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<Abstract>

The well is meaningful to many cultures in that it is a specific place where we obtain drinking

water, a type of energy that enables the growth of all living things on Earth. In this study I

discuss the symbolism of the well, especially as it relates to fertility and birth, its role as a

mediator between consciousness and the unconscious, and its power of healing and regeneration. In

particular, I explore the appearance of the well in dreams and cases from sandplay therapy in order

to understand the Jungian process of individuation.
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Ⅰ. Introduction

The water well has a special meaning in many cultures as it provides human beings

with drinking water, which is essential for maintaining life. Wells have been dug since the

Neolithic Era (approx. 10,000 - 4,500/2000 BC), when the first permanent human settlements

were established in the Near East. In Korea wells were first mentioned in historical literature

from the Proto-Three Kingdoms Period (108 BC - 300s AD); however, archaeologists have

dated the first wells to the Mumun pottery period (1500 - 300 BC), sometimes labeled the

“Korean Bronze Age” (Kwon, 2005), when complex societies originally developed on the

Korean peninsula. Thus the well has been integral to the rise of urban populations in human

history.

In modern 21st century societies that rely on water supplied from dams and reservoirs,

the well is not a common feature except as wishing wells in parks and gardens or as exhibits

in open-air and living museums. One may wonder, therefore, why wells appear in the sandtrays

of many clients who are undergoing sandplay therapy. The reason is that just as a well is dug

into the earth to find water, clients explore the unconsciousness through sandplay in order to

know Self - a process termed individuation. Thus they choose subconsciously to place wells,

which aptly symbolize this process, in their sandtrays.

Symbolically the well, like underground caves and burial crypts, represents the womb

and has associations with the feminine principle. For instance, the lid cover often placed over a

well is sometimes associated with virginity as it is suggestive of the hymen. In keeping with

these feminine associations, the water within a well has traditionally been regarded as having

healing and wish-fulfilling powers. Such beliefs are also found in a spiritualized form in the

world’s major religions. For example, in Christianity the well is a symbol of purification and

salvation, perhaps owing to the sanctity of the water that is used in the rite of baptism

(Cooper, 1978).

1. The types and structure of wells

A well is classified as either a shallow (water table) well or a deep (artesian) well,
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depending on the type of aquifer that it exploits. A shallow well only allows users to access

groundwater, and is therefore less than fifteen meters deep, whereas a deep well taps into

deeper, artesian water. Throughout history wells have been dug by hand with hoes and shovels,

a practice that continues to the present despite the introduction of machine drilling techniques.

Following excavation, wells are walled with bricks, stones or pre-cast concrete rings to reduce

the risk of water contamination.

Just as the structure of the earth is spherically layered (crust, mantle, outer core and

inner core) so too is the structure of the human mind according to Jungian theory. These

mental layers are termed consciousness, ego, individual unconsciousness, collective unconsciousness, and Self.

Furthermore, just as underground water can be brought to the surface via a well, the deep

latent energy within the Self can be consciously tapped through the process of individuation.

Thus the human mind and the water well are similar in that both contain energy deep within.

Figure 1. Picture of a well

(Source of the photo: www.encyber.com)

2. The holiness of wells

In ancient Greek philosophy the four basic elements of the universe were fire, earth,

air and water. Sometimes the set included a fifth element, called Aether. This idea of classical

elements later influenced the development of medieval European thought, especially in the field
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of alchemy. Similar concepts existed in ancient China, India and Japan. Of all these elements,

it was water that became universally associated with the birth and growth of human beings

and other creatures and thus with life itself. Therefore water was invested with sacred power in

many cultures. Widespread belief in the holiness of water has generated a wealth of

mythological symbols in different parts of the world. For example, dragons were traditionally

associated with rain, rivers, and wells in East Asian countries such as China, Japan, and Korea.

Water is also regarded as having a purifying function in that it changes unclean

things into clean ones, and indeed it is associated with rebirth in some cultures and religions,

notably Christianity (Walker, 1988). In Korean tradition the water that was drawn up from

the village well early in the morning was called “purifying water”, which was often used in

ancestor worship ceremonies. The village shamans also used this water in their exorcism rituals

and fortune-telling as it was believed to repel demons (Gu, 2002). Koreans tried to maintain

personal holiness by cleaning their bodies and minds by bathing before religious observances.

3. The well as a symbol of affluence and birth

Human beings are fertilized in their mothers’ wombs, where they are protected by

amniotic fluid. This dark, watery environment that provides the energy for the creation and

growth of life is appropriately symbolized by the well in many cultures. In Greece until

modern times, for example, an engaged couple would take a ritual bath in a hagiasma (spring

or well of holy water) prior to their wedding in the hope that they would have numerous

offspring (Walker, 1988). There was also a traditional Korean ritual that involved a person

descending to the bottom of a well and drawing water, which was then hoisted up by

someone else who in turn offered it to a person standing near the well. The usual custom was

for a man whose wife was expecting a baby to go down the well. It was believed that the sea

god would bless him with a son (Kim, 1983).

In Korean history the well is sometimes associated with the birth of monarchs who

founded kingdoms. A classic example is the birth myth of Park Hyeokgeose (57 BC - 4 AD),

the founding monarch of the Silla kingdom (57 BC - 935 AD), which held that both he and

his queen, Lady Alyeong, were born near wells. The well also figures prominently in a legend
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about Taejo Wang Geon, the founding monarch of the Goryeo kingdom (918 - 1392 AD).

King Taejo’s maternal grandmother was reputedly a daughter of the sea god and she was said

to have dug a well on the coast into the West Sea (Yellow Sea). So, even though he was not

born near a well, the king was held to have inherited holiness through his maternal line,

which possibly served as a useful myth to legitimize or at least idealize his reign.

As water wells are necessary in many societies for farming, cooking, and cleanliness,

they are also an apt symbol of affluence. For example, in Tibet the water that is drawn from

wells on the first day of the lunar calendar is called the “milk of lions” and it is considered

to bring riches. A similar custom called Changeunsoo (搶銀水) is found in the Sichuan and

Shaanxi provinces of China, where it is believed that the earlier this water is drawn the

wealthier the person will be in the future. In Shaanxi there is also a belief that if water from

a well is poured into a bucket, one’s wealth will increase; if they wash rice with it, the rice

will taste good; and if they use the water to make rice wine, the wine will not be sour (Kim,

2001).

The Chinese lunar calendar is observed in Korea, where an old custom held that if

water was drawn from a well after a rooster crowed on the first full moon of the lunar

calendar then the water would contain invisible “dragon eggs,” which would bring a good

harvest. Villagers believed that a dragon would fly down to the well and lay its eggs in the

water overnight; therefore, families would compete with each other to be the first to draw the

water, even waiting at the wells from midnight onwards until the rooster crowed. Thus the

well symbolized affluence and productivity in traditional Korean culture (Kwon, 2005).

4. The well as a mediator between consciousness and the unconsciousness

As a portal between the surface and interior of the earth, the well suggests a way to

connect with unknown or even supernatural realms (Koo, 2002). In Chinese and Japanese

mythology the well is viewed as an entrance to the underworld or hell, known as Diyu (地獄)

and Yomi (黄泉), respectively. Mourners in China would traditionally shout the names of

deceased relatives or friends at wells so that their spirits would hear them. Wells in Japan

similarly served as a means to speak to the dead, especially those who died in birth or infancy.
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Japanese people cleaned wells out of respect because these were considered to be the paths that

the spirits of the dead took to the underworld (Kim, 2001).

The well therefore symbolizes the meeting-point of the visible surface and the invisible

underworld, and serves a mediator role in bringing the unknown into reality (Biedermann,

1994). Similarly, one can think of consciousness as the surface of the human mind and below

it is the unknown world of the unconsciousness (Lee, 1978). The symbolism of the well that

appears in dreams and sandplay is a theme that will be discussed later in this article.

5. The healing and restoring power of the well

The well is often invested with healing power in world mythology. There are many

tales in which wells feature as plot devices that enable a character to be healed from an

otherwise incurable disease, either by drinking the water or washing in it. For example, there is

a Korean folktale about a bachelor named Lee Gyp with a father who had a terrible tumor on

his back. While the devoted son was trying to find a cure for his father, he had a dream in

which a mountain spirit advised him to pray at a temple for a hundred days. After the son

had finished praying, his father became thirsty and drank water from a bowl that contained a

live carp fish. As he drank the tumor split open, but the fish now flapped about in the empty

bowl. So, the son refilled the bowl with water from a well to save the dying fish’s life. Seeing

its restorative effect on the fish, the son then rubbed the water onto his father’s skin and

thereby cured the older man’s disease. News of the miracle spread and many people went to

the well to be healed (Gwangju Newsletter Association, 1990).

The well appears in connection with rejuvenated life in the Biblical story of Jesus

Christ’s encounter with a Samaritan woman. The lady had come to the well to fetch some

water and become involved in a conversation with Jesus, who said to her, “Everyone who

drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give them will never

thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to

eternal life” (Gospel of John 4:13-14). Through the metaphors of water and springs/wells, Jesus

described his power to give eternal life and the spiritual effect that it would have on the

recipient. Later a church was built on the reputed site of Jesus’ conversation with the
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Figure 2. Interior of the church on the reputed site of Jesus’

conversation with the Samaritan woman

(Source of the photo: http://blog.daum.net/sunghwa/15853536?)

Samaritan woman.

Somewhat paradoxically, the symbol of the well has been not only a source of distress

but also healing for me. It is something that I have repeatedly confronted through sandplay

therapy, which has helped me to address my feelings of guilt and depression. I believe this

symbol has enabled me to develop psychologically and it is a subject that I shall return to

later in this article.

6. The well in literature

The well is a common image in literature, and there are many novels and short

stories that could be discussed in relation to it; however, I would like to present the poem A

Self Portrait by the Korean poet Yoon Dong-joo (2002). The reason for my choice is that I feel

his poem reveals the process of individuation as he engages with his unconsciousness through

the image of the well, discovering his shadows, and integrating his whole personality.

Turning around a hill and coming to a well isolated in the rice field

Quietly I look into it.
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In a well, the moon is bright, clouds flow, the sky spreads,

Blue wind blows, and fall comes

And there is a man.

I leave without knowing why just because I hate him.

While leaving, I think to myself “How poor he is!”

When I come back and look into it, he is still there.

Again I hate him and left there.

While leaving, I miss him again.

In a well, the moon is bright, clouds flow, the sky spreads

Blue wind blows, and fall comes, just like a memory

There is the man.

Individuals become a whole being in their unconsciousness. When consciousness

becomes interested in the unconsciousness and recognizes the unconscious elements in conscious

life, the human mind can become actualized and mature (Lee, 2002). I believe that the poem

by Yoon depicts these elements very well. Examining ourselves is not a task that can be

completed quickly, and he explores his unconsciousness through a well. Here the well serves as

a mediator between consciousness and unconsciousness. As in the poem, the well allows us to

explore our own history and to make both the collective and individual unconsciousness emerge

onto the level of consciousness (Bradway & McCoard, 1997).

It is difficult for consciousness to accept unconscious elements because we have to

recognize inferior characteristics or shadows that exist within ourselves. The poem by Yoon

reveals the uncomfortable process of recognizing and accepting his shadow when he says,

“There is a man … again I hate him and left there.” Moreover, to make shadows emerge

onto the level of consciousness and to accept them is not the end of individuation. There are

many unconscious characteristics of shadow so we need to repeat this process multiple times in

order to compensate for the shortcomings of consciousness and achieve mental integration.

These shadows that belong to consciousness are used as an energy source with unlimited

potentiality and play a creative role, not as inferior characteristics that should be rejected and

forgotten. Thus in the poem, the process of hating, leaving and missing “him” is repeated

again and again.
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Figure 3. Picture from Client A’s first session

Finally, the poet encounters “him” in the well while at the same time seeing the

natural sights just like the first time. Human beings try to integrate their unconscious elements

with consciousness but most fail to reach the level of self-actualization, instead being content

with becoming mature and integrated individuals. A Self Portrait by Yoon Dong-joo

demonstrates the integration of unconscious elements with consciousness and the process of

individuation through constant individual insights and efforts to attain maturity.

Ⅱ. The Symbol of the Well in Sandplay Therapy

Case A

In this case, the client was an eight-year-old child in the first grade of elementary

school. Her father had died when she was four years old and thereafter, although traumatized,

she was emotionally neglected by her grieving mother, whom she tried to comfort. Eventually,

however, the client stopped comforting her mother and started to exhibit anger and irritation

with her. The mother was bewildered by the changes in her daughter’s behavior and

subsequently took her to receive sandplay therapy.

The client made a sandtray in the first session (Fig. 3 below). In the lower right

corner is the figure of Snow White, who is looking into a water bucket beside an
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orange-roofed well. Diagonally opposite in the upper left corner is an ice castle, where a fairy

was said to be sleeping. The fairy figure was a recurring element in the client’s sandtrays from

the first session onwards. I understood that the client identified with both the figures of Snow

White and the fairy.

The Jungian analyst Estelle L. Weinrib, author of Images of the Self, the foundational

text on sandplay theory, wrote, “The sandplay mediates various opposites, such as length and

breadth, the visible and the invisible, mysteries and facts, mind and body, idea and physical

expression, and consciousness and unconsciousness” (Weinrib, 2004, p.72). The fact that Snow

White is looking at the well is perhaps significant because the well is a symbol that helps

people to make their unconscious elements emerge into their consciousness and thereby gain

insights into their lives (Bradway, 2001).

The client did not make sandtrays in the second, third, and fourth sessions, instead

playing games. In the fifth session she resumed sandplay, producing a sandtray in which the

left half was left clear of sand in order to make a sea. The client placed human figures in the

scene that looked like they were being washed off the beach into the sea. In a later session

the client built a counseling center with a sandplay room, which she bordered with fences. She

decorated the entrance with holy figures and explained that outside the therapy room was a

dangerous cliff. She also wore a set of red pointed artificial fingernails that she showed to her

mother. I understood that the client was by now determined to accept her negative side, even

though she had only experienced acceptance from her mother when she comforted her and

behaved well. Every human being has positive and negative aspects, and the balance between

them can be disturbed if one side is denied or overemphasized.

The well reappeared in the 27th session after a long absence from the client’s

sandtrays (Fig. 4 & 5 below). On this occasion, she placed a well in the center of her sandtray

and surrounded it with three unicorns. One of the unicorns was smaller than the others and

leaning its head over into the well. The client explained, “This unicorn is thirsty, so it is

drinking water.” Medieval and early modern European thought held that the unicorn was a

“water purifier” because its horn could detect and purify poison in water. An illustration of

this belief is found in the left panel of The Garden of Earthly Delights, a famous triptych by the

Dutch painter Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450-1516). During that era, the idea was also
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Christianized so that the unicorn horn represented Jesus Christ in terms of his redeeming and

purifying his followers from their sins (Cooper, 1978).

Figure 4. Picture from Client A’s 27
th

session

Figure 5. Enlarged picture of the well

and the unicorns in the 27th session

Through sandplay therapy, the client came to recognize the fearful and negative

aspects of her unconsciousness and transform these into new energies for self-healing. Although

she was unaware of the medieval myths, it is intriguing that she juxtaposed the unicorn with

the well for it is symbolic of the client entering her unconsciousness through the well and

purifying her negative aspects with the horn of the unicorn.

Case B

The client was a woman in her late thirties who had completed sixteen sessions of

sandplay therapy with a colleague of mine. She suffered from severe depression and was prone

to sudden bouts of anger in which she would yell at her daughters or behave violently. During

therapy, she revealed negative emotions and experiences about her parents, especially her

mother. The client said that she had felt emotionally neglected by her frequently ill mother,

who had pushed her to do well at school with a narrow focus on results. The sandtray that I

analyze here is from her seventh session (Fig. 7 & 8 below).

In the sandtray there is a well with a rope winch tied to a water bucket. When she
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Figure 7. Picture from Client B’s 7
th

session

Figure 8. Enlarged picture of Client B’s

well in the7th session

looked at the well, the client said, “What is my deepest self like? There is another side of

myself that I do not know about. I feel that something will show itself from the depths of

the well if I raise the water bucket from it. I’m fearful yet look forward to seeing it. I want

to hide in the well.”

The client’s fears and fantasies about the sandtray, and her curiosity about her true

self, reminded me of the three wells that lie beneath and feed the three roots of Yggdrasil,

the World Tree in Norse mythology. This immense cosmic tree was the axis mundi or world

center that connected the Nine Worlds, which were populated by gods (Asgard, Vanaheim),

elves (Alfheim, Svartalfheim), humans (Midgard, i.e. Earth), giants (Jotunheim), dwarves

(Nidavellir), the dead (Niflheim), and demons (Muspelheim). One of the wells, known as

Hvergelmir, was located beneath the root in the underworld.

From a Jungian perspective, it may be significant that there is a well in the

underworld of Norse mythology as the darkest part of the mind is where the matriarchal

unconsciousness exists. Thus the client’s placing of the well in her sandtray may point to her

desire to overcome the negative matriarchal relationship with her mother by descending down

the well to this “underworld,” figuratively speaking. A descent into the maternal instinct is an

experience that we have in our later life, and this experience causes changes in our attitudes

toward life (Birkhauser-Oeri, 2003). This process of change, marked by confusion and

profundity, relates to a sudden re-ordering of our conscious perceptions of our ego and the
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question of our true identity (Turner, 2005). Through the figure of the well the client

descended toward the matriarchal unconscious, seeking her true self. In doing so, she

experienced fear and confusion yet her wish to go down the well suggested that she expected

her descent into the unknown matriarchal unconscious would lead to the transcendental

emergence of her new self, and that it was worth the discomfort.

Case C

The previous two cases have shown the positive side of the well. However, a symbol

has both negative and positive sides. All mental phenomena develop through the tension and

integration of opposites, and similarly we human beings experience our lives between sets of

opposites. Indeed, these opposites are the primary condition of human existence (Lee, 2002).

As we explore our unconsciousness, we are confronted by the immature, immoral, evil,

and negative contents within. Often clients are overwhelmed by fear due to the undifferentiated

elements they rediscover in their unconsciousness, and consequently tend to withdraw from

sandplay therapy. Yet if they abandon their exploration owing to fear then their

unconsciousness cannot emerge into consciousness. The reward of such exploration is that when

the contents of the unconsciousness are disclosed these same contents can serve creative and

positive functions.

I would like to present my own experience as a case in point. When I was finishing

a paper on symbols, I had a dream that I was driving in my car to a new destination. A

colleague of mine was a passenger on my journey. As we drove, I saw a well and then I

found myself standing beside the well. Suddenly, I fell over into the well and was unable to

hold onto something. A large hand reached out of the depths and, seizing my leg, pulled me

down into the well. Needless to say, I felt absolutely terrified and even now I get goose

bumps when I recall it. As I was falling, I saw someone peer down over the well at me and

then a male newborn baby appeared beside me, made eye contact with me, and climbed up to

the surface. Seeing it climb, I tried to reach up to him but was prevented by an unknown

force. I can still vividly recall the dream and I interpret the object of my fear as that of the

devouring force of the unconscious that might drive us to behave negatively (Fontana, 1993).
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Perhaps clients feel the same kind of fear while undertaking sandplay therapy. Maybe

they avoid thinking about it and yet regret they have left something incomplete. If they were

to stop at this stage, the devouring force would emerge into consciousness and then what

messages might their dreams deliver? In my case, I realized my unconsciousness was telling me

that I still had issues that had not been dealt with and which needed more exploration. I

think of it now as a rebirth.

Ⅲ. Conclusion

Ironically, the water well is not a common feature in modern societies despite its

importance to the establishment and growth of the first settlements in human history. It is

now more associated with the less developed regions of the world such as India, Latin America,

and Sub-Saharan Africa. However, despite its disappearance from our modern physical

landscapes, the well has not vanished from our modern psychological landscapes. As a

worldview, Modernism may emphasize the role of the persona and disregard the energies or

messages from the unconscious, yet our inner world continues to generate personal symbols

such as the well into our consciousness.

Through therapy sessions with clients, I have come to appreciate the personal meaning

of symbols for people and the value of the sandplay process in helping them to discover that

meaning. As was discussed earlier, the well possesses a rich symbolism in many cultures around

the world: holiness, affluence, birth, mediation, regeneration, and healing. The three cases I

have analyzed show in particular its role as a mediator between the conscious and unconscious

as the clients have confronted their unconscious elements through the medium of sandplay and

reformed themselves into what they can be.
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