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Motif in Tim O’Brien’s Northern Lights
A motif is a widely used concept in narrative literature to achieve various literary features and styles. Even though it is a stylistic feature, it can also help to provide some other aspects of the narrative including themes and other styles. This essay examines how motif has been used in Tim O’Brien’s narrative, Northern Lights. O’Brien has successfully used motifs to advance the theme of religion and also demonstrated his ability to use language through symbolism and imagery.
First, O’Brien’s novel has employed motifs in advancing the theme of religion. At first, Perry is made to swim in Pliney’s Pond as a child, which he convinces Harvey also to engage in the same ritual as a way to clean himself of his father’s influence on him and his life. This ritual bears a religious meaning to Perry and the water in the pond serves as a cleansing agent. The significance of the pond as a ritualistic element is depicted in Perry’s sense of redemption as the narrator writes “the old man’s crazy illusions seemed dull and threadbare” (O’Brien 348). The same theme has been repeated in another scene, Perry and Harvey immersing themselves in snow. This is another ritual meant to serve as a purification process for the two brothers.
Another motif in O’Brien’s novel is imagery portrayed in the way the narrator describes Harvey and Perry’s journey. The narrator says that “it was a slow anesthetic lunch, Perry found himself happy in Addie’s new pensiveness, and Grace was quiet” (O’Brien 160). The vivid description of the events here makes it clear in the mind of the audience to visualize in their mind Perry’s journey. The same vivid description is used to describe the sensation that Perry and his brother Harvey have for nature. The narrator articulates Perry’s sensation that “he felt grafted to the forest; a vast cold froze it all together; the black forest was fused to the black sky, the black sky to the clouds (O’Brien 175). Imagery is one of the motifs that O’Brien has used widely in this text to help the audience visualize the events and relate with the characters and their predicaments.
Also, the author has used another motif, symbolism to advance the development of characters and that of the plot of the story. One such symbolism used in the text is the pond that Perry convinces his brother that will help him eradicate their father’s influence on him. Pliney’s Pond is symbolic in the text because it facilitates the ritual that Perry and Harvey engage in to remove their father’s influence of failing on Harvey. As the narrator says, “he smelled the pond in his lungs….and old importance had somehow flowed with the black bile into Pliney’s Pond” (O’Brien 348). The author depicts the importance of the pond in Perry’s life, which is also symbolized by his return which shows a closing of the time. Another symbolism used in the text is the name Grace. Grace is symbolically used to represent closeness to God. The name symbolizes kindness and compassion, which is mainly associated with religious values and beliefs in the closeness to God.
In conclusion, this essay has highlighted and described various instances in O’Brien’s novel Northern Lights where motif has been used. This paper has asserted that O’Brien’s text has used motifs to repeatedly show themes such as religion and the use of language including symbolism and imagery. Motif, in this text, has served various purposes including showing the dominant or central ideas and stylistic features that the author has used to not only develop the plot but also build on characters.  
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