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In this paper I will explain why the myth of the rape of
Persephone was chosen by William Carlos Williams as his
personal myth and how its significance to him is exemplified in
his poetry and his philosophy of life.
a~-chet),'pe

,:md i ts·

~:.i

I "Jill Emplcd.n

gni f i cance to poetry and e>q:".ll ai n "ani ma," a

concept which Williams did not refer to by its psychoanalytical
association, but rather exemplified in his living and writing.
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In .19.17, vhllic:·\m Carlo::". v.li.lliams published I<ora In_.Jiel_I:.
In reference to this book, one of his
favori tel:, , he
tt"I"~t.

i

5';

sc:~:i

d that i t.

"l~eveal ~:::.

wh't' I have kept it to myseJ. f

mye.el f
11

to me

c~nd

p~~rhaps

(l......hI. anter.L.!.o. . _.!!'lr.:.i.!.e ••• 26)

•

The title of the collection itself is a direct reference to
the deity Persephone in her role as a maiden
old!:"?r" Greek).

(or'

11

kor ,=, 11 in

It quickly becomes evident, however, that

represented in Kora is not t.he plight of the goddess, but. t.hat
of Williams in his attempts to define himself in society and,
in turn, reinforce his poetic philosophy.

Through prosi.d c

details and disjointed paragraphs, the collection serves to
detail a period in his life when he indeed felt he was the very
spirit of the brooding Persephone:
I thought of myself as Springtime and I felt
I "'las on my way

tC)

Hell

(but I di dn 't get

This is what the Improvisations
W€iF'e t.x yi 1"11] tel

S2tY"

(1._ Want..@'fL.:~o.......~r:j tE'. 29).

As the tit.le indicates, t<ora ie. filled with both direct.
address and allusion to Persephone's abduction by Hades to the
underworld.

But before the significance of this myth Can be

shown, an explication of the myth is necessary.
In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Persephone, daughter of
Demeter, is promised to

Hades~

god of the underworld, by Zeus.

While the maiden is out in a field of flowers, she is abducted
by Hades ?nd taken down to his kingdom.
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When Demeter learns of

her daughter's abduction and of its sanctification by Zeus, she
witholds her duty of sustaining the earth's plant life, thus
threatening mortal

existence and subsequent offerings to Zeus.

To appease the goddess and return fruitfulness to the earth,
Zeus has Persephone returned to the upperwcrld, but not before
Hades forces her to eat a pomegranate, insuring that for one
third of the year she must remain as his queen, while the rest
of the year she can be with her mother

(Morford 228).

Traditionally, this myth has been viewed as one explaining
the cycles of the seasons and the death and rebirth of
vegeti:\ble life,

Demeter is seen as the goddess of the ripe

grain and Persephone is associated with newly-sprouting plant
life, the first signs of her yearly return from the depths of
Hades, literally, the return of spring

(Morford 241).

romanticism, philosophy, and things both beautiful and
frightening.

The book is simply the result of personal

reflections Williams recorded every night for a year after
returning home from his hospital calls.

Because some entries

seemed too obscure, he annotated them in italics directly
Others are explained in the Prologue where they are
identified

by

Roman numerals.

Williams wrote of his familiarity with the Persephone myth
and h:is; knfJt.'Jledge of its "sl.qnificanc:e tC) the p,:tqan wor-"ld"
And in a direct allusion to the myth,
whE.'thel'" intended

OF"

not, he e>:pl ai ns in the Prol ague to the

-:r

"-'

City

Light~;

Edition

(1957)

of t:or:.a that the return of spr-ing

made March his favorite month:
I existed through the tough winter months
0-/:

my profession only feir that."

<JIT!Cl.9.. 29).

It is evident that Williams was acquainted with the
Persept-Kone myth.

Whether he knew of the myth's applicability

to the canons of New Poetry which he was espousing at this time
is not evident as far as this writer can tell.

But t.he

complete association Williams was able to make between this
myth and hlS life is astounding
This myth's connection to Williams is complete not only
because of it.s attribute of rebirth, akin to the psychic
rebirth Williams explains that he often searched for, but also
because of the fact that in the myth it is a female who is
abducted, namely Persephone.

Williams mentions other

hell-bound descents in his works, the myth of Orpheus and
Eurydice q.fll!illl 32) for

but other theories can

t~):r.:1mple,

i~>:plain

that Williams' choice of Persephone for his descent association
was the most accurate myth in connection with his own
phi I o!:mphi E'G.

For Persephone is significant not only in that

she is the deity of rebirth, but that she is female, bringing
\l'Ji

t.h hE?r the si gni f i cance cif that

s~?}:.

For a clearer understanding of the connotations of the
feminine as far as the literature and poetic philosophy of
Williams are concerned, it is necessary t.o look to the work of
Carl Jung and the archetypal approach to psyche.
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The archetypal approach to psychology
turn of the century from two main sources.

developed near the
The first came from

the Cambridge school of comparative anthropology, represented

(1916)"

As explained by Hillman, archetypal psychology finds its
root in myth.

It is the psychology of the cultural imagination

in which myths serve as metaphors.

The myths were originally

Account 19, 20).
From the theories of archetypal psychology comes the
archetypal approach to poetry.

This states that since myths

are primarily indirect methods for satisfying universal
emotional needs, and a symbol is also an indirect way of saying
one thing but intending another, it follows that myths are
symbolic.

If myths are symbolic methods for satisfying

universal emotional needs, and if an archetype is created from
what myths have in common, then an archetype is a univeral
symbol.

If an archeytpe is a universal symbol and if a poem

contains an archetypal pattern, then this pattern is a
uni vE:rsal symbol

i.~s

"Jell

(Fri Edman 48).

Also from the theories of archetypal psychology comes what
is refered to as a literary archetype, which will help explain
the significance of the feminine in regard to Williams.

1:,:.-

..J

In ,Jung's definit:ion,
figure - be it a

daemon~

"pr'imordial

:image, or arl:hetype,

a human being? or a person -

is

i::t

that

constantly recurs in the course of history and appears wherever
creative

~antasy

is freely expressed.

it is a mythologiciill figure"

Essentially, therefore,

<Collected t.&Jorks,

vol.

15,

18)"

Furthermore, Jung adds that eventually these figures are
di scoverecl t.o be "formul ated resul tants of count.l es!::;. typi cB.1
e>:pf?rience~s

of our' anc:estClr!;;"

t...,then the use of

(Friedman 48).

archetypes occurs in poetry, the poet is t.hen speaking of
thi nl]S eternal, not contempora".·y or tranr::.i tOt-y, in I-'Jhi eh the
poet "tranSfTH.lt<:,S person.::d dest.iny int.o the destiny of ilit3.nkind"
(Friedman 49).
"Ani ma" is the term gi VE'n by Jung t<:) represent the
c:wchetype clf the "depoe.it of all the E»:periences of man with
"'lOman" _(CWo vol.

13, 58).

It j.e. thE.:' unconscious femininit.y I-'Jhich

is a part of all of mankind.

In Jung's words,

it is the

"glamorous, possessive, moody and sentimental seductress in
m,;;In"

(CW vol"

9

'j

422).

·f-alsj.f:ies, and mythologizes a.ll emotion.:;"d
This is why
important as a personal

relatic~ns •••

Persephone (female)

myth for Williams.

"

(~W

is most

She is the art in

him, the imagination in himself and his poetic philosophy_
femininity fills the role that other descenders
not.

Her

(Orpheus) could

Williams was aware of the creativity and emotional part

of his bf..?ing, what .JUn9
Archetypal

~vDuld

ca.ll his "anima."

psychology can explain another part of the
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Persephone myth which makes it appropriate for Williams.

The

fact that it is a descent myth is very significant.
EVi:H"le. L.

Smith in

hi~"5

dissertat:ion The Der,;;cent t.o_the

Un d e/'"· ~Pf·~~L__ "-IJ1~"? r·· d s .§IB.Q."_Eir.s: h fJt"Y..Q~..L_f.:g"g t :i c s-2.Lt1odef" n:i !sm

details the significance of the descent myth to the Modernist
tradition of which Williams was a part.

He lists four major

symbols which have been used as references to
during the Modernist era.

the descent myth

These are the crypt, the inferno,

the initiatory temenos, and the granary of the seed forms of
th!:"? I m,agi nal

(237).

Clearly, this last symbol is the symbol

most reflective of the adaptation of descent myth which
vJi 1 Iiams:. chose.

Generally, all four symbols of the descent? which are part
of the mythic phase of Modernism, use striking images and are
suggestive of archetypal concern

(Smith 240).

this kind of poetic imagery Spirit.u§ mundi.

YeDt.s termed
The images are the

souls of the dead which enliven the poem with their unique,
representative energies.
Also, the descent to the underworld, via any of t.he above
!::.ymbol·;;., bri nt]!::. ,:l.bout the act i vat i on of what Smi th calls "t.he
mythogene·t. i c :,:,ubstrat.um of consci ous.ness" and is follol'Jed by
t.he uniting of the soul and the world that one is presented
wit.h after t.he downward journey (244).
Smith cites Hillman for explanations of the prevalency of
deat.h and creat.ive illness in the lives and works of Modernist
art.ists~

as well as the t.heme of death in the development of

7

Modern:t sm.

Hillman believes that the archtype of the abduction

of Persephone is reflective of the method through which the
primary importance of the imaginal phyche is recovered and
Also,

where the poetic basis of consciousness is secured.

Hillman's idea presents an explanation of why, in Modernist
literature, the theme of crossing over into an understanding of
soul often coincides with death in a story or poem, for
example, the death of a character in a Modernist story (Smith
244). According to Hillman's theory, the death and apathy which
permeate the works of the Modernist period can be understood as
statements about the societal ills these artists felt were
destroying their culture and threatening their art

(Smith 245).

He also explains that entrance to the storehouse of the
Imaginal, Williams' choice of descent symbol, is possible only
with a death of a previously established system.

The death is

symbolized by a destruction and diSjunction, the type of
breakdown of an establishment that Persephone's abduction from
her· mother's {""orld j'"·epresE·nts <!:1Y..t.t-!_.Q£_..B..flal...:i.§_L!2. 210).
Looking to Williams as a source, the descent theme is found
50

prevalent in his writing that, as Feinberg suggests, one may

consider Even viewing it as the one theme from which all his
work flows

(74).

The theme is represented not only in his

explicit mentionings of t.he characters who play parts in this
myth, Persephone, Demet.er, and Hades, but in his extensive use
of the themes of death and rebirth, references to the
mother/daughter relationship, and the descriptions of the

8

pursuit of a young maiden by an older man.
collection,

1<0r_~... _.J..!J. H~. L!..,

In fact, Williams'

has the title <';\nd content.:. to p""ove

the ultra importance of this myth held for him.
In his autobiography Williams discusses the events in his
life that \o'lere occu.r'ing

':;\5

he began writing t<or-a . __¥LJjet!..=

The third book was Kora In Hell.

Damn it,

the freshness, the newness of springtime
which I had sensed among the others
[recently written books], a reawakening of
letters, all that delight which in making
a world to match the supremacies of the past
could mean was being blotted out by the war [WWIJ.
The stupidity, the calculated viciousness
of a money-grubbing society such as I knew
3nd violently wrote against; everything
I wanted to see live and thrive was being
deliberately murdered in the name of church
and state.

It was Persephone gone into

Hades, into hell.

Kora was the springtime

of the year; my year, my self waS being
slaughtered.n .. For relief, to keep myself
from planning and thinking at all,
to write in earnest

I began

(158).

Here Williams states outright his identification with
Persephone while unknowingly serving as proof of the theory of

the archetypal approach to both literature and psychology.
Smi th

E.»·:p led

n 5:

The point here is that the governing principles
of the archetypal imagination emerge during a
period of personal and historical collapse,
metaphorically akin to the descent to the underworld 5 and understood with reference to that
myth by the writers themselves (201).
Williams recognized and exalted the feminine (what Jung
called " an :l ma tl) Io'Jithtn t-limself.

He was Persephone

(imagination) being abducted by Hades (the rationalistic,
war-ridden society).

In t;ora, he tries to re:·c:oncile his art

with the society he was forced to deal with.
Kora In Hell consists of prosaic sections followed by their
italicizied explanations.

And throughout this book in both the

prose and straight qualifiers are found allusions to Persephone
and the significance she held for Williams.
An example of a direct reference to the myth, not so much
exemplary of its theme, appears in
••• Oh quarrel whether

improvisation VI no. 2:

'twas Pope Clement

raped Persephone or - did the devil wear
.:<.

mitr+? in th.:!t year

(Imag. 41).

The italicized explanation beneath this improvisation
contains neither reflections upon Williams' poetic philosophy
nor examples of how this fit him as a personal myth.

The

italicized section merely details an imagist-type observation
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of a shapely woman becoming aware of her sexuality.
Next, in an example of the use of theme of death and
rebirth, Williams refers to his marriage, mentioning neither
It is the commentary Williams

poetry nor Persephone directly.

He e}(plains

includes dealing with improvisation VIII no.l.
that the most joyous times of his mclFTiage

"h,~ve

com€~

.3.fter the

most thorough destruction or harvesting of that which has gone
Pf~r i

c,ds of ben-renese have i nt ervened ...

II

And

continuing he states the things their "imaginings have
permitted, by a new growth of passionate attachment •.. It is in
the continual and violent refreshing of the idea that love and
gOO!J

l..,rr-it:i.ng

ht:.~ye

t.heir securit.y"

(Imag 22).

In t.hi!E', last.

line, he present.s the pervasiveness of the theme in his
personal relationships as well as his writing.
Anothe~

aspect of the Persephone myth is directly alluded

t.o, but only so far as the myth per se, not necessarily its
literary or personal significance.

In improvisation XIV no.

1

Williams alludes to the mother/daughter relationship of Demeter
In fact, these lines can be seen as possibly
coming from the lips of the mother herself:
The brutal Lord of All will rip us from
each other--Ieave the one to suffer here
alone.

No need belief in god or hell to

This improvisation also serves to illustrate Williams'
sensit.ivity to society's threatening of the artistic spirit.
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The "brLltal Lord of All" is. the

wt~r-rid(1en

societ.y thrE:.'atening

to Cal.ls·e the unnr7ltLwal separation of the "l.·mima" ft-'om the rest
of the psyche.
In the italics to the Improvisations, Williams
e;:plain:.,"Out of bit.ter-ness itself the clear "line of t.rH:;'
i ml.igi nati on wi 11 be prE":ssed and the dance prosper thereby"
(Im':'1q 55>. This refers. t.o the pathology Hillman s.ugge!;t.s is
necessary

~or

entry into the storehouse of the Imaginal, in

other words, the part of the psyche wherein lies imagination.
In Spring and All

(19;:3),

a book

/Tfi?(€~d

wi·th prose and

poetry, Williams alights again upon the necessity of death
before the descent.

Hf:.' e>:pl ai ns t.hat he "coul d not

h~IVE'

written a word without the violence of expulsive emotion
combined with the in-driving force or a crudely repressive
environment ..• " (Imag 87).
Also in Spring and All there appears a poem which includes
a number of direct allusions to the Persephone myth and, in
turn, his relating of it to the state of contemporary society.
This poem is numbered XXXVI in Imaginations, 147-148:

The crowd at the ball game
is moved uniformly

by a spirit of uselessness
which delights them-

1 ".t._

Here he criticizes how society is dumb to that part of
human psyche where Persephone can be found--imagination and
individual:ity.

all the exciting detail
of the chase

This refers to Hades' pursuit of Persephone.

and the

escape~

the error

the flash of genius-

This alludes to Persephone's escape from hell, tainted by
Hades' trick to keep her there, her eating of the pomegranate.

So in detail they, the crowd,
.3re beautiful
That is, the individual, not a faceless society, is
beautiful.
The flashy female with her
mother, gets it-

Here, is an allusion to Demeter and Persephone.

vJhat they

"gE)t" i5, disregard for thei/'- importance, a disF'egarc! fc.lr the
part of psyche they represent.
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It is summer, it is the soltica
the crowd is

cheering~

the crowd is laughing

in details

permanently, seriously
without thought.

It is Persephone, unrecognized.
In his book

Th~

Descent of Win.te/'"·, 1928,

(whclse t.it.le is

another allusion t.o the descent of Persephone), Williams is
trying to explain his theory of contemporary poetry.

His

at.tempt is impeded by lithe fragmentary stupididy of moder-n
life, its lacunae of sense, loops, perversion of instinct ••• To
be plain is to be subverted since every term must be forged
new •.•

H

(lmaq 232-233). He is re·f+.:?rring tCI an ignoring of parts

of our humanness, parts of human psyche, especially that place
on our psyche where Persephone lives. This book is an
amalgamation of poetry, prose and criticism and seems to serve
as Williams' exercise for understanding not only his work,
(medicine and writing), but

also the world he was so keenly

!S.ensi t i '.Ie to.
In fact, his identification with Persephone and his
definition of the myth's significance were product.s of his need
of self-definition.

It was a way for the poet/doctor to
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understand the daily death and renewal he witnessed as part of
his profession.

And he also had to cope with the

violence

during the era of a world war, a time when the ideations of an
artist seemed irrelevant to the society.

Williams saw in

Persephone that part of himself which reached for the heart of
it all in order to understand the ancient answers to eternal,
human questions.

He was not disappointed? but renewed.
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