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Myth and Narrative

Myth does not mean something untrue,

but a concentration of truth.

—Doris Lessing

Poets have long been fond of retelling myths, narrowly defined as traditional stories about the exploits of immortal beings. Such stories taken collectively may also be called myth or mythology. In one of the most celebrated collections of myth ever assembled, the Metamorphoses, the Roman poet Ovid told—to take one example from many—how Phaeton, child of the sun god, rashly tried to drive his father’s fiery chariot on its daily round, lost control of the horses, and caused disaster both to himself and to the world. Our use of the term myth in discussing poetry, then, differs from its use in expressions such as “the myth of communism” and “the myth of democracy.” In these examples, myth is used broadly to represent any idea people believe in, whether true or false. Nor do we mean—to take another familiar use of the word—a cock-and-bull story: “Judge Rapp doesn’t roast speeders alive; that’s just a myth.” In the following discussion, myth will mean a kind of story—either from ancient or modern sources—whose actions implicitly symbolize some profound truth about human or natural existence.

Traditional myths tell us stories of gods or heroes—their battles, their lives, their loves, and often their suffering—all on a scale of magnificence larger than our life. These exciting stories usually reveal part of a culture’s worldview. Myths often try to explain universal natural phenomena, like the phases of the moon or the turning of the seasons. But some myths tell the stories of purely local phenomena; one Greek legend, for example, recounts how grief-stricken King Aegeus threw himself into the sea when he mistakenly believed his son, Theseus, had been killed; consequently, the body of water between Greece and Turkey was called the Aegean Sea.

Modern psychologists, such as Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, have been fascinated by myth and legend, since they believe these stories symbolically enact deep truths about human nature. Our myths, psychologists believe, express our wishes, dreams, and nightmares. Whether or not we believe myths, we recognize their psychological power. Even in the first century b.c., Roman poet Ovid did not believe in the literal truth of the legends he so suavely retold; he confessed, “I prate of ancient poets’ monstrous lies.”

And yet it is characteristic of a myth that it can be believed. Throughout history, myths have accompanied religious doctrines and rituals. They have helped sanction or recall the reasons for religious observances. A sublime instance is the New Testament account of the Last Supper. Because of its record of the words of Jesus, “Do this in remembrance of Me,” Christians have continued to re-enact the offering and partaking of the body and blood of their Lord, under the appearances of bread and wine. It is essential to recall that, just because a myth narrates the acts of a god, we do not necessarily mean by the term a false or fictitious narrative. When we speak of the “myth of Islam” or “the Christian myth,” we do so without implying either belief or disbelief.

Myths can also help sanction customs and institutions other than religious ones. At the same time that the baking of bread was introduced to ancient Greece—one theory goes—the myth of Demeter, goddess of grain, appeared. Demeter was a kindly deity who sent her emissary to teach humankind the valuable art of baking, thus helping to persuade the distrustful that bread was a good thing. Some myths seem designed to divert and regale, not to sanction anything. Such may be the story of the sculptor Pygmalion, who fell in love with the statue he had carved of a beautiful woman; so exquisite was his work, so deep was his feeling, that Aphrodite, the goddess of Love, brought the statue to life. And yet perhaps the story goes deeper than mere diversion: perhaps it is a way of saying that works of art achieve a reality of their own, that love can transform or animate its object.

How does a myth begin? Several theories have been proposed, none universally accepted. One is that a myth is a way to explain some natural phenomenon. Winter comes and the vegetation perishes because Persephone, child of Demeter, must return to the underworld for several months every year. This theory, as classical scholar Edith Hamilton has pointed out, may lead us to think incorrectly that Greek mythology was the creation of a primitive people. Tales of the gods of Mount Olympus may reflect an earlier inheritance, but the Greek myths known to us were transcribed in an era of high civilization. Anthropologists have questioned whether primitive people generally find beauty in the mysteries of nature. Many anthropologists emphasize the practical function of myth; in his influential work of comparative mythology, The Golden Bough, Sir James Frazer argued that most myths were originally expressions of human hope that nature would be fertile. Still another theory maintains that many myths began as real events; mythic heroes were real human beings whose deeds have been changed and exaggerated by posterity. Most present-day myth historians would say that different myths probably have different origins.

Poets have many coherent mythologies on which to draw; perhaps those most frequently consulted by British and American poets are the classical, the Christian, the Norse, the Native American, and the folktales of the American frontier (embodying the deeds of superhuman characters such as Paul Bunyan). Some poets have taken inspiration from other myths as well: T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, for example, is enriched by allusions to Buddhism and to pagan vegetation-cults. Robert Bly borrowed the terrifying Death Goddess of Aztec, Hindu, and Balinese mythology to make her the climactic figure of his long poem “The Teeth Mother Naked at Last.”

A tour through any good art museum will demonstrate how thoroughly myth pervades the painting and sculpture of nearly every civilization. In literature, one evidence of its continuing value to recent poets and storytellers is how frequently ancient myths are retold. Even in modern society, writers often turn to myth when they try to tell stories of deep significance. Mythic structures still touch a powerful and primal part of the human imagination. William Faulkner’s story “The Bear” recalls tales of Indian totem animals; John Updike’s novel The Centaur presents the horse-man Chiron as a modern high-school teacher; James Joyce’s Ulysses retells the Odyssey in modern Dublin; Rita Dove’s play The Darker Face of the Earth recasts the story of Oedipus in the slave-era South; Bernard Shaw retells the story of Pygmalion in his popular Edwardian social comedy Pygmalion, later the basis of the hit musical My Fair Lady; Jean Cocteau’s film Orphée shows us Eurydice riding to the underworld with an escort of motorcycles. Popular interest in such works may testify to the profound appeal myths continue to hold for us. Like other varieties of poetry, myth is a kind of knowledge, not at odds with scientific knowledge but existing in addition to it.

Robert Frost (1874–1963)*

Nothing Gold Can Stay
1923

Nature’s first green is gold,

Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf’s a flower;

But only so an hour.

5

Then leaf subsides to leaf.

So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.

Nothing gold can stay.

Questions


1.
To what myth does this poem allude? Does Frost sound as though he believes in the myth or as though he rejects it?


2.
When Frost says, “Nature’s first green is gold,” he is describing how many leaves first appear as tiny yellow buds and blossoms. But what else does this line imply?


3.
What would happen to the poem’s meaning if line 6 were omitted?

D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930)*

Bavarian Gentians
1932

Not every man has gentians in his house

in soft September, at slow, sad Michaelmas.

Bavarian gentians, big and dark, only dark

darkening the daytime, torch-like with the smoking blueness of Pluto’s

gloom,
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ribbed and torch-like, with their blaze of darkness spread blue

down flattening into points, flattened under the sweep of white day

torch-flower of the blue-smoking darkness, Pluto’s dark-blue daze,

black lamps from the halls of Dis, burning dark blue,

giving off darkness, blue darkness, as Demeter’s pale lamps give off

light,

10

lead me then, lead the way.

Reach me a gentian, give me a torch!

let me guide myself with the blue, forked torch of this flower

down the darker and darker stairs, where blue is darkened on blueness

even where Persephone goes, just now, from the frosted September

15

to the sightless realm where darkness is awake upon the dark

and Persephone herself is but a voice

or a darkness invisible enfolded in the deeper dark

of the arms Plutonic, and pierced with the passion of dense gloom,

among the splendor of torches of darkness, shedding darkness on the

lost bride and her groom.

Bavarian Gentians. 2 Michaelmas: The feast of St. Michael (September 29). 4 Pluto: Roman name for Hades, in Greek mythology the ruler of the underworld, who abducted Persephone to be his bride. Each spring Persephone returns to earth and is welcomed by her mother, Demeter, goddess of fruitfulness; each winter she departs again, to dwell with her husband below. 8 Dis: Pluto’s realm.

Questions


1.
Read this poem aloud. What devices of sound do you hear in it?


2.
What characteristics of gentians appear to remind Lawrence of the story of Persephone? What significance do you attach to the poem’s being set in September? How does the fact of autumn matter to the gentians and to Persephone?

William Wordsworth (1770–1850)*

The world is too much with us
1807

The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!
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This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;

The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not. Great God! I’d rather be

10

A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;

So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathèd horn.

Questions


1.
In this sonnet by Wordsworth what condition does the poet complain about? To what does he attribute this condition?


2.
How does it affect him as an individual?

H. D. [Hilda Doolittle] (1886–1961)*

Helen
1924

All Greece hates

the still eyes in the white face,

the lustre as of olives

where she stands,
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and the white hands.

All Greece reviles

the wan face when she smiles,

hating it deeper still

when it grows wan and white,
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remembering past enchantments

and past ills.

Greece sees, unmoved,

God’s daughter, born of love,

the beauty of cool feet

15

and slenderest knees,

could love indeed the maid,

only if she were laid,

white ash amid funereal cypresses.

Helen. In Greek mythology, Helen, most beautiful of all women, was the daughter of a mortal, Leda, by the god Zeus. Her abduction set off the long and devastating Trojan War. While married to Menelaus, king of the Greek city-state of Sparta, Helen was carried off by Paris, prince of Troy. Menelaus and his brother, Agamemnon, raised an army, besieged Troy for ten years, and eventually recaptured her. One episode of the Trojan War is related in the Iliad, Homer’s epic poem, composed before 700 b.c.
Archetype

An important concept in understanding myth is the archetype, a basic image, character, situation, or symbol that appears so often in literature and legend that it evokes a deep universal response. (The Greek root of archetype means “original pattern.”) The term was borrowed by literary critics from the writings of the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung, a serious scholar of myth and religion, who formulated a theory of the “collective unconscious,” a set of primal memories common to the entire human race. Archetypal patterns emerged, he speculated, in prerational thought and often reflect key primordial experiences such as birth, growth, sexual awakening, family, generational struggle, and death, as well as primal elements such as fire, sun, moon, blood, and water. Jung also believed that these situations, images, and figures had actually been genetically coded into the human brain and are passed down to successive generations, but no one has ever been able to prove a biological base for the undeniable phenomenon of similar characters, stories, and symbols appearing across widely separated and diverse cultures.

Whatever their origin, archetypal images do seem verbally coded in most myths, legends, and traditional tales. One sees enough recurring patterns and figures from Greek myth to Star Wars, from Hindu epic to Marvel superhero comics, to strongly suggest that there is some common psychic force at work. Typical archetypal figures include the trickster, the cruel stepmother, the rebellious young man, the beautiful but destructive woman, and the stupid youngest son who succeeds through simple goodness. Any one of these figures can be traced from culture to culture. The trickster, for instance, appears in American Indian coyote tales, Norse myths about the fire god Loki, Marx Brothers films, and Batman comic books and cartoons featuring the Joker. Archetypal myths are the basic conventions of human storytelling, which we learn without necessarily being aware of the process. The patterns we absorb in our first nursery rhymes and fairy tales, as mythological critic Northrop Frye has demonstrated, underlie—though often very subtly—the most sophisticated poems and novels. One powerful archetype seen across many cultures is the demon-goddess who immobilizes men by locking them into a deathly trance or—in the most primitive forms of the myth—turning them to stone. Here is a modern version of this ancient myth in the following poem by Louise Bogan.

Louise Bogan (1897–1970)*

Medusa
1923

I had come to the house, in a cave of trees,

Facing a sheer sky.

Everything moved,—a bell hung ready to strike,

Sun and reflection wheeled by.

5

When the bare eyes were before me

And the hissing hair,

Held up at a window, seen through a door.

The stiff bald eyes, the serpents on the forehead

Formed in the air.

10

This is a dead scene forever now.

Nothing will ever stir.

The end will never brighten it more than this,

Nor the rain blur.

The water will always fall, and will not fall,

15

And the tipped bell make no sound.

The grass will always be growing for hay

Deep on the ground.

And I shall stand here like a shadow

Under the great balanced day,

20

My eyes on the yellow dust, that was lifting in the wind,

And does not drift away.

Medusa. Medusa was one of the Gorgons of Greek mythology. Hideously ugly with snakes for hair, Medusa turned those who looked upon her face into stone.

Questions


1.
Who is the speaker of the poem?


2.
Why are the first two stanzas spoken in the past tense while the final three are mainly in the future tense?


3.
What is the speaker’s attitude toward Medusa? Is there anything surprising about his or her reaction to being transformed into stone?


4.
Does Bogan merely dramatize an incident from classical mythology, or does the poem suggest other interpretations as well?

John Keats (1795-1821)*

La Belle Dame sans Merci
1819


I

O what can ail thee, knight at arms,

Alone and palely loitering?

The sedge has wither’d from the lake,

And no birds sing.


II

O what can ail thee, knight at arms,

5
So haggard and so woe-begone?

The squirrel’s granary is full,

And the harvest’s done.


III

I see a lily on thy brow

10

With anguish moist and fever dew,

And on thy cheeks a fading rose

Fast withereth too.


IV

I met a lady in the meads,

Full beautiful—a fairy’s child;

15

Her hair was long, her foot was light,

And her eyes were wild.


V

I made a garland for her head,

And bracelets too, and fragrant zone;

She look’d at me as she did love,

20

And made sweet moan.


VI

I set her on my pacing steed,

And nothing else saw all day long,

For sidelong would she bend, and sing

A fairy’s song.


VII

She found me roots of relish sweet,

25
And honey wild, and manna dew,

And sure in language strange she said—

“I love thee true.”


VIII

She took me to her elfin grot,

30

And there she wept, and sigh’d full sore,

And there I shut her wild wild eyes

With kisses four.


IX

And there she lulled me asleep,

And there I dream’d—Ah! woe betide!

35

The latest dream I ever dream’d

On the cold hill’s side.


X

I saw pale kings and princes too,

Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;

They cried—“La belle dame sans merci

40

Hath thee in thrall!”


XI

I saw their starv’d lips in the gloam,

With horrid warning gaped wide,

And I awoke and found me here,

On the cold hill’s side.


XII

And this is why I sojourn here,

45
Alone and palely loitering,

Though the sedge is wither’d from the lake,

And no birds sing.

La Belle Dame sans Merci. The title is French for “the beautiful woman without mercy.” Keats borrowed the title from a fifteenth-century French poem.

Questions


1.
What time of year is suggested by the details of the first two stanzas? What is the significance of the season in the larger context of the poem?


2.
How many speakers are there? Where does the change of speaker occur?


3.
What details throughout the text tell us that la belle dame is no ordinary woman?


4.
Why do you think the poet chose to imitate the form of the folk ballad in this poem?

Personal Myth

Sometimes poets have been inspired to make up myths of their own, to embody their own visions of life. “I must create a system or be enslaved by another man’s,” said William Blake, who in his “prophetic books” peopled the cosmos with supernatural beings having names such as Los, Urizen, and Vala (side by side with recognizable figures from the Old Testament and New Testament). This kind of system-making probably has advantages and drawbacks. T. S. Eliot, in his essay on Blake, wishes that the author of The Four Zoas had accepted traditional myths, and he compares Blake’s thinking to a piece of homemade furniture whose construction diverted valuable energy from the writing of poems. Others have found Blake’s untraditional cosmos an achievement—notably William Butler Yeats, himself the author of an elaborate personal mythology. Although we need not know all of Yeats’s mythology to enjoy his poems, to know of its existence can make a few great poems deeper for us and less difficult.

William Butler Yeats (1865–1939)*

The Second Coming
1921

Turning and turning in the widening gyre°

spiral

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

5

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

10

Surely the Second Coming is at hand;

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

15

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

20

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

What kind of Second Coming does Yeats expect? Evidently it is not to be a Christian one. Yeats saw human history as governed by the turning of a Great Wheel, whose phases influence events and determine human personalities—rather like the signs of the Zodiac in astrology. Every two thousand years comes a horrendous moment: the Wheel completes a turn; one civilization ends and another begins. Strangely, a new age is always announced by birds and by acts of violence. Thus the Greek-Roman world arrives with the descent of Zeus in swan’s form and the burning of Troy, the Christian era with the descent of the Holy Spirit—traditionally depicted as a dove—and the Crucifixion. In 1919 when Yeats wrote “The Second Coming,” his Ireland was in the midst of turmoil and bloodshed; the Western Hemisphere had been severely shaken by World War I and the Russian Revolution. A new millennium seemed imminent. What sphinxlike, savage deity would next appear on earth, with birds proclaiming it angrily? Yeats imagines it emerging from Spiritus Mundi, Soul of the World, a collective unconscious from which a human being (since the individual soul touches it) receives dreams, nightmares, and racial memories.11
It is hard to say whether a poet who discovers a personal myth does so to have something to live by or to have something to write about. Robert Graves, who professed his belief in a White Goddess (“Mother of All Living, the ancient power of love and terror”), declared that he wrote his poetry in a trance, inspired by his Goddess-Muse.22 Luckily, we do not have to know a poet’s religious affiliation before we can read his or her poems. Perhaps most personal myths that enter poems are not acts of faith but works of art: stories that resemble traditional mythology.

Gregory Orr (b. 1947)

Two Lines from the Brothers Grimm
1975

Now we must get up quickly,

dress ourselves, and run away.

Because it surrounds us, because

they are coming with wolves on leashes,

5

because I stood just now at the window

and saw the wall of hills on fire.

They have taken our parents away.

Downstairs in the half dark, two strangers

move about, lighting the stove.

Questions


1.
What mood or atmosphere is suggested by the mention of the Brothers Grimm in the title? Is that suggestion borne out by the text?


2.
What do you think “it” refers to in line 3?


3.
Which images and details are from the Brothers Grimm, and which seem to be from other sources or personal in nature?

Diane Thiel (b. 1967)

Memento Mori in Middle School
2000

When I was twelve, I chose Dante’s Inferno
in gifted class—an oral presentation

with visual aids. My brother, il miglior fabbro,

said he would draw the tortures. We used ten

5

red posterboards. That day, for school, I dressed

in pilgrim black, left earlier to hang them

around the class. The students were impressed.

The teacher, too. She acted quite amused

and peered too long at all the punishments.

10

We knew by reputation she was cruel.

The class could see a hint of twisted forms

and asked to be allowed to round the room

as I went through my final presentation.

We passed the first one, full of poets cut

15

out of a special issue of Horizon.
The class thought these were such a boring set,

they probably deserved their tedious fates.

They liked the next, though—bodies blown about,

the lovers kept outside the tinfoil gates.

20

We had a new boy in our class named Paolo

and when I noted Paolo’s wind-blown state

and pointed out Francesca, people howled.

I knew that more than one of us not-so-

covertly liked him. It seemed like hours

25

before we moved on to the gluttons, though,

where they could hold the cool fistfuls of slime

I brought from home. An extra touch. It sold

in canisters at toy stores at the time.

The students recognized the River Styx,

30

the logo of a favorite band of mine.

We moved downriver to the town of Dis,

which someone loudly re-named Dis and Dat.

And for the looming harpies and the furies,

who shrieked and tore things up, I had clipped out

35

the shrillest, most deserving teacher’s heads

from our school paper, then thought better of it.

At the wood of suicides, we quieted.

Though no one in the room would say a word,

I know we couldn’t help but think of Fred.

40

His name was in the news, though we had heard

he might have just been playing with the gun.

We moved on quickly by that huge, dark bird

and rode the flying monster, Geryon,

to reach the counselors, each wicked face,

45

again, I had resisted pasting in.

To represent the ice in that last place,

where Satan chewed the traitors’ frozen heads,

my mother had insisted that I take

an ice-chest full of popsicles—to end

50

my gruesome project on a lighter note.

“It is a comedy, isn’t it,” she said.

She hadn’t read the poem, or seen our art,

but asked me what had happened to the sweet,

angelic poems I once read and wrote.

55

The class, though, was delighted by the treat,

and at the last round, they all pushed to choose

their colors quickly, so they wouldn’t melt.

The bell rang. Everyone ran out of school,

as always, yelling at the top of their lungs,

60

The Inferno fast forgotten, but their howls

showed off their darkened red and purple tongues.

Memento Mori in Middle School. Memento Mori: Latin for “Remember you must die,” the phrase now means any reminder of human mortality and the need to lead a virtuous life. 1 Dante’s Inferno: The late medieval epic poem by the Italian poet Dante Alighieri decribes a Christian soul’s journey through hell. (Inferno means “hell” in Italian.) 3 il miglior fabbro: the better craftsman—Dante’s term for fellow poet Arnaut Daniel, which T. S. Eliot later famously quoted to praise Ezra Pound. 15 Horizon: a magazine of art and culture. 20–23: Paolo . . . Francesca: two lovers in Dante’s Inferno who have been damned for their adultery. 29 River Styx: the river that flows around hell to mark its boundary. 31 Dis: the main city of hell named after its ruler, Dis (Pluto). 43 Geryon: a mythical monster Dante places in his Inferno.
Myth and Popular Culture

If one can find myths in an art museum, one can also find them abundantly in popular culture. Movies and comic books, for example, are full of myths in modern guise. What is Superman, if not a mythic hero who has adapted himself to modern urban life? Marvel Comics even made the Norse thunder god, Thor, into a superhero, although they initially obliged him, like Clark Kent, to get a job. We also see myths retold on the technicolor screen. Sometimes Hollywood presents the traditional story directly, as in Walt Disney’s Cinderella; more often the ancient tales acquire contemporary settings, as in another celluloid Cinderella story, Pretty Woman. (See how Anne Sexton has retold the Cinderella story from a feminist perspective, later in this chapter, or find a recording of Dana Dane’s Brooklyn housing-project version of the fairy tale done from a masculine perspective in his underground rap hit “Cinderfella.”) George Lucas’s Star Wars series borrowed the structure of medieval quest legends. In quest stories, young knights pursued their destiny, often by seeking the Holy Grail, the cup Christ used at the Last Supper; in Star Wars, Luke Skywalker searched for his own parentage and identity, but his interstellar quest brought him to a surprisingly similar cast of knights, monsters, princesses, and wizards. Medieval Grail romances, which influenced Eliot’s The Waste Land and J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy, also shaped films such as The Fisher King and The Matrix. Science fiction also commonly uses myth to novel effect. Extraterrestrial visitors usually appear as either munificent mythic gods or nightmarish demons. Steven Spielberg’s E.T., for example, revealed a gentle, Christ-like alien recognized by innocent children, but persecuted by adults. E.T. even healed the sick, fell into a deathlike coma, and was resurrected.

It hardly matters whether the popular audience recognizes the literal source of a myth; the viewers intuitively understand the structure of the story and feel its deep imaginative resonance. That is why poets retell these myths; they are powerful sources of collective psychic energy, waiting to be tapped. Just as Hollywood screenwriters have learned that often the most potent way to use a myth is to disguise it, poets sometimes borrow the forms of popular culture to retell their myths. Here is a contemporary narrative poem that borrows imagery from motion pictures to reenact a story that not only predates cinema but, most probably, stretches back before the invention of writing itself.

Charles Martin (b. 1942)

Taken Up
1978

Tired of earth, they dwindled on their hill,

Watching and waiting in the moonlight until

The aspens’ leaves quite suddenly grew still,

No longer quaking as the disc descended,

5

That glowing wheel of lights whose coming ended

All waiting and watching. When it landed

The ones within it one by one came forth,

Stalking out awkwardly upon the earth,

And those who watched them were confirmed in faith:

10

Mysterious voyagers from outer space,

Attenuated, golden—shreds of lace

Spun into seeds of the sunflower’s spinning face—

Light was their speech, spanning mind to mind:

We come here not believing what we find—

15

Can it be your desire to leave behind
The earth, which even those called angels bless,
Exchanging amplitude for emptiness?
And in a single voice they answered Yes,
Discord of human melodies all bent

20

To the unearthly strain of their assent.

Come then, the Strangers said, and those who were taken went.

Questions


1.
What myths does this poem recall?


2.
This poem was written about the same time that Steven Spielberg’s film Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) appeared. If you recall the movie, compare its ending with the ending of the poem. Martin had not seen the film before writing “Taken Up.” How can we account for the similarity?

Why do poets retell myths? Why don’t they just make up their own stories? First, using myth allows poets to be concise. By alluding to stories that their audiences know, they can draw on powerful associations with just a few words. If someone describes an acquaintance, “He thinks he’s James Bond,” that one allusion speaks volumes. Likewise, when Robert Frost inserts the single line “So Eden sank to grief” in “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” those five words summon up a wealth of associations. They tie the perishable quality of spring’s beauty to the equally transient nature of human youth. They also suggest that everything in the human world is subject to time’s ravages, that perfection is impossible for us to maintain, just as it was for Adam and Eve.

Second, poets know that many stories fall into familiar mythic patterns, and that the most powerful stories of human existence tend to be the same, generation after generation. Sometimes using an old story allows a writer to describe a new situation in a fresh and surprising way. Novels often try to capture the exact texture of a social situation; they need to present the everyday details to evoke the world in which their characters live. Myths tend to tell their stories more quickly and in more general terms. They give just the essential actions and leave out everything else. Narrative poems also work best when they focus on just the essential elements. Here are two modern narrative poems that retell traditional myths to make modern interpretations.

Andrea Hollander Budy (b. 1947)

Snow White
1993

It was actually one of the dwarfs

who kissed her—Bashful,

who still won’t admit it.

That is why she remained in the forest

5

with all of them and made up

the story of the prince. Otherwise,

wouldn’t you be out there now

scavenging through wildflowers,

mistaking the footprints of your own

10

children for those little men?

And if you found some wild apples

growing in the thickest part, if no one

were looking, wouldn’t you

take a bite? And pray

15

some kind of magic sleep

would snatch you

from the plainness

of your life?

Questions


1.
What is the significance of the lines “mistaking the footprints of your own / children for those little men”?


2.
Why does the poem suggest that Snow White “made up / the story of the prince”?


3.
Why, according to the poem, is this ending of Snow White’s story superior to the traditional one?

Anne Sexton (1928–1974)*

Cinderella
1971

You always read about it:

the plumber with twelve children

who wins the Irish Sweepstakes.

From toilets to riches.

5

That story.

Or the nursemaid,

some luscious sweet from Denmark

who captures the oldest son’s heart.

From diapers to Dior.

10

That story.

Or a milkman who serves the wealthy,

eggs, cream, butter, yogurt, milk,

the white truck like an ambulance

who goes into real estate

15

and makes a pile.

From homogenized to martinis at lunch.

Or the charwoman

who is on the bus when it cracks up

and collects enough from the insurance.

20

From mops to Bonwit Teller.

That story.

Once

the wife of a rich man was on her deathbed

and she said to her daughter Cinderella:

25

Be devout. Be good. Then I will smile

down from heaven in the seam of a cloud.

The man took another wife who had

two daughters, pretty enough

but with hearts like blackjacks.

30

Cinderella was their maid.

She slept on the sooty hearth each night

and walked around looking like Al Jolson.

Her father brought presents home from town,

jewels and gowns for the other women

35

but the twig of a tree for Cinderella.

She planted that twig on her mother’s grave

and it grew to a tree where a white dove sat.

Whenever she wished for anything the dove

would drop it like an egg upon the ground.

40

The bird is important, my dears, so heed him.

Next came the ball, as you all know.

It was a marriage market.

The prince was looking for a wife.

All but Cinderella were preparing

45

and gussying up for the big event.

Cinderella begged to go too.

Her stepmother threw a dish of lentils

into the cinders and said: Pick them

up in an hour and you shall go.

50

The white dove brought all his friends;

all the warm wings of the fatherland came,

and picked up the lentils in a jiffy.

No, Cinderella, said the stepmother,

you have no clothes and cannot dance.

55

That’s the way with stepmothers.

Cinderella went to the tree at the grave

and cried forth like a gospel singer:

Mama! Mama! My turtledove,

send me to the prince’s ball!

60

The bird dropped down a golden dress

and delicate little gold slippers.

Rather a large package for a simple bird.

So she went. Which is no surprise.

Her stepmother and sisters didn’t

65

recognize her without her cinder face

and the prince took her hand on the spot

and danced with no other the whole day.

As nightfall came she thought she’d better

get home. The prince walked her home

70

and she disappeared into the pigeon house

and although the prince took an axe and broke

it open she was gone. Back to her cinders.

These events repeated themselves for three days.

However on the third day the prince

75

covered the palace steps with cobbler’s wax

and Cinderella’s gold shoe stuck upon it.

Now he would find whom the shoe fit

and find his strange dancing girl for keeps.

He went to their house and the two sisters

80

were delighted because they had lovely feet.

The eldest went into a room to try the slipper on

but her big toe got in the way so she simply

sliced it off and put on the slipper.

The prince rode away with her until the white dove

85

told him to look at the blood pouring forth.

That is the way with amputations.

They don’t just heal up like a wish.

The other sister cut off her heel

but the blood told as blood will.

90

The prince was getting tired.

He began to feel like a shoe salesman.

But he gave it one last try.

This time Cinderella fit into the shoe

like a love letter into its envelope.

95

At the wedding ceremony

the two sisters came to curry favor

and the white dove pecked their eyes out.

Two hollow spots were left

like soup spoons.

100

Cinderella and the prince

lived, they say, happily ever after,

like two dolls in a museum case

never bothered by diapers or dust,

never arguing over the timing of an egg,

105

never telling the same story twice,

never getting a middle-aged spread,

their darling smiles pasted on for eternity.

Regular Bobbsey Twins.

That story.

Cinderella. 32 Al Jolson: Extremely popular American entertainer (1886–1950) who frequently performed in blackface.

Questions


1.
Most of Sexton’s “Cinderella” straightforwardly retells a version of the famous fairy tale. But in the beginning and ending of the poem, how does Sexton change the story?


2.
How does Sexton’s refrain of “That story” alter the meaning of the episodes it describes? What is the tone of this poem (the poet’s attitude toward her material)?


3.
What does Sexton’s final stanza suggest about the way fairy tales usually end?

Writing Effectively

Writers on Writing

Anne Sexton

Transforming Fairy Tales
1970

October 14, 1970

Dear Paul [Brooks°],

. . . I realize that the “Transformations”° are a departure from my usual style. I would say that they lack the intensity and perhaps some of the confessional force of my previous work. I wrote them because I had to . . . because I wanted to . . . because it made me happy. I would want to publish them for the same reason. I would like my readers to see this side of me, and it is not in every case the lighter side. Some of the poems are grim. In fact I don’t know how to typify them except to agree that I have made them very contemporary. It would further be a lie to say that they weren’t about me, because they are just as much about me as my other poetry.

I look at my work in stages, and each new book is a kind of growth and reaching outward and as always backward. Perhaps the critics will be unhappy with this book and some of my readers maybe will not like it either. I feel I will gain new readers and critics who have always disliked my work (and too true, the critics are not always kind to me) may come around. I have found the people I’ve shown them to apathetic in some cases and wildly excited in others. It often depends on their own feelings about Grimms’ fairy tales.

November 17, 1970

Dear Kurt [Vonnegut, Jr.°],

I meant to write you a postcard before your dentist appointment, but I was away at the time I should have sent it. Sorry. Your graph for “Cinderella” is right over my desk.

The enclosed manuscript is of my new book of poems. I’ve taken Grimms’ Fairy Tales and “Transformed” them into something all of my own. The better books of fairy tales have introductions telling the value of these old fables. I feel my Transformations needs an introduction telling of the value of my (one could say) rape of them. Maybe that’s an incorrect phrase. I do something very modern to them (have you ever tried to describe your own work? I find I am tongue-tied). They are small, funny and horrifying. Without quite meaning to I have joined the black humorists. I don’t know if you know my other work, but humor was never a very prominent feature . . . terror, deformity, madness and torture were my bag. But this little universe of Grimm is not that far away. I think they end up being as wholly personal as my most intimate poems, in a different language, a different rhythm, but coming strangely, for all their story sound, from as deep a place.

From Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters
Writing about Myth

Demystifying Myth

Of the many myths conjured by the poets in these pages, you may know some by heart, recall others only vaguely, and be completely unacquainted with others. When reading a poem inspired by myth, there’s no way around it: your writing will be more precise and your ideas more fully formed if you have some knowledge of the mythic story the poem refers to.

Luckily, in this age of Internet search engines, it’s never hard to come by a thumbnail description of traditional and pop-culture myths. A sense of the bare bones of the story will help you to understand the emotional significance of the poem’s imagery. For a fuller sense of the story, you might look the original myth up in a reference work such as Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable.

While different versions of most myths exist, what usually remains fixed is the tale’s basic pattern. Orpheus always descends to the Underworld but is never able to rescue his beloved Eurydice. Cinderella always gets her prince. Oedipus is perpetually doomed to kill his father and unwittingly marry his widowed mother. A familiarity with the basic underlying narrative is an important key to the meaning of any poem that makes even a passing reference to mythology.

In writing about myth, start with the underlying pattern of the narrative in question. Does the basic shape of the poem’s story seem familiar? Does the story have some recognizable source in myth or legend?

Even if the poem has no obvious narrative line, does it call to mind other stories? Sometimes authors want the reader to hear the echoes of their sources. “So Eden sank to grief,” confides Frost in “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” to let readers know that the poem is not only about spring. His reference to Eden encourages us to see the poem as a universal narrative rather than merely elegant natural description.

Once you have linked the poem to its mythic source, notice what new details the author has added, and what it inevitably leaves out. The difference between the poem and the source material will reveal something about the author’s attitude toward the original and may give you a sense of his or her intentions in reworking the original myth.

Finally, you might check out the section “Mythological Criticism” in the chapter “Critical Approaches to Literature” for a quick sense of how critics analyze myth in literature.

Checklist

Thinking About Myth


¸
Does the poem have a recognizable source in myth or legend?


¸
Acquaint or reacquaint yourself with the original myth. What new details has the author added?


¸
What do these details reveal about his or her attitude toward the source material?


¸
Have important elements of the original been discarded?


¸
What does their absence suggest about the author’s primary focus?


¸
Does the poem rely heavily on its mythic imagery? Or is myth tangential to the poem’s message?


¸
How do mythic echoes underscore the poem’s meaning?

Writing Assignment on Myth

Provide a close reading of any poem from this book that uses a traditional myth or legend. In the course of your analysis, demonstrate how the author borrows or changes certain details of the myth to emphasize his or her meaning. In addition to the poems in this chapter, some selections to consider include: Fred Chappell’s “Narcissus and Echo,” T. S. Eliot’s “Journey of the Magi,” Anthony Hecht’s “Adam,” and William Butler Yeats’s “The Magi” or “Leda and the Swan.”

Here is an example of an essay on this assignment written by Heather Burke when she was a sophomore at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut.

Sample Student Paper
Burke 1

Heather Burke

Professor Greene

English 150

18 January 2006

The Bonds Between Love and Hatred in H.D.’s “Helen”

In her poem “Helen,” H.D. examines the close connection between the emotions of love and hatred as embodied in the figure of Helen of Troy. Helen was the cause of the long and bloody Trojan War, and her homecoming is tainted by the memory of the suffering this war caused. As in many Imagist poems, the title is essential to the poem’s meaning; it gives the reader both a specific mythic context and a particular subject. Without the title, it would be virtually impossible to understand the poem fully since Helen’s name appears nowhere else in the text. The reader familiar with Greek myth knows that Helen, who was the wife of Menelaus, ran away with Paris. Their adultery provoked the Trojan War, which lasted for ten years and resulted in the destruction of Troy.

What is unusual about the poem is H.D.’s perspective on Helen of Troy. The poem refuses to romanticize Helen’s story, but its stark new version is easy for a reader to accept. After suffering so much for the sake of one adulterous woman, how could the Greeks not resent her? Rather than idealizing the situation, H.D. describes the enmity which defiles Helen’s homecoming and explores the irony of the hatred which “All Greece” feels for her.

The opening line of the poem sets its tone and introduces its central theme–-hatred. Helen’s beauty required thousands of men to face death in battle, but it cannot assuage the emotional aftermath of the war. Even though Helen is described as “God’s daughter, born of love” (13), all she inspires now is resentment, and the poem explores the ways in which these two emotions are closely related.

In the first stanza, the poet uses the color white, as well as the radiance or luster connected with it, in her description of Helen, and this color will be associated with her throughout the poem:

the still eyes in the white face,

the lustre as of olives

where she stands,

and the white hands. (2-5)

As one of the foundations of agriculture and civilization, the olive was a crucial symbol in Greek culture. Helen’s beauty is compared to the “lustre” of this olive. This word presumably refers to the radiance or light which the whiteness of her face reflects, but Helen’s identification with this fruit also has an ironic connotation. The olive branch is a traditional symbol of peace, but the woman it is compared to was the cause of a bitter war.

The majority of the imagery in the poem is connected with the color white. H.D. uses white to describe Helen’s skin; white would have been seen as the appropriate color for a rich and beautiful woman’s skin in pre-twentieth century poetry. This color also has several connotations, all of which operate simultaneously in the poem. The color white has a connection to Helen’s paternity; her immortal father Zeus took the form of a white swan when he made love to her mortal mother Leda. At the same time, whiteness suggests a certain chilliness, as with snow or frost. In the third stanza, H.D. makes this suggestion explicit with her use of the phrase “the beauty of cool feet” (14). This image also suggests the barrenness connected with such frigidity. In this sense, it is a very accurate representation of Helen, because in The Odyssey Homer tells us that “. . . the gods had never after granted Helen / a child to bring into the sunlit world / after the first, rose-lipped Hermione” (4.13-15). Helen is returned to her rightful husband, but after her adulterous actions, she is unable to bear him any more children. She is a woman who is renowned for exciting passion in legions of men, but that passion is now sterile.

Another traditional connotation of the color white is purity, but this comparison only accentuates Helen’s sexual transgressions; she is hardly pure. H.D. emphasizes her lasciviousness through the use of irony. In the third stanza, she refers to Helen as a “maid.” A maid is a virgin, but Helen is most definitely not virginal in any sense. In the following line, the poet rhymes “maid” with the word “laid,” which refers to the placement of Helen’s body on the funeral pyre. This particular word, however, deliberately emphasized by the rhyme, also carries slangy associations with the act of sexual intercourse. This connotation presents another ironic contrast with the word “maid.”

The first line of the second stanza is almost identical to that of the first, and again we are reminded of the intense animosity that Helen’s presence inspires. This hatred is now made more explicit. The word revile is defined by the American Heritage College Dictionary as “to denounce with abusive language” (“Revile”). Helen is a queen, but she is subjected to the insults of her subjects as well as the rest of Greece.

Helen’s homecoming is not joyous, but a time of exile and penance. The war is over, but no one, especially Helen, can forget the past. Her memories seem to cause her wanness, which the dictionary defines as “indicating weariness, illness, or unhappiness” (“Wan”). Her face now “. . . grows wan and white, / remembering past enchantments / and past ills” (9-11). The enchantment she remembers is that of Aphrodite, the goddess who lured her from her husband and home to Paris’s bed. The “ills” which Helen remembers can be seen as both her sexual offenses and the human losses sustained in the Trojan War. The use of the word ills works in conjunction with the word wan to demonstrate Helen’s spiritual sickness; she is plagued by regret.

As the opening of the third stanza shows, the woman who was famous for her beauty and perfection now leaves Greece “unmoved.” This opening may not echo the sharpness of those of the first two stanzas, but it picks up on the theme of Helen as a devalued prize. In the eyes of the Greeks, she is not the beauty who called two armies to battle but merely an unfaithful wife for whom many died needlessly.

The final lines of the poem reveal the one condition which could turn the people’s hatred into love again. They “could love indeed the maid, / only if she were laid, / white ash amid funereal cypresses” (16-19). The Greeks can only forgive Helen once her body has been burned on the funeral pyre. These disturbing lines illustrate the destructive power of hatred; it can only be conquered by death. These lines also reveal the final significance of the color white. It suggests Helen’s death. As Helen’s face is pale and white in life, so her ashes will be in death. The flames of the funeral pyre are the only way to purify the flesh which was tainted by the figurative flames of passion. Death is the only way to restore Helen’s beauty and make it immortal. While she is alive, her beauty is only a reminder of lost fathers, sons, and brothers. The people of Greece can only despise her while she is living, but they can love and revere the memory of her beauty once she is dead.
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More Topics for Writing


1.
Anne Sexton’s “Cinderella” freely mixes period detail and slang from twentieth-century American life with elements from the original fairy tale. (You can read the original in Charles Perrault’s Mother Goose Tales.) Write an analysis of the effect of all this anachronistic mixing and matching. Be sure to look up any period details you don’t recognize.


2.
Provide an explication of Louise Bogan’s “Medusa.” For tips on poetic explication, refer to the chapter “Writing About a Poem.”


3.
Write an essay of approximately 500 words discussing Diane Thiel’s use of colliding mythologies in “Memento Mori in Middle School.” How well does the medieval Christian myth survive its incorporation into her contemporary personal one?


4.
You’re probably familiar with an urban legend or two—near-fantastical stories passed on from one person to another, with the suggestion that they really happened to a friend of a friend of the person who told you the tale. Retell an urban myth in free-verse form. If you don’t know any urban myths, an Internet search engine can lead you to scores of them.


5.
Retell a famous myth or fairy tale to reflect your personal worldview. 
Myth and Narrative
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2
Personal Myth
Myth and Narrative
Myth and Popular Culture
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Myth and Popular Culture
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Myth and Popular Culture
Myth and Narrative
Paul Brooks: Sexton’s editor at Houghton Mifflin. He initially had reservations about Sexton’s fairy tale poems. “Transformations:” title of Sexton’s 1971 volume of poems that contained “Cinderella.” Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.: popular author of Cat’s Cradle (1963) and other novels.
Writing Effectively
Myth and Narrative
Title sets tone and draws reader in
Thesis sentence
Necessary background
Topic sentence on poem’s focus
Writing Effectively
Burke 2
Topic sentence on tone and theme
Topic sentence on specific image
Exploration of specific images
Topic sentence (further analysis of imagery)
Myth and Narrative
Burke 3
Topic sentence (further analysis of specific image)
Topic sentence on effect of poem’s form
Key word defined
Writing Effectively
Burke 4
Topic sentence/ textual analysis
Topic sentence/ textual analysis
Conclusion
Myth and Narrative
Burke 5
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Anne Sexton
1 Yeats fully explains his system in A Vision (1938; reprinted New York: Macmillan, 1956).


2 See Robert Graves, The White Goddess, rev. ed. (New York: Farrar, 1966); for a terser statement of his position, see his lecture “The Personal Muse” in On Poetry: Collected Talks and Essays (New York: Doubleday, 1969).





