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The history of literature is dominated by certain conventions. Contemporary writers 

improve and refine the past creations, until no further improvement is possible. This leads to the 
repetition of conventions and the entry of literature into an archetypal phase and romance 
emerges in the foreground. To recreate the past for present is the wish fulfillment element in 
romance. Such a union of past and future in  present vision characterizes the contemporary form 
of romance. Romance is parallel to epic, dealing with the themes of shipwreck, pirates, 
enchanted islands, magic, recognition, the loss and regaining of identity.                 
              The mythos, ethos and dianoia of Mama Day are romantic. Northrop Frye describes 
Mythos as, “The narrative of a work of literature, considered as the grammar or order of words 
(literal narrative), plot or “argument” (descriptive narrative), secondary imitation of action 
(formal narrative), imitation of generic and recurrent action or ritual (archetypal narrative), or 
imitation of the total conceivable action of an omnipotent god or human society (anagogic 
narrative)” (Anatomy of Criticism 367). The writer’s moral dignity is brought out not by the story 
he tells, but through the wisdom and insight brought to bear on the world outside the literature, 
which he has managed to capture within the literature. The highly stylized patterns of wit, lively 
plotting, vivid characterization, cogent social comment like detective story is traced in the 
general area of romance. The mythos of Mama Day is a part of the epic which deals with the 
migration of Afro-Americans from their long forgotten native land, Africa and how they 
regained their lost collective identity. Mamaday, the elderly matriarch of Willow Springs 
reinstates the bygone African tradition. 
             The Complete form of the romance lies in the successful quest. The quest 
involves the conflict between two main characters as protagonist or hero and an antagonist or 
enemy. Frye formulates, “ ‘The Central form’ of romance is dialectical, everything is focused on 
a conflict between the hero and his enemy, and all the readers values are bound up with the 
hero”. (The Anatomy of Criticism 187). In Mamaday the protagonist Mamaday reigns over the 
island by her enchantments. She utilizes her magical charm for the welfare of her own folk. The 
deeds of Mamaday is meant for noble cause. Whereas, the antagonist Ruby, exposes her black 
magic in order to fulfill her vengeance on Cocoa. 

  Northrop Frye refers to a term ‘Displacement’ which is the fundamental technique 
used in the adjusting of formulaic structures to a roughly credible context.  The association of 
parody and displacement is revealed through the working up of some fantastic or supernatural 
situation, to be deflated again with a commonplace explanation. Mama Day consists of both 
magical and realistic elements. The magical and supernatural situation is modified for the logical 
flow of the plot. In the beginning of the novel, Mamaday urges Cocoa to write a letter to George 
reminding him for a job and she wants to mail it. Before mailing it, Mamaday applies some 
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powder which seems to have magical effect. When George opens the letter, he perceives a 
peculiar experience, “And it would have stayed in my trash basket of I hadn’t noticed the film of 
yellow powder on my hands. It has the consistency of talc and very sparse – as if I’d touched a 
golden rod” (54). The powder applied by Mamaday has the expected effect on George and he is 
reminded of Ophelia (known as Cocoa) and it paves the way to develop the relationship between 
them.  

Mamaday instills hope in the mind of Bernice by giving some magical seeds. The seeds 
have magical effect on Bernice. Accordingly she conceives and gives birth to a baby. Here the 
magical element is displaced to the realistic world, promising procreation simultaneously with 
the pumpkin:  

And she could give her hope, saying, Every time you get your monthly, plant a gold one – 
let the life blood flow out of you into this seed. And come spring, she could tell Bernice, 
when you take the vines from them gold seeds out into the garden, you’re really taking the 
life line between you and the baby. And the way you watch that grow – round and full – 
the life will sure to be growing inside of you (97). 

Mamaday doubts that Ruby is the only cause of Cocoa’s illness. When Mamaday strikes on 
doors and windows of Ruby’s house, she never responses to Mamaday’s call. So Mamaday 
sprinkles the silvery powder to the left and right side of Ruby’s house. The doors are not opened 
until she leaves and even the winds do not stirr the circle of silvery powder around the house of 
Ruby, ‘The door don’t open when she leaves, and the winds don’t stir the circle of silvery 
powder’ (270). In the storm, Ruby’s house is hit twice by the lightning and it explodes. George is 
skeptical about the lightning as it hit twice on the same place. Here the activity of Mamaday 
appears to be magical. 

     According to Northrop Frye, the Ethos is, “ The internal social context of a work of 
literature, comprising the characterization and setting of fictional literature and the relation of the 
author to his reader or audience in thematic literature” (Anatomy of Criticism 365). The novel 
commences with the description of Sapphire Wade, a true conjurer and slave, immigrant to the 
island of Willow Springs. The loss of her identity is regained and she is recognized as a powerful 
woman by her magical powers. In Mama Day the protagonist transforms the mundane Willow 
Springs into a magical realm. She creates certain mystic experiences, which ultimately elevates 
her to the romantic mode. Mamaday sways over the island by her enchantments and she is 
accepted by the whole island as a miraculous lady. Mamaday with her ‘second sight’ visualises 
the activities of Cocoa in New York though Mamaday is staying in Willow Springs.  

And she actually hung up on me. Sitting down there on a good five thousand acres of 
prime land, a lot of it waterfront and timber, a lousy call off hours wouldn’t have dented 
her. But the great-aunt –God love her – hated to be wrong about anything. She always 
had a way of seeing right through people and their motives, but sometimes it wasn’t quite 
the whole picture.(57)  

Mamaday makes her way to the backyard of the woods, to collect herbs. There she could hear 
her father’s voice, “Little Mama, these woods been here before you and me, so why should they 
get out your way – learn to move around ‘em’ (78). It seems that her father’s voice urges her to 
be one with nature, which is eternal. The premonitions of the natural calamity is predicted by 
Mamaday. Out of the deep insight, Mamaday observes the fluctuations in the Nature, and 
forecasts the storm, “ And right there at Chevy’s Pass, Buzzard’s bees are clustered close close to 
the door of their hives. Yes, it was high high, way way, and deep deep. This was gonna he a big 
storm (227).               
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             The nature poet, William Wordsworth expresses that the eternal spirit pervades all the 
objects of nature in his ‘Tintern Abbey’, where he says,  

And I have felt  
A presence that disturbs me with the joy  
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime  
Of something far more deeply interfused,  
Whose dwelling is the light of setting sun,  
And the round ocean and the living air,  
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man: 
A motion and a spirit, that impels  
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things. (94-103) 
 

As the nature poet Mamaday realizes the divine principle in the heart of nature as “God in 
Nature and Nature in God”. Mamaday perceives the spiritual experience :  

Miranda kinda blooms when the evening air hits her skin. She stands for a moment 
watching what the last of sunlight does to the sky down by The Sound. They say every 
blessing hides a curse, and every curse a blessing. And with all of the aggravation 
belonging to a slow fall, it’ll give you a sunset to stop your breath, no matter how long 
you been on the island. It seems like God reached way down into his box of paints, found 
the purest reds, the deepest purples, and a dab of midnight blue, then just kinda trailed. 
His fingers along the curve of the horizon and let’ em all bleed down. And when them 
streaks of color hit the hush-a by green of the marsh grass with the blue of The Sound 
behind’ en, you ain’t never had to set foot in a church to know you looking at a living 
prayer (78). 

Mamaday is distinguished from the other folks of island by her communion with nature. The 
indwelling spirit of nature imparts its own consciousness to Mamaday. She places her palm 
against the earth to feel the vibration of the nearing stream. Mamaday recognizes ‘a sense of joy 
and blessed power’ that rolls through all things in Nature. Like the ‘Siddhas’ of the Hindu 
Mythology, Mamaday descends into the secret woods to explore the mystic medicinal herbs to 
redress the problems of people around her. She has the unique knowledge and power over them. 
Bharathiar, the Tamil Poet wonders at the secret powers of Kali, the Mother goddess in his poem 
“Kali Sthothiram”, who is the root for all explicit emanation. The mother goddess manifests 
herself as the feminine power which is the base for existence. Mamaday, the grandma of the 
island can be compared to the mother goddess, Kali. Mamaday feels the maternal power when 
she is preparing a recipe with cinnamon, vanilla and sugar and she is reminded of the thought of 
the creator, Mother Nature, who shapes and changes the destiny of the Earth. Mamaday ascends 
from the world of Nature, with the revelation. With her spiritual knowledge she safeguards and 
protects the people of the island. Mamaday as a sentient being, and she is able to feel the changes 
of the nature through her senses,“ Overnight the air turning cool and frost killing tomatoes on the 
vine. Leaves dropping like rain from the trees. She was feeling change. Naw, it didn’t have to be 
a who-but it could be. It could be I’m getting beyond old, she thinks, stirring cinnamon, vanilla 
and sugar into her peaches”(226). 
            The heroes and heroines of romance exhibit certain traits, as Northrop Frye declares: 

With the rise of the romantic ethos, heroism comes increasingly to be thought of in terms 
of suffering, endurance and patience, which can coexist with such weakness, whatever 
other kinds of strength it may require. This is also the ethos of the Christian myth, where 
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the heroism of Christ takes the form of enduring the Passion. Such a change in the 
conception of heroism largely accounts for the prominence of female figures in romance. 
(The Secular Scripture 88) 

 George, the male dominant character in Mamaday occupies the highest position in his 
office. After his marriage with Cocoa, he sojourns in the island of Willow Springs. There he 
encounters a drastic change as if he enters into a new world, endures suffering and pain just to 
emerge out of this world, but ultimately he fails. 

 Northrop Frye observes Dianoia as, “ The Meaning of a work of literature, which may 
be the total pattern of its symbols (literal meaning), its correlation with an external body of 
propositions or facts (descriptive meaning) its theme or relation as a form of imagery to a 
potential commentary (formal meaning), its significance as a literary convention or genre 
(archetypal meaning), or its relation to total literary experience (anagogic meaning)” (Anatomy of 
Criticism 365). George descends into the world of nature with the thought of exploring new 
avenues. Being a thorough urban northerner he experiences a distinguishable sensation as he 
enjoys the beauty of nature. The themes of descent fall into two groups. The former is the 
descent from the higher level to lower level and latter descent is through dream or suggestive of 
a dream atmosphere. George conceives a dream and it serves as a portent for him:  
 

But that night I dreamed of you. You were calling me and calling me. And I was 
swimming across The Sound. I couldn’t see on the other side, but your voice kept louder, 
the water heavier, and the shore farther and farther away. If I just try harder, I thought but 
my increased efforts made it all the more impossible. Your cries were desperate now and 
my strength was giving out. In my struggles I saw Mamaday leaning over the bridge. Her 
voice came like thunder. No, Get Up and Walk. She’s a crazy old woman, I thought as I 
kept swimming harder towards the receding shore. A wave of despair went over me as I 
began sinking, knowing I’d never reach you. (183-184) 
 
Frye declares that the descent in social status as one of the themes of romance. In 

Mamaday George the self-made man occupies the highest status in his office and enjoys marital 
bliss with warmth and love. Due to the experiences in Williow Springs, the buoyant spirit of 
George deteriorates to poignant state. He embarks strenuously to construct the planks on the 
bridge across The Sound. But his efforts collapses by the lightning . “It hits the bridge, though 
taking out the new tarred boards and a day’s worth of work” (272-273). He craves to come out of 
the island and to reach his own land. He strives hard to flee from his suffering, “I was deciding I 
didn’t even need the whole thing finished. Just let it get rebuilt far enough toward the other half 
for me to take a running jump over the gap, and I could make it back to real world and charter a 
boat, or demand that the coast Guard come over and get us” (274). 

In Matysa Purana of Hindu mythology, during pralaya when the world was filled with 
water due to violent storm, Lord Vishnu asked the sage Sathyavartha to board the boat, with 
selected living creatures. They sailed on the vast expanse of water to reach the next kalpa. In the 
sameway, George stranded in the island aspires to reach his own land by boat, where he can 
enjoy bliss and comfort. “I’m getting up at daybreak, I thought and I’m going to repair that boat. 
I’m going to put the oars into the oarlocks and begin to row across The Sound. That much I can 
do for her”(282).  

The hero descends into the lower world and he competes to ascend but ultimately meets 
with disaster. Frye states, “The horror of being totally known is so great that most romances 
evade it by device of a trail founded on an unjust, malicious, or mistaken charge, which the hero 
or heroine avoids by the revelation of his on her real identity” (The Secular Scripture 123). 
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George in his desperate circumstance, consents to Mamaday’s appeal. He encounters awful 
experiences and ultimately met with a fatal end. 
 

 Without a word, she hands over the ledger and walking cane. But she tries to tell him 
with her eyes how hard she knew the journey was. Harder, ‘cause he’d been beaten down 
to believe. And it was gonna be harder still, ‘cause he was taking her way. It aint’t a 
proud man in front of her-his pride wasn’t needed-but it wrenches her inside that he’ll be 
traveling without it. Wrenches her inside that the other way – is way to lose him. (299) 

 

Mamaday descends into the world of Nature to feel the nature’s spirit. Mamaday’s 
descent, like Jesus, is accompanied by an ascent motif as described by Frye, “The fourth level, 
though purely demonic in Christianity, is in romance often a world where great rewards, of 
wisdom or wealth, may await the explorer” (The Secular Scripture 98). George’s descent is not 
met with ascent. At last he swoons and dies. 
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