the form of brown flecks in the wolves' fur. Thus 

in the London cosmogony, the Hero, after defeating the 

Father, becomes the Father. 

This pattern may be seen in its entirety in The Sea 

Wolf. Humphrey Van Weyden meets the Father early in the 

novel in the form of Wolf Larsen, who "hovers over" the 

Hero's initiation, transforming Van Weyden from an effete 

society snob to a self-sufficient man. Van Weyden finally 

becomes the Father, master of the female, Maude Brewster, 

and of the most obvious symbol of masculinity, the sailing 

ship Ghost. Larsen is surrounded by symbols of masculinity, 

that is, phalli. These include his ever-present cigar, the 

hunters with their shotguns, the ship itself with its tall 

masts and miles of sail. Larsen's body itself may be con

sidered a phallic symbol; he is serpent-like in his ability 

to leap great distances to strike down sailors. He uses his 

body and his fists to club sailors into submission in the 

same way that the man in the red sweater used his club. 

At least three of London's Father figures have brain 
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damage which is directly related to their roles in the re

spective novels; they are Wolf Larsen of The Sea Wolf, Mr. 

Mellaire of Mutiny o£ the Elsinore, and Daughtry of Michael, 

Brother of Jerry. Each has a moral dilemma, and the fate of 

each is related to his defect. Larsen's only weakness seems 

to be his terrible headaches. Larsen admits to no belief in 

God, and Van Weyden calls him "amoral," completely without 

pity or human feeling; yet Van Weyden also detects a "primal 

melancholy" in Larsen when the latter talks about his past 

life. The first time Van Weyden sees Larsen during one of 

his headaches, Larsen is groaning, "God, God, God" (SW, 95). 

The second time. Van Weyden tries to help him, but nothing 

seems to help. Louis, the Wise Old Man, says "'Tis the hand 

of God, I'm tellin' you . . . '" (SW, 125). Another head

ache occurs just after Van Weyden has discovered Larsen at

tempting to rape Maude Brewster. Larsen reels away from her 

before Van Weyden can use his knife (SW, 245). The headache 

conveniently keeps Larsen out of the way while Van Weyden 

and Maude Brewster escape in a small boat. The next time 

they see Larsen, the latter is blind and helpless as a re

sult of his headaches. As his condition grows worse, the 

part of him that is evil, the part that moves, dies, while 

only his thinking brain lives on. Finally that, too, dies; 

but Maude Brewster says, "But he still lives . . . " (SW, 

352). Thus to Humphrey Van Weyden, Larsen's headaches are 

part of the Father-Creator archetype who watches over Van 
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Weyden's initiation, (jjarsen's weakness is Van Weyden's 

strength; as Larsen's power declines. Van Weyden grows in 

stature and self confidences^ 

Mr. Mellaire, the second mate of the Elsinore, also has 

brain damage; his head was split open years earlier by a 

"crazy sea-cook," and he still has a cleft in his head (̂ffi, 

70). He is a good second mate, but the cleft in his head is 

the mark of Cain. It marks him as a murderer who beat a 

ship's captain to death some years before. When he is dis

covered by the first mate, Mellaire goes over to the muti

neers (ME, 292). Both mates disappear about the same time, 

leaving the hero, Pathurst, to defend the ship. Thus the 

head injury serves the same purpose as Wolf Larsen's head

aches; it represents moral consciousness and indirectly 

leads to his downfall. 

A third instance of a physical defect's being related 

to archetypes occurs in Michael, Brother of Jerry. 

Daughtry, the steward, is a Primal Father type with primi

tive, preconscious impulses; but he has a moral conscience 

which is symbolized by a form of leprosy which causes his 

brain to deteriorate. Throughout the first half of the nov

el, his primal impulses are on the ascendency. He steals 

Michael, cind after wandering over the Pacific and surviving 

a shipwreck, Daughtry and the dog arrive in San Francisco 

without funds. Driven by his habit of drinking six quarts 

of beer a day, Daughtry has Michael perform his singing act 
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in waterfront bars to raise money. Business is so success

ful that it causes Daughtry to become greedy, and he toys 

with the idea of selling Michael. The leprosy is detected 

by a doctor who has been trying to buy Michael, and Daughtry 

is sent to the pest-house, leaving Michael alone in their 

apartment. Michael is stolen by Harry Del Mar and begins 

his long, tortuous journey to the animal training farm in 

the East. Thus Daughtry's brain-leprosy is directly related 

to his moral conscience, which defeats his primal impulses. 

The Primal Father figure, like the Earth Mother, ap

pears in nearly every novel. In his pure form he has none 

of the moral conscience that marks the presence of the 

Father-Creator. The Primal Father shows no mercy in his 

battles for sexual mastery with the Hero. One Primal Father 

figure, the man in the red sweater, has been discussed pre

viously. John Ponta of The Game is the "archetype of arche

types" of the Primal Father: 

Here was the fighter—the beast with a streak for 
a forehead, with beady eyes under lowering and 
bushy brows, flat-nosed, thick-lipped, 
sullen-mouthed. He was heavy-jawed, bull-necked, 
and the short, straight hair of the head seemed 
to her frightened eyes the stiff bristles on a 
hog's back. Here were coarseness and brutish-
ness—a thing savage, primordial, ferocious, tie 
was swarthy to blackness, and his body was cov
ered with a hairy growth that matted like a dog's 
on his chest and shoulders. He was deep-chested, 
thick-legged, large-muscled, but unshapely. His 
muscles were knots, and he was gnarled and knobby, 
twisted out of beauty by excess of strength. 
(TG, 103-104) 
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As if this were not enough, London piles on the animal 

imagery: 

He was too decided an atavism to draw the crowd's 
admiration. . . . He was an animal, lacking in 
intelligence and spirit, a menace and a thing of 
fear, as the tiger and the snake are menaces and 
things of fear, better behind the bars of a cage 
than running free in the open. (TG, 105) 

This description of John Ponta, along with those of Beauty 

Smith and Red-Eye, bears strong resemblance to the descrip

tion of the "born criminal" by Cesare Lombroso.^^ 

Ponta and the hero, Joe Fleming, meet in the boxing 

ring in a sexual battle in which fists serve as phalli. 

After a long battle, Joe Fleming slips on a wet spot on the 

canvas; Ponta hits Fleming as the latter is going down; 

Fleming's head hits the canvas and the whole back of his 

skull is caved in (TG, 156, 164). Ponta is the pure Primal 

Father unmixed with moral conscience; Fleming is the unini

tiated Hero, as Buck was when he encountered the man in the 

red sweater. The innocent Hero has no chance against the 

primitive man who has no moral conscience. As suggested 

before, moral conscience, when it is present, is symbolized 

by a brain defect, such as that of Wolf Larsen. Thus the 

brain defect also represents divine intervention. 

Dull-witted, cruel, single-minded, subject only to the 

primitive law of master or be mastered—these are the 

lOcesare Lombroso, Crime: Its Causes and Remedies, 
trans. Henry P. Horton (Montclair, N. J.: Patterson Smith, 
1968), 365-369. 
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characteristics of the Primal Father; and they are the char

acteristics that are common to Ponta, Beauty Smith, Bashti, 

eind Red-Eye the Atavism. 

Beauty Smith, like John Ponta, is in appearance more 

beast than human. He is grotesquely put together, with a 

small pointed head, wide forehead, large, wide-spaced eyes, 

"an enormous, prognathous jaw,"ll small neck, large yellow 

teeth, yellow muddy eyes, hair "sparse and irregular of 

growth, muddy-yellow and dirty-yellow, rising on his head 

and sprouting out of his face in unexpected tufts and 

bunches. . . . " He is the pure Primal Father with no re

deeming features. Again like Ponta, Beauty Smith is a 

"thing of fear," and White Fang fears him instinctively 

(WF, 211, 213). 

In Before Adam, London carries the process of creation 

a step farther by placing the Primal Father in the time 

period in which he belongs—at the period of limbo between 

the pre-conscious and conscious life of man. Red-Eye the 

Atavism is pure primitive, pre-conscious, with no moral 

conscience. Like that of Ponta and Beauty Smith his appear

ance is more beastly than human; "He was frightfully ugly, 

his ferocious grinning mouth and huge down-hanging under-lip 

being but in harmony with his terrible eyes" (BA, 55-56). 

llprognathism seems to have been considered a sure sign 
of arrested evolution in London's day. Lombroso and others 
have called attention to it. See Lombroso, Crime, 
pp. 155, 165. 
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Old Bashti, the tribal chieftan in Jerry of the 

Islands, is an enigma, as are many of the dark skinned peo

ple in London's works. Completely amoral, Bashti yet has 

intelligence that is not typical of the Primal Father arche

types. This primal intelligence combined with his complete 

mastery of the tribe, including the females, perhaps places 

him more properly in the next section, that dealing with 

Freud's Primal Horde theory. 

The Wise Old Man, in Jung's description, " . . . ap

pears in dreams in the guise of a magician, doctor, priest, 

teacher, professor, grandfather, or any other person posses

sing authority." Furthermore, he " . . . always appears in 

a situation where insight, understanding, good advice, de

termination, planning, etc., are needed but cannot be mus-

12 ered on one's own resources." The Wise Old Man archetype 

has several counterparts in London's novels. Like Tiresias, 

he sometimes has defective eyes; but he has the gift of pro

phesy, and he frequently gives advice which is not heeded. 

Thus Matt McCarthy sees cowardice in Gregory St. Vincent's 

eyes and tries to warn Frona Welse about him, but she will 

not believe him (D£, 170-174). Old Fat Louis of the Ghost 

knows the past and future; at his first meeting with Humphrey 

Van Weyden, he tells the latter, " . . . mark me words, 

there'll be more dead men before the trip is done with" (SW, 

57), Russ Brissenden displays his prophetic nature when he 

^2Jung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 183. 
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tells Martin Eden to go back to sea; " . . . you'll hang 

arovind these pest-holes of cities until your bones are rot

ten, and then you'll die" im^, 290). Old Nalasu, Jerry's 

protector among the cannibals, is perhaps the purest example 

of the Tiresias figure, the Wise Old Man. Nalasu is blind, 

but he trains Jerry to be his eyes. He has an uncanny abil

ity to survive, making him kin to Tiresias, who is immortal. 

He has the power of divination; He "divined that it was the 

long-expected punitive Man-of-War" (JÎ , 266). 

The scenes in the several novels in which the Hero and 

Primal Father meet always take place in an enclosed space 

from which the Hero cannot escape. Indeed, confinement it

self seemed to hold a particular horror for London. Ponta 

and Joe Fleming meet in a boxing ring; Beauty Smith keeps 

White Fang tied up—and of course Beauty's agent, the bull

dog, almost kills White Fang in a small enclosure from which 

neither can escape. Warden Atherton keeps Darrell standing 

in prison, in a dungeon, in a strait-jacket. Buck is con

fined in a high-walled yard with the man in the red sweater. 

Old Bashti, the cannibal chief in Jerry . . . , kills the 

captain of the Ariel, and later confines Jerry in a hut with 

the humans upon whom the chief intends to feast. Red-Eye 

the Atavism not only represents the Primal Father, but he i£ 

the Primal Father, primitive even to the young hero who 

lives in the "raw beginning of life." Red-Eye repeatedly 

appears with a new wife, never forming any permanent 
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attachments; whereas the Hero and his friend both marry for 

life. Samuel Hayakawa has used Red-Eye as a character in an 

interesting parable on marriage.^^ Red-Eye haunts the 

dreams of the Hero but is unable to confine him. Michael, 

brother of Jerry, is confined in an animal training farm 

with Harriss Collins, the Primal Father figure of that 

novel. 

The archetype of the Father-Creator is the most diffi

cult to detect and to explain, especially for the reader who 

has not examined the whole body of London's work. Such ex

amination reveals a startling consistency in London's use of 

certain motifs that reveal the presence of the archetypal 

image which is here called the Father-Creator. 

The key to this archetype appears in the often-quoted 

passage in the short story, "The White Silence": 

The afternoon wore on and with the awe born of the 
White Silence, the voiceless travellers bent to 
their work. Nature has many tricks wherewith she 
convinces man of his finity—the ceaseless flow of 
the tides, the fury of the storms, the shock of 
the earthquake, the long roll of heaven's artil
lery—but the most tremendous, the most stupefying 
of all, is the passive phase of the White Silence. 
All movement ceases, the sky clears, the heavens 
are as brass; the slightest whisper seems sacri
lege, and man becomes timid and affrighted at the 
sound of his own voice. Sole speck of life jour
neying across the ghostly wastes of a dead world, 
he trembles at his audacity, realizes that his is 
a maggot's life, nothing more. Strange thoughts 

^^S. I. Hayakawa, Language in Thought and Action (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1964), pp. 5-7^ 
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arise uns\immoned, and the mystery of all things 
strives for utterance.^4 

Later he describes the White Silence as the enemy of 

motion, and adds that "it is then, if ever, man walks alone 

with God."15 The linking of the White Silence with divinity 

furnishes a clue to its importance as an archetype. It is 

referred to several times in the Klondike novels, but its 

influence extends far beyond the Klondike. In Call of the 

Wild, it is the White Silence that descends and broods over 

the impending battle between Buck and Spitz (CW, 46). Buck 

finally comes to symbolize the White Silence: " . . . in 

the center of the clearing stood Buck, motionless as a stat

ue waiting their coming. They were awed, so still and large 

he stood, and a moment's pause fell, till the boldest one 

leaped straight for him" (CW, 94). The awe they feel is, of 

course, the same awe experienced by the voiceless travelers 

in the description of the White Silence; and the "moment's 

pause" marks the presence of the "God of the White Silence" 

as it did in the moment before the decisive battle between 

Buck and Spitz. 

The White Silence as symbol of the Father-Creator 

archetype sometimes may be seen in contrast with the Great 

Mother or womb image, symbolized by a condition which may be 

14Jack London, "The White Silence," The Soil of the Wolf 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1930), pp. 6-7. 

l^ibid., p. 7. 
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called "loud darkness." The darkness and the fog conceal, 

but the White Silence reveals all. Thus Buck's "night sea 

journey" at the beginning of the novel is filled with clang

ing locomotives, whistles, and banging doors (CW, 20 ff.). 

Similarly at the beginning of The Sea Wolf, the fog is full 

of sounds—horns, bells, and shouting (SW, 5 ff.). Later 

when the Ghost enters a fogbank to escape Death Larsen and 

the Macedonia, Van Weyden is "aware of a pent, stifled feel

ing"; the "sounds of the ship thrusting herself through the 

waves" are hurled back upon the men, and "the mind recoiled 

from contemplation of a world beyond this wet veil which 

wrapped us around" (SW, 233). This wet, concealing fog is 

the direct opposite of the White Silence, which is dry and 

brilliant, causing the slightest movement or sound to be 

seen and heard. 

It is the White Silence as the enemy of motion that is 

represented by Wolf Larsen's headaches. Larsen sees life as 

a "ferment," as something that moves for a while and then 

ceases to move. Finally the "ferment" part of him, the part 

that moves, dies; and only the "passive phase" remains. 

"Somewhere within that tomb of the flesh still dwelt the 

soul of the man. Walled by the living clay, that fierce in

telligence we had known burned on; but it burned on in si

lence and darkness" (SW, 345). Moral consciousness, imagi

nation, sympathy, love—all are synonymous with the White 

Silence. These make men aware of their own "finity" and 
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make them aware of their need for one another. They make 

men worthy of survival. To Jack London, even if uncon

sciously, they mark the presence of the Father-Creator 

archetype. 

Perhaps the most striking use of the White Silence as 

an "enemy of motion" occurs at the end of Martin Eden. 

Whiteness is highly significant there as a symbol of the 

meeting with the Father. The purpose of Martin Eden's sui

cide is to escape "the white glare of life," which reveals 

all the ache and the hurt of life im^, 404). He even turns 

off the light in his room "so that it might not betray him 

. . . " (̂5̂, 405). His body is white: "A bonita struck at 

his white body, and he laughed aloud" (I^, 405). He becomes 

a "white statue" as he dives deep, trying to find death. 

On his last dive, he watches the "ghostly, phosphorescent 

trails of the darting bonita." As he floats "languidly in 

a sea of dream vision," surrounded by "colours and radi

ance," he sees a light: "It seemed a lighthouse; but it 

was inside his brain—a flashing, bright white light." Its 

flashes are "swifter and swifter," but then there is a 

"long rumble of sound" as he falls into darkness. Here, as 

he falls into the womb of Great Mother Sea, he is helped 

along the way by the Father. The Hero-Father battle always 

takes place in the womb, and here the Hero wins the way to 

the Mother {m_, 407), 

One of the more interesting, and most frequently 



123 

repeated, archetypal images to appear in the London novels 

is that of the so-called "son-horde" phenomenon described by 

Freud in Totem and Taboo. According to Freud, sometime dur

ing man's transition from a pre-conscious to a conscious 

state, the tribal or Primal Father antagonized his bachelor 

sons by keeping all of the females of the clan to himself. 

"One day," the sons banded together and slew the Father and 

devoured him, thereby assuming not only his "civil" power 

but assimilating his physical strength with the act of in

gestion. Freud saw this "incident" as an explanation of 

many of man's most widespread taboos, including the taboos 

on incest and cannibalism; for as soon as the sons had 

killed cUid eaten their father, they began to have feelings 

of remorse, and decided not only to ban all such activities 

in the future, but to have a commemorative feast of animal 

flesh each year to celebrate the event.^^ It now seems 

clear that Freud never intended his "myth" to be interpreted 

as a literal description of an event in time. It is merely 

an attempt to explain certain attitudes in the human psyche 

that otherwise defy explanation. 

Several critics have mentioned the remarkable similar

ity between Freud's son-horde myth and the battle in Jack 

London's novel The Call of the Wild in which the Hero, Buck, 

and the other sled dogs overpower and consume the team 

l^Sigmund Freud, The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud 
(New York: Modern Library, 1938), pp. 91^91^1 
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leader. Spitz. It happens at the summit of Buck's life, 

during the chase of the snowshoe rabbit described earlier. 

The whole pack of dogs is chasing the rabbit through the 

snowy night—all except Spitz, who takes a short cut, 

catches and kills the rabbit before the other dogs can stop 

him. Thus begins the battle to the death. 

First the rabbit is described as a "frost wraith"; then 

Spitz, a "larger frost wraith," appears. Spitz breaks the 

back of the rabbit, and at the rabbit's dying shriek, the 

pursuing dogs raise "a hell's chorus of delight." The in

terval between the killing of the rabbit and the beginning 

of the battle is described thus by London: 

Over the whiteness and silence brooded a ghostly 
calm. There was not the faintest whisper of 
air—nothing moved, not a leaf quivered, the 
visible breaths of the dogs rising slowly and 
lingering in the frosty air. They had made short 
work of the snowshoe rabbit . . . and they were now 
drawn up in an expectant circle. (CW, 46) 

The battle begins; "and all the while the silent and 

wolfish circle waited to finish off whichever dog went 

down." Finally Buck, by using his imagination, manages to 

break both of Spitz's forelegs. 

Then Buck sprang in and out; but while he was in, 
shoulder had at last met shoulder. Tine dark cir
cle became a dot on the moon-flooded snow as 
Spitz disappeared from view. (CW, 47)) 

One might question whether the scene w/ere as symbolic 

as it seems when it is remembered that a sdmilar scene is 

enacted earlier in the novel with a female named Curley as 



victim. Curley makes "advances" to a male husky and is 

promptly attacked by the male and knocked off her feet. The 

other dogs move in and finish off Curley (CW, 27-28). This 

killing of a female is explained in the prompt appearance of 

Spitz, the Primal Father. The incident is merely a means by 

which the Father establishes his mastery over his harem and 

his savage sons. 

The interpretation of the killing of Spitz as an ex

ample of the son-horde battle is reinforced by the fact that 

similar incidents occur several times in the London novels. 

At the end of Call . . . , the wolf pack attacks Buck in 

much the same way that Spitz was attacked. This time, how

ever, they are unsuccessful in overthrowing Buck, and he be

comes the Primal Father. He becomes not only the master of 

the sons but of the harem as well; for soon there is a 

"change in the breed of timber wolves . . . some were seen 

with splashes of brown on head and muzzle, and with a rift 

of white centering down the chest" (CW, 95). The brown and 

white, of course, are Buck's colors. 

In The Sea Wolf, the son-horde battle takes place in 

the dark forecastle of the ship. Larsen and his mate, 

Johansen, have been thrown overboard. Johansen drowns, but 

Larsen survives; and he enters the forecastle, accompanied 

by Van Weyden, to find out who threw him overboard. Larsen 

is set upon by seven sailors, while Van Weyden cringes in a 

bunk. Larsen fights his way out of the dark forecastle and 
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up the ladder to the deck (SW, 135-136). 

The immediate prize in this battle is the ship, the 

Ghost, representing manhood itself. A more interesting as

pect enters when one realizes that there is a sexual aspect 

involved. Hximphrey Van Weyden at this point has not ac

quired enough "manhood" to take sides in the fight. He is, 

in a sense, the prize. It is while he is dressing Wolf 

Larsen's wounds acquired in this battle that Van Weyden be

gins to admire Larsen's body: "the sight of his body quite 

took my breath away." He even feels Larsen's legs and finds 

them "hard as iron" (SW, 141-142). The sensuality of this 

scene and the similarity that it bears to other sexually 

implicit scenes in other novels only strengthen the tie to 

the son-horde myth. 

In White Fang, a similar scene is enacted between an 

old wolf and two young wolves, with a female as the prize. 

Like Humphrey Van Weyden, the she-wolf stands by and looks 

on, and goes away with the old wolf as prize. London calls 

the battle of the male wolves over the female "the 

sex-tragedy of the natural world that was tragedy only to 

those who died" (WF, 127). 

In both The Sea Wolf and White Fang it is the Primal 

Father who wins over the recalcitrant sons; and in each case 

the real prize is sexual mastery. Like the old wolf and his 

paramour, Larsen and Van Weyden affect a "marriage," for Van 

Weyden is promptly promoted to mate. The cannibalism of the 



127 

son-horde myth is suggested in The Sea Wolf by a sailor's 

biting through the calf of Larsen's leg. The old wolf in 

White Fang kills his rivals by biting through their 

jugulars. 

Other novels in which the son-horde battle is sug

gested are Mutiny of the Elsinore, Adventure, and Jerry of 

the Islands. In Mutiny . . . the Primal Father, Mr. Pike, 

and the second mate, Mr. Mellaire, disappear during the mu

tiny, and cannibalism is hinted at, although it is never 

made entirely clear whether cannibalism was intended or not. 

In Adventure Dave Sheldon, the hero, is a paternalistic 

plantation owner who employs indentured blacks. The blacks 

repeatedly try to overpower Sheldon, but they never succeed. 

The blacks fare better in Jerry of the Islands; there they 

succeed in massacring an entire ship's crew, with Jerry the 

only survivor. Again, it is the children against the fa

ther, as it always is in London's works when white meets 

black. Only when the sons are also white do they have a 

chance of winning. 

Freud, of course, chose to ignore Jung's archetypal 

theories even while identifying such archetypal myths of his 

own as the son-horde. Freud certainly acknowledged the ex

istence of the collective unconscious but declined to 

explore it, preferring to retreat behind his sexual theories 

as frontiers to defend, Raphael Patai put Freud's 

son-horde in the proper perspective by describing it as a 
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myth created, not discovered, by Freud. 

Whether appearing as part of a "son-horde" myth or as 

part of a Hero tale, the visible images of the archetypes 

of the Father are numerous in London's works. Since they 

appear in nearly every novel, these images obviously served 

some artistic purpose which London never made clear. That 

purpose, of which London may or may not have been aware, 

can now be suggested as a result of the vrork of Freud, 

Jung, Campbell, et al. London was simply rendering in vis

ible form those primordial images which lie in the collec

tive unconscious of all mankind. 

1*7Raphael Patai, Myth and Modern Man (Englewood 
Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice Hall, 1972) , p. 56. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Underlying the myths cuid archetypes which form the cor

pus of this study is yet another London myth, one that has 

to do with Leslie Fiedler's third way back into the world of 

myth (cited in Chapter I). The third way suggested by 

Fiedler is the writer's invention of a private myth system 

of his own. London invented such a private myth system, but 

it was brought forth in so many bits and pieces that the 

reader may only detect it by "standing back" and looking at 

his fiction from afar. Indeed, although London was quite 

consistent in his uses of this myth, it is by no means clear 

whether he was fully aware of all that it implied. 

^London's private myth is bound up with the many para

doxes , and even outright contradictions, that are so obvious 

in his work. The summit or the abyss, Nietzsche or Marx, 

Paradise or Hell—London's characters are continually being 

caught between them, just as critics are repeatedly caught 

between the opposite views of London himself as genius or 

hack. From his days as a "boy socialist," throughout all 

the rest of his life, London repeatedly declared his alle

giance to socialism, Karl Marx, and the great proletarian 

129 
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revolution; and yet it is the Nietzchean supermen, such as 

Wolf Larsen, who are remembered from his fiction and not the 

numberless men who died in the cause of revolution. Thus 

London emerges as a classic case of the writer whose con

scious mind says one thing while the reader, using the 

writer's work as the voice of his unconscious, hears just 

the opposite^ 

The dilemmas may become more understandable if a factor 

can be found that mediates between them, or at least par

tially explains why they occur. The common factor in the 

London cosmogony is the search for freedom, or perhaps more 

precisely, the search for enlightened moral freedom. The 

word cosmogony is used here to denote the role played by 

theories of evolution in the London myth. 

The basic assumption underlying the private London myth 

is that human consciousness exists as a thrust toward en

lightened moral freedom. The word enlightened as used here 

means that the kind of freedom men seek is freedom combined 

with knowledge of that freedom. Thus the freedom of the 

Garden of Eden will not do, for Adam in the Garden had moral 

freedom but was not conscious that he had it. The 'work 

beast" is free, but again consciousness of freedom is lack

ing. This lack can be furnished by revolutionary socialism; 

once the worker realizes that revolution is possible, then 

he is free to follow his natural impulses, tear down the 
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existing social structure, and build a new society on the 

ruins. Sometimes the work beast has to reach the bottom of 

the social pit before he realizes that he is free. This is 

the state in which London found himself when he returned 

from "the road" at age eighteen and realized that he was 

"beneath the point at which [he] had started . . . down in 

the cellar of society."^ In this state, a man realizes that 

he has nothing to lose, that whatever he does can only make 

his lot better, never worse; therefore, he is free to do 

whatever he is capable of doing. 

There is one more condition in which men are free, and 

this is the part of the myth that London consciously denied 

but that will be associated with his name as long as he is 

remembered. This is the condition of the superman, the 

"blond beast" from the North who strides forever west, con

quering or destroying every lesser man who gets in his way. 

Tit is the freedom of Wolf Larsen, who could declare, "I know 

truth, divine good from evil, right from wrong. My vision 

is clear and far. I could almost believe in God" (SW, 73) .' 

At this moment, at this summit of life, Larsen realizes that 

he is free from moral restraint and therefore as free as a 

mortal man can ever be; but the next moment brings with it 

the proverbial fly in the ointment of self-knowledge—the 

knowledge of death. "And—baa! Tomorrow I shall pay for 

Ijack London, "What Life Means to Me," Cosmopolitan 
Magazine, 40 (November, 1905), 527. 
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it as the drunkard pays. And I shall know that I must die 

. , , " (SW, 73), Larsen, in other words, is trying to live 

two lives: that of Adam before the fall and that of modem 

man with his supreme knowledge of good and evil. He tries 

to escape the consequences of such knowledge by staying in 

the womb of Mother Sea where moral law cannot reach him. 

Alfred S. Shivers calls Larsen's perversity his "armor of 

evil"; "armor of innocence" might be a better term?) 

In comparing Wolf Larsen and Milton's Satan, Shivers 

points out that both are willin,gjto suffer the wrath of God 

in order to enjoy the "liberty of revolt." Larsen "abso

lutely opposes the ethical system of life upheld by the 

majority of civilized people, sneers at conventional moral-

ity as a product of weakness, and takes his chances." This 

is "return to Paradise" in its most desirable form, reaching 

a state of complete moral freedom and knowledge of freedom 

at the same time. By denying the existence of God, both 

London and Larsen lay claim not only to freedom from moral 

restraint, but freedom from guilt, ^he difference^beiween 

Larsen_and_Van_Weyden, then, is not the difference between 

good and evil but between freedom and restraint. In^^e 

contest, freedom is defeated, 

2Alfred S. Shivers, "The Demoniacs of Jack London," 
American Book Collector, 12, 1 (September, 1961), 12. 

3ibid., p. 13. 
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The same could be said of other London characters such 

as Martin Eden, Buck of The Call of the Wild, and Pat 

Glendon of The Abysmal Brute. Freedom plus moral knowledge 

wins in Call . . . and Abysmal Brute and loses in Martin 

Eden. These characters are not heroes or villains in any 

strict sense; they are simply new kinds of innocents who try 

to escape this world of good and evil and moral restraint. 

Shivers says, "To London, men are but slightly civilized 

beasts, and beasts don't seem to be burdened with con

sciences. . . . " Neither was Adam; but Adam lacked one 

thing that would have made his existence the "summit of 

life"—knowledge of his own freedom. 

This search for enlightened moral freedom is the pri

vate London myth, and it pervades everything that he wrote. 

It is the conscious vehicle which conveys the unconscious 

archetypes with which this study is concerned. Contained 

within it is the whole realm of myth; it is the "universal 

motif" mentioned in Martin Eden (MN, 317). These different 

kinds of moral freedom—the "unenlightened" freedom of Adam, 

the freedom enjoyed by the socialist work beast, the free

dom at the bottom of the social pit, and the freedom of the 

superman—can be found not only in London's fiction but also 

in the events of his life as he and his biographers have 

described them. Numerous critics and biographers have 

Ibid., p. 13. 
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mentioned this freedom myth in passing, but none have given 

it the importance it deserves as a source of insight into 

London and his work. It helps to explain, if not resolve, 

the numerous paradoxes mentioned above; for it finally dawns 

on the reader, as it did on London, that although man must 

continue the search for freedom, it must continue to elude 

him. At both the summit and the abyss of life, man may for 

a moment delude himself into thinking that he is free from 

the necessity of choosing; for at both of these poles, all 

choices are open to him. No sooner is the delusion put into 

practice, however, than in comes the smiling undertaker to 

remind him that man finally has but one choice, "namely, the 
5 

anticipating of the day of his death." 

In The Call of the Wild, Buck's "moral nature" begins 

to decay with his first theft (CW, 33), and he is finally 

freed from all moral consideration by John Thornton's death. 

This is the point at which Buck abandons all conditioning of 

humanity and becomes beast, but again it is not a joyous re

nunciation; he returns each year to mourn the death of 

Thornton, who is the personification of "moral nature" (CW, 

95). Earle Labor has noted this same kind of freedom in 

Before Adam, the freedom enjoyed by the two "cubs" who are 

more beast than human: "There is above all, the complete 

freedom from all responsibility and social restraint (if not 

^Joan London, Jack London and His Times, p. 374. 
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from danger)." It becomes increasingly clear from these 

and other examples that such freedom may be attained by ani

mals but not by man, seek it though he must. Thus the 

possibility of freedom exists as an animal characteristic 

in man. 

Another type of freedom, that of the bottom of the pit, 

is experienced by Darrell Standing, the hero of The Star 

Rover. In the strait-jacket he attains "freedom such as few 

men have ever known" (SR, 4). One is reminded of the 

much-later reference by Faulkner in The Bear to the hypothe

sis that the black slave in the South has known a freedom 

that white men will never know. It is the freedom that 

comes from knowing that there is no freedom. 

Thus London's concept of freedom comes very close to 

what Evans and Finestone call a "pure archetype." The con

cept of freedom exists in the mind of man, who knows not 

whence it came. Freedom itself is possessed by beasts who 

do not know they possess it. If the existence of archetypes 

is inferred from certain images welling up from the uncon

scious, from artifacts left over in the psyche, from the 

primitive or pre-human state of man, might not freedom be 

one of these? In the London cosmogony, it is analagous to 

^Earle Labor, "Jack London's Literary Artistry: A 
Study of his Imagery and Symbols in Relation to his Themes," 
Diss. Univ. of Wise. 1961, p. 172. 

^Faulkner, "The Bear," p. 283. 



136 

the mechanical rabbit on a dog-race track; it stays just out 

of reach of the chaser, who one day dreams that he has 

caught it, only to wake and find it was only a dream. As 

James McClintock has said about London, "Some men experience 

ambivalently a growing sense of freedom and a developing 

sense of futility. . . . "̂  

Wallace Stegner has said that the themes of freedom and 

moral responsibility are inseparable from the theme of inno-
9 

cence, and all are characteristic of the American hero. 

Thus London becomes one with the great body of American lit

erature, with Hawthorne, Melville, Twain, and James. 

Innocence is the state of "Adam before the fall," of animals 

and primitive men before they become conscious of good and 

evil. After men attain self-knowledge and become conscious 

of moral responsibility, they spend their lives striving to 

return to unconsciousness cind innocence. " . . . once we 

have become conscious," says W. H. Auden, "we can [never] go 

back to unconsciousness." 

8James I. McClintock, "Jack London: Finding the 
Proper Trend in Literary Art," C. E. A. Critic, 34 (May, 
1972) , 28. 

^The American Novel: From James Fenimore Cooper to 
WilliaiTTaulkner, ed. Wallace Stegner (New York: Basic 
Books, 1965), Preface, p. x. 

l̂ W. H. Auden, The Enchafed Flood: A Romantic 
Iconography of the Sea (New York: Random House, 1950), 
p. 147. 
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