The Queen of the Underworld: an Analytic Biography

One of the oldest myths of civilization – the myth about Persephone - deals with fertility, motherhood, maidenhood, underworld and abduction. Commonly interpreted as a meteorological story about the annual change of seasons, it tells us much more...

Once upon a time, when people inhabiting this planet in general and Ancient Greece in particular were primarily concerned with the change of seasons and fertility (Graf, 1993, p. 23), there lived a charming goddess called Demeter. As a deity responsible for fertility, she was highly celebrated. Demeter had a daughter called Kore (from Gk. kore "maiden"), more widely known as Persephone. 

As the story goes...


The two ladies lived in perfect harmony until one day, while the maiden was picking flowers, the earth opened up and Hades ascended to take Kore to the Underworld as his queen. When Demeter failed to see her daughter around, she fell into grief. The goddess wandered the world looking for Kore and trying to find out what had happened to the maiden.


While Persephone was away from her mother, the land yielded no harvest. It was sterile and cold. Understanding that if Persephone did not return, mankind would eventually become extinct, Zeus ordered her back from the Underworld. 


But Hades was not that willing to let the girl go. Before she left, he made her eat a pomegranate seed. As a symbol of reconciliation of the diverse within apparent unity (Cirlot, 1971, p. 260), the pomegranate bound Persephone to the underworld. Thus she was allowed to go back to Demeter, but had to descend into Hades for some time every year. When Persephone was by her mother's side, the land gave fruit and the seeds sprouted. But every time she entered the Underworld, the earth became cold and sterile again.

The bind between life and death


It is commonly assumed that the myth served ancient men as an explanation for the change of seasons. And yet there is a bit more to it. 


There is an implicit connection between Demeter, Persephone and Hades. As chtonic by function (Kirk, 1974, p. 45), the three deities are connected to the earth; Demeter deals with fertility, and Hades rules underneath the earth together with Persephone who in turn ensures the change of seasons by wandering between the worlds. 


Being the moving force behind fertility, Demeter is bound to provide life in a much broader sense. Firstly, having enough corn has obviously been one of the main concerns for ancient people, and the availability thereof would promise that the community would not starve at least for some time. Secondly, through the fertility of the land, Demeter's functions have been transcended to 'fertility' standing for reproduction of mankind, and hence reproductive functions are also ascribed to the goddess. Thus Demeter's essence goes much deeper, touching the very principle of life itself. 


Whereas the goddess of fertility is responsible for the surface of earth, Hades rules beneath. He is Demeter's opposite, the force that withdraws life and takes human souls to the Underworld. Both Hades and Demeter deal with the same thing, earth, but represent different aspects of it. 


It is important to mention that 'Hades' refers not only to the god, but also to his kingdom. We know that when a human being dies, according to Greek mythology his soul is taken to Hades. In other words, when one dies he does not dissolve into the nothingness, for the Underworld is, after all, a world. Thus after death one does not disappear; he just continues his existence in a different realm. Thereby we can view the journey to Hades as a transition to another state. From the point of view of depth psychology, being the ruler of the Underworld, Hades serves as a leader into the unconscious. He is "the ruler of the phenomenon of death and rebirth". (Edinger, 1944, p. 27) 


In fact, the opposition between Hades and Demeter and at the same time their connection through the earth is by no means surprising. Earth itself is of ambiguous nature: it produces corn, but at the same time absorbs the bodies of the dead. Everything is believed to have originated from Gaia, the mother-earth. Everything lives upon her. And everything goes back to her womb after death.


Thus we have Demeter as a goddess representing life, Hades as a god representing death, and the earth caring the characteristics of both and connecting the two deities. Thereby there is no wonder that Hades abducted Demeter's daughter of all goddesses. The two are of one nature, they are the opposite sides of the same thing, and this could be shown only through the figure of Persephone.


For who is Persephone? The beautiful Maiden on the one hand, the fearsome Queen of the Dead on the other. She is the ultimate link between Demeter and Hades, life and death. She shows that they cannot exist separately from one another, and in spite of their polarity their essence is one.

Depth psychology?


The cyclic phenomenon of death and rebirth holds true not only for the figure of Hades. It can be observed in many layers throughout the myth. When Demeter is in grief, the land dies; when she rejoices earth is reborn. She is the nourishing mother. But she is also the devouring mother. (Edinger, 1994, pp. 41-42) The Persephone myth can be interpreted as a description of a stage in female development. 


For a long time, Kore lives with her mother and other goddesses in a stage of maidenhood. There are no traces of a father figure or of any male presence whatsoever. But this all-female world is disturbed with the emergence of a masculine figure as Kore is abducted. The appearance of Hades suggests breaking of the comfortable matriarchal condition the maiden was living in. "When the ego of the young woman opens itself to receive the masculine principle for the first time, the whole unconscious seems to open up and this is experienced as a kind of death of the ego, since it involves the loss of the old way as part of the transformation" (Edinger, 1994, p.176).


One can see a similar pattern in the tale about Little Red Riding Hood. She lives with her mother and goes to visit her grandmother who resides in (or behind) the forest and can therefore stand for a Great Mother figure. The three women live in happy harmony without a male figure around, that is to say the feminine principle of the psyche is present, but the masculine is not. Until the wolf enters the scene. (Kardaun, 2010).


As a manifestation of masculinity, the wolf can be equated with the animus (that is the unconscious masculine side of female psyche in Jungian terms). He is an inhabitant of the forest, and symbolically a forest can hint at what one is not aware of, the unconscious (Cirlot, 1971, p. 112). There for Little Red Riding Hood's confrontation with the wolf can be read as a woman's confrontation with her animus. When one has failed to recognize her animus, like the Little Red Riding Hood who had lived in a world of womanhood, the animus can try to take over and usurp what the self identifies with, and the wolf eats the girl. Incidentally, in early version of the fairy-tale, the story ends here.


In a similar way Kore is abducted by Hades, but instead of being over-ruled by the animus, she assimilates him. After all, she eats the pomegranate seed symbolizing union.


Following the same logic, the stories of both Persephone and Little Red Riding Hood can be read not only in terms of the animus, but also in terms of the Shadow. Both girls represent the subtle life-giving force as opposed to death and aggression typical of Hades and the Wolf. Little Red Riding Hood fails victim to her opposite, whereas Persephone manages to assimilate it.


Whenever  the ego opens up to accept an opposite principle, it undergoes experience similar to death (Edinger, 1994, p. 176). For in order to enter the realm of the dead, one needs to be at least partially similar to its inhabitants. When Kore as a goddess of fertility and thus of life descends into Hades, she is confronted with her opposite, death. She assimilates the  Underworld when Hades opens up and swallows her, assimilation with a subject or animal by swallowing being a widespread mythologem which can be clearly traced in a number of rituals (Campbell, 1997). Persephone does not die physically, yet she has to part from the way of life she is used to leading. She has to give up her former life and subdue.

We cannot know for certain what the Persephone myth meant for people back then, in the times when it was created. What we do know is that it survived and came to us through centuries. Even nowadays it is well-known, and that means it still touches human beings in one way or another. One can conclude that the story can be interpreted as much more than just an attempt to explain the cycle of seasons. 

Silvia Hristova
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