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Abstract  

Through literary criticism, myth is understood not merely as sacred belief but as a patterned 

narrative structure shaped by recurring archetypes. In his theory of archetypal criticism, Northrop Frye 

identifies myth as the structural foundation of literature, organizing stories through cyclical movements 

of conflict, crisis, and renewal. From this perspective, Puranic narratives may be read as structured 

literary forms rather than exclusively theological doctrines. Yet scholarly discussions of the Bhagavata 

Purana have largely emphasized devotional, philosophical, or cultural dimensions, while its structural 

and archetypal design has received comparatively limited attention. This study examines five major 

episodes, which are the Churning of the Ocean (Samudra Manthan), the avatar motif, the Deva–Asura 

conflict, the story of Markandeya and the cosmic flood, and the Prahlada–Narasimha narrative to 

explore how they function as recurring mythic patterns instead of isolated religious accounts. 

Employing qualitative textual analysis and myth criticism, the paper draws primarily on Frye’s concept 

of archetypal structure, with selective reference to Joseph Campbell and Mircea Eliade to illuminate 

psychological symbolism and cyclical sacred time.  

This paper argues that these narratives repeatedly trace a movement from disruption to 

restoration, revealing a coherent mythic architecture that shapes the text as a whole. By placing certain 

stories from the Bhagavata Purana into a literary analysis, the paper shows that these myths serve as 

lasting symbols that express universal, moral, and psychological conflicts through their structured 

storytelling, not just through religious teachings.  

 

Keywords: Puranic storytelling; archetypal criticism; mythic pattern; Bhagavata Purana; narrative 

restoration.  

 

Introduction   

Myth has always been central to literary study because it provides one of the oldest frameworks 

for expressing conflict, order, and renewal, and myth functions as a structural principle of storytelling. 

In Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye argues that “myth is the structural organizing principle of 

literary form” (Frye).For Northrop Frye, myth is more than a story; it is a pattern of conflict, crisis, 

death, and renewal that shapes literature across ages. This idea allows traditional narratives to be 

understood as structured literary forms, not only as religious beliefs. In Indian tradition, Puranic 

literature presents narratives shaped by cycles of crisis and renewal.  

The Bhagavata Purana portrays cosmic disorder, divine intervention, moral testing, and 

restoration. Though often read devotionally, these stories also display a clear and deliberate literary 

structure. Modern scholars highlight the symbolic richness of Hindu myths. Archetypal criticism enables 

this perspective. Northrop Frye argues that literature follows recurring movements from chaos to 

restoration. Joseph Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, traces cycles of crisis and 

transformation, while Mircea Eliade, in The Myth of the Eternal Return, explains mythic time as 

cyclical and renewing.  

This study examines selected episodes from the Bhagavata Purana through Northrop Frye's 
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structural model, showing how narratives like the Churning of the Ocean, the Avatar paradigm, the 

Deva–Asura conflict, the Markandeya flood, and the Prahlada–Narasimha episode enact cycles of 

conflict and renewal. Through close reading and myth criticism, it argues that Puranic storytelling 

reflects a coherent archetypal design.  

Theoretical Framework  

This study is grounded primarily in Northrop Frye’s theory of archetypal criticism. In Anatomy of 

Criticism, Frye states that “myth is the structural organizing principle of literary form” (Frye, Anatomy 

of Criticism). For Frye, myth provides literature with recurring narrative patterns such as conflict, crisis, 

and restoration. Archetypes are not isolated symbols but repeated structural designs that shape stories 

across cultures. Using this approach, the selected stories from the Bhagavata Purana are studied as 

structured literary works, not only as religious texts.   

Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces argues that myths follow a cycle of 

departure, transformation, and return (Campbell). This supports Frye’s idea that myths are built on 

repeated narrative patterns. The Avatar episodes in the Bhagavata Purana, where divine descent resolves 

disorder, can be understood within this cyclical framework.  

Similarly, Mircea Eliade in The Myth of the Eternal Return describes mythic time as cyclical, where 

destruction is followed by renewal (Eliade). This idea connects clearly with the flood. story of 

Markandeya.  

Recent scholarship recognizes the literary richness of the Bhagavata Purana. Shakuntala Gawde, 

in Narrative Analysis of Bhagavata Purana, discusses its narrative structure. (Gawde). Wendy Doniger, 

in The Hindus: An Alternative History, explores layered meanings, while Devdutt Pattanaik, in Hindu 

Myths: A Sourcebook, highlights narrative depth and adaptability. Yet their function as archetypal 

systems in Frye’s sense remains less studied, which this research addresses through his structural 

framework.   

Methodology  

This study follows a qualitative, text-based approach grounded in literary analysis. The main text 

studied is the Bhagavata Purana, focusing on five key episodes that show repeated patterns of conflict 

and restoration are central to archetypal criticism. The study uses close reading to examine these stories 

as literary structures rather than religious doctrine, paying attention to opposing forces and movement 

from disorder to renewal. Northrop Frye’s theory guides the analysis, with support from Joseph 

Campbell and Mircea Eliade. The focus remains on narrative structure, not devotional or historical. 

interpretation.   

Analytical Section:  

1.Samudra Manthan: Archetypal Movement from Disorder to Renewal In the Bhagavata Purana  

The episode of Samudra Manthan (the churning of the Ocean of Milk) shows a clear archetypal 

pattern in which cosmic disorder is changed into restoration. through conflict. The story begins with the 

gods (Suras) and demons (Asuras) agreeing to work together to obtain amrita, the nectar of immortality, 

to regain strength and balance. The text states that they “invited the king of the snakes, Vāsuki, 

promising him a share and wound him around the mountain to serve as a churning rope” before they 

began the churning process (Bhagavata Purana 8.7.1).  

This cooperation between enemies introduces a basic archetypal opposition: rival forces united 

for a larger goal. This reflects Northrop Frye’s idea that myth gains meaning through structural conflict 

(Anatomy of Criticism). The ocean represents a space of original chaos, while the act of churning using 

Mount Mandara as the rod and Vāsuki as the rope becomes the process of struggle and transformation. 

As the churning continues, the first major result is the appearance of halāhala, a deadly poison. The text 

describes how the poison spreads everywhere and terrifies all beings as soon as it appears (Bhagavata 

Purana 8.7.8). This moment shows the crisis before recovery, which matches Frye’s view that mythic 

stories move from disorder toward harmony. The Poison represents the peak of danger in the narrative. 

The gods and demons then seek help from Lord Śiva, who drinks the poison to save the universe. This 

act becomes the turning point of the story. After this, the churning resumes. and produces sacred 

treasures and beings, including the cow Surabhi and other blessings (Bhagavata Purana 8.8.1–6).  

Through Frye’s archetypal theory, the Samudra Manthan episode appears as a carefully arranged 

sequence: imbalance, conflict, crisis, and restoration. The struggle between opposing forces, the rise of 

poison, and the later emergence of divine gifts together create a structured pattern in which tension ends 
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in renewal. In this way, the churning of the ocean stands as a lasting narrative design in Puranic 

storytelling, shaped by repeated structural movement rather than random events.   

2. Deva–Asura Conflict: A Pattern of Cosmic Struggle in the Bhagavata Purana 

The repeated conflict between Devas and Asuras in the Bhagavata Purana is shown not as a 

single event but as an ongoing cosmic struggle. In different Skandhas, the Asuras gain power through 

austerity and boons, disturb cosmic order, and defeat the Devas. When this happens, the Devas turn to 

Vishnu for help. This pattern is clear in the story of Hiranyakashipu, whose rule troubles both earth and 

heaven until Vishnu appears as Narasimha to restore balance (Bhagavata Purana 7.8).  

The Asuras are not shown as simply evil; they are powerful and disciplined, which creates real 

tension. Divine intervention comes only at the height of crisis. This movement from disorder to renewal 

reflects what Northrop Frye describes in Anatomy of Criticism as the basic structure of myth (Frye). 

Joseph Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, states that myths often show a struggle between 

opposing forces that leads to transformation and renewal (Campbell). The Deva–Asura conflict follows 

this cycle again and again. Each crisis prepares the way for divine appearance and the return of balance.  

Wendy Doniger notes that Hindu myths present complex moral tensions rather than simple 

opposites (Doniger). In the same way, Devdutt Pattanaik observes that Devas and Asuras can represent 

different viewpoints within one cosmic family (Pattanaik). These views support the idea that the conflict 

is symbolic, not just a basic good-versus-evil story. Thus, in the Bhagavata Purana, the Deva–Asura 

conflict works as a repeated narrative pattern. It builds tension, calls for divine action, and restores 

order, forming a key structural design in Puranic storytelling.  

3. Avatar and the Pattern of Divine Descent  

The concept of Avatar, or divine descent, serves as a central structural principle in the Bhagavata 

Purana. In Skandha 1, the text systematically enumerates the manifestations of Vishnu. Verses 1.3.6–

1.3.25 describe major incarnations such as Matsya, Kurma, Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana, Parashurama, 

Rama, Balarama, Krishna, Buddha, and Kalki. These are not presented as isolated events but as 

recurring interventions whenever cosmic balance is disturbed.  

The organizing idea is clearly expressed in 1.3.28:  

एते च ांशकऱ ाः प ांसाः कृष्णस्त  भगव न ्स्वयम ्। 

इन्द्र ररव्य क ऱां ऱोकां  मडृयन्न्द्त य गे य गे ॥ 

 

“All these incarnations are portions or expansions of the Supreme Person. They appear age after 

age to protect the world when it is disturbed by hostile forces.”  

This declaration establishes the Avatar as a repeated response to disorder. The Narasimha 

episode (7.8), the Vamana narrative (8.18–23), and the Matsya manifestation during the flood (8.24) 

follow a similar pattern: crisis arises, the divine assumes a form suited to the situation, and balance is 

restored. In the Narasimha incarnation, Hiranyakashipu’s boon protects him from death by man or beast, 

indoors or outdoors, during day or night. Vishnu responds precisely by appearing as neither man nor 

animal and killing him at twilight on a threshold (7.8).  

Thus, the Avatar is not accidental but structurally necessary. It functions as a recurring principle of 

restoration within Puranic storytelling.  

Northrop Frye states in Anatomy of Criticism that myth often centers on a redeeming figure who 

restores a fallen world (Frye). The Avatar fits this archetype, repeating the movement from disorder to 

renewal. Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces also describes a hero who appears at a 

moment of crisis and transforms the situation. In the In the Avatar myth, divinity itself enters the story, 

yet the structural pattern remains: crisis, intervention, and restoration.  

Wendy Doniger notes that Hindu myths adapt divine forms to narrative needs (Doniger), and 

Devdutt Pattanaik explains that each Avatar responds to a specific imbalance (Pattanaik). Thus, in the 

Bhagavata Purana, the Avatar works as a recurring archetype of intervention, reinforcing the pattern of 

crisis and restoration in Puranic storytelling.   

4. Prahlada–Narasimha: Devotion and Deliverance  

The Prahlada–Narasimha episode in the Bhagavata Purana (Skandha 7) presents a structured 

movement from oppression to restoration. Hiranyakashipu, empowered by a carefully framed boon, 

attempts to secure immortality by removing every possible condition of death. He forbids the worship of 
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Vishnu and punishes his son Prahlada for his devotion (7.5–7.7). The crisis reaches its height when 

Vishnu appears as Narasimha, emerging from a pillar at twilight and killing Hiranyakashipu in a way 

that fulfills yet surpasses the limits of the boon (7.8).  

Northrop Frye explains that such storytelling often follows a pattern in which injustice intensifies 

before a restoring force intervenes (Anatomy of Criticism). Joseph Campbell similarly observes that 

moments of extreme danger invite transformative intervention (The Hero with a Thousand Faces).  

Lavanya Vemsani offers an important insight into this episode. She argues that Narasimha 

represents a force that appears at moments of transition, especially when established structures become 

rigid and destructive. By appearing neither fully human nor animal, neither indoors nor outdoors, 

Narasimha breaks fixed boundaries and exposes the limits of ego and power. According to Vemsani, the 

destruction of Hiranyakashipu is not only punishment but a rebalancing of cosmic order. Through 

Prahlada’s steady devotion and Narasimha’s transformative presence, the narrative affirms that renewal 

emerges when rigid authority collapses (Vemsani).  

5. Markandeya and the Cosmic Flood: Cyclical Dissolution and Sacred Renewal 

The Markandeya episode in the Bhagavata Purana (12.8–10) describes cosmic dissolution during 

pralaya. The sage sees the destruction of all worlds strong winds, rising waters, and total submergence. 

Nothing remains except an endless ocean. In this complete collapse, Markandeya sees a divine child 

resting on a banyan leaf, calm upon the waters. The vision shows preservation within destruction. 

Creation does not fully end; it pauses before renewal.  

This pattern reflects Mircea Eliade’s view in The Myth of the Eternal Return that sacred 

narratives present time as cyclical, not linear. For Eliade, cosmic destruction returns the world to its 

original state and prepares it for regeneration. The Markandeya story follows this movement from 

dissolution to re-creation. Northrop Frye describes flood stories as archetypes of cleansing and rebirth in 

Anatomy of Criticism. Joseph Campbell also notes in The Hero with a Thousand Faces that symbolic 

immersion often comes before renewal. Through Markandeya’s vision, Puranic storytelling shows that 

destruction and renewal are connected stages in a sacred cosmic cycle.   

Conclusion  

This study examined selected episodes from the Bhagavata Purana as structured literary forms through 

archetypal criticism. While earlier studies often read these narratives from devotional or theological 

views, less attention has been given to their structural design. This study showed that key episodes 

consistently move from crisis to restoration. Using Northrop Frye’s archetypal theory as the main 

framework, with support from Mircea Eliade's cyclical model and Joseph Campbell’s idea of 

transformative intervention, the analysis demonstrates a repeated rhythm of disorder and renewal. The 

Bhagavata Purana therefore appears not only as a sacred text but also as a carefully structured literary 

system. built on patterns of conflict and restoration.  
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