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Intertextual/Feminist Approach to Eavan Boland’s “The Pomegranate”
MARIA TEETS



Feminist poet and essayist Adrienne Rich calls upon poets and their readers to engage in poetry through a radical re-vision and reinterpretation of literary, cultural, and artistic tradition by entering old texts from new critical directions. Rich defies tradition, arguing that we should not pass it on, but instead should strive to break tradition’s hold over us. Similarly, Helene Cixous calls for women to write out of their bodily experience, claiming their place in the world of poetry by embracing their particular experience rather than trying to detach themselves from the reality of their female bodies, minds, and lives and “write like men.” In her poem “The Pomegranate” Eavan Boland embraces the advice of both of these writers and sets out to revise an ancient myth by applying it to her own life and entering into it through her bodily experience. 
This poem takes on the myth of Persephone (a favorite of Boland’s): “Ceres and Persephone the names” (5). In this story, Ceres, goddess of the harvest, is a jealous and overprotective mother who refuses to entertain suitors for her only daughter Persephone. When Hades, Lord of the Dead sees Persephone, he wishes to marry her. Ceres is horrified at the request and refuses his suit, but Zeus advises Hades to carry the girl off, knowing that her mother will never consent to let her marry. When Persephone is playing and dancing in a field with her attendants, she spies a beautiful narcissus flower which Hades has placed to lure her. When she goes to pick the flower, the ground opens up, Hades springs out, captures Persephone and carries her away to the underworld. When Ceres realizes her daughter is missing, she is frantic and begins wildly searching for her. It happens so quickly that Persephone’s attendants don’t know what has become of the girl. Only a swineherd who lost some of his pigs when the earth opened up recalls hearing the screams of the girl. Helios, the sun god who sees everything, takes pity on Ceres, and tells her what happened to her daughter. Grief-stricken, the goddess of the harvest neglects the earth, causing nothing to grow. As men and beasts begin to starve for want of harvest, they cry out to the gods. Unable to ignore the suffering on earth any longer, Zeus orders Hades to return Persephone to her mother. He agrees, but before she leaves, he exploits her hunger, convincing her to eat a few pomegranate seeds (there is dispute over how many: some stories say three, some say five or six). Having tasted the fruit of the underworld, Persephone will have to return. Hermes brings the girl back to her mother, but when it is discovered that she has eaten Hades’ fruit, it is confirmed that she must return to the underworld and live there one month for every seed she ate. While her daughter is with her, Ceres rejoices, and the earth is fruitful, but when Persephone returns to Hades, Ceres mourns, and the world is barren. These are the seasons. But spring always comes again. Persephone always returns to Ceres. 
The central features of this story are the possessive/protective nature of the mother, and the cyclicality of myth as represented by the seasons of the year and the seasons of separation and reunion between Persephone and Ceres. Through this poem, Boland reflects on the myth and enters it from the perspectives of both Persephone and Ceres.
The poem begins with Boland’s attachment to the myth. “The only legend I have ever loved is / the story of a daughter lost in hell. / And found and rescued there” (1-3) The next lines confirm the details of the myth and the identity of the characters: “Love and blackmail are the gist of it. / Ceres and Persephone the names” (4-5). It is interesting to note that Boland refers to the mother as “Ceres” and the daughter as “Persephone” since those names come from two different mythologies. Ceres (mother of Proserpina) is the Roman name, while Persephone (daughter of Demeter) is the Greek. Their myths are nearly identical, and therefore Boland may consider them to be interchangeable. The notable difference is that Ceres was honored in marriage and funeral rites, whereas Demeter was not. This connection, along with the potential for broader scope, may be the reason for the crossing of myths.  
The sixth and seventh lines deal directly with Rich’s call to enter old texts (in this case the myth of Persephone) from a new direction. “And the best thing about the legend is / I can enter it anywhere. And have” (6-7). Boland, being a woman, is able to truly enter into this myth and experience it in a way that a man cannot. She is using her experience as a woman (as Cixous suggests) to enter this old text in a new manner (as Rich implores). She first reflects on her experience of being Persephone: 

“As a child in exile in 

 a city of fogs and strange consonants

I read it first and at first I was 

an exiled child in the crackling dusk of 

the underworld, the stars blighted…” (8-12)
In these lines Boland uses her real life experience of living in “exile” in a strange city (London) to enter the myth in the role of Persephone, who was also in exile. But she does not stay in this role for long. Her experience and role in the myth quickly shift to that of Ceres.

“...Later
I walked out in a summer twilight
searching for my daughter at bed-time.
When she came running I was ready
to make any bargain to keep her.” (12-16)

This tender image conveys the mother’s love, the willingness to do “anything to keep her,” a bond that is forged in birth, and which only women can experience in this particular way. The details in the following lines are interesting to note for their symbolism: “I carried her back past whitebeams / and wasps and honey-scented buddleias.” (17-18) Whitebeams are a hermaphroditic tree, perhaps in image of self-contained or immature sexuality. Wasps are symbols of fertility and new beginnings, but unlike bees, they are more aggressive, and they do not make honey, therefore their connotation is more bitter than sweet. Buddleias are a hearty, invasive species which springs up at any opportunity, even through cracks in the concrete. Also known as “blitzweed,” it was the first flower to grow back after the WWII bombings in London, and is symbolic of transformation and rebirth. These flowering and fertile images add layers to the physical setting of these lines, but also to the myth and experience. Although the world is still green and blooming, fall and winter are just around the corner. Boland perceives this:
“But I was Ceres then and I knew

winter was in store for every leaf
on every tree on that road.
Was inescapable for each one we passed” (19-22).
Speaking now from a different place in the myth - that of the mother - yet still from her own perception, Boland recognizes that her daughter is growing up. She also recognizes her own helplessness in the situation. She can’t stop time, she can’t stop the seasons, and she can’t stop her daughter from growing up. Instead, she anticipates her daughter’s sexual maturity and moves towards acceptance of the fact. We can see that it is not an easy thing for her, and already she feels a certain sadness at the prospect of her daughter growing up: “And for me. / It is winter / and the stars are hidden” (23-25). 
The next lines take us into the present moment: “I climb the stairs and stand where I can see / my child asleep beside her teen magazines, / her can of Coke, her plate of uncut fruit” (26-28). Teen magazines indicate her daughter’s age at this point in the poem. The juxtaposition of Boland referring to her daughter as “my child” and the mention of the teen magazines in the same line serves to emphasize the emotional response she has to this development, while at the same time recognizing and admitting the change. The plate of uncut fruit conjures an image of something which has been as yet untouched, unmarred, but is waiting to be consumed. The species of fruit is not specified, but regardless, it seems to trigger a memory for Boland: “The pomegranate! How did I forget it?” (29) Here it seems Boland is speaking as Ceres, chastising herself for not considering this possibility and forbidding Persephone to eat any fruit of the underworld. She laments: 
“She could have come home and been safe
and ended the story and all
our heart-broken searching but she reached
out a hand and plucked a pomegranate.
She put out her hand and pulled down
the French sound for apple and
the noise of stone...” (30-36).
These lines are a clear reference to Persephone’s actions in the myth, but instead of Hades offering the fruit to her, she reaches out and plucks the pomegranate. This action is nod to the Eden/fall of creation story, especially in “the French sound for apple” – pomme – since an apple is the fruit traditionally associated with the Fall. Boland uses a nice bit of wordplay here: “The noise of stone”: granite. It is hard, unyielding. There is an element of finality to the image and reality of stone and of carving something in stone. This cannot be undone. Time moves forward, it cannot be unraveled or erased. Granite also carries an image of death as a frequent choice for tombstones. In literature, sex is also closely linked to death. A final layer of meaning is found in the etymology of the word Pomegranate. The granate refers to seeds or grains. Seeds, the beginnings of new life, are the very things which doom Persephone to the underworld. This small but poignant detail adds insult to injury for Ceres, goddess of grain. There is something in Ceres’ very nature, her very experience which contributed to her daughter’s fate. Like Ceres, Boland (and every mother) cannot escape the destiny which she must pass on to her daughter.   
“...and the proof
at the heart of legend, in the midst
of rocks full of unshed tears
ready to be diamonds by the time
the story was told, a child can be
hungry” (37-42). 
The imagery in these lines is very physically deep. “The heart of legend” speaks of something at the center of legend, at the core. “Amid rocks” has a subterranean feel to it. “Unshed tears” again goes to something deep, buried. And the image of diamonds again is underground, under pressure. This deep, hidden imagery speaks to the dormant or latent sexuality of the daughter just beginning to awaken. The hunger is the beginning of the sexual desire which will eventually lead the daughter away from the mother. Boland knows this, and toys with the idea of stopping it: “I could warn her. There is still a chance” (42). This is the moment of truth in the poem. Ceres most certainly would have warned Persephone if she had the foresight to do so. Will Boland do the same? Is she Ceres, or is she her own re-vision of the myth? She goes on:
“The rain is cold.  The road is flint-coloured.
The suburb has cars and cable television.
The veiled stars are above ground.
It is another world” (43-46).
Boland returns from the myth, stepping back into the real world, bringing in contemporary suburban elements to emphasize the difference between myth and reality. She has made her choice. 
She chooses reality. “But what else / can a mother give her daughter but such / beautiful rifts in time?” (46-48) Oh, Cixous! Take heed, this is what you asked for! These lines refer to sexual experience and the sense of timelessness which accompanies such experiences, but the lines also contain (and naturally result in) a uniquely feminine experience: childbirth. Though men and women both experience sex, only women can experience childbirth. A rift in time is a place where one may pass through from one dimension to another. The profoundly feminine experience of giving birth allows an entirely new person to enter this world, this timeline. And what else can a mother give her daughter, or her child, but the gift of life? Once that has been given, the next gift is to allow the child to grow up: “If I defer the grief I will diminish the gift. / The legend will be hers as well as mine” (49-50). In these lines, Boland makes the decision to continue the linear gift of life which began with her daughter’s birth, and allow her to grow up. She is passing on the experience of maturing into a woman, the possibility of becoming a mother like herself. 

“She will enter it.  As I have.
She will wake up. She will hold
the papery flushed skin in her hand.
And to her lips. I will say nothing” (51-54).
In summary, the revision in this poem is found in that, while Ceres is fiercely protective and refuses to let her daughter get married, Boland chooses to accept the reality of her daughter’s sexual maturation, even though the prospect is bittersweet. Rather than seeing this acceptance as a failure to protect her daughter, Boland sees it as a gift of freedom she is giving her daughter.
Boland also touches on the cyclical nature of myths vs. the linear nature of human time/experience. In the myth, Persephone always comes back to Ceres, it is a given. But real life is risky. The daughter does not always return to the mother. Because of this, Boland’s decision to give her daughter freedom to grow up carries more weight. The gift of freedom is more profound.
In reference to Cixous’ call for women to write out of their bodily experience, it’s significant that Boland is writing this poem from two different experiences of the myth. First entering the story from the perspective of the daughter, then from the perspective of the mother. Both of these perspectives are ones which only women can write accurately, and the effect of the dual perspective provides Boland with the ability to understand her daughter’s journey, and recognize the importance in allowing it to unfold. As we see in the “rifts in time,” the crux of the “bodily experience” lies in motherhood (childbirth). Having made the journey from the role of daughter to that of mother, having grown from girl to woman, Boland is able to relate to her daughter, which allows her to choose freedom for her. Even as she can’t help grieving like Ceres for the “loss” of her little girl, she knows from her own physical/emotional developmental journey that winter will come, regardless. She embraces the grief in order to give her daughter the gift of allowing her to grow up and perhaps become a mother herself one day.
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