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“The Most Dangerous Game”
Archetypal Images 
Archetypes are a group of primordial images “shaped by the repeated experiences of our ancestors and expressed in MYTHS, religion, dreams, fantasies, and literature” (Holman 39). These images are believed to be part of a collective unconscious that is shared by all humans.  In other words, all humans tend to automatically react to these images in the same way without realizing it. In his book Metaphor and Reality, Philip Wheelwright writes that archetypes are “images and motifs that “recur again and again in cultures so remote from one another in space and time that there is no likelihood of any historical influence and causal connection among them” (Guerin 149-150). Here again we see that these same images, and the reactions they cause, exist within the minds of all people in different cultures, in different times, and in different places. Wilfred L. Guerin writes in his book A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature 

 …similar motifs or themes may be found among many different mythologies and certain images that recur in the myths of people widely separated in time and place tend to have a common meaning or, more accurately, tend to elicit  comparable psychological responses and to serve similar cultural functions. Such motifs and images are called archetypes. Stated simply stated, archetypes are universal symbols (Guerin 149-150).
(The italics in the phrases above are mine not the authors) 

Key Concepts to remember about how we will look at archetypal symbols in relation to “The Most Dangerous Game” (the above is meant to give you a deeper understanding of archetypes. We will only be looking at symbols, so if you understand these “Key Concepts” you should have no problem understanding the story).
· “Archetypes are universal symbols 

· They recur in cultures remote from one another

· They tend to elicit  comparable psychological responses

The following are examples of these archetypes and the symbolic meanings with which they tend to be widely associated (it should be noted that seeing water in a story does not necessarily make it an archetype. These symbols must make sense within the context of the story to be considered an archetype):
1. Water: the mystery of creation; birth-death-resurrection; purification and redemption; fertility and growth. According to (Carl) Jung, water is also the commonest symbol for the unconscious.

2. Colors

a. Red: blood, sacrifice, violent passion: disorder.

d. Black (darkness): chaos, mystery, the unknown; death; primal wisdom; the unconscious; evil; melancholy.
Below are excerpts from the story that we will use to trace the use of the above archetypes.
The numbers below refer to the section of the text where the particular quote will be found. 
(1) The island is "rather a mystery" and sailors "have a curious dread of the place"

(1) It was a dank tropical night “that was palpable as it pressed its thick, warm blackness in upon the yacht" 
 (4) When nearing the island Whitney felt "a mental chill; a sort of sudden dread" (2nd time dread is mentioned)
(4) Whitney says he thinks "Evil is a tangible thing" "[. . .] “An evil place can, so to speak, broadcast vibrations of evil." 
Look at the author’s choice of words at the beginning of the story:

· Dread

· thick, warm blackness
· dread 
· Evil is a tangible, evil place

· vibrations of evil
1. What mood is the author trying to create? What is the nature of this place?

(5)" The sensuous drowsiness of the night was on him." 
2. What does sensuous mean? What is the affect of “sensuous drowsiness” on Rainsford?
(6) “Somewhere, off in the blackness, someone had fired a gun three times.”
(6) Rainsford “leaped upon the rail and balanced himself there…”  When he lunges for his falling pipe he realized “he had reached too far and lost his balance.” 
The author continues to use words (blackness) that represent evil.

Now we have Rainsford sitting in the sensuous drowsiness of the night; he hears shots from the blackness; and he is attracted by them. 

Rainsford is balanced on the beam. He reaches too far (toward the darkness) and falls in. 
3. What do you think might be on either side of the beam (symbolically)? What might this mean? 
(6) "The blood-warm waters of the Caribbean sea closed over his head" 
4. In light of what you know about water as an archetypal symbol, what might this mean on a symbolic level?
(7) “Rainsford heard a sound. It came out of the darkness, a high screaming sound, the sound of an animal in an extremity of anguish and terror.”
5. What does he do when he hears this scream of anguish from "out of the darkness?"  What might this suggest?

(7/8) Island is a dense jungle "what perils [. . .] might hold for him didn't concern Rainsford just then." 
6. What is a peril? What does this suggest about Rainsford’s time on the island?

(8) He "tumbled headlong into the deepest sleep of his life"

7. Considering what has happened in the story so far (his fall into the darkness and being submerged in water), why do you think the author choose to say Rainsford fell into the deepest sleep of his life? He could have just said he fell asleep, unless he wanted to suggest a meaning beyond just sleeping.
(9) Rainsford approaches the chateau and sees "pointed towers plunging upward into the gloom.” "[. . .] it was set high on a bluff, and on three sides of it cliffs dived down to where the sea licked greedy lips in the shadows.”
(9) He "opened the tall spiked iron gate." Around it "hung an air of unreality." 
(10) He lifted the heavy, gargoyle knocker and it "creaked up stiffly as if it had never been used" 
8. What kind of atmosphere does this description create?
9. What specific details are used to create the atmosphere?
(12) Zaroff had “thick eyebrows and military mustache that were as black as the night from which Rainsford had come.”  
10. Why do you think the author chose to say black as the night from which Rainsford had come?

*Notice that images of darkness are still being used. There are too many of them for it to be a coincidence. 

(12) Ivan is a Cossack – “[. . .] like all his race, a bit of a savage.” 

(12) "He is a Cossack," said the general, and his smile showed red lips and pointed teeth. "So am I."

11. If all Ivan’s race is a bit savage, and Zaroff is of the same race, what does that make Zaroff?
12. Considering the archetypal meaning of the color red, what might the author be suggesting when he says Zaroff has "red lips and pointed teeth?”  Again the author put this here purposely – he did not have to describe the mouth at all. There must be a reason beyond simply describing Zaroff’s mouth.
(13) Zaroff says, "You’ll find my clothes will fit you, I think." 
13. What does this mean in a literal sense?

14. What might this mean in a symbolic sense?

(16) Zaroff says to Rainsford "I will be most glad to have your society" 
Here the author chooses the word society rather than companionship, or company, or some other word that would have the same meaning. Society is an interesting choice because it has several meanings. The first definition, “companionship or association with one's fellows,” seems to be the literal meaning here; however, it can also mean “a part of a community that is a unit distinguishable by particular aims or standards of living or conduct.” This may mean nothing beyond Zaroff wanting company, but when considered in the context of the story, it is probably significant.
(22) Zaroff says Rainsford is a “modern and civilized young man.” 
15. What is the relationship between civilized and society?

(23) Zaroff enjoys hunting men. His rational is “"Life is for the strong, to be lived by the strong, and, if needs be, taken by the strong. The weak of the world were put here to give the strong pleasure.” How does this compare with the philosophy of hunting Rainsford shares with his companion, Whitney, in (3)? “Be a realist. The world is made up of two classes--the hunters and the hunted. Luckily, you and I are hunters.”
16. How is this similar to Zaroff’s feelings about hunting (what do they think of their prey)?
17. How does Rainsford’s philosophy change as a result of being hunted?

(24) Zaroff says, “We try to be civilized here.” To which Rainsford replies, “Civilized? And you shoot down men?” 

Once again civilized is mentioned (see 16 and 21). This is the third time it is mentioned so it must be meaningful in some way.
 (29) Zaroff tells Rainsford the battle will be “Your brain against mine…Your strength and stamina against mine.”

*This battle of the minds might eventually be important to your analysis.

(32) He fought his way through the bush for 2 hours. “I must keep my nerve, I must keep my nerve.” 

 (33) "I'll give him a trail to follow," muttered Rainsford and he struck off from the rude path he had been following into the trackless wilderness. 

18. What might the “trackless wilderness” represent? What might Rainsford’s actions suggest about his state of mind?

(32) His “hands and face lashed by the branches, on a thickly wooded ridge.” 
(33) “He knew it would be insane to blunder on through the dark [. . .]” 

19. What does blunder mean?

20. What does the darkness represent?

21. How do you interpret the above quotation (“He knew [. . .])?
 (33) [. . .]”only the devil himself could follow that complicated trail through the jungle after dark.” 

22. If “only the devil himself” could follow the trail, and Zaroff can follow it, what does that imply about him?

(35) “His first thought made him feel sick and numb. The general could follow a trail through the woods at night; he could follow an extremely difficult trail; he must have uncanny powers; only by the merest chance had the Cossack failed to see his quarry.”

*Zaroff can follow a trail through the woods at night and has uncanny powers. He is called a Cossack again.

23. What is a characteristic of a Cossack we learned earlier in the story? How does this reinforce our understanding of Zaroff?

(36) After his first encounter with Zaroff, Rainsford says, "I will not lose my nerve. I will not." 
(37) He presses on through the darkness 
(37) “His hands were tight closed as if his nerve was something tangible that someone in the darkness was trying to tear from his hand.”
(41) “Nerve, nerve, nerve” 
24. On (32) Rainsford says, “I must keep my nerve, I must keep my nerve.” In the previous two quotes he mentions his nerve. Since his nerve is mentioned 3 times it probably has a meaning beyond itself (a symbol). In the context of this story what might it represent if some one is trying to rip his nerve from his hand in the darkness?

 (41) Zaroff “switched on the light” and Rainsford stepped out from the dark (behind curtain w/ no light)

25. If darkness represents evil, what do you think light represents in an archetypal sense? 
26. What might it mean to have Rainsford step into the light?
(42) “I am still a beast at bay,” said Rainsford. 

(42) Rainsford defeats Zaroff and sleeps in an “excellent” bed. Rainsford decided he “had never slept in a better bed.”
27. The story ends with Rainsford waking up the next morning. Could this be meaningful?

28. If you had to interpret this story symbolically (which you do), what meaning might Rainsford’s struggle have beyond the physical one?
29. List some specific details that support your answer.
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