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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

American literature about the Vietnam War is a not a luxury but a 
necessity, something we vitally need for the present and future. 

—H. Bruce Franklin, 
Vietnam War in American Stories, Songs, and Poems, 1 

When people make war, the war makes them. The war did not make us 
anything we had not been before. 

—^Milton J. Bates, The Wars We Took to Vietnam: Cultural 
Conflict and Storytelling, 259 

The scars of the Vietnam War are slow to heal on our national psyche. The war is 

imprinted on our remembrance, a milestone from which we mark everything that follows. 

As Tobey Herzog points out, in The Vietnam War: Innocence Lost, "Vietnam ended 

American innocence about the politics of war, the role of political dissent, the 

effectiveness of technology, and battlefield brutality. Media myths about war and 

Hollywood's early view of Vietnam in TJte Green Berets proved false." Herzog also 

notes that "after the war ended, much of the country rejected the war and, most tragically, 

rejected the combatants. Postponed was the country's final step in confronting the 

Vietnam experience" (214). Art, particularly literature and films, provides a window for 

us to look back and examine the ways in which Vietnam changed us. In exposing their 

own demons, writers of Vietnam War literature give us an opportunity to confront the 

demons from Vietnam that have troubled us as a nation. 

Historically, war has been a male pursuit. Stories of war, going back as far as the 

Iliad and the Ocfyssey, are recounted as a journey taken by the warrior. This journey 



motif has traditionally relied on such masculine images as innocent boy, experienced 

young man, and sagacious mature man to mark the stages of the warrior's passage 

through the war journey. Paul Fussell recounts the journey of British soldiers in World 

War I in The Great War and Modem Memory. Herzog uses Fussell's "tripartite pattern 

of innocence, experience, and consideration," to develop his own pattern in his analysis 

of Vietnam War stories Herzog in Vietnam War Stories: Innocence Lost (Herzog 14). 

Mythology offers us female archetypes in the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth 

that parallel the tripartite stages of the war journey. While war traditionally has been 

viewed as "men's work," the telling of war is not necessarily the purview of men. 

Moreover, even though the men that went to Vietnam outnumbered the women by a ratio 

of seventy to one, all carried women with them in their memories of home. For these 

reasons, an examination of the literature of the Vietnam War filtered through the lens of 

the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth can add another dimension of understanding to the 

reading of this literature, because the female archetypes are present not just in the female 

characters in this literature but also in the minds and hearts of the male characters. 

Mythology carries within it our cultural heritage and our belief structures. It 

allows us a common experience for understanding the human condition, and often it gives 

us the means to explain aspects of our existence that are otherwise unexplainable. Most 

of us are probably introduced to mythology through the fairy tales we are told as children. 

Just as Persephone/Demeter/Hecate archetypes offer a means to extract another layer of 

meaning from the literature of the Vietnam War, fairy tales provide another powerflil lens 

through which to view the works. 



In this dissertation I will examine selected works from Vietnam War literature 

filtered through the lenses of both the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myths and through the 

lens of fairy tales. My objective is to develop a methodology that will allow the reader to 

discern layers of meaning not always apparent through other approaches to this literature. 

* * * 

This brief overview of the United States' involvement in the Vietnam War will 

cover from 1965 to 1975.̂  On March 8, 1965, the first combat troops to be committed to 

the conflict in Indochina stormed ashore at Da Nang. On April 30, 1975, during the fall 

of Saigon, crowds stormed the U.S. embassy in order to be airlifted out. At midday on 

April 30, 1975, communist forces entered Saigon. 

The U. S. interest in Vietnam seemed, as early as 1965, to be straightforward— 

successive presidents believed that there was a worldwide communist threat and it was 

their job to resist it. In 1960, President John F. Kennedy saw Southeast Asia as under 

imminent threat, and increased aid to South Vietnam. It was this commitment that 

Lyndon Johnson inherited in November 1963, after Kennedy's assassination. He declared 

that he would not let South Vietnam go the way of China: "So the U.S. became intimately 

involved in the internal politics of the South—a murky, secretive business. U.S. Special 

Forces in the Central Highland found they were fighting the government in order to 

protect their Montagnard forces. On November 2, 1963, a group of ARVN (Army of the 

Republic of Vietnam) officers overthrew and then murdered the corrupt leader, President 

Ngo Dinh Diem, with the permission of the U.S. Ambassador" {Nam, 6). 



What was hoped to be a quick end to the U.S. involvement and occupation in 

Vietnam came to a hah in 1966 with a deadlock between the North Vietnamese and the 

U.S. By April of 1966, strategic bombers were "joining the assault on the NVA supply 

routes for the first time, as the North Vietnamese stepped up their resistance with the help 

of Soviet-made MiG jet fighters" {Nam 614). By January of 1967, there were 380,000 

U.S. troops in Vietnam. But it was the Tet Offensive in 1968 that set the U.S. back on its 

heels. Prior to Tet, the illusion had been that North Vietnam was a beaten enemy. During 

the Asian holiday of celebrating the New Year, Tet, "The Viet Cong and the NVA 

attacked in 36 of the 44 provincial capitals, 64 of the 242 district capitals and five of the 

six autonomous cities. Television pictures beamed into U.S. homes told a story of U.S. 

failure and communist success" {Nam 631). Even though it appeared, militarily, that the 

victory belonged to the U.S. and ARVN, politically "Tet was a disaster for the U.S. Not 

only were the communists shown to be full of fight, but the destruction involved in 

crushing the offensive and the unsavory methods of the Saigon regime shocked U.S. 

audiences and called into question the morality of the war" {Nam 631). 

In 1969 Richard Nixon became president and Ho Chi Minh died. Both events 

changed the length and probably the outcome of the War. In 1970 Nixon "drastically 

expanded the conflict in Southeast Asia" {Nam 638). Nixon wanted the U.S. troops in 

Vietnam to be able to leave Southeast Asia with honor. At home, the split between the 

supporters of Nixon and the War and those who opposed our continued involvement in the 

war was growing wider and more violent. In 1970 armed National Guardsmen fired on 

students at Kent State University who were protesting the U.S. involvement in the 



Vietnam War. An increasing number of young men were going to Canada in order to 

avoid the draft and, for the most part, to avoid being involved in a conflict that they did 

not believe the United State should be involved in. 

The 1970s witnessed the phasing out of America's commitment to the war and a 

phasing in of Vietnamization. Vietnamization was the effort to allow the ARVN to fight 

their own war. The number of US combat deaths went down, while the number ARVN 

deaths remained about the same. Between 1969 and 1971, the strength of the ARVN rose 

in numbers, but their training with the technology was lacking, and the US military was 

hesitant about turning high-tech military equipment over to them (Nam 417-48). At the 

same time, at home in America, protests against the war were escalating. 

In 1971, "U.S. operations expanded into both Laos and Cambodia" and "at the 

end of 1970 it was decided to embark on an invasion from South Vietnam by ARVN 

troops with U.S. air support" {Nam 641). In 1971, Lt. William Calley was convicted for 

his part in the My Lai massacre. In 1972, Jane Fonda visited Hanoi and her protest to the 

U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War was broadcast to the world. After a breakdown in 

talks, Nixon ordered "resumption of raids on cities, including Hanoi" {Nam 644). In 1973, 

Nixon claimed to have achieved peace with honor because he "disentangled America from 

Vietnam"; but "communist forces built up their strength in the South, and a number of 

severe battles were fought" {Nam 646). The longest conflict of the twentieth century 

finally ended in April of 1975 when Saigon fell to the communists. 

Among the numerous men and women who went to Vietnam during these ten 

years, many have reported their observations about the war and their experiences. The 
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means of conveying the intensity of their experiences and feelings has taken numerous 

forms, from literature to music and visual arts. There has been a plethora of literature 

emerge from the people who "went over" as well as from those who "stayed home." 

Phillip Caputo is a journalist who served as a Marine from 1965 to 1966 in Vietnam and 

returned in 1975 during the fall of Saigon as a newspaper correspondent. He summarizes 

his experience by noting, "Only ten years separated the two events, yet the humiliation of 

our exit from Vietnam, compared to the high confidence with which we had entered, made 

it seem as if a century lay between them" {A Rumor of War, xiii). For people like Philip 

Caputo, Tim O'Brien, Robert Olen Butler, and numerous other men and women who 

served a tour of duty in Vietnam and who have chosen to write about the Vietnam War, 

the war, as Bruce Franklin, notes, in The Vietnam War: In American Stories, Songs, and 

Poem, "is not so much a war without a definable beginning as a war defined by when one 

begins the story. And when one begins the story depends on what story one is telling" 

(11). The works discussed in this dissertation reflect the experiences of the war for these 

writers; each story about war is different, but each has similar attributes. 

For many Americans the impact of war is not over. The United States' 

involvement in the war may have ended, but the images from the evening news of men 

rushing in and out of the bellies of helicopters, hunkered down behind tall gray grass, or 

backed up against a mortar-wounded wall remains imprinted on our national psyche, and 

those images re-emerge as art reflecting the social and cultural wound wrought by the 

war in Vietnam. 



The Vietnam War is a major event in the lives of American men and women who 

are now in, or approaching, mid-life. The men and women who have to be engaged in 

any war, and especially those who actually went to Vietnam, have an experience that is 

and will always be, in some ways, alien to the men and women who stayed home. 

Likewise, the trauma and experience that the people who stayed home will in some ways 

always be alien to those who went to Vietnam. 

Phillip Caputo, m A Rumor of War, said, "anyone who fought in Vietnam, if he is 

honest about himself, will have to admit he enjoyed the compelling attractiveness of 

combat. It was peculiar enjoyment because it was mixed with a commensurate pain" 

(xvii). He goes on to say that the acuity of consciousness is like taking drugs. Caputo 

says that there is a bond that can not be broken that is formed between the men and 

women who went over. 

The Vietnam War was the first fully televised war. It was the first war in which 

the people of the United States sat in their living rooms and watched as bodies in body 

bags were dragged out of fighting fields and thrown into helicopters in the first leg of a 

journey to populate American graveyards. The importance of the media on the view that 

we have of the Vietnam War plays a vital role in the loss of innocence for the men and 

women who went to Vietnam as well as for the people who watched the coverage on the 

nightly news. Toby Herzog argues that the loss of innocence not only applied to the 

American men and women who went to Vietnam, but it was also the loss of innocence 

for America public who remained at home {Vietnam War Stories 68). 



Before Vietnam, the American male mythological war heroes were men like John 

Wayne, always right, big, strong, with a wiry sense of humor that could get him out of 

trouble almost as fast as his six-shooter. Herzog discusses how Wayne's movie The 

Green Berets was the image that men carried with them to Vietnam at the beginning (21). 

For instance, Jimmy Cross in Tim O'Brien's "The Things They Carried" sees himself as 

the quintessential strong, quiet man, who "might give a curt little nod. Or he might not. 

He might just shrug and say. Carry on, then they would saddle up and form into a column 

and move out "(25). Ron Kovic, author of Born on the Fourth of July, remembers 

watching Audie Murphy in To Hell and Back, a movie based on Murphy's own heroism 

in WW II, and thinks that he wanted to be a war hero like Audie Murphy. But it was 

John Wayne who was the American war hero, and war was glorious. American men 

didn't die and if they did, they were the epitome of heroism. Jim Hutton in The Green 

Berets shouts over the helicopters roaring above him when they are getting ready to go 

into combat: "With joyous memories we leave the mystical city of Da Nang. What gay 

adventures lie ahead? Brother, this trip is going to make LSD feel like aspirin" (Smith 

101). 

However, for many Americans, especially those watching the war from home on 

the nightly news, the images of the Vietnam War changed over time and were typified by 

such images as a little girl running naked down a path, her mouth opened in terror much 

like Munch's famous painting. The Scream. Joseph Campbell says that "the material of 

myth is the material of our life, the material of our body, and the material of our 

environment, and a living, vital mythology deals with these in terms that are apportion to 
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the nature of knowledge of the time" (1). From pre-history, there is evidence that the 

human race has developed belief structures meant to explain human experience. It has 

been argued that myth arose from man's inability to reason satisfactory explanations for 

the unknown from what he observed in the natural world. For example, Campbell 

associates early burial rituals with mythical understandings. He notes that in the 

Neanderthal period, humans began entombing corpses with grave gear. Campbell says 

that this ritual illustrates "two signs of the beginning of mythological experience and 

thinking. First was human burial and the second is worship of cave bear skulls" (9). In 

this view, mythology allows for explanations of otherwise unexplainable events like 

death or what happens to the person after death. Myth also allows for connectivity and 

common understanding among those who have the same or similar beliefs. 

Literary critics have said that that there is no new plot, just new ways to tell old 

plots. The telling and re-telling of mythological stories gives a familiarity with which to 

connect to something unknown. Myths remain a part of our culture and are reflected in 

all the arts, not just literature. However, because of the complexity of thought and 

experience that can be expressed in fiction and poetry, literature is one of the best vessels 

for archiving and transmitting mythology. 

A canon of Vietnam War literature will contain, of course, far more literature 

written by men and about men because the percentage of men who went to Vietnam 

during the war is seventy times that of the number of women to went to war. Obviously, 

then, the body of works that make up the literature of the Vietnam War is composed 

mostly of male authors. Bobbie Ann Mason's In Country and Susan Fromberg Schaffer's 



Buffalo Afternoon are two current N'ietnam War novels by women writers that most 

critics agree deserve serious attention. Hopefully, more female writers will explore the 

impact of the War in extended fiction. 

I have selected short fiction as a study for two reasons. First, the two collections 

of short fiction I've chosen to explore are by authors whose short stories about the 

N'ietnam War are most frequently anthologized. Tim O'Brien's short story, "The Things 

They Carried,'' and Robert Olen Butler's short story, "A Good Scent From a Strange 

Mountain," are in numerous short fiction anthologies. In addition, Tim O'Brien is 

considered the most important literary voice about the Vietnam War. His novel Going 

After Cacciato and his collection of short fiction. The Things They Carried, are often 

cited as the best literary works about the Vietnam War. And Robert Olen Butler's works 

about the Vietnam War. A Good Scent From a Strange Mountain, won the 1993 Pulitzer 

Price for fiction. This is the first collection of short stories to ever win this prestigious 

award. Butler's other works include novels about the war, including Alleys of Eden, The 

Deuce, and On Distant Ground.^ The second reason involves the nature of this war and 

its suitability to short fiction. For the American public who did not go to Vietnam during 

the War, the image of the war came to us from short "reality bites" on television. The 

nightly news frequently broadcast images of men hunkered down behind news 

commentators such as Walter Cronkite. 13,000 miles away. Short fiction seems to 

recapture those quick images of our view of the war, and those images often seem to 

carry with them minute vignettes of lost lives and lost innocence. 
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An interest in Vietnam literature is coming into its own partly because those who 

lived through the Vietnam War era are recognizing that the literature preserves an 

intensity about the Vietnam War that we might be losing as we try to put the pain of the 

war behind us. The American public, for the most part, is ready to come face to face with 

the atrocities of the war and the times in which we lived. And, we are still looking for 

answers as to why we were there. The academic society of critics of literature has begun 

to recognize the importance of works by such serious writers about the Vietnam War as 

Robert Olen Butler, Tim O'Brien, Tobias Wolf, Phillip Caputo, Richard Wright, Larry 

Heinemann, and others. 

In the introduction to War and the Novelist, Peter G Jones notes that "War is a 

compelling subject for literature, and the detached, objective author is rare, probably 

because of the qualities intrinsic to the subject matter" (3). Jones states that one possible 

reason for writing about wars is that they are men's struggle "to articulate their own 

principles of death" (4). Although men write most of the stories discussed in Jones' 

book, some are by women. The focus of this study is to look at the image of the women 

whether the story's author is female or male. Jones's observation about articulating 

one's own principles of death applies to male and female authors. Jones points out that 

Freud thought "the conscious recognition that death may be near clashes with the 

inability of the unconscious to accept the idea of personal extinction, producing profound, 

sustained tensions within the individual" (4). It really does not matter if the writer is 

male or female or, for that matter, the if protagonist is male or female for a war story to 

have verisimilitude. 
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Carol J. Adams in "Feminism, The Great War, and Modem Vegetarianism," said 

that "When times are normal people and governments are inclined to pursue lines of 

least resistance; that is, to continue practices and customs not because they are best but 

because of habit, but it is during abnormal periods that we do our best thinking" (245). 

From this, we might speculate that times of satisfaction are not particularly conducive to 

the creation of art because there is little to stimulate a desire to communicate aspects of 

humanity. Furthermore, it is difficult to create works of art during times of crisis because 

one is typically doing well just to get through the chaos. Perhaps this is the reason why 

war literature is typically written during the aftermath of war, after the soldiers have 

returned home. 

The vast body of literary works that has been published about the Vietnam War 

includes both fiction and non-fiction. Some of the best non-fiction is Phillip Caputo's A 

Rumor of War, Tim O'Brien's If I Die In A Combat Zone, Ron Kovic'5 Bom of the 

Fourth of July, Tobias Wolff s /« Pharaoh's Army, and Michael Herr's Dispatches. 

There are numerous essays by women who served in Vietnam and some of them are 

collected mA Piece of My Heart: The Stories of Twenty-six American Women Who 

Served in Vietnam, by Keith Walker. Frances FitzGerald's Fire in the Lake: The 

Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam, is a political, cultural, and historical portrayal 

of the Vietnam War from the point of view of both Americans and the Vietnamese. 

Numerous novels have been published about the Vietnam War, and probably most 

noted among those are Tim O'Brien's Going After Cacciato, the story of Paul Berlin's 

quest for understanding about himself and the war; Bobbie Ann Mason's /« Country, the 

12 



story of a young girl's search for connection with her father who was killed in the war; 

and Larry Heinemann's Paco 's Story and Close Quarters. In addition, there is Susan 

Fromberg SchiLQffef s Buffalo Aftemoon, JsickVuWefs Fragments, Tobias Wolffs The 

Barracks Thief Robert Olen Butler's The Alleys of Eden and The Deuce, and Jayne Anne 

Phillips' Machine Dreams. 

Poetry collections about the Vietnam War are as numerous and varied in subject 

as the fiction. Some of the best collections of poetry about the Vietnam War available at 

this time are War story : Vietnam War Poems by Gerald McCarthy; Song of Napalm by 

Bruce Weigl; After the Noise of Saigon by Walter McDonald; and Carrying the 

Darkness: The Poetry of the Vietnam War, edited by W. D. Ehrhart, 

The popularization of the literature about the Vietnam War may, in a large part, 

result from the efforts of filmmakers. Movies such as Francis Ford Coppola's Apocalypse 

Now, Michael Cimino's The Deer Hunter, and Hal Ashby's Coming Home were among 

the first to bring fictionalized images of the war to the cinema. Each of these films, in 

their own way, question America's involvement in war by depicting the horror of the war 

in Vietnam. 

The first American movie about Vietnam was the 1967 film The Green Berets. In 

the movie, John Wayne plays Colonel Kirby, the quintessential American war hero of the 

1960s. This movie and John Wayne's role play an important part in "shaping American 

soldiers' views of Vietnam prior to their involvement in combat, and it plays an 

important role in creating society's expectations for the ideal warrior" (Herzog 16). And 

as Ron Kovic recalls in Bom on the Fourth of July, 
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I'll never forget Audie Murphy in To Hell and Back. At the end he jumps 
on top of a flaming tank that's just about to explode and grabs the machine 
gun blasting it into the German lines. He was so brave I had chills running 
up and down my back, wishing it were me up there. (54) 

And even though Audie Murphy was an actual WW n hero who later became an 

actor, it was possibly John Wayne's promotion of American patriotism in movies that 

most inspired young men to enlist and become soldiers during the late 1950s and early 

1960s. In fact, John Wayne was such an influence on the shaping of the young American 

combat image of the heroic soldier that a John Wayne Syndrome developed. The John 

Wayne Syndrome was a "larger-than-life character of the American warrior-gentleman 

and represented for young males the elements of manhood" (Herzog 19). The image of 

the American warrior has changed a great deal since The Green Berets, but because the 

John Wayne syndrome was significant part of the male psyche in the 1960s, he remains a 

mythological warrior image. 

In "The Ghost Soldiers," O'Brien overtly shows us the American male myth 

when he compares combat in Vietnam to movies: "like you're in a movie. You think of 

all the films you've seen, Audie Murphy and Gary Cooper and the Cisco Kid, all those 

heroes and you can't help falling back on them as models of proper comportment" (233). 

The confusion between the American male mythology and classical male and female 

mythology results in complex attitudes about personal images during the Vietnam War. 

The myth of the warrior may go back to the fireside of our ancestors, and in 

Western Literature the warrior images is firmly rooted in stories from the oral tradition 

such as the depiction of Odysseus' trip to the Trojan War and his ordeal in returning to 

his wife Penelope. Elements of Western war mythology can be traced to the Illiad and the 
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Odyssey. These works involve the stories of young warriors leaving the sanctity of home 

with the expectation of returning home as celebrated heroes. 

Toby Herzog's uses Paul Fussell's ^ thematic approach of innocence, experience, 

and awareness in the journey motif to discuss selected novels in Vietnam War Stories: 

Innocence Lost. He points out that when men go to war, they journey from innocence to 

knowledge, and this journey is often metaphorically expressed by an iconic trilogy— t̂he 

innocent boy, the experiencing young man, and the knowledgeable mature man (8). This 

pattern of journeying from innocence to experience parallels historic archetypes of 

women in their own journeys from innocence to knowledge—virginal innocence, 

knowledgeable woman (mother or sometimes whore), and knowing wise woman or 

crone. 

Victoria Weinstein, in her essay, "Persephone's Underworld Journey: Reclaiming 

a Resurrection Narrative for Women," defines a resurrection narrative for women and 

argues that the virgin, mother, and crone is the female equivalent of the son, the father, 

and the Holy Ghost as the predominant mythological male trilogy. Donna Wilshire, 

Myths & Mysteries of the Triple Goddess, feels that women in mythology and especially 

the primeval Hera is "the archetypal Virgin, Mother, and Crone, the ancient Triple 

Goddess once venerated as the symbol of the cyclical, self-renewing world, that like all 

of Nature is a recycling of life, death, and rebirth" (x). Weinstein agrees with Wilshire 

that mythologies are "ripe with triple goddess images (e.g.. Triple Hera in Greece, Triple 

Brigid in Ireland, the three Shakti of Hindu tradition, etc)." However, she chose the 

Greek mythos of Persephone-Demeter-Hecate as the myth and metaphor for the image of 
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women as images of a female trilogy. The Demeter-Persephone-Hecate myth may, 

however, serve as a metaphor for life and death, resurrection and destruction, and fertility 

and sterility, all symbols of war. At the same time, these three women as archetypes in 

our culture represent the image of the virgin (Persephone), mother (Demeter), and crone 

(Hecate). Finding these images in Vietnam War stories should not be entirely surprising 

if we take them as metaphors for the innocence, experience, and a knowledge that Toby 

Herzog characterizes as a consideration of experience that leads to self-awareness. The 

experience of war accelerates the journey from innocence to knowledge. Because the 

trilogy of Demeter-Persephone-Hecate provides such a powerful metaphor for the 

journey from innocence to a state of loss of innocence, as archetypes they can help us to 

better understand Vietnam War literature and add another dimension in which meaning 

may be derived from this literature. 

Herzog views knowledge as the ability to contemplate, to reflect, and to view 

experience from different angles in order to obtain an awareness. He notes that "the 

thematic cornerstone of most modem war literature is the initiation and education of 

young soldiers occurring within the cmcible of war" (32). To be able to consider an 

action, an event, or a philosophy, one must have knowledge, and for the characters in 

short fiction about Vietnam, knowledge is usually gained through experiencing the 

horrors of war. The three goddesses represent more in these stories than just the 

experience of men and women who went to war. It appears that the metaphor for the 

Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth (which is how it will be referred to throughout this 

work) is also a metaphor for the women who remained home. In addition, it is a 
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metaphor for the men and women who went to Vietnam between 1965-1975 and who 

experienced, in different ways, the War. 

Although there are numerous short stories about the Vietnam War that depict the 

journey motif, and there are numerous short stories where the 

Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth might represent the image of women and men taking 

the joumey from innocence to awareness, I have selected only a few as a study for this 

dissertation. The first is Tim O'Brien's collection of short stories. The Things They 

Carried, which are based on O'Brien's own combat experience in Vietnam. O'Brien's 

insists, however, that the stories are fictitious but that the stories themselves are "true." 

In one of the stories, "How To Tell a Tme War Story," O'Brien addresses the challenge 

of telling a story that is fictitious but tme even though it may not be real: "A tme war 

story is never moral. It does not instmct, nor encourage virtue, nor suggest models of 

proper human behavior, not restrain men from doing the things men have always done" 

(76). 

I also chose Robert Olen Butler's collection of short stories, A Good Scent From a 

Strange Mountain, because it involved women and because the stories are told from the 

point of view of Vietnamese immigrants who come to American to live following the war 

in Vietnam. Like O'Brien's "The Things They Carried," "A Good Scent From a Strange 

Mountain" is anthologized in numerous current anthologies. ^Donna Wilshire, in Virgin, 

Mother, Crone: Myths and Mysteries of the Triple Goddess, states that "storytelling— 

creating our own mythos—is the oldest and best way to inspire women and men to be all 
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they can and want to be," and she goes on to bravely note that "it is also the surest, most 

advanced •technolog>" we can employ for bringing about change in the world"(l). 

Change is never more obvious than in Robert Olen Butler's stories about 

\'ietnamese as aliens in America. Adapting to a new worid and a new culture, these 

characters feel at times as though they have traveled to Hades' underworld because 

customs and traditions are so different from their ancient cultures. Their adaptability is 

heroic, as they adapt to a new language, customs, cultures, and yet hold on to ancestral 

pride. The women seem the most adaptable; however, they, too, like the women in 

O'Brien"s stories, are either virginal, like the Sleeping Beauty type in Butler's 

"'Grandfather," or crone-like as in Butler's "The Preparation." 

I also chose to examine selected works from the collection edited by H. Bmce 

Franklin, The Vietnam War in American Stories, Songs, and Poems, because the stories 

depict women as well as men who are directly affected by the war. Both Kate Wilhelm 

and Karen Fowler have stories that have appeared in short story collections. In 1967 

Wilhelm, along with her friend and writing colleague Judith Merril, organized a petition 

against the Vietnam War. She wrote "The Village" in 1969. after hearing a news report 

about the My Lai massacre. It was not published until 1973 when Tom Disch included it 

in his anthology ^oJMoow i^5/w^ (Franklin 123-24). 

Likewise, Karen Joy Fowler was involved in the antiwar movement while 

attending the University of California at Berkley. She notes that the story 'The Lake 

Was Full of Artificial Things" was written in part as "an attempt to complete a process of 

healing the psychological wounds of the war" (Franklin 133). 
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The title for Tom Mayer's short story, ""Kafka for President," came from his 

seeing the words written on a soldier's helmet. Mayer was a freelance magazine 

correspondent in Vietnam. "Kafka for President" and "The Village" mirror each other in 

their depiction of the view from which soldiers see the people in the villages that they 

burned. 

All the stories I will address in this dissertation depict women in one or all of 

three ways—virgin, mother, or crone, based on the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth. 

The Vietnam Memorial in Washington DC. reflects grief in the faces of those 

who lived through the war and those who lost loved ones in the war. A memorial seems 

to always be the first physical thing that we use to start a healing process—a tangible 

element that allows us the capability of imprinting on history that we suffered and we 

care. Glenda Goodacre's monument to the nurses who served in Vietnam now stands a 

few yards from the black reflecting granite of the Vietnam Memorial. It took, however, 

almost twenty years before women were nationally recognized with a memorial as 

significant participants in the war. 

Victoria Weinstein, "Persephone's Underworld Joumey," believes that it is 

"metaphors, symbols, and stories that provide the language and context for prayer, ritual 

and artistic representations of the divine. Metaphors and symbols actually evolve into a 

culture's language for that which separates the sacred from the profane" (1). The images 

of the virgin, mother, and crone continue to emanate in westem literature, especially 

when male authors are writing about or from the persona of the female. The Demeter-

Persephone myth is found in the works of both Tim O'Brien and Robert Olen Butler's 
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Vietnam War stories because Persephone was the "basic Death-goddess from the 

beginning" (Walker 786), and the myth is a feminine motif for stories revolving around 

death and destmction. 

Vietnam War literature is no different than any other literature; some of it is good, 

some not so good by academic standards; some of it merits study and some of it may be 

just for entertainment; some should be included in whatever is defined as contemporary 

American literature canon. We have, however, categorized the literature in its own 

genre: Vietnam War Literature. My concem is that by defining a separate genre for 

literature about Viet Nam, we delegate novels, stories, and poems about the Vietnam War 

into a less significant subset of American literature, instead of allowing the individual 

pieces of literature whose focus is the Vietnam War to stand as contributions to the 

American Literature canon. As Phillip Jason notes in his introduction to Fourteen 

Landing Zones. 

Scholars who are concemed with myth, paradigm, and genre are making 
valuable contributions to our understanding of Vietnam War literature. Yet 
often these and other approaches seem designed to dignify a pursuit by 
mainstreaming it into an appropriately rarified critical channel. Some 
critics seem a bit nervous about the "humanities" approach to literature, 
which asks us to find in our study of artworks keys to understanding the 
human condition. Certainly it is what the literature of war tells us (shows 
us) that claims our attention and concem. (Jason xviii) 

The image of the virgin, mother, and crone recurs in our literature because they 

are archetĵ ês in our culture. Our first exposure to these archetypes is often in the form 

of fairy tales. The themes of traditional fairy tales such as Snow White and the Seven 

Dwarfs, Beauty and the Beast, Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, Bluebeard, Rapunzel, 

Rupelstiltskin, and Sleeping Beauty continue to exist through repetition in contemporary 
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fairy tales such as Little Orphan Annie, 101 Dalmatians, and The Wizard of Oz. There is 

innocence portrayed by either a child or a very young, beautiful, and virginal maiden; and 

wickedness or evil is portrayed by an image of a crone-like woman—the witch or the 

stepmother. Somewhere between the crone and the virgin exists the mother, normally 

portrayed as good, kind, and caring. Sometimes the mother isn't actually in the picture 

but exists on a different plane, as the dead but good mother to Cinderella, Snow White, 

and "Vasalisa," a Russian fairy tale similar to Cinderella that Clarissa Pinkola Estes 

recounts in Women Who Run With the Wolves. 

In her extensive collection of fairy tales from around the world. The Old Wives 

Fairy Tale Book, Angela Carter says, "stories have seeded themselves all around the 

world, not because we all share the same imagination and experience but because stories 

are portable, part of the invisible luggage people take with them when they leave home" 

(xiv). We can all relate to at least one or two fairy tales from our childhood. Walt 

Disney has certainly had a role in keeping the fairy tale alive in our culture, and nearly 

every child is familiar with at least one fairy tale before he or she first steps into a 

darkened theatre, or today, pops a video tape in a home player. 

Fairy tales have a lasting impact on humans' perception of what is good and evil, 

right and wrong, or pretty and ugly. As Neil Philip notes in The Illustrated Book of Fairy 

Tales. "The classic fairy tales—"Cinderella," "Snow White," "Little Red Riding 

Hood"—are among the first stories we encounter as children. These stories, with their 

magic and wonder, cast an unforgettable spell—a spell that can last a lifetime" (8). Just 

as mythological tales provided cultures like the Greeks, Romans, and Eastem 
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civilizations with a means to explain the complexities of the human condition and the 

worid in which they lived, fairy tales have helped to define these things for children. As 

Martha Warner notes in the introduction to From the Beast to the Blonde. 

The verb "to wonder" communicates the receptive state of marveling as 
well as the active desire to know, to inquire, and as such it defines very 
well at least two characteristics of the traditional fairy tale; pleasure in the 
fantastic, curiosity about the real. The dimension of wonder creates a 
huge theatre of possibility in the stories; anything can happen. This very 
boundlessness serves the moral purpose of the tales, which is precisely to 
teach where boundaries lie. (xx) 

In novels, stories, and poems about war and especially about the Vietnam War, 

there is the need to find the boundaries that Wamer mentions because, in war, the 

traditional boundaries of civilized existence almost cease to exist. These war stories not 

only suggest the image of Persephone or Demeter but they also can suggest the image of 

characters in modem fairy tales. For instance, Lt. Cross's image of Martha as a virgin in 

O'Brien's "The Things They Carried" reminds us of virgins in fairy tales because Jimmy 

Cross keeps telling us that she is a virgin and sweet and innocent. However, after 

Lavender is killed, and Jimmy feels responsible for his death, the image of Martha 

changes because she "belonged to another world, which was not quite real" (17), and 

because "virginity was no longer an issue"( 23). In O'Brien's other stories, the females 

are, for the most part, virginal, at least at the beginning of the story. Mary Sue Bell in 

"The Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong" comes to Vietnam in pink and white, almost 

Cinderella-like, arriving as if zapped there by a fairy godmother. Linda, the young love 

of the character Tim O'Brien in "The Lives of the Dead" has the "white skin and . . . dark 

brown eyes" (258) of Snow White, but her red-stocking cap reminds us of Little Red 
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Riding Hood; however, the wolf that eats Linda is cancer, and she never escapes as Little 

Red Riding Hood does in the fairy tale. Even when the character O'Brien takes his ten-

year-old daughter with him when he retums to Vietnam in "Field Trip," he is holding on 

to the innocence of fairy tales, because through her eyes he sees the "birds and butterflies, 

and the soft mstling so mral-anywhere" (210). 

The otherworid of Vietnam and the small town in America where Mildred Carey 

lives in Kate Wilhelm's "The Village" are the merging of the ideal and the real. There is 

an obligation to explain the otherworid—the evil world of war and the killing of women 

and children—by melding it into a 1950s fairy tale world of quiet streets and gentle 

people. Wilhelm allows for the evil world to overtake the gentle world. It seems, the 

fairy tale, for her, is lost. 

Karen Joy Fowler's dream-like or perhaps nightmarish story is about 

Miranda who visualizes over and over again meeting Daniel, the young man whom she 

loved when they were young and in college. Although Fowler's Miranda undergoes 

hypnosis to bring about the image of Daniel and their meeting, like a fairy tale Miranda 

can visit Daniel time and time again. The fairy tale tums into a nightmare when she 

watches him shoot a child whose hands were empty. Miranda uses the sensory 

perception sessions with Dr. Matsui to resolve her internal conflict, to understand the 

circumstances that took Daniel from her, and to understand that she can set her own 

boundaries. Her therapy is "concerned with tmth, which is almost always a matter of 

perspective" ( Fowler 139). Although Miranda needs to settle her guilt at not making 

Daniel evade the draft, she also needs the therapy and the visits with Daniel to find peace 
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for her own tormented soul. Like the Demeter myth, the search motif is the primary 

theme in Fowler's "The Lake Was Full of Artificial Things." 

Robert Olen Butler's characters are Vietnamese immigrants and many of his 

protagonists are women. They, like the young "sleeping beauty" in "Snow," are in the 

process of becoming Americanized. Butler's images ostensibly derive from Westem 

fairy tales and not necessarily Vietnamese or Southeast Asian tales. However, many of 

the images in Butler's works bear interesting similarities with Southeast Asian cultural 

images that may or may not be intentional on Butler's part. For instance, the ghost in 

Butler's "Ghost Story," Nguyen thi Linh, "a slim young woman in a beautiful white ao 

dai" (114) functions like the fairy godmother of Westem fairy tales, saving both the 

Major and the narrator from harm in their first encounter with her. In the Westem 

tradition, because she is dressed in white, she symbolizes goodness. In Asia, however, 

those who attend a funeral wear white, a color of respect, a gesture aimed at the dead who 

are venerated in Asia. Interestingly, in the first encounter with the ghost in "Ghost 

Story," it is a benevolent entity closer to the Asian tradition than the Westem tradition in 

which ghosts are frequently viewed as harbingers of death. However, later in the story, 

the ghost reverts to the mythology of the Westem tradition and summarily devours the 

Major in much the way the wolf devours the child and grandmother in "Little Red Riding 

Hood." 

In "Preparation," Butler addresses the idea of beauty. In fairy tales, the beautiful 

female often has long hair, either dark or the color of gold, and the beauty has a perfect 

figure, and fair, almost white skin. In Butler's story, Thuy is the traditional beauty by 
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American standards, long dark hair, and beautiful breasts. However, the story is about 

friendship and envy, common themes in fairy tales. In O'Brien's "The Lives of the 

Dead," Tim O'Brien remembers his childhood best friend and his first tme love. The idea 

of beauty takes on a different meaning when Timmy's young fiiend Linda's red cap is 

yanked from her hair, and her bald scalp shines from the overhead lights in the 

schoolroom. 

Fran, in Butler's "Letters From My Father," becomes fascinated by a young girl's 

picture on a grave stone in a Louisiana cemetery. The young woman is beautiflil, but 

moisture from the soggy Louisiana climate gets behind the glass and almost destroys the 

face. Again, Butler's images of women are reminiscent of female fairy-tale characters. In 

this story, Fran does not think that she is beautiful because she is both Vietnamese and 

Caucasian. 

Probably the most fairy tale-like story that Butler has included in this collection is 

the one entitled "Fairy Tale." This story embodies the fairy tale genre not because of the 

title but because his character. Miss Noi, wants to become like a character in an 

American fairy tale. She wants only to become a housewife in America, but ends up a 

bargirl in New Orleans. Finally, a "prince" who brings her an apple, rescues her, even 

though she is more crone-like than mother-like. Like Cinderella, when Mr. Fontenot 

offers Miss Noi the apple she seems to take on a unique beauty. 

In most contemporary fairy tales, the women are beautiful, vulnerable, often poor, 

and dependent upon some man. It is no surprise that contemporary mothers have chosen 

more equitable stereotypes for daughters who will grow up in an age when they have the 
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right to chose their own careers and not just be housewives, nurses, or teachers. 

However, the Westemization of the fairy tales, and especially the Americanization of the 

fairy tale, has taken the strength away from the image of the female in the early fairy tale 

collections, such as Marie-Jeanne L'Heritier's stories, where the female used cunning 

ways to get out of her dire situations and did not depend on or need a male to rescue her. 

The earlier tales were frequently bloody; knives appear in almost every tale. Even in 

Cinderella, the stepsisters cut off heels and toes in order to make the shoe fit. If one were 

to analyze in great detail the contemporary version of the fairy tales, one would find these 

gory images still there but frequently hidden under the rhetorical fantasy of the tale. The 

fairy tale, then, reflects more than just a "happy-ever-after" ending; it reflects the dark 

side of humanity in a palatable way. 

Barbara Warner points out that 

uncovering the context of the tales, their relation to society and history, can yield 
more of a happy resolution than the story itself delivers with its challenge to fate: 
"They lived happily ever after' consoles us, but gives scant help compared to 
'Listen, this is how it was before, but things could change—and they might." (xxi) 

She goes on to point out that fairy tales give us the possibility to "utter harsh tmths, to 

say what [we] dare" (xxi). Even after more than twenty years, there is need to utter harsh 

tmths and say what we dare about the Vietnam War. 

How fairy tales play an important role in the image of women in these stories and 

how the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth is symbolic to themes in the stories will be 

discussed in further detail in the body of this work. 
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Notes 

* Because it would take more time and space than is necessary to go in to all the 
details for the reasons and events leading up to the United States involvement in the 
Action in Vietnam (the Vietnam War), this very abbreviated summary of the United 
States involvement in the Vietnam War will give the reader a time and place in history in 
which to familiarize the works that are being discussed. The United States involvement 
in the action in Vietnam was not the same as our involvement in World War I or H; it was 
more complicated and ill-defined than simply righting a perceived wrong. For a more 
comprehensive chronological look at the United States involvement in the Vietnam 
Conflict, see Nam: The Vietnam Experience, 1965-1975, published by Mallard Press, 
1988. The economical reasons for the U.S. involvement in Vietnam will not be covered 
in this dissertation. . I also feel that I should note that there are numerous other good 
books that cover the Vietnam War as well as works produced for television. Stanley 
Karnow's Vietnam is probably one of the best. It has had numerous publications, and is 
easily available. There is also a television production of this book that is currently 
available on videotape. 

Paul Fussell's book, The Great War and Modem Memory, looks at the joumey 
from innocence to awareness during World War I. His book "is about the British 
experience on the Westem Front from 1914 to 1918 and some of the literary means by 
which it has been remembered, conventionalized, and mythologized. It is also about the 
literary dimensions of the trench experience itself (preface). Fussell says, "Another way 
of putting it would be to say that war experience and its recall take the form of the 
deepest, most universal kind of allegory. Movement up the line, battle, and recovery 
become emblems of quest, death, and rebirth" (131). 

For instance, in Bobbie Ann Mason's novel In Country, for Sam, the seventeen-
year-old who is trying to find out more about her father who was killed in the war, 
"consideration" is through the abandonment of her mother and through the letters that do 
not tell her how it felt to sit on her father's lap, or smell his shirt, or feel the touch of his 
fingers on her arm. Her "consideration" comes from her father's letters, and from her 
grandmother's and her uncle's stories about her father. 

^ Robert Olen Butler is a professor of literature and creative writing at McNeese 
State University in Lake Charles, Louisiana, where I eamed my M.F.A. in creative 
writing. Bob is one of my two mentors in Lake Charles, and he has been kind enough to 
share with me his knowledge about writing, his expertise in the art of creative writing, 
and his support for my own work. My personal acquaintance with Bob gives me an 
insight and an understanding of the people he writes about who have chosen as their new 
home the southem parts of Louisiana. Bob's fluency with the Vietnamese language gave 
him an understanding about the Vietnamese culture when he was stationed in Vietnam. 
His fluency in the Vietnamese language helped him to develop a close relationship with 
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the Vietnamese that remains with him and the Americanized Vietnamese of Southwest 
Louisiana. While serving in Vietnam, he was the interpreter for the mayor of Saigon. 
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CHAPTER n 

PERSEPHONE: THE INNOCENT 

My mind shot back a decade, to that day we had marched into 
Vietnam, swaggering, confident, and full of idealism. We had believed 
we were there for a high moral purpose. But somehow our idealism was 
lost, our morals cormpted, and the purpose forgotten. 

—Phillip Caputo, A Rumor of War, 345 

In this chapter I will look at the use of Persephone's virginity as an image that 

recurs in contemporary versions of fairy tales and that recurs in selected contemporary 

American short stories about the Vietnam War. Virginity and innocence are not 

necessarily the same thing, but the two are more often than not associated with each 

other. According to A. B. Chinen, Waking the World: Classic Tales of Women and the 

Heroic Feminine, the original meaning of the word "virgin" was not necessarily a woman 

who is celibate, but a woman "who belongs to herself, who is one in herself (90). This 

definition seems appropriate to Martha in O'Brien's story "The Things They Carried." 

Jimmy Cross's obsession about Martha being a virgin pertains more clearly to Martha 

being a woman who belongs to herself than it does a woman who is celibate. However, 

for Jimmy, raised in 1950s America, a girl who hasn't had sex is important, so both 

Chin's definition of a virgin and the common definition of virgin apply to Martha. 

The 1950s ideal American young woman is a virgin, a young woman who has not 

had sex and knows very little if anything about sex. This is the image of the virgin in 

modernized versions of the Grimm's Fairy Tales. The 1950s and 1960s image of the 

ideal virgin were Annette Funicello and Sandra Dee. Funicello was one of the original 
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and most popular Mickey Mouse club members on the television show, and Sandra Dee's 

roles in movies was almost always as the innocent teenager or young woman, as in the 

movie Imitation of Life where she played the innocent ingenue. In the 1950s and early 

1960s, women were depicted as either good (virginal) or bad (whore-like or crone-like). 

Mothers in 1950s television series were good, kind, and, of course, virgins before they 

were married. In the 1950s the idea of even alluding to a woman's sexuality on 

television was taboo. Sexuality, even depicted in subtle ways, was saved for the silver 

screen. With images of the virgin Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and Little 

Red Riding Hood as the ideal good female, it is no wonder that altering that image in 

movies and television has been often traumatic. The men who went to Vietnam wanted 

ideal young females to be completely removed from the horrors of war. They also 

wanted them to comfort and assure them that they would be waiting for them when they 

retumed home It was, however, generally the girls found in the foldouts of Playboy 

Magazine that the men hung in their lockers at boot camp. 

Because Persephone's other name is Core, she is sometimes referred to in this 

stage as the wise woman. Robert Graves, in The Greek Myths: 1. says "Core, Persephone, 

and Hecate were, clearly, the Goddess in Triad as Maiden, Nymph, and Crone. But 

Demeter was the goddess's general title, and Persephone's name has been given to Core, 

which confuses the story" (92). Persephone's characteristics are found in many of the 

female images and characters in the stories about the Vietnam War. These images of 

virgin and mother are American male images of the ideal good woman, and these images 

are the ones soldiers took with them to Vietnam. They also took with them the images of 
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the whore and the crone, but these images were not necessarily their idea of what a good 

woman or the ideal woman was. 

In O'Brien's "The Things They Carried," after Lavender's death when Jimmy 

gives up Martha in order to become a leader, he acknowledges that Martha "belongs to 

another worid" and that she is a "poet and a virgin and uninvolved" (17). At one time in 

the story he is sure that Martha is a virgin and at other times he "wonders" if Martha is a 

virgin. His lack of knowledge about Martha's virginity may be focused on the wrong 

issue; it is Martha's independence that Jimmy sees and not a young woman who has not 

had sex. He cannot capture her, and he cannot take her for his own and make her 

completely his. 

Jimmy presents a muse-like figure from Martha's letters, and he conjures up a 

love affair with Martha who is, in Jimmy Cross's mind, the perfect woman, the ideal 

female. She sends a pebble to Jimmy that she picked up on the Jersey shoreline, 

"precisely where the land touched water at high tide, where things came together but also 

separated" (9). Jimmy carries it in his mouth, rolling it around on his tongue. The pebble 

becomes his erotic link to Martha. Even though Jimmy carries Martha's letters and a 

picture of her, the pebble is Jimmy's good-luck charm, and it represents for Jimmy "a 

token of his tmest feelings for him" (9). He finds it romantic, but still wonders about her 

"tmest feeling for him." The pebble is symbolic, for Jimmy is in a very vulnerable 

situation, because his own ego and his own emotions prevent him from carrying out what 

is expected of a lieutenant. Cari Jung says, "a stone symbolizes mere existence at the 

farthest remove from the emotions, feelings, fantasies and discursive thinking of the ego-
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consciousness" and that "in this sense the stone symbolizes what is perhaps the simplest 

and deepest experience—the experience of something etemal that man can have in those 

moments when he feels immortal and unalterable" (209). Jimmy is at his most 

unalterable because he can do nothing about changing his environment and he cannot 

change his love for Martha. He feels immortal because his life, as he is constantly 

dreaming of Martha, is back in New Jersey with her. It is his awakening into the 

mortality of the world that causes him to give up his love, at least for a time, for Martha. 

Jung also says, "the Self is symbolized with special frequency in the form of a stone, 

precious or otherwise" (208-209). Jimmy equates himself and his Self with Martha, and 

the stone is the link to his Self, the nucleus of his psychic system. 

A. B. Chinen points out that that eggs are the "archetypal symbols of the 

feminine" and that in some stories a pomegranate is substituted for the egg. Jimmy says 

that the stone that Martha has sent him is "milky white color with flecks of orange and 

violet, oval-shaped, like a miniature egg" (9). Martha, for Jimmy, is the quintessential 

woman: "Her legs, he thought, were almost certainly the legs of a virgin, dry and without 

hair, the left knee cocked and carrying her entire weight which was just over one hundred 

pounds" (6). The pebble becomes the ultimate femininity of Martha when he imagines 

her and him buried together on a beach, and "they were pressed together, and the pebble 

in his mouth was her tongue" (12). Because the pebble is now her tongue, her words are 

stone, cold, carrying no tme meaning. Symbolically tongues equate to language, but the 

only language spoken here is in Jimmy's mind. He imagines that Martha loves him the 
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way he wants to be loved by her; he imagines them pressed together, her retuming his 

kiss and being passionate. 

In addition, tasting a gift, especially if it has any reddish hue, becomes a binding 

contract from the giver to the receiver because red symbolizes blood and life. According 

to Hans Biedermann's Dictionary of Symbolism, "red is thought of as a color of 

aggression, vitality and strength, associated with fire and symbolizing love and mortal 

combaf (281), and orange is "Golden yellow, with a touch of red, usually symbolized 

the glow of wisdom" (Biedermann 392). Martha's stone has orange, and violet — 

symbolizing "spirituality, and which, Biedermann says, "in a liturgical usage it is 

associated with repentance, penance, expiation, and contemplation" (367). These colors 

might suggest that for Jimmy, Martha's stone ultimately gives him the wisdom that he 

needs after he has gone through the ritual of buming Martha's letters. We assume that 

Jimmy gets rid of the stone because he gets rid of Martha's letters and seems interested in 

destroying anything connected to Martha. By putting the stone in his mouth, he 

metaphorically takes in the colors and absorbs them. Since the stone exhibit colors at the 

red end of the spectmm, it symbolizes Jimmy's commitment to Martha and maybe a 

contract that he too, like Persephone, will retum to the World. 

The color red is associated with love, but according to Biedermann, it is also the 

color of hell and the devil. Perhaps even more important than the association of the color 

red with love is its association with blood. Drawing blood also connotes making a 

commitment. For the men and women who went to Vietnam, their commitment was to 

their country, to win the war, to come back victors. But for many people who went to 
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Vietnam, the commitment proved full of falsehoods. For many of the men who went to 

Vietnam, the inability to fulfill their commitment to their country was a form of 

castration, of de-masculinizing the male ego, because they had spilled their blood on 

foreign soil for no apparent reason. 

Like the story of Persephone's pomegranate, Jimmy symbolically takes a bite of 

the fruit, the stone that Martha has sent him, and so she must remain in the underworld. 

Jimmy isolates himself from his men. He becomes obsessed with thinking about Martha, 

her hairless legs and her gray eyes. He loves her and knows that she is a virgin. By the 

end of the story, the enemy that Jimmy is fighting is not just the North Vietnamese, it is 

also the enemy within himself 

The fear of becoming a woman (of losing one's "balls") is one of the 
indoctrination weapons used by the military in preparing young men for 
battle. Trainees in boot camp are conditioned, by both culture and the 
military, to see the enemy (and the enemy within, the Jungian "anima") in 
misogynist terms. It is telling that the epithets used to terrify new recmits 
headed for Vietnam were not "dink," "slope," and "gook" but "pussies," 
"ladies," and "faggots." (Lawson 22) 

Kiowa, the American Indian who carries an old hunting hatchet and a New Testament, 

looks at Jimmy in the foxhole and says, "The lieutenant's in some deep hurt. I mean that 

crying jag— t̂he way he was carrying on—it wasn't fake or anything, it was real heavy-

duty hurt. The man cares"(17). Even though we do not sense animosity in Kiowa's voice, 

we do get an image of the vulnerable Jimmy Cross crying which is associated with the 

feminine side of either a male or female. And especially in the 1950s and 1960s, if a boy 

or man cried, he was often referred to as a sissy or a pussy. 

34 



From childhood our culture has seen the female as weak, as afraid, as something to be 

proteaed by men: 

The tendency to see women as scapegoats is likewise culturally derived, 
finding expression in boyhood taunts of "sissy," "wimp," and "fag." The 
need of some men to adopt a super masculine persona may thus be 
compensatory, a means of blunting the fear of emasculation. This 
explains, in part, the overwhelming male fascination with super-macho 
figures like Rambo or his sixties' counterpart John Wayne; to be like 
Rambo or John Wayne is most assuredly not to be a sissy. (Lawson 19) 

By 1960s standards, Jimmy is still the vulnerable, naive innocent trapped in the 

underworld of the war. 

For soldiers in Vietnam, the greatest fear "was the fear of blushing" ("Things" 

21), which means that they feared, maybe more than they feared the North Vietnamese, 

showing their feminine side. O'Brien goes on to say that men "killed, and died, because 

they were embarrassed not to" (21). They talked about men who shot their toes off in 

order to get a medical discharge and g to come back home as "pussies" or "candy-asses"; 

both terms meant that if the men were not men in the war, they must, by default, be 

women. 

Jimmy is in the underworld of war, but throughout his recollections, Martha is in 

"the World." When men and women who were in Vietnam used the terms "the World" 

they meant "Any place but Vietnam, and mostly the United States" (Franklin 323). So 

when Jimmy thinks of Martha, it is the Martha who is still in the upper world as Demeter 

is still in the upper world or outer world while Persephone is in the underworld. By some 

interpretations of the Persephone/Demeter myth, Persephone became distracted by the 

narcissus flower and wondered away from the area she knew. Pluto, god of the 
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underworld, abducted her, took her back to his underworld and made her queen. 

According to Edith Hamiliton's interpretation of the myth, Persephone was "down in the 

world beneath the earth, among the shadowy dead" (57). However, all interpreters of the 

myth agree that Persephone is not in hell as in Dante's hell, but she is just among the dark 

underworld where daylight never shines. Jimmy seems to have the feminine 

characteristics of Persephone who is abducted to the underworld while minding her own 

business, picking flowers; and he seems to have the masculine characteristics of Hades 

because he would have liked to have symbolically raped Martha. When he takes her 

home after a movie, he thinks "He should've carried her up the stairs to her room and 

tied her to the bed and touched that left knee all night long" (6). Jimmy is so involved in 

his own ego, his own life and his imaginary life with Martha, that he, like Persephone, 

symbolically wanders too far away from what is happening around him and the reality of 

the war, that he falls into an additional underworld of agonizing over Martha. 

While Jimmy Cross imagines himself "buried with Martha under the white sand at 

the Jersey shore," Lee Stmnk crawls into a tunnel dug by the Viet Cong south of Chu Lai 

(11-12). Stmnk drew the number seventeen, which was the unlucky number that 

determined who would check out the tunnels, and for a few minutes be buried under the 

jungles of Vietnam. This image of the underworld and being buried, even sometimes 

buried alive, also comes to us from fairy tales and myths. For Persephone the underworld 

was like being buried alive because she could not reach her good mother. She was at the 

mercy of an evil force and destined to retum to the dark underworld for the rest of her 

life. In so many of the fairy tales, like Persephone losing her mother, the female 
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protagonists has lost her good mother and is at the hands of someone who wants her out 

of the way. That someone is generally an evil stepmother or a representative of some evil 

woman. 

When Hades abducts Persephone and takes her down to the underworid, she is in 

a sense buried, entombed, because she has left the outer-world. Philip Mayerson points 

out that, in the seventh century Homeric Hymn to Demeter, "Hades or Pluto, god of the 

Underworld, appears to be the villain of the piece, but let us recall Plutus (Wealth) who, 

Hersiod tells us, was the child of'the Rich One,'" and "Zeus, without consulting 

Demeter, promised Persephone to Pluto for his wife" (107). It is questionable who the 

actual villain is who entombs Persephone in the underworld. It is tme that Hades/Pluto 

abducts her and rapes her, and it is Zeus who asks Hermes to intervene with Hades and 

let Persephone visit her mother so that Demeter will put the world back in order and rid 

its death and decay. But Zeus, in essence, gave Persephone to Pluto, so he is as guilty as 

Pluto is for abducting Persephone, but because he is a supreme god, he remains, in a 

sense, guiltless. 

Jimmy's vision of being buried with Martha is the foreshadowing of Lavender's 

and Kiowa's death and the concept that their bodies will retum home and be buried. 

Because Jimmy is so oblivious to what is really going on around him, his vision of being 

buried with Martha also makes him almost dead. In other words, he has not lived yet and 

he has not been reborn. He is neither in the "world" or the underworld; he just does not 

exist anywhere that is real. Stmnk, on the other hand, comes out of the tunnel grinning, 

like rising from the dead. But while in the tunnel, Stmnk is in the underworid and, for a 
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moment, he is buried beneath the underworld of the war. Stmnk emerges from a stage of 

the underworld to take his place in the world of war, but just a few minutes after he 

emerges from the grave-like tunnel, Ted Lavender is shot. Lee Stmnk comes out of the 

grave, and finally Ted Lavender takes his place in his own permanent grave back in the 

Worid. 

According to Chinen, Persephone's ability to retum to the world from the 

underworld signifies the "power of the feminine to renew itself, to rise from the dead" 

(157). Ted Lavender, one of Lt. Cross's men, is blown up because, according to the 

narrator, Lt. Cross was so engrossed with the virgin Martha that he ignored his men. In 

fact, the pebble that he carries in his mouth moves, metaphorically, from his mouth to his 

stomach: "He had loved Martha more than his men, and as a consequence Lavender was 

now dead, and this was something he would have to carry like stone in his stomach for 

the rest of the war" (16). In other words, Lt. Cross was anything but a leader of his men. 

His masculinity might actually be in question here because he does not even come close 

to resembling the American mythological heroes like John Wayne or Audie Murphy— 

two cinematic heroes of WW II. 

After Ted Lavender's body is taken away by helicopter, the men of Jimmy 

Cross's unit start to dig in. They dig foxholes in the earth, and Jimmy "sat at the bottom 

of his foxhole and wept" (17). He weeps for Martha, for Lavender and for himself 

"because she [Martha] belonged to another world, which was not quite real" (17). It was 

at the bottom of his foxhole that First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross burns Martha's letters, 

burying his love for her and his final link to "the world." 
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After Lt. Jimmy Cross burned Martha's letters, and we assume left the stone in 

the ashes, he became a soldier, and "reminded himself that his obligations was not to be 

loved but to lead' (25). Ingrained in his psyche is the silver screen image of John Wayne 

in The Green Berets, and he sees himself as John Wayne, carrying on and leading the 

men out to battle. 

Lt. Cross joumeys from innocence to awareness, or as Toby Herzog says, using 

Paul Fussell's' "three-part stmcture in the paradigmatic British World War memoir," 

Jimmy joumeys through the three stages—first is innocence, second is the experience of 

battle and war, and third is "consideration, mediation, and reconstmction" (n.p. 14). 

Jimmy is so innocent when he gets to Vietnam that it is at first doubtful if he is going to 

be able to fulfill his duties as lieutenant. His material link to Martha with the letters and 

the stone weigh him in the past, in the world and not in the underworld where he should 

be acting as guide to his men. It took the loss of two of his men to catapult him from the 

worid of Martha's long legs to the "deep muck of the shit field" ("In the Field" 185). 

Obviously, Jimmy has undergone what Paul Fussell calls "the sinister or absurd or even 

farcical preparation" for battle (130). Before Lavender's death, Lt. Cross does not want 

and has never wanted the responsibility of leading men into combat; he does not want 

any part of the war, and he does not want to take any of the responsibility for anyone's 

life. 

In O'Brien's background story about Jimmy Cross in "In The Field," we leam 

that Jimmy had only ended up as a lieutenant because he had gone through R.O.T.C. and 

that "military matters meant nothing to him. He did not care one way or the other about 
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the war, and he had no desire to command, and even after all these months in the bush, all 

the days and nights, even then he did not know enough to keep his men out of a shit 

field" (190). Once he bumed Martha's letters and, we assume, dispensed with the stone 

that was like her tongue, Jimmy Cross's experiences the war and becomes aware of 

himself in relationship to the men in his unit. This awareness occurs because he feels he 

has to tell Kiowa's father what had happened to him. In "In the Field," Jimmy floats in 

the mucky water, reflects on blame, and reconstmcts for a moment his life in New Jersey 

and the golf course he wishes he were on right then. As the men search in the shit field 

for Kiowa's body, and the rain falls around them like a heavy veil, Cross notices a boy 

off by himself who seemed to be searching for something beneath the surface. The boy is 

never given a name, but he has to be Cross' doppelganger because he, like Cross, is 

obsessed with finding a picture of his girlfriend Billie, just as Cross has been obsessed 

with Martha's picture. It is as though Cross is looking "back" at himself in the rain, more 

obsessed with a girl's picture than with the death of his men. However, Cross moves out 

of the stage of innocence and into the experience stage and is now considering Kiowa's 

father and the letter he has to write to him. 

In "The Things They Carried" Lt. Cross is supposed to be the leader of his 

company of men. But Jimmy Cross is so obsessed with Martha, the girl he left behind in 

America, that he is not only not a leader to his men, he is, in some ways, responsible for 

the death of two of them, Ted Lavender and Kiowa. Until he burns Martha's letters and 

severs his commitment to her, he acts like a small boy unwilling to play the game with 

the other kids on the block. He doesn't want to be a leader and he doesn't associate with 
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the men in any way: "Lieutenant Cross kept to himself (8). Because of his obsession 

with Martha, the men in his unit "had no sense of strategy or mission" (15). Jimmy's 

obsession almost destroys the entire unit. They wandered aimlessly around, searching 

the villages without knowing what to look for, not caring, kicking over 
jars of rice, frisking children and old men, blowing tunnels, sometimes 
setting fires and sometimes not, then forming up and moving on to the 
next village, then other villages, where it would always be the same. (15) 

After Ted Lavender is killed, the story moves for a brief moment from Jimmy Cross's 

point of view to Kiowa's because, unlike Jimmy who has felt nothing about the men 

before Lavender's death, Kiowa feels nothing after Lavender's death. He is just 

surprised at "how fast it was, no drama, down and dead, and how it was hard to feel 

anything except surprise"(18). Kiowa's point of view here is important for two reasons: 

First, his unfeeling foreshadows his own death. Secondly, w e are able to see Jimmy 

Cross from the point of view of one of his men as an extremely caring man, not the 

uncaring individual we know from Cross's consciousness. Kiowa admires "Lieutenant 

Jimmy Cross's capacity for grief He wanted to share the man's pain, he wanted to care 

as Jimmy Cross cared" (18). 

This view of Jimmy Cross from Kiowa, who carries a copy of the New Testament 

with him, gives Jimmy an almost Christ-like image. While Jimmy assures himself over 

and over that Martha is a virgin, the reader assumes that Jimmy, like Christ, is himself a 

virgin, and, at least for the duration of the war, might remain celibate. His Christ-like 

image of being a loner, of suffering, and finally of giving up the woman in his life for the 

men because his "obligation was not to be loved but to lead" supports his initials and the 

image of Jesus carrying the burden of the cross to Calgary. In this light, then, Jimmy is a 
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caring Christ-like person. Jimmy comes to the jungles of Vietnam where it takes the 

death of one of his men to change him. 

Mary Anne Bell in O'Brien's "Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong" looks like a 

1960s American Virgin when she arrives in Vietnam. Unlike Jimmy Cross, Mary Anne 

changes because she loves Vietnam. Milton J. Bates, in The Wars We Took to Vietnam, 

describes her as "the quintessence of American femininity as defined in 1960s 

mainstream culture. She is pretty, blond, blue-eyed, fair-skinned, outgoing, and just a bit 

flirtatious" (155). And Rat Kiley describes her as a "cute blonde—just a kid, just barely 

out of high school." To fiirther emphasize Rat Kiley's description, the "quintessence of 

American femininity" is wearing white culottes and a sexy pink sweater when she arrives 

in Vietnam. Mary Anne and Mark Fossie have been sweethearts since they were in the 

sixth grade. Mark envisions the ideal American life for them: "they would be married, 

and live in a fine gingerbread house near Lake Erie, and have three healthy yellow-haired 

children and grow old together and no doubt die in each other's arms and be buried in the 

same walnut caskets" {Things 106). When Fossie brings her to Vietnam, he wants to 

show her off more than to be with her because he takes pride in watching her coyly 

flirting with the men in the unit. When Mary Anne first appears in the village, she is 

innocent, but she quickly adapts to her surroundings. As she learns how to cook and eat 

like the men, she becomes more developed as a character. Unlike Martha in "The Things 

They Carried," who never develops beyond an emblem of purity and virginity in Jimmy 

Cross's mind. Mary Anne's interest in leaming something while she is in Vietnam 

enables her to become knowledgeable. Once she is knowledgeable, she can no longer be 
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innocent. But if we go by A. B. Chinen's meaning of the word virgin, she becomes 

MORE virgin-like because she "belongs to herself in some manner. If we look at her 

taking on the morals of the Green Berets who are serving in Vietnam, maybe she is 

NEVER a virgin because she is never herself but always adapts to the people around her 

and to her environment. 

Rat Kiley, who is telling the story says that "she wasn't dumb. . . Young, that's 

all. Like you and me. A girl, that's the only difference, and I'll tell you something; it 

didn't amount to jack. I mean when we first got here—all of us—we were real young 

and innocent, full of romantic bullshit, but we leamed pretty damn quick. And so did 

Mary Anne"(108). In fact, Mary Anne is leaming how to handle herself in the field of 

combat: "In times of action her face took on a sudden new composure, almost serene" 

(109). Mary Anne is not a virgin in the contemporary meaning of the word, because she 

and Mark Flossie slept together (109). But when she disappears and takes up with "The 

Greenies" (the Green Berets), Rat assures his listeners that she wasn't "sleeping" with 

them, although she was sleeping with all of them: "it wasn't sex or anything. They was 

just lying together, so to speak, Mary Anne and these six gmngy weird-out Green Berets" 

(112). Mary Anne is enamoured with Vietnam. At first it seems that she is just naive and 

sees the country as quaint: "All moming Mary Anne chattered away about how quaint the 

place was, how she loved the thatched roofs and naked children, the wonderful simplicity 

of village life" (107). Later in the story, Mary Anne changes: she "[cuts] her hair short 

and [wraps] it in a dark green bandana. In her second week Eddie Diamond taught her 

how to disassemble an M-16, how the various parts worked, and from there it was a 
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natural progression to leaming how to use the weapon" (109). Eventually Mary Anne 

becomes one of the Greenies and in a way becomes a woman in herself in that 

environment. When Mark Fossie suggest that it might be time for her to retum home, 

Mary Anne says '"Everything I want,' she said, 'is right here'" (109). When Mary Anne 

is trying to tell Fossie how she feels about Vietnam, she says: 

I feel close to myself When I'm out there at night, I feel close to my own body, I 
can feel my blood moving, my skin and my fingemails, everything, it's like I'm 
full of electricity and I'm glowing in the dark—I'm on fire almost—I'm burning 
away into nothing—but it doesn't matter because I know exactly who I am. You 
can't feel like that anywhere else. (121) 

Mary Anne becomes "part of the land" (125). Rat Kiley says that Mary Anne "wasn't no 

virgin but at least she was real" (116). Ironically, O'Brien refers to Martha in "Things" 

in the exact opposite way: "because she belonged to another world, which was not quite 

real" (17). This observation leads us to assume that for O'Brien the writer, Mary Anne is 

more of a woman than Martha is even though Martha represents the quintessential 1950s 

American female. 

Like Snow White who ventures into the woods an innocent young girl, Mary 

Anne Bell, in "Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong," ventures into Vietnam as an innocent 

young girl. And like Snow White, Mary Anne Bell lives among a group of men who 

indoctrinate her to their way of life. Mary Anne becomes more like the "Greenies"; she 

goes on combat missions with them, and according to Rat Kiley, she becomes animal

like. Milton J. Bates, in The Wars We Took to Vietnam, says that Mary Anne "does not 

join the zoo as an animal, male or female. When last seen by Fossie, she is wearing her 

pink sweater and skirt and singing in a high-pitched voice"(156). Which is reminiscent 
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of the Disney version of Snow White singing while she does chores for the dwarves. 

Bates says that this depiction of her is very feminine, and, except for the necklace of 

human tongues, she still represents civilization (156). 

In contrast to Mary Anne in Vietnam and Martha in New Jersey, Miss Noi in 

Robert Olen Butler's "Fairy Tale" is in New Orleans, a bargirl and a stripper, and, we 

assume, a prostitute. Miss Noi does not "mix with the other girls" because they do bad 

things like steal from the men (48). Even though Miss Noi lives alone, she has a son who 

lives in Vietnam with her mother. Miss Noi appears to be both virgin and whore. She is 

virgin-like because she seems innocent or rather naive, but at the same time, she is like 

Mary Anne because she gets away from the man who brings her to America and says 

things to her that "burn Miss Noi more than the sun" {Good Scent 47). Miss Noi 

becomes, in a sense, a woman who is one with herself 

After the man who brings her to America leaves her. Miss Noi ends up in New 

Orleans where she is a dancer in a bar on Bourbon Street. New Orleans sounds like a city 

where she can be both a Catholic girl and a bargirl (47). Even though she has a son in 

Vietnam, the man who brought her to America does not want the son, so she leaves him 

with her mother who does not think Miss Noi can bring up the boy because of the life she 

lives. 

She sometimes sleeps with the men who come to the bar, but she says that she 

"gives some man love when he is alone and frightened and he wants something soft to be 

close to him" (49). But she only takes men to her room if she wants them to be there. 
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Sometimes she takes money from the men, but when they love her very much, she asks 

them to get her an apple because "in South Vietnam, an apple is a special thing" (49). 

Miss Noi's craving for apples symbolizes her desire for a time when she was 

innocent. Eve-like, she stands naked at a window and watches the "dark roofs of Saigon 

and the moon rising" and eats her apple. In a discussion about the symbolism of the 

apple, Clarissa Pinkola Estes, in Women Who Run With the Wolves, says that the apple 

has a dual nature: "In the late spring it [looks] lovely and round and as though drizzled 

with sunrise. Yet it [is] too tart to eat; it [makes] all your nerves stand up and go awk! 

But, later in the season, to bite into the apple [is] like breaking open sweet candy mnning 

with juice" (431). Miss Noi has dual roles; she dances naked on a stage in New Orleans 

and is a voodoo girl, and she takes men to bed with her for money, so she cannot be a 

virgin by contemporary meaning. However, Miss Noi dreams of getting married to 

someone who will know her and love and, fairy tale-like, live happily ever after. Even 

though she is a prostitute, she is still an innocent because she has innocent-like qualities: 

she reminds us that she is a good girl and does not do bad things like the other girls in the 

bar. Estes says that "the apple tree and the maiden are interchangeable symbols of the 

feminine Self, and the fruit is a symbol of nourishment and maturation of our knowledge 

of that Self (431). Perhaps Miss Noi's craving for apples is for the nourishment and 

maturation of her own knowledge of her Self She seems to desire apples over anything 

else, and it is an apple that binds her to Mr. Fontenot. Symbolically the image of eating 

fioiit comes to us, obviously, from Eve offering to poor Adam the forbidden fruit of the 

Garden of Eden, and of Persephone is eating the pomegranate seed when she is in Hades. 
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In Snow White the wicked Queen offers Snow White the red part of an apple that, of 

course, is poisonous. Snow White, not heeding the dwarves' warning, takes a bite of the 

apple and appears to die. Eating an apple as a token of some commitment or contract that 

cannot be broken may come from the ancient Persephone/Demeter myth because 

Persephone eats the seeds of the red pomegranate, which is shaped like an apple, offered 

to her by Hades. Miss Noi, like Persephone and Snow White, makes a commitment by 

biting into the apple. 

Miss Noi was a whore in Vietnam and a stripper in New Orleans. However, after 

tasting the apple Mr. Fontenot gives her, she is renewed and, fairy-tale like, becomes the 

American housewife she wants to be. When Miss Noi meets Mr. Fontenot she is thirty 

years old. She falls in love with him because he thinks that she is beautiful, and he tells 

her he was happy when he was in Vietnam. Even though she emphasizes time and time 

again that she knows a lot men, she confesses to not understanding men. Mr. Fontenot 

does not want to watch her dance because he cares for Miss Noi. One night he waits 

outside the bar for her. When she comes out, he gives her an apple and says he wants to 

marry her. Like the pomegranate that Persephone tastes which binds her to Hades/Pluto 

and commits her to retum to the underworld after her short visits with her mother. Miss 

Noi bites into an apple that Mr. Fontenot gives her in "Fairy Tale," and she makes a 

commitment to him. For Miss Noi, accepting the apple from Mr. Fontenot initiates the 

contract between them for marriage. The fairy tale is complete and she lives, presumably, 

happily every after. Similar to the apple Eve gives to Adam and the pomegranate 
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Persephone eats in the underworld, the apple that Miss Noi takes from Mr. Fontenot 

becomes a binding contract of commitment. 

Mr. Fontenot is nothing like John Wayne or the 1960s Rambo; in fact. Miss Noi 

compares him to a bird. He is kind to her and treats her like a lady and not like a bargirl, 

or, as she says, a "sexy bitch" (51). Mr. Fontenot tells her she is beautiful and does not 

treat her like a whore. He is a quiet, shy, and gentle man. He reminds Miss Noi of a big 

bird, and his awkwardness at being in the bar where she is dancing naked evokes 

sincerity and concern for Miss Noi. He does not try to sweep her off her feet with 

strength; he does that by just giving her an apple. Miss Noi's view of Mr. Fontenot 

exhibits a sensibility toward the masculine image that is contemporary and probably 

emerged from the tumultuous 1960s. In other words, Mr. Fontenot can be a sensitive, 

more feminine-like person but maintain his masculinity by showing concern for Miss 

Noi. 

Like Miss Noi's view of Mr. Fontenot, Miss Giau's view of Mr. Cohen in 

Butler's "Snow" exhibits this same sensibility toward the sensitive masculine image. 

Miss Giau is a virgin. She is thirty-four years old and never married. She is not, like 

Miss Noi, a bargirl, but is instead, as she says, "a good girl" (135). Miss Giau is a 

frightened young woman and is, therefore, not exactly "one within herself as defined by 

A. B. Chinen. She is frightened of the snow when she wakes up and sees it in St. Louis, 

she is sad because she does not belong to a community, and when her mother gets 

frightened for her, she gets frightened for herself Although Miss Giau and Mr. Cohen 

finally get together and hold hands at the end of the story, we do not feel her fear goes 
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away once the story is over. Miss Giau is not "one within herself," but she is a virgin by 

contemporary standards, and a good girl by Southeast Asian standards. But Miss Giau, 

like her fairy tale counterpart, Snow White, is willing to take chances. Snow White risks 

opening the door to the witch and taking a bite of the apple, and Miss Giau takes a 

chance on looking inside Mr. Cohen's order to see if he is eating alone or with someone. 

Her naivete is not as evident as Snow White's, but then she is not as young as Snow 

White, even though she is an innocent in the sense that she seems unworldly. Although 

Snow White and Miss Giau are both afraid, they risk the dangers to joumey out into the 

dark woods. For Miss Giau, the Plantafion Hunan Restaurant is her cabin in the woods, 

shielding her from danger. Of course, like Snow White, Miss Giau gets her prince 

charming in the form of Mr. Cohen. 

Butler's story "Snow" not only conjures up images of Snow White because of the 

title and the sleeping young Vietnamese women in the restaurant, but Miss Giau also 

reminds us of Sleeping Beauty with her fair, white skin and her white gown. "Snow" 

opens with Miss Giau wondering how long the man has been watching her sleep. The 

first time that Mr. Cohen came into the Plantation Hunan Restaurant was Christmas Eve. 

Miss Giau wonders why Mr. Cohen's take-out order is enough for two people. Even 

though she is not a Christian, she assumes that everyone in America is Christian. When 

she discovers that Mr. Cohen is also not a Christian and is therefore not celebrating 

Christmas Eve, she feels a kinship to this strange man with a dark gray beard, long nose, 

and dark eyes. When Mr. Cohen retums two days later, he sits across from Miss Giau and 
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asks her about her dream. Their relationship grows out of their common feeling of 

alienation in a country and a state where Christian beliefs predominate. 

Miss Giau remembers her first Christmas in America, but it was not in the warm, 

sultry climate of Louisiana, it was in St. Louis, Missouri, where the snow covered the 

ground like a smothering blanket. The snow frightened Miss Giau "in some very deep 

way that [she] could not explain" (127). Mr. Cohen, too, was frightened by snow when 

he was a child even though he had seen it all his life. The idea of being afraid of snow is 

reminiscent of Demeter tuming the earth into barren land while Persephone is in the 

underworld with Hades. For Mr. Cohen, while he and his family were living in England, 

the snow was telling him that his father would die. Mr. Cohen says to Miss Giau, "And 

he did. He waved at me in the street and he grew small and we tumed a comer and that 

was the last I saw of him" (132). Every time Mr. Cohen sees the snow, he is reminded of 

his dead father. The snow scared Miss Giau because it "came so quietly and everything 

was underneath it, like this white surface was the real earth and everything had died—all 

the trees and the grass and the streets and the houses—everything had died and was 

buried. It was all lost" (134). She knows that the snow is on the roof and she thinks she 

is dead too. 

When Miss Giau discovers that Mr. Cohen's wife died and that he lives alone, she 

is not sad for him. She is thirty-four years old, living in a climate very similar to her 

native Vietnam, and is reminded daily by the grandfather clock that time is passing by. 

Miss Giau's mother is afraid for her because she is not married, but we sense that this 

situation will be altered by the kind Mr. Cohen. 
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The whiteness in this story is symbolic of the snow. Miss Giau's innocence, and 

the fear of death that both she and Mr. Cohen confront daily. According to Biedermann, 

the color white has positive connotation ("priestly vestments, associated symbolically 

with purity and tmth"); (380), and negative connotations, ("primarily because of its 

association with 'the pallor of death'"); (380). Miss Giau says that she "had no idea 

things could change like that" and she is terrified by the sudden change and the whiteness 

that covers the earth. Biedermann says that, in Chinese tradition, "white is the color of 

age, autumn, the West and misfortune but also for virginity and purity" but "white is 

generally considered the Chinese color of mouming" (380). For Mr. Cohen, the snow is 

also terrifying. Happily for both Mr. Cohen and Miss Giau, they were able to leave the 

places where the snow came and buried them, metaphorically, alive. They are both in 

Louisiana where there is no snow to "scare" them. 

Butler uses a grandfather clock in the restaurant where Miss Giau works to 

emphasize the passage of time and that with time changes everything. With time Mr. 

Cohen gets over the loss of his wife and Miss Giau gets over the loss of her father, unlike 

Demeter and Persephone who never get over the loss of each other because one is in "the 

world" and one is in the underworld. Mr. Cohen and Miss Giau have escaped the horrors 

of war and death of the underworld and entered their own "outer world." 

The world becomes alien to Miss Giau, much like the world became alien to the 

men and women who went to Vietnam. America was an alien world for the Vietnamese, 

as well, when they first got here, and we sense a feeling of alienation in Miss Giau 

because even though she is in a restaurant, she is alone except for the grandfather clock. 
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However, by the end of the story she is happy, and willing to sit and listen to the 

grandfather clock talk to her about time. Previously, she could not understand why 

Americans were so concemed with time that they were willing to have a clock taller than 

a man to talk to them about time. Miss Giau leams that time can be a gentle thing and, 

like the grandfather clock and Mr. Cohen, time can be a fiiend. 

The element of time is also a factor in Karen Fowler's "The Lake is Full of 

Artificial Things," because Miranda goes back in time through hypnosis to visit the man 

she loved who was killed in Vietnam. Miranda is seeking a deeper self, or what Clarrisa 

Pinkola Estes calls the wild-Self*, in her virtual trips in time back to when Danny was still 

alive. Dr. Aima Matsui, Miranda's therapist, tells her that "the resolution has to be found 

in the real world" (137). Miranda is trying to resolve Daniel's death in Vietnam by 

undergoing therapy through regressive hypnosis and a virtual-reality type of therapy 

which involves actually meeting the dead Danny and talking to him. Dr. Matsui never 

explains exactly what the device is that allows Miranda to "travel" to Vietnam to see 

Danny, but the conversations and the scenery that Miranda describes seem very real, as 

though they are in the real world. Matthew, Dr. Matsui's technical assistant, puts Daniel 

in Miranda's hypnotic memory. They use Miranda's happy memories of Daniel which 

they "play" with the experiences of her current visit. 

We know that Dr. Matsui uses hypnosis to allow Miranda to regress back to her 

younger days in college. On her first visit back, her arms are "firm again and the skin 

smooth and tight" (133). She is once again twenty years old. She and Danny reminisce 

about their college days and old fiiends. He calls her Randy; the similarity of their names 
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makes the connection between her and Danny more distinct. The connection has not 

allowed her to separate herself from him or his death for thirty years, and the connection 

is "interfering with [her] ability to get on with things" (137). Miranda, who obviously 

feels guilty for not having to go to Vietnam, feels guilty for not making Danny go to 

Canada and evading the draft. She also never forgives Danny for going to Vietnam and 

getting killed. 

Miranda and Danny were lovers when they were in college in the 1960s and early 

1970s. In one of her visits with Danny, he remembers Zeno's paradox from his college 

physics classes. The paradox is that motion is impossible because it requires "an object 

to pass through an infinite number of points in a finite amount of time" (136). This 

paradox for Danny and Miranda means that time is not a factor for them in the virtual-

like reality world of their visits. Dr. Matsui points out to her: "Therapy is concemed with 

adjustment—adjustment to an unchangeable situation or to a changing tmth" (139-140). 

Possibly the Zeno paradox might remind us that adjustment takes time, but that making 

the adjustment takes getting past points in our past and our present. Despite the virtual 

nature of her joumey, Miranda has a difficult time adjusting to Danny's death. In a visit 

with Danny, Miranda is in Vietnam with Danny when he kills a child. She goes through 

the experience herself so that she can come out the other side and emerge into 

reconstmction. This ability to attain reconstmction status coincides with Paul Fussell's 

"consideration, mediation, and reconstmction" that he addresses in The Great War and 

Modern Memory (130). At the end of the story there is some doubt that Miranda has 

reached a stage of reconstmction, but she may at least be in the mediation stage because 
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she thinks, "they wouldn't all die. Some of them would survive in pieces. She 

remembered this. And some would survive whole. Wouldn't they?" (145). In keeping 

with the Zeno paradox motif, Miranda has passed a specific point of her past. From her 

therapy treatment, she starts to emerge from the innocent stage of her life so that she can 

reconstmct her life without the guilt over Danny's death. Her hypnotic virtual-like trips to 

the underworld of memories and war allow Miranda to face her fears and guilt so that she 

can obtain knowledge and start toward self-awareness and self-actualization. 

In Robert Olen Butler's "Ghost Story," the feminine is both the savior and the 

enemy. (As the wolf does in the fairy tale Little Red Riding Hood, the ghost of Miss Linh 

chews Major Tmng into a pulp and swallows him.) Miss Linh, like Martha in her white 

gym shorts, is dressed in a white ao dai, symbolic of innocence and having virgin-like 

qualities. The image of white harks back to the fairy tale maidens dressed in white with 

white, fair skin. 

Butler's ghost story takes place in Vietnam, even though the storyteller is a 

Vietnamese man on a Greyhound bus going to Biloxi where he visits his daughter. He 

tells the story of Miss Linh and Major Tmng. The major has a mistress in An Khe with 

whom he spends the aftemoon with in the garden and then in "the early evening in her 

bed, where they made love with the pollen of the flowers still clinging to their faces and 

arms" (112). When the Major heads back to his base camp, he is afraid of the 

communists who would, at night, "come out of the forests whenever they wished, making 

this trip very dangerous" (112). In order to remain undetected by the communists, the 

major tums his headlights off and follows the road lit by the moon. As he is carefully 
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following the dark road, a woman in white appears before his headlights. Even though 

her face is beautiful, her mouth widens "like the chasm of the mountainside, and a tongue 

came out, huge, bloating as it came, swelling as wide as her face, as wide as her 

shoulders, undulating forward from her mouth, red and soft and as wide as the road now, 

and the monstrous tongue licked at the car" (114). The major is thrown from the car, and 

when he wakes, the face of the beautiful Miss Linh is bending over him. This beautiful 

but horrible ghost has saved the major from an ambush. The major is understandably 

curious about the lovely young maiden who becomes so horrible looking, but who saves 

his life. He goes looking for her in An Khe. What he finds there is that the girl in the 

white ao dai, Nguyen thi Linh, has been dead for four year He finds that her mother has 

built a shrine to her daughter. 

Miss Linh in Butler's "Ghost Story" is reminiscent of Persephone, and her mother 

is reminiscent of Demeter. When the major becomes fixated with the ghost of Miss Linh 

who saves him from an ambush, he goes looking for her and finds her memory in a shrine 

kept by her mother. Although Demeter's shrine at Eleusis was built for her, it gave her a 

place from which she could wait the retum of her daughter every year. So in a sense, the 

shrine was also for Persephone, to remind the earth that Persephone would retum and the 

earth would be fertile again. When Major Tmng enters the small wooden house, his eyes 

go immediately to the shrine where he sees the "unmistakable round face, the wide 

mouth, the thin nose, like her mother's" (117-18). The mother tells him that "the war 

took the sweetest daughter a mother could have" (118). Demeter feels the same about 

Persephone. Not only is Persephone sweet and innocent, she is pure before Hades 

55 



abducts her and rapes her. Persephone is described by Edith Hamilton as a "radiant 

maiden of the spring and the summertime" (63), conjuring the image of sweetness and 

purity. Major Tmng becomes infatuated by Miss Linh's look of sweetness and, of 

course. Major Tmng is infatuated by her beauty and by her purity depicted by the white 

ao dai. The second time that the major encounters Miss Linh, he is again traveling the 

dark road at night, when she appears before him in her white ao dai. This time, like the 

wolf devouring Little Red Riding Hood, Miss Linh's gaping mouth and red bloated 

tongue "lifted him up and he was yanked forward and he had time for one glance at Miss 

Linh's eyes gleaming in the light" (121). The major is consumed by the ghost. 

The narrator tells the story on the bus and tries to convince his listener that the 

story is tme because a very similar incident involving Miss Linh happened to him. The 

difference is, of course, that he lives because Miss Linh saves him by helping him to get 

out of Saigon in 1975. 

In "Ghost Story," the innocent, in the form of Miss Linh, emerges from the 

underworld long enough to save the man from dying in Vietnam. She takes on the 

responsibilities of the goddess Demeter from the underworld stage of Persephone. If 

Persephone didn't reemerge from the underground to the outer-world two-thirds of the 

year, mankind would cease to exist because the earth would remain barren and infertile. 

Miss Linh emerges from the underworld long enough to save some men, but like Hades 

she carries Major Tmng down into the underworld with her. 

Different interpretations of the Persephone/Demeter myth depict Persephone's 

abduction to the underworid in different ways; however, in all the interpretafions it is not 
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hell where Hades or Pluto takes Persephone; it is the underworld, but it is in a place 

without light. The darkness of the road that Major Tmng drives in "Ghost Story" 

symbolizes the dark underground where Persephone resides. And the car that the narrator 

gets in and that takes him into Saigon is "large and black," again symbolizing the dark 

underworld of Hades and Persephone, and the black chariot in which he carries 

Persephone away. 

In all interpretations of the myth, Persephone is a virgin, an innocent; she is 

unspoiled and very naive when she is taken to the underworld where Hades rapes her. 

And Persephone is never depicted as a knowledgeable woman even after her experience 

in the underworld in the Persephone phase of the triple goddess. It is only in the Hecate 

phase of the triple goddess that Persephone is a wise woman. Miss Linh remains an 

innocent because she dies before she gains wisdom, but because she is able to take life 

and give life, the ghost of Miss Linh is in both the Persephone stage and the Demeter 

stage. 

The traditional 1950s and 1960s male was supposed to be a knight in shining 

armor or a prince who rescues the fair maiden. A maiden could not really function, let 

alone stay alive, without the protective male somewhere nearby. For instance, in Snow 

White, when the seven-year old Snow White wanders into the woods, she is taken in not 

only by one man but by seven men who have her perform "womanly chores" in order to 

stay in the cabin and out of the way of her evil step mother. The seven dwarves save 

Snow White twice when she does not heed their manly advice, and because she did NOT 

listen to the male voice, she almost dies twice. Ultimately it is, of course, a man—the 
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young prince—who saves her from the third bmsh with death. She, of course, lives 

happily ever after. 

Images of men who came to the rescue of innocent young maidens emphasize the 

innocence of the young girl. The virgin in the fairy tales is not a woman who is one with 

herself, but a young girl without knowledge about sex and the real world. Barbara 

Walker, in Virgin, Mother, Crone: Myths and Mysteries of the Triple Goddess, says 

"'virgin' does not mean 'celibate' but rather refers to 'an autonomous female who 

belongs to herself" (21). Snow White is obviously celibate because she is seven-years 

old when she is sent to the forest, and even though she needs the "men" to protect, and, 

according to both A. B. Chinen and Barbara Walker, she is in a sense a female who 

belongs to herself because she not only survives, she ends up, seven years after first 

going into the forest, getting a prince and living happily ever after. 

In Robert Olen Butler's "Letters From My Father," Fran is a seventeen-year-old 

Vietnamese girl living in Lake Charles, Louisiana. She is an innocent, but she has not 

obtained the stage of being one who is one with herself because she waits for her father to 

symbolically save her from her own fears by rescuing her from the shed she hides in. 

She and her Vietnamese friends talk about their lives in Vietnam and in America. 

She says that she and others like her are children of the dust, denoting not only that they 

are from American and Vietnamese descent but that they may not be complete or whole, 

and that in a way they are not of this world. When people look at them, according to 

Fran, "we were Vietnamese and at another looked we were American and after that you 

couldn't get your eyes to stay still when they tumed to us" (66). She makes a reference 
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to the drawings of vanity when you "look once and you see a beautiful woman sitting at 

her mirror, but then you look again and you see the skull of a dead person" (66). In the 

letters that her father writes to the Vietnamese govemment trying to get her and her 

mother out of Saigon, he says "it has been nine days, seven months, and fifteen days 

since I last saw my daughter, my own flesh-and-blood daughter" (66). In a letter that he 

sends to Fran, he tells her that she is beautiful and that he has not forgotten her, and he 

tells the Vietnamese government that his daughter is so beautiful "you can put her face on 

your dimes and quarters and no one could ever make change again in your goddamn 

country without stopping and saying Oh my God, what a beautiful face" (72). Fran, 

though, doesn't feel pretty and sees herself as a child of the dust, or worse, she sees 

herself as invisible. 

She and her Vietnamese friends play the hide and seek-type game in the Lake 

Charles cemetery, and "if you saw the other person first, you would get a point. And if 

nobody every saw you, if it was like you were invisible, you'd win" (67). In the 

cemetery there is a picture of a young girl on a stone that fascinates Fran because she is 

about the same age as the girl in the picture. Her identity with the dead girl's picture 

projects Fran, like the drawing, into the underworld of the dead and at the same time she 

is in the outer world waiting for her father to rescue her. The image in the picture, 

damaged by the moist Louisiana air, starts to become invisible, establishing another link 

between Fran and the dead girl in the picture, which emphasizes Fran's sense of being 

invisible. 
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One of her friends tells the story of a girl in Vietnam who mistook the shadow on 

the wall as her father. When Fran relates the story of a young girl who only knows her 

father as a shadow on the wall, she says that she cannot imagine being satisfied with the 

shadow father. But the shadow image of a father who is not in the present reminds us 

that we again associate her with the underworld of the dead, a dark shadow. At the end 

of the story Fran is "hidden in the storage shack, invisible, soaked in sweat like it's the 

time in Saigon between the dry season and the rainy season" (72). Just as Persephone is 

waiting to get back to her mother Demeter, Fran is waiting for her father so that he can 

rescue her like he rescued her from Saigon, and she can emerge from the underworld and 

be visible again. 

In "The Lives of the Dead," the protagonist, Tim O'Brien, dreams of Linda, his 

first love, the men in his company and the men he killed. However, in his dream of the 

dead, "the dead sometimes smile and sit up and retum to the world' (235). In this story, 

the men in O'Brien's company shake hands with the corpse of an old man, and "it was 

the awesome act of greeting the dead" that made O'Brien sick (256). In O'Brien's 

memories of Linda, he speaks of his love for her and of "pure knowing" and of imagining 

Linda talking to him and walking down the middle of Main Street. His encounter with 

the dead both as a little boy and as a young man in Vietnam and his coping with it is 

"Tim trying to save Timmy's life with a story" (273). Linda tells him, after she is dead, 

that being dead is "like being inside a book that nobody's reading" (273). So for Linda 

and Tim O'Brien, the process of being buried is the process of writing a story and putting 

everyone in it. But Linda will always be the innocent young girl of Tim O'Brien's first 
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love. Although she dies of cancer, her child-like image reminds O'Brien that death is not 

necessarily reserved for war or old age, that death can come to anyone, even the innocent. 

And very much like Persephone who never gets to fiilly retum to the outer worid, 

Mary Anne Bell, in "Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong," never really retums to the worid 

that she knew before she came to Vietnam. When Rat Kiley tells Fossie that "She's 

ah-eady gone," (121) he is saying that Mary Anne is gone for good, no longer the "cute 

blonde—just a kid, just barely out of high school" (102). Mary Anne is now 'part of the 

land" (125); she is, in a sense, buried in the jungles of Vietnam. 

By burying Martha and Mary Anne and even Linda, O'Brien takes the pain of war 

from them and lets it slide beneath the cmst of the mind into oblivion. O'Brien is still 

exhibiting the need to be a hero, a protector of the innocent by saving them from the 

horrors that live on after the war. In "The Lives of the Dead," he says, "stories can save 

us" and that, within the stories he can "dream them (the fiiends who have died) 

alive"(255). 

Many of these innocent women in the stories about the Vietnam War symbolically 

travel to the underworld with the "king of the multitudinous dead" (Hamilton 57) where 

Persephone spends half of the year pining for her mother, Demeter, and the world. 

As O'Brien points out in "The Lives of the Dead," we can dream them alive in 

stories; we can play God and put them back together, and like the Virgin Mary herself, 

forgive and forget the atrocities that they endured. As Paul Fussell points out, the move 

in understanding and accepting the consequences of war is toward fiction: "In one sense 

the movement was toward [after WWI] myth, towards a revival of the cultic, the 
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mystical, the sacrificial, the prophetic, the sacramental, and the universally significant. In 

short, towards fiction" (131). ^ 

Although the image of the innocent depicted in virgin-like women and in maidens 

is associated with females in these stories, the innocent females parallel the young men 

who went to Vietnam and lost their innocence. 
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Notes 

Estes says: 
Fairy tales, myths, and stories provide understandings which sharpen our 
sight so that we can pick out and pick up the path left by the wildish 
nature. The instmction found in story reassures us that the pat has not mn 
out, but still leads women deeper, and more deeply still, into their own 
knowing. The tracks we all are following are those of the wild and innate 
instinctual Self (4-5) 

Paul Fussell relates a story of the Golden Virgin. A bomb hit the Virgin and 
Child atop the mined Basilica of Albert, and subsequently the Virgin, with the Child in 
her arms, leaned over the cathedral at a ninety-degree angle. One of the myths that arose 
around the Leaning Virgin was that whichever side, England or Germany, brought her 
down would win the war. Even after the British gave up Albert to the Germans, the 
Virgin and the Child hung precariously about the mins until April, 1918 when British 
troops, not wanting the Germans to use her for artillery practice, brought her down with 
heavy guns. (131-32) 
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CHAPTER in 

DEMETER: THE MOTHER AND EXPERIENCE 

The Mother Consciousness personifies "that which nurtures, bonds, 
sustains, and endures." Men can bond with, nurture, and sustain 
themselves, others, and the earth, oftentimes as well as women. 

— D̂onna Wilshire, Virgin, Mother, Crone: Myths and Mysteries of the 
Triple Goddess, 117 

In stories such as Robert Olen Butler's "Ghost Story," "Mr. Green," 

"Preparation," "Fairy Tale," and "The Trip Back," protection, nurturing, and endurance 

are feminine qualities found in both the men and women characters who survive the war 

and come to America. In O'Brien's "The Things They Carried," Lt. Jimmy Cross is 

finally able to protect and nurture his men through combat. In the Kate Wilhelm's "The 

Village," the mother, far removed from her son, is immersed into the atrocities of war. In 

"The Village" the mother and the son become almost one in the seam of time. Even 

though Mildred Carey appears to be an ideal mother, Mildred does not have the nurturing 

qualities associated with Demeter and the mother image. Mildred and Demeter are 

similar in that they both lose children to the underworld—^Persephone to Hades, and 

Mildred's son Mark to the Vietnam War. Unlike Demeter, though, who has compassion 

and caring for the city of Eleusis, Mildred seems to have nothing but disdain for the 

people in the town in Vermont. 

The Demeter/Persephone/Hecate myth is associated with birth/death/rebirth and 

is, therefore, symbolic of war. Men and women enter into war as metaphorically 
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innocent as when they are first bom; but that innocence disappears as they experience the 

atrocities of war. If they are lucky and are nurtured by a mother image, they may then 

emerge from that experience as new and better persons. As Philip Caputo points out in A 

Rumor of War: 

Most of all, we learned about death at an age when it is common to think 
of oneself as immortal. Everyone loses that illusion eventually, but in 
civilian life it is lost in installments over the years. We lost it all at once 
and, in the span of months, passed from boyhood through manhood to 
premature middle age. (xv) 

Caputo equates the first command to a first love: "The old salts used to tell us that 

the most memorable experience in an officer's life is his first command. It is supposed to 

be like first love, a milestone on the road to manhood" (25). The nurturing and protecting 

characteristics found in the Demeter stage of the triple goddess are also characteristics 

that are often found in female and male characters in war literature, especially in the men 

and women who were put in "charge" of a other people during war. 

For instance, even though he is a male, Jimmy Cross in O'Brien's "The Things 

They Carried," (discussed in Chapter II), has to endure the combat situation that he is in. 

At first, Jimmy certainly does not seem to care that he, as a lieutenant, has responsibilities 

of protecting his men as best he can. He does not seem to acknowledge that he is 

responsible for the lives of the men under his command. In fact, Jimmy Cross is so 

obsessed with Martha back home in New Jersey that there are times he is not even aware 

that there are men around him. But when Lavender is killed, Jimmy is brought out of his 

state of obsessive stupor, and he confronts his responsibilities. He has gone through what 

might be called an initiation rite because he experiences Lavender's death but leams 
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something from it. In fact, the ritual of buming Martha's letters also might be seen as a 

ritual for purging his innocence. 

From the Demeter/Persephone myth we know that Demeter is a loving and 

nurturing mother who tries to protect her daughter from the mthless gods of Olympus. 

Demeter, after all, chose not to reside on Olympus with Zeus and the other gods and 

goddesses. Her concem for Persephone while she is in the underworld brings Demeter 

down from a goddess to a hag-like creature wandering the roads outside of Athens 

searching for her daughter. Disguised as an old hag, she came to Eleusis. King Celeus's 

daughters welcome her and introduce her to their mother Metaneira. Demeter lives 

humbly in the castle, sitting on the floor and drinking only mint and barley water while 

Metaneira persuades her to become nursemaid to the infant prince. 

Because she was a devoted mother and nurturer, Demeter loved the prince 

Demophoon^ and wanted to give him immortality. During the day she bathed him in 

ambrosia, the nectar of the gods, and at night she would "plunge him into the heart of a 

fire to bum away his mortal nature" (Mayerson 108). When the queen discovered what 

Demeter was doing with her son, she snatched him away from Demeter. Demophoon 

would now have to face death and not have immortality but would have honor and a long 

life. 

In modem fairy tales, the good is often either dead or not capable of nurturing the 

daughter at that point in the story. For instance, both Cinderella and Snow White's 

mothers are dead; Little Red Riding Hood's mother is not in the dark woods with her, and 

Sleeping Beauty's mother is asleep, under the spell of the wicked fairy. The innocents 
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are removed from the nurturing and protection of their mothers. However, it is the 

protection and endurance elements of the mother image that most frequently emerge in 

war literature and the same holds tme for Vietnam War literature. 

Karen Jay Fowler's science fiction story, "The Lake Was Full of Artificial 

Thing," concerns a woman who uses modem-day technology and hypnosis to go back 

and visit the young man she loved and who was killed in the Vietnam War. Miranda is a 

woman in her fifties when she takes her first virtual-like trip in Dr. Anna Matsui's office. 

Miranda is herself a mother with a grown son, but we do not see matemal characteristics 

in her. This story is more about Miranda and her relationship to herself and the mother 

within her, represented by Anna Matsui, than it is about Miranda as a mother. 

The story opens with Miranda's first virtual-like visit with Daniel under hypnosis 

conducted by Dr Matsui and her assistant, Matthew. In the first virtual-like visit with 

Daniel, he is middle-age and she is in her twenties. Although, it seems at first that 

Miranda is there to rekindle or assuage an old love, we discover later that she is there to 

dismiss the feelings of guilt that she has for Daniel's death. She feels guilty for going to 

the war herself, not persuading Daniel to go to Canada and not enlist, and for leaving 

Daniel before he went to war. It is a lot of weight for a woman to carry for thirty years. 

When Dr. Anna Matsui rouses Miranda from her hypnotic trance or virtual-like visit, 

Miranda confuses Anna Matsui's voice with that of her mother's voice: "It was her 

mother's voice, rousing her for school. Only then it wasn't" (136). In fact, every time 

that Anna rouses Miranda from her "memory that never happened" (136), she confuses 

Anna with her mother. 
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Even though she is on a joumey from innocence to wisdom, Miranda is trying to 

hold on to her innocence of youth. In her first hypnotic visit with Daniel, she notices 

how youthful her skid is. Later when she is trying to convince Anna that she needs 

another visit with Daniel, she sounds almost whiney and child-like, accusing Anna of not 

listening to her, and then picking unhappily "at the loose skin around her nails" (140). 

Dr. Matsui has the protecting and nurturing characteristics associated with a good 

mother. And not only does Miranda confuse Anna Matsui with her mother, but Anna 

acts to mother to Miranda. For instance. Dr. Matsui reaches into Miranda's hair, like a 

mother would, to detach the clips. Miranda even touches Anna Matsui's hair and "then 

her own hair, her cheeks, and her nose" (136), symbolically connecting herself to Anna 

as her daughter. On Miranda's second visit to Daniel, it is Anna's fingers that are on 

Miranda's wrist, bringing her back to safety (139). And Anna is constantly asking 

Miranda if she is feeling better. Certainly this concern is an expected question from a 

therapist, but it is also what one expects from a nurturing mother who is taking care of the 

child. Ironically, we discover that Anna is younger than Miranda; she was not even bom 

when the war was going on. Anna Matsui acts as the mother image who acts as protector 

and teacher. She protects Miranda by bringing her back just when the encounter becomes 

dangerous. She is somewhat like Demeter immersing Demophoon into the fire in order 

to give him immortality because Anna Matsui immerses Miranda into the fire or war and 

of her past and leaves her there just long enough for Miranda to hopefully live a more 

guilt-free life. 
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Dr. Matsui has created an atmosphere for Miranda to visit so that she might both 

preserve the image of Danny as the man she loved and preserve herself as loving person. 

So even though Anna appears motherly to Miranda, it is ultimately up to Miranda to 

come through the joumey and emerge a woman who is reconstmcted from the horrors of 

her own guik and the horrors of death and destmction. Miranda begins to "think her way 

out" of the memory and begins to move away from Daniel, realizing that, Uke some of 

the soldiers in Vietnam, hopefully she will survive. 

However, Miranda can only endure the joumey and the ritual aspects of the 

hypnotic visits in the presence of her mother image. Dr. Anna Matsui. When she takes a 

visit on her own, she meets Daniel in Vietnam and watches as he shoots a child. Only 

after Dr. Matsui tells her that Daniel exists only in her mind, that there is no Daniel 

without Miranda, and that Daniel is not going to retum is Miranda able to encounter 

Daniel one last time. She has the encounter seemingly without her desire, but there she is 

in Vietnam and she "had never imagined a war could be so quief (144). Only during this 

last visit with Daniel is Miranda ready to accept that she always loved Daniel, but that he 

is dead and she is not to blame. No matter how hard she might have tried to change the 

direction that the war went when she was in college and protesting, she could not change 

it, and men died. 

Miranda's wandering into the virtual-like, hypnotic world of the Vietnam War 

symbolizes her wandering around looking for the part of her that remains in the 

underworld of war and in her past. 
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Demeter's nine days of wandering on the roads outside of Athens while the earth 

tums barren and dead is reminiscent of the earth where the fires of war have touched it. 

The number nine (the square of the number three) symbolically represents Demeter as the 

triple goddess because in the three different phases or stages of the goddess, she is Virgin 

(Persephone) Mother (Demeter) and Crone (Hecate). As Barbara Walker notes in The 

Women's Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets, she is also: "Creator, Preserver, Destroyer" 

(218). Walker goes on to say that "the Crone phase of Demeter, Persephone-the-

Destroyer, was identified with the Virgin in late myth" (218-219). It is the Destroyer 

phase of Demeter that is generally associated with war, but by enduring her ritual at the 

Eleusis Festival, one can emerge from initiation rites of Persephone-the-Destroyer phase 

and become wiser. 

Paul Fussell says that the number three is a natural division in the military, and 

subsequently then in war. Fussell discusses the relationship of counting off in threes to 

the "magical or mystical threes of myth, epic, drama, ritual, romance, folklore, prophecy, 

and religion" (127). He goes on to point out that "the well-known triads of traditional 

myth and ritual donate, as it were, some of the meanings and implications to the military 

threes" (127). Looking for origins of the tripartite vision is useless, Fussell says, because 

it is "so ancient that there is no tracking it to its origins" (127). However, he does note 

that the tradition of the tripartite in literature is partly because of the concept that human 

life is divided into three parts— ŷouth, maturity and old age. In part, the tradition reflects 

the classical stages of the Christian experience—Innocence, Fall and Redemption. (128). 

And then as Fussell says: 
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Laid "laterally," as it were, over the experience of infantry soldiers, in the 
Great or any other War, it produces, . . . the stmcture of the paradigmatic 
war memoir: training, "combat," recovery. Or innocence, death, rebirth. 
(128) 

Milton Bates, in The Wars We Took to Vietnam, discusses the politico-poetics of the war 

story and notes that Judith Lewis Herman identifies three stages of recovery in treating 

PTSD. Her analysis of the three parts of PTSD is based on Freud's "reasoning when he 

considered the trauma neuroses of Worid War I. He speculated that war veterans and 

other trauma victims rehearse their painful experiences in dreams as a way of gaining 

mastery over them" (255). The three parts of PTSD are: 

safety, remembrance and mouming, and reconnection. In the first, the 
trauma victim finds a supportive social setting in which to recall the 
traumatic event. In the second, the victim weaves the traumatic memory 
into his or her personal history, then repeats the narrative until it is no 
longer so emotionally charged. In the third stage, the victim constmcts a 
future with a new self, new relationships, and new beliefs. (Bates 255) 

Bates feels that these are some of the social, political and moral functions of "why a war 

story." 

The number three also appears in the short stories about the Vietnam War. 

Miranda, in "The Lake Was Full of Artificial Things," visits Daniel three times; Miss 

Linh, in Butler's "Ghost Story, makes three appearances, two to Major Tmng and one 

with the narrator; Rat Kiley and Mary Anne had been sweethearts since the ninth grade, 

and are going to grow old together and have three children. There are three stages of the 

journey that Gabrielle Tran takes in Butler's "The American Couple," which will be 

discussed more fully in Chapter Five. Owen W. Oilman, Jr. in "John Winthrop's Vision 

of Community," discusses O'Brien's Going After Cacciato. He notes that the form of the 
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novel "represents the essential fragmentation of Vietnam (part visionary dreaming about 

the pursuit of goodness, part remembrance of torturous past happenings, and part anxious 

watchfulness over the present darkness)" {Fourteen Landing Zones 127). The same form 

is evident in The Things They Carried. The characters in the stories are in one stage or 

the other; ahhough the stage of visionary dreaming and the remembrance of past 

happenings seems to dominate. 

In addition, Demeter's temple in Mycenae, called the Eleusinian Mysteries, had 

"triangular doorways, short vaginal passages and round domes, [representing] the womb 

of the Goddess from which rebirth might come"'(Walker 218). According to Richard 

Cavendish, there were nine days of the Eleusis festival of the Greater Mysteries, which 

were held in autumn. According to Hans Biedermann, in Dictionary of Symbolism, "the 

'higher power' of three was of greatest importance in the religion and cosmology of 

ancient Egypt, where any of several grouping of nine gods were called apesedjet, or 

ennead" (38). And according to Clarrisa Pinkola Estes, in Women Who Run With the 

Wolves, "Initiation is enacted by completing tasks" and "there are nine tasks for the 

psyche to complete," which correlate to the nine days that Demeter searched for 

Persephone on earth and the nine days of the Ritual of Mysteries (83). 

The test of endurance is frequently associated with fire, and fire is often part of an 

initiation ritual. Biedermann, on the other hand, says fire can mean something positive 

and something negative: 

[Fire is] the apparently living element, which consumes, warms, and 
illuminates, but can also bring pain and death, has conflicting symbolic 
associations. It is often a holy symbol of the heart (as in the tradition of 
the vestal virgins who tended the sacred flame in ancient Rome), of 
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inspiration and the Holy Spirit (which in the form of'cloven tongues like 
as of fire" descended up on the Apostles at the first Christian Pentecost; 
see Acts 2 ) ; . . . . On the other hand, fire also has the negative aspect of 
the fires of hell, the blaze and the lightning bolt (fire from the heavens) 
that destroy, and the volcanic fire that spews forth from the bowels of the 
earth. (129). 

Scenes in Francis Ford Coppola's Apocalypse Now are awash with fire rising 

from the earth like the flames of hell. As the F-4s zip over the treetops, dropping napalm, 

there is a double image of fire spewing from the "bowels of the earth" and fire falling 

from heaven. Fire in war is destmction, as it is in most wars but especially in the 

Vietnam War where air strikes were common, and napalm burned the straw villages. GIs 

also set fire to straw huts in villages; they called this "zippo-ing villages" (Mayer 41). 

It was sometimes only the fire at the tip of cigarette that could bring on enemy 

attacks. In Tom Mayer's "Kafka for President," the photographer, Bender, fears that the 

glow from the men's cigars and cigarettes would be targets for the VC . 

The images of burned bodies remind us of the horrendous destmctive powers of 

fire. In O'Brien's "The Lives of the Dead," the men had ways of making the dead "seem 

not quite so dead," so they used terms for dead bodies which didn't exactly mean dead to 

the men, like "a VC nurse, fired by napalm, was a crispy critter. A Vietnamese baby, 

which lay nearby, was a roasted peanut. 'Just a cmnchie munchie'" (267). In "Style," 

O'Brien tells about a girl dancing in front of her hamlet which had burned down, and 

although there was not much to find in the village, the men in O'Brien's company 

discovered the family "dead and badly burned. . an infant and an old woman and a 

woman whose age was hard to tell" (153). The fire and the dancing girl remind us once 

again of Demeter and the initiation at her temple in Eleusis where the ritual was probably 
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"enacted as a sacred drama. There was certainly music and dancing, a gong sounding at 

the name of Kore, a spectacular display of torches, and a theophany (the manifestation of 

a deity)" (Cavendish 146). Even Azar, in "The Style," sees the girl dancing as some 

"weird ritual" (154), and when Azar starts mimicking the girl's dance, big, strong Henry 

Dobbins picks him up and starts to dump him in a well, as though Azar could not be part 

of the initiation because he did not know the secrets that the girl carried in her head. The 

symbolism of fire and water in "The Style" exemplifies two of the basic elements of life 

on earth. In the Persephone/Demeter myth, while Demeter is mouming the loss of 

Persephone and strips the earth of water that will feed the grain, she brings on famine. 

There is a strong correlation between fire and water. Not only can fire extinguish water, 

but also fire and water are two of the four basic elements. Even in "The Style," O'Brien 

equates fire to water when he says that the "smoke from the hootches smelled like straw. 

It moved in patches across the village square, not thinking anymore, sometimes just faint 

ripples like fog" (153). It is as though the two elements cannot be separated, and the urge 

to douse fire with water becomes part of the hellish image of war. 

When Lt. Jimmy cross bums Martha's letters at the bottom of his foxhole, he was 

trying to bum the blame that he carried of Lavender's death. In a rainstorm, Jimmy bums 

the Jimmy Cross that existed in the real World when he was innocent, but the reality of 

the underworld becomes more real with the death of Lavender. After he has bumed the 

letters and the picture of Martha, Jimmy emerges from the symbolic fire a soldier; he will 

keep his troops moving; he will accept the blame about Lavender's death, and "He [will] 

be a man about i f (24). Lt. Jimmy Cross is rebom out of the fire that destroyed 
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Martha's letters and his innocence. He did not obtain mortality, but he, like Demophoon, 

at least, will gain honor. In "Love," we learn that, after Martha found out that Jimmy had 

burned her picture, she gave him another one and told him not to bum it up (31). 

In O'Brien's "Field Trip," Tim O'Brien the ex-soldier visits the little field which, 

he thought, "had swallowed too much. Mybestfiiend. My pride. My beHef in myself as 

a man of some small dignity and courage" (210). For him the field had for twenty years 

"embodied all the ways that was Vietnam, all the vulgarity and horror" (210). He takes a 

"swim" in the watery muck where Kiowa died, and even though the water was almost 

hot, it puts out the flame of the war for Tim O'Brien. 

Symbolically, the people in the above stories have gone through a ritual of sorts, 

been protected by the mother image that is either in someone around them or is in 

themselves, and they have endured. 

The rite of passage from innocence to experience through the test of endurance 

aided with help from a good mother or fairy godmother comes from the 

Persephone/Demeter myth. We see both Persephone and the good mother Demeter in 

both the fairy tale Cinderella and the fairy tale Vasalisa 

Although Cinderella is a familiar fairy tale, Vasalisa is less well known in the 

United States. Estes says that the tale is an old Russian tale of a young girl whose mother 

dies. The mother gives Vasalisa a doll and says to her, '"Should you lose your way or be 

in need of help, ask this doll what to do. You will be assisted. Keep the doll with you 

always. Do not tell anyone about her. Feed her when she is hungry" (77). After the 

mother's death, the father remarries a woman with two daughters. The three of them 
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want to get rid of Vasalisa, so they send her into the dark woods to get fire from the witch 

Baba Yaga. Vasalisa finds Baba Yaga and asks her for fire. Baba Yaga is willing to give 

Vasalisa fire only after the little girl has performed seemingly impossible tasks. The doll 

helps Vasalisa perform the tasks, and Baba Yaga gives Vasalisa the fire in the form of a 

skull. Vasalisa takes the fire back home. By moming the evil stepsisters and stepmother 

are bumed to cinders (Estes 77-82). 

Both Cinderella and Vasalisa get help from "others" who assist them in 

performing the task —the birds help Cinderella and the doll helps Vasalisa. Vasalisa 

gains insight by having to wander into the dark and foreboding forest and meet with Baba 

Yaga. Cinderella gains experience by working all day doing heavy chores in the kitchen. 

The joumey and the experience of both Cinderella and Vasalisa give them endurance and 

enable them to seek maturity. In Robert Olen Butler's "Fairy Tale," Miss Noi endures. 

She not only lives through the war in Vietnam; she endures being more or less abandoned 

once she is in the United States. She endures leaving her son in Vietnam because she 

knows that her mother will care for and protect her son. She constantly reminds the 

reader and herself that she is a good girl and not like the other strippers in the bar. And 

finally, she endures becoming a prostitute in New Orleans, and she endures sleeping with 

all the men who pay her for her nightly favors. 

Because she does not know the American idiom, "once upon a time," Miss Noi 

does not understand the American meaning when an American GI from Texas tells a 

story. Miss Noi thinks it is very nice "how you get upon the back of time and ride and 

you don't know where it will go or how it will try to throw you off (45). When she is 

76 



sitting on the barstool, with her clothes on, she is "upon a time" and wonders if she is 

going to fall off (57). It is an interesting concept that one can be "upon time," and that 

one can ride time and stay on it and endure whatever is dealt out by time. Miss Noi has 

taken a long joumey from Vietnam to America, thinking that she was coming over to be a 

wife to an American GI, but when he leaves her, she becomes a stripper in a bar in New 

Orleans. Miss Noi leaves Vietnam an innocent even though she is a mother; she has not 

gone through the initiation of becoming a woman who has a wise wild-Self Not only has 

Miss Noi endured, she has gained strength through her joumey from the world of 

Vietnam, through the underworld of war, and been rebom in the world of New Orleans, 

especially after Mr. Fontenot arrives at the bar. We discem that Miss Noi and Mr. 

Fontenot, like the fairy tale, live happily every after in Thibodaux, Louisiana. 

Miss Noi metaphorically begins her ritual from innocent to wisdom while she is 

still in Vietnam. The father of her son, her boyfiiend, gives a speech to the people of 

Vietnam. He wants to say '"May Vietnam live for ten thousand years,'" but his lack of 

knowledge or ability to use the tonal Vietnamese language, produces '"The sunburnt 

duck is lying down'" (46). Miss Noi interprets the saying into what she feels must be an 

American fairy tale. Like Demophoon when Demeter submerges him in the fire at night, 

the duck is "not bumed up, destroyed. He is only sunbumt" and the duck "is lying down 

and he can get up when he wants to"(47). 

In the classical Greek myth, Demeter attempts to give immortality to Demophoon; 

Miss Noi's fairy tale about a sunbumt duck represents life, not immortality, but life with 

honor, which she finds with Mr. Fontenot. At the end the story. Miss Noi's sunbumt 
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duck represents, for her, Mr. Fontenot. The duck with a long neck and long beak like Mr. 

Fontenot's long neck and long nose, "lives in a place all alone and he does not know how 

to build a nest or preen his own feathers. Because of this the sun shines down and burns 

him, makes his feathers tum dark and makes him very sad" (57). This story reminds us 

of the classical mythological tale of Daedalus and his son Icams who flew too close to 

the sun, his wings meked, and he fell to earth; this duck, however, is saved from falling. 

The duck, like Miss Noi, has undergone a fiery initiation into the world of knowing. It 

takes Miss Noi represented by the nutria who "licks his (the duck's) feathers and makes 

him well" (57), to nurture the duck back to life. The duck, with the aide of the nutria, 

emerges from the fire, well and complete, as Miss Noi and Mr. Fontenot both emerge 

from the fire of war, find each other, and are well and complete. 

In O'Brien's "Speaking of Courage," Norman Bowker is driving in a continuous 

seven-mile circle around the lake in his hometown in Wisconsin: "the lake was often 

filthy and algaed, relying on the fickle prairie rains for replenishment. Still, it was the 

only important body of water within forty miles, a source of pride, nice to look at on 

bright summer days, and later that evening it would color up with fireworks" (158). Even 

though Bowker has lived through the war and has come home, he has not arrived at what 

Herzog calls "consideration"—"arriving at new insights. . . contemplation of fear, 

courage, and cowardice on the battlefield" (139). Bowker thinks that the "war is over 

and there was no place in particular to go" (157). This story, "Speaking of Courage," 

comes from O'Brien's personal account of the war in If I Die In a Combat Zone, Box Me 

Up and Ship Me Home. The summer that O'Brien gets drafted, he takes a long drive 
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around the lake in his hometown in Minnesota. O'Brien had grown up hearing about 

World War n and even the Korean War; now he is going to a war in Vietnam he wanted 

no part of As he drives around the lake, he feels so connected to war that the two, he and 

the war, can not be separated: "The war and my person seemed like twins as I went 

around the town's lake. Twins grafted together and forever together, as if a separation 

would kill them both" (28). The image of the twins grafted together seems to mean that 

O'Brien feels as though he were being bom into a worid that he is rejecting. His child

like display of his anger is reflected in writing "big and ferocious looking" obscene words 

"of bright red" on cardboard, which he later tears up. 

In "Speaking of Courage," Bowker's association of the lake with the war is 

evident in the way he continuously circles it like Indians attacking the wagons in movies. 

He even equates the lake back to the settlers and the Sioux who were there before the 

town. Bowker's consistent circling means that he has yet to arrive at new insights about 

himself He is still in the process of gaining experience. Bowker moums the loss of his 

own innocence as depicted in the town because the "prairie had been baked dry, but in 

August it would get worse. The lake would tum green with algae, and the golf course 

would bum up, and the dragonflies would crack open for want of good water" (165). He 

wants to be able to tell his father that he almost eamed the Silver Star for uncommon 

valor, but the metals he received "were for common valor" (161). While he is circling 

the lake he is thinking how his war stories would impress his father, his high-school 

sweetheart, Sally Gustafson, and the community in which he grew up. It is the Fourth of 

July when Bowker drives the seven-mile circle around the lake, in his father's Chevrolet. 
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The connection between some of his memories of Vietnam—"Red and green and silver 

flares, all colors, and the rain came down in Technicolor" (167)—to the fireworks in his 

hometown is stark. Bowker is watching the fireworks from the water, so he is getting 

purification from both the fire and the water. Because the fireworks are similar to the 

mortar fire in the Vietnam War, watching them from the water helps to make the 

separation from the war. There is hope for Norman Bowker, though. At the end of the 

story, he walks down to the beach and "[wades] into the lake without undressing. The 

water [feels] warm against his skin. He [puts] his head under. He [opens] his lips, very 

slightly, for the taste, then he [stands] up and [folds] his arms and [watches] the 

fireworks. For a small town, he [decides] it was a pretty good show" (173). With this 

baptismal in the lake, especially the lake in his hometown, Bowker is beginning to accept 

both his experience from the war and gain insight to himself and his community. 

Biedermann says that fire is "essentially divine, fire can thus be seen as 'purifying': 

destroying evil or the physical forms" (129-130). Again, as in the story "Style," fire and 

water are linked together to symbolize cleansing and rebirth from destmction. Even 

Jimmy, in "The Things They Carried," bums Martha's letters at the bottom of foxhole 

during a rainstorm. 

In Kate Wilhelm's horrific '"speculative fiction'" story "The Village" (Carter 

179), Mildred Carey feels that the American town is tuming into a fumace, at the same 

time Stillwell wonders how the people in Vietnam stand the heat. The tomato plants that 

Mildred had planted the day before are wilted, and Stillwell is "sunbumed red" (124-

125). The smell of dead fish in Mildred Carey's small town foreshadows the massacre at 
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the end of the story when the American town and the My Lai village meld into one scene 

of fire, murder, and destmction. Susanne Carter, in her article, "Variations on Vietnam: 

Women's Innovative Interpretations of the Vietnam War Experience," points out that 

Wilhelm is exhibiting that "Anyone is capable of being caught in the 'wrong village' 

during the 'wrong war' if war is accepted as natural consequences of our territorial nature 

instead of questioned as an aberration of an inherent instinct for survival of the species" 

(180). The theme of separation from the familiar enhances the ability for a character to 

gain knowledge through experience. Separation of son and father and separation of 

daughter and mother adds a dimension to the element of becoming self-aware. 

Prior to Persephone's abduction to the underworld by Hades, Demeter was a good 

mother to Persephone. Persephone was, after all, also the daughter of Zeus, and Demeter 

was the daughter of Kronos and Rhea. It is important to remember that Demeter was a 

strong-willed and powerful goddess but one who had within her the natural instinct and 

desire to be a mother and a nurse. The image of the good mother in literature is as a 

nurturer, someone who gives birth and aids in the growth and production of humankind 

depicted in the child; in fact, earth is often referred to as Mother Earth. Richard 

Cavendish in Classical Mythology in Literature, Art and Music, says that part of 

Demeter's name 

Incontestably seems to mean "mother" [meter]; but what of the De-or Da-
element? Is it related to the Greek worid for "earth"? Or is it another form 
of the word for "bariey" or "spelt"? Does Demeter's name mean "Earth 
Mother" or "Grain Mother"? (105) 

She is obviously both because she symbolizes not only the nurturing of humankind, but 

her task as goddess is also to try to give humans immortality, and failing that she strives 

81 



to snatch humankind from the jaws of death and give back life. The mother's task is not 

confined to the female but can apply to men who are nurturers, as well. As Donna 

Wilshire says in Virgin, Mother, Crone: Myths and Mysteries of the Triple Goddess: 

"Through our mothers each of us can demonstrate a biological, emotional connectedness 

to the large, all-encompassing web of relationships that is humankind" (118). 

So Demeter as a mother has nursing and nurturing qualities not only for 

Demophoon and Persephone but also for the earth, and at the same time she is Earth. 

Demeter's goodness, and she is always referred to as the "good goddess" by mythological 

critics, was so profound that even while she was grieving for her daughter, she needed to 

bestow her motherly goodness on someone. That someone was Demophoon, prince of 

the king and queen of Eleusis. Edith Hamilton says that Demeter "took the child and 

held him to her fragrant bosom and Metaneria, Demophoon's mother, heart was glad" 

(58). Like Demeter, the good mother is an important image in the fairy tales of Snow 

White, Sleeping Beauty, and Cinderella. All three of these maidens, in the Grimm's 

Fairy Tales, had good mothers who were lost to them through death, as is also the case 

with Estes' fairy-tale maiden, Vasalisa. Prior to the Brothers Grimm rendition of the 

fairy tales, the mother was often the culprit of the tale because she envied her daughter's 

youth and beauty as in "Nourie Hadig." Angela Carter's collection of fairy tales from 

around the world. The Old Wives Fairy Tale Book, has the tale of Nourie Hadig (which 

means tiny piece of pomegranate, reminding us again of Persephone) whose mother was 

very jealous of her. The mother confronts the father and asks him which is more 

important to him, his beautiful daughter or her, his beautiful wife. The father chooses his 
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wife over his daughter, and takes Nourie Hadig out into the forest and leaves her. Nourie 

Hadig finds a house with many treasures in it. She finds a handsome youth sleeping in 

the house, and a voice tells her that she must look after him by preparing his food and 

caring for him. Still only fourteen, Nourie Hadig becomes nurturer and protector while 

still a virgin. 

However, in fairy tale versions of the 1950s and 1960s, the mothers were almost 

always good, leaving evil to stepmothers and old hag-like creatures. Certainly not all 

images of women in stories about the Vietnam War are images of a "good mother" type, 

but the "good mother" is a reasonable starting point in the belief of what a mother should 

be From that image of the "good mother," as overseer, we can see the mother image in 

some of the female characters in the Vietnam War stories. 

The image of someone who oversees the passage from innocence to experience 

and from experience to awareness comes to us from their myths and the fairy tales. 

Clarrisa Pinkola Estes, in Women Who Run With the Wolves, notes that 

There is throughout the world a figure known as the red mother. She is 
not as well known as the black mother or black madonna, but she is the 
watcher of "things coming through." She is especially propitiated by those 
who are about to give birth, for whosoever leaves this world or comes into 
this world has to pass through her red river. Red is a promise that rising 
up or a homing is soon to come. (107) 

So symbolically, the mother oversees the child on its joumey from innocence to 

consideration and awareness. 

As Demeter reconstmcted the earth when Persephone was retumed to her, the 

maidens in the fairy tales were reconstmcted to their rightful position—Cinderella and 

Snow White both marry a prince, as does Sleeping Beauty and the Handless Maiden, and 
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Vasalisa gets her home back the way it was before the wicked step-mother and step

sisters came into her life. The maidens in these tales are "mothers in-the-becoming" 

(Estes 108), and are coming through their joumey of initiation into motherhood. In the 

stories about the Vietnam War, there are good mothers and mothers in-the-becoming like 

Anna Matsui, Miranda's therapist in "The Lake Was Full of Artificial Things," the 

mother and the daughter in "Ghost Story," the mother in "Mid-Autumn," the friend in 

"Preparation," and even Martha in "The Things They Carried." 

One of the most interesting depictions of the mother image is in Robert Olen 

Butler's "Ghost Story." The beautiful young spirit who saves the lives of Major Tmng 

and the narrator is a protector; she is like a fairy godmother to these two men. But it is 

her good-mother who enables her spirit to live on, and, like Demeter, the mother moums 

her daughter's passing. Like Demeter, the old mother says that the "war took the 

sweetest daughter a mother could have" (118), and she is happy that her daughter is not 

forgotten, as though forgetting her would be the worst thing that could happen. The 

shrine to Miss Linh is like the temple that is built for Demeter. Even though the 

Eluesians built the temple to appease Demeter's anger, for Demeter the temple represents 

her station and a place for Persephone to retum to her. The street where Miss Linh's 

mother and Miss Linh's shrine lives is called Lotus, reminding us of Demeter and 

Persephone and their connection to the growing seasons on earth. Like Hades and his 

chariot "drawn by coal-black steeds," the narrator of the ghost story rides through the 

gates of Saigon in a black limousine. This chariot has taken him from the world he has 

known and yet away from possible persecution by the North Vietnamese. He is in the 
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midst of experience of the war and leaving his home. The car is the vehicle that enables 

him to embark on his joumey from experience to consideration. 

In "Ghost Story," it is not the daughter who has made the joumey from innocence 

to awareness, it is the narrator because he is taken away to America, and like the narrator 

in the Coleridge's Rime of the Ancient Mariner, he has to tell his story to anyone he can 

get to listen, as though telling the story is his compensation for surviving the Fall of 

Saigon. 

Miss Noi in 'Tairy Tale" escapes the war in her native land also, but, unlike the 

narrator in "Ghost Story," we do not get the sense that she is trying to compensate. 

Instead of a mother. Miss Noi is a whore, which is often an opposing image associated 

with the mother image in literature. 

On the other hand. Miss Giau, in Butler's "Snow," not only escapes the war in 

Vietnam, she escapes the snow that covers the earth like a blanket of death. In Louisiana, 

which is more like Vietnam than St. Louis is, she begins her ascent into awareness, into 

knowledge because she has endured the experience. By the end of the story we know 

that she has lost her innocence. Like Snow White and Sleeping Beauty, she has 

awakened out of the slumber of innocence into a state of awareness. Although she refers 

to herself as a girl, "I am a good girl" (135), she begins to recognize that, with time, 

everything changes, and she, like water washing dust away, will emerge new and clean. 

The protagonist in Butler's "Mr. Green" is trying to appease her ancestors and 

especially her grandfather by taking care of her late grandfather's parrot. She is forty-one 

years old. The parrot is, according to the veterinarian, bored or lacking vitamins because 
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he is pulling out his feathers. Birds in all cultures play important parts in our myths and 

rituals because of the mystery of flight. At one time, it was assumed that the bird's 

feathers magically allowed it to be lifted by air into the sky, and "Birds symbolize the 

power that helps people to speak reflectively and leads them to think out many things in 

advance before they take action" (Biedermann 39). The grandfather takes the 

granddaughter to the market, and they buy twelve sparrows which have had their wings 

clipped and could not fly. When they retum home with the birds, the grandfather 

instmcts his granddaughter to take the birds to her mother. The mother instmcts her 

daughter on how to wring the sparrows' necks so that they can be roasted for dinner. 

Even though the daughter isn't comfortable with killing the little sparrows, she knew that 

it was a "part of growing up and becoming a woman" like her mother (23). 

The grandfather tells his granddaughter about the spirit world and how their 

ancestors still need love and attention even after they are dead, and if not attended, they 

will wander around and the birds will pluck out their eyes (18). This same image is in the 

Brothers Grimm's Cinderella, when the step-mother and step-sisters are punished for 

their cmelty to Cinderella by the birds who peck their eyes out. In "Mr. Green" the 

granddaughter can not be responsible for her grandfather's soul because she is a girl: 

'"You are a girl,' he said. 'So it's not possible for you to do it alone. Only a son can 

oversee the worship of his ancestors'" (19). The young girl loves the parrot, Mr. Green, 

and the grandfather makes sure that she gets him after he is dead. She carries the parrot 

on her shoulder and the parrot takes her ear in his beak but never hurts her ear, as though 

she is some seer with power to understand his language. In China the word for bird is 
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niao which "also means 'penis'" (Biederman 39). She does inherit the parrot after her 

grandfather's death, and brings the parrot to the United States with her. Mr. Green talks 

to her, which mythically gives her some secret power because, according to Barbara 

Walker, "Myths repeatedly credit seers with power to understand the language of birds" 

(102). The parrot represents the grandfather and his soul that she, even though she is a 

girl, is taking care of 

When the grandfather is dying, the young girl senses his disdain for women when 

he tells her that her mother and grandmother are foolish The young girl wants to be like 

her mother and wants to have the experience and ultimately the awareness and 

knowledge that her mother and grandmother have. When Mr. Green starts repeating 

'"Not possible,'" the same response her grandfather gave her about caring for him after 

he is dead, she ignores the parrot as though she is ignoring her grandfather. She did, after 

all, keep the parrot alive for at least twenty years after her grandfather's death. But when 

the bird, like her grandfather, grows old and sick, she knows it is time for Mr. Green to 

die. As her mother taught her years before, she pins Mr. Green down on the ground and 

wrings his neck. 

Because she has committed an act that symbolizes her maturity, she becomes 

more aware of herself and she wonders if she will end up in the "old woman's section" of 

the church. More importantly, she realizes that women can't do anything for the men 

who die, and neither can women, but women don't mn away (28). 

In the Persephone/Demeter myth, Persephone is taken away against her will, and 

Demeter is on a mission. The women endure; the women do not mn away. However, 
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Clarrisa Pinkola Estes gives a rendition of an ancient tale called "The Handless Maiden," 

where the maiden does mn away into the woods much like Snow White mns away. In the 

fairy tale, a miller is cutting wood when the devil appears. The devil says that he will 

give the miller all the riches in the world for what is standing behind the mill. The miller 

thinks of the apple tree standing behind his mill and makes the pact with the devil. He 

does not know that his innocent, beautiful daughter is standing under the tree sweeping. 

In the pact, the father has to chop off the hands of his own daughter to appease the devil, 

but the tears from the daughter cleansed her wounds, and she again was pure, so the devil 

could not take her. 

But because it is a fairy tale and similar to the Persephone/Demeter myth, the 

Handless Maiden endures having her hands cut off, by her father, no less, and marries a 

king, has her own son, and presumably lives happily ever after. Estes says that the 

daughter in the tale, like Persephone, "is a lovely creature to behold and innocent. Yet, 

she could forever sweep the yard behind the mill— b̂ack and forth and back and forth— 

and never develop knowing. Her metamorphosis has no metabolism" (427). Estes says 

that the 

apple tree in the tale symbolizes a beauteous aspect of women, the side of 
our nature that has its roots sunk into the world of the Wild Mother, where 
it is nurtured from below. The tree is the archetypal symbol of 
individualization; it is considered immortal for its seeds will live on, its 
root system shelters and revivifies, it is home to an entire food chain of 
life. Like a woman, a tree also has its seasons and its stages of growth; it 
has its winter, it has its spring. (430) 

The apple tree and the Persephone/Demeter myth are symbolically the same: 

Demeter has her root sunk in the worid of the Wild Mother and is nurtured by her 

88 



daughter below. Demeter and Persephone live on in the myth, and Demeter determines 

the seasons of the Worid. In the myth and in fairy tales, the women endure. Mother 

nature, or Mother Earth nurtures them—the Maiden by a pear tree that bends it branches 

over so that she can eat a pear, and Persephone by the love from her mother. They endure 

because they are women, but they are women who adapt to circumstances that they can 

not control. It may be their ability to adapt that makes them pliable to their situations and 

keeps them alive. The protagonist in "Mr. Green" adapts to her looking after her 

grandfather's soul who takes on the form of the parrot. Even though, in one sense, she 

has had her wings clipped like the sparrows in the market because she is a girl and has 

limitations put on her, she ends up forty-years old and taking care of her grandfather's 

parrot. When it is time for the parrot to die because she hears the same cough coming 

from the parrot's chest that she heard rattle her grandfather's chest, she carries the parrot 

outside on her arm. Because her mother taught her how to kill birds, she knows just how 

to handle Mr. Green. 

She describes killing the parrot and in some way recaptures her ancient beliefs 

about the role of women in the Vietnamese culture: 

I quickly reached to Mr. Green and grasped him at his chest, lifted him 
and caught him with my other hand before he could stmggle. His wings 
were pinned and he was bigger in my hands than I had ever imagined. But 
a Vietnamese woman is experienced in these things and Mr. Green did not 
have a chance even to make a sound as I laid him on his side, pinned him 
with my knee, slid my hands up and wmng his neck. (28). 

The protagonist in "Mr. Green" is also reminded of the women around Jesus when he was 

cmcified, and we are also reminded that it was women who prepared Jesus for burial. 

89 



And she remembers that the men ran away when Jesus died. It was the women in 

Christianity who protected and nurtured, not the men. 

In Butler's "Preparation," a woman prepares her friend Thuy's body for burial. 

This preparation scene is extremely nurturing and mothering. By remembering their 

childhood together in Vietnam, the protagonist, in "Preparation," moves through their 

lives together. Thijy, her best friend, actually married the man that the protagonist 

wanted and that every woman wanted, Le Van Ly. When they were young girls they 

were very modest and made up their toes "beautifully, like the statue of Mary in the 

church" (143). In the preparation room, the friend makes up Thuy's face and strokes 

Thuy's hair and surprisingly finds resistance from the dead body. Angered that Thuy 

does not seem completely dead, the protagonist momentarily tums away from her friend. 

But because she is a woman, and a fifty-year-old woman who has gained experience, she 

tums back to Thiiy and continues to bmsh her hair. 

We discover in the story that Thuy has died of ovarian cancer. As she prepares 

her friend for burial, she remembers when Thiiy asked her to comb her hair before, when 

Thuy disclosed her love for Ly, the same man that the protagonist loves. During the 

preparation she thinks, "She was having me make her hair beautiful so she could go off to 

the spirit world and seduce the one man there who could love me" (151). Even in death 

Thuy's fingemails are "carefully stroked with the red paint the color of her favorite 

Winesap apples" (145). The image of the apple reminds us of an apple tree which here 

symbolizes what Este's calls the "interchangeable symbols of the feminine Self, and the 

fixiit is a symbol of nourishment and maturation of our knowledge of that Self (431). 
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Throughout the story, Thiiy's breasts symbolize the feminine in her and the lack of 

ultimate femininity in the protagonist. The protagonist's jealousy of Thuy's beauty and 

especially her breast gives the protagonist a sense of ignorance, while Thuy, we later 

discover, has lost her breasts to cancer, and had her soul tested. Estes says that 

As with apples, it takes time for maturation, and the roots must find their 
ground and at least a season must pass, sometimes several. If the maiden 
soul sense remains untested, nothing more can occur in our lives. But if 
we can again underworld roots, we can become mature, nourishing to 
sour. Self, and psyche. (431) 

Thuy gained "underworld roots" by experiencing the horrors of a kind of death 

and at losing one of the most obvious definitions of her femininity. When the protagonist 

makes the discovery about Thuy's breasts, she, too, is tested and matures. The women 

symbolize both worlds—the world where the protagonist lives and the underworld of the 

dead where Thuy is now. She kisses Thiiy as like a mother kisses a daughter on the 

forehead, and she unpins the bun at the nape of her neck, happy to make Thuy beautiful. 

The protagonist's understanding about her and Thuy's relationship comes in a 

flashback when Thuy and Le Van Ly tell her that they love each other and are going to 

get married: "I realized something with a shock that I actually had come to understand 

slowly all along. Like suddenly noticing that you are old. The little things gather for a 

long time, but one moming you look in the mirror and you understand them in a flash" 

(149). Even though the friend feels shame at envying Thuy for marrying the man she 

loved, she envies Thuy more for her beautiful breasts. At one time, she was resentful of 

Thuy because she refused to wear her hair in a bun at the nape of the neck like a 
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"respectable" fifty-year-old Vietnamese woman. Instead, Thuy held on to something 

from her innocent girlhood and wore her long hair down. 

Her curiosity prompts her to take a look at the beautiful body that she envied for 

so long, and she pulls the sheet from Thuy's nude, dead body. When she does, she 

discovers that Thuy had had one breast removed. The protagonist gains knowledge from 

discovering that Thuy has had to endure something more horrific than losing a first love 

to her best friend. Thiiy had obviously endured the horrors of breast cancer, and the 

friend thinks that it is a woman's breast that "always defined [her] place in the world of 

women" (152). Through her discovery of the horror that Thuy must have endured, she no 

longer feels the shame she felt at feeling envy for her best friend because all the envy was 

too childish and too simple. 

It is important to note that not all the stories of nurturing women are in fiction; 

some appear in the memoirs of women who went to Vietnam and served as nurses. In 

fact, most of the women who went to Vietnam served as nurses, nurturing the injured 

back to life. Their stories are as horrific as the stories of the men in combat. In Hearts of 

Fire: Great Women of American Lore and Legend, Kemp Battle's has compiled a 

collection of narratives, poems, and stories about women. Winnie Smith's essay "'I Hate 

Them Dying Alone'" recounts when a general comes to the hospital to pen Purple Hearts 

on the patients. The general routinely reads off names and ranks, pins the medals to 

pajama tops and moves on. When a patient mistakes him for a priest, the general 

becomes ill at ease and backs away. Winnie moves in and begins suction on the patient. 

The general asks if the patient is okay, and Winnie says he is. However, Winnie knows 
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better and wonders how they can accommodate one more patient. They put those 

patients expected to die behind curtains. She finds herself going behind the curtains 

because she hates to see them dying alone. Because of their strength, it is generally 

women, or the feminine aspect, who remain with the dying, who try to nurture them as 

best as they can, who prepare the dead, who remain and who endure. 

Even Martha, we discover, in Tim O'Brien's story, "Love," becomes a Lutheran 

missionary and a trained nurse (30). And visiting Martha when he retumed home, 

Jimmy admits that "there were things about her that he would never know" (30). For 

Jimmy, as for Mr. Cohen, Mr. Fontenot and for Vinh Tran in Butler's "The American 

Couple," there are things that men will never know about the women they love. Demeter, 

goddess of earth and of grain, gave mysteries to women and men so that, as found on the 

tomb on one initiate, '"death is no ill to mortals, but rather a good.'" Cicero, the first 

century BC poet says much the same thing: '"We have learned to live and die with a 

better hope'" (Cavendish 146). 

According to Cavendish, on the first day of the Eleusis festival, "the Herald 

issued an invitation to those of clean hands, intelligible speech (meaning Greek), and just 

lives" (146). This description probably means that the boy or girl had to be a virgin and 

an innocent, free of all aspects of evil or malicious acts. Although we don't know what 

happened during the rituals, we do know that they involved both boys and girls in an 

initiation ritual on "behalf of the Athenian state" (146). Whether it was a boy or girl 

going through the ritual, he or she was known as the ''pais aph' hestias, or child from the 

hearth, ensuring the goddesses' blessing on the state and on its young life" (146). 
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Because Demeter was the goddess of these mysteries, it seems possible that the mysteries 

surrounding women are those given directly to women from Demeter, mysteries that 

women may not necessarily know, because during the ritual there was an "antiphonal cry, 

rhyming in Greek, to the sky 'Rain!' to the earth 'Conceive!'" (146). 

Conception for the soon-to-be mother in Butler's "Mid-Autumn" means not only 

becoming a mother and being able to share her life with someone other than her husband, 

but it means hope, hope for her, for her daughter who will be bom in a country where she 

has a chance to grow up, hope that her daughter will know both the mysteries of her own 

heart and that of her mother's culture, and ultimately hope that her daughter will have a 

better life than she did. Just as Demeter bestowed her secrets on those innocents who 

came to the Festival of Mysteries, this mother in Butler's story says that it is the "custom 

for the mother to begin this conversation with the child in the womb, to begin counseling 

[the daughter] in matters of the world that [the daughter] will soon enter" (95). 

Very similar to the Festival of the Greater Mysteries held in autumn in Eleusis, 

the mother in "Mid-Autumn" tells her daughter about a Mid-Autumn Festival celebrated 

in Vietnam. There is some confusion about the Festival of Mysteries held in Eleusis 

because: 
r 

It is not clear whether the period of desolation and death is the winter, 
when the sees was in the earth after the autumn sowing (as the Homeric 
Hymn suggest with its reference to spring) or the parched, dry summer, 
when the seed-com from the spring harvest was stored in the jars 
underground. It was brought out for the autumn sowing, and autumn was 
the season of the Mysteries. (Cavendish 146) 

The festival in "Mid-Autumn" celebrates a trip to the moon that an emperor made 

when he was young. This emperor wrote poetry, and "Since all poets are full of silver 
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threads that rise inside them as the moon grows large, the emperor yearned to go to the 

moon" (98). The emperor got to the make the trip, and, even though he loved being 

carried on the shoulders of the fairies on the moon, he knew his people needed him: 

"There was another worid to deal with" (99). The Vietnamese emperor returned to earth, 

but he could never go back to the moon. Like Demeter celebrating the retum of her 

daughter to her every year, the emperor wanted to celebrate his visit to the moon so 

"there would be a celebration throughout the kingdom to remember the beautiful land 

that was left behind"(99). 

The story "Mid-Autumn" is about language because the mother knows 

Vietnamese and not English, and she speaks to her daughter in Vietnamese. However, 

she says that language is not important, that she must listen to her heart. English words 

are "like the pollen that in the spring makes [her] sneeze and that lets the flowers bear 

their own children" (95). Through language she gives her daughter her secrets. John 

Lawson notes that Isocrates says that during the services Demeter '"gave us the greatest 

of all gifts, first, those fruits of the earth which saved us from living the life of beasts, and 

secondly, that rite which makes happier the hopes of those that participate therein 

conceming both the end of life and their whole existence'" (563-64). The mother in 

"Mid-Autumn" tells her daughter about the man she loved and lost to the war in Vietnam, 

but explains to her that her father, the man the mother is married to, is a good man, too. 

There is such hope in this mother's conversation with her daughter because she tells the 

unbom daughter how happy she is that she is a girl. She compares this to what she thinks 

her own mother might have gone through when she delivered a daughter and not a son: 
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"she shared the cast-down look of my father" that she had given birth to a girl and not a 

boy. She tells her unbom daughter that she is glad that she is a girl and that she will 

understand her better than if she were a boy. 

Like the mother in "Mid-Autumn," a father is "talking" to the son he has never 

seen in Butler's "In the Clearing." The father lives far from his son who knows another 

father. In "Mid-Autumn" the message is of hope and a good life for the daughter. In "In 

the Clearing," the father tells his son not to be afraid and to embrace those things that he 

fears. He recounts his own fear as a child when it was fun and exciting, and he recounts 

his own fear as an aduh in the war when he sees two men "splashed with their own 

blood" and fear claws at his chest (107). The father still remembers how it felt to be one 

"without hope" who left Vietnam. The myth he tells his son is about the gentle dragon 

who is the father of Vietnam. The dragon is lonely till he meets a princess and falls in 

love. They have one hundred children who inherited "bravery and gentleness from their 

father and charm and delicacy of feeling from their mother" (109). When the dragon 

reaHzes that his family is too large to live in one place, he sends half of the children with 

his wife and they travel east. The dragon takes the other half of the one hundred children 

and travels south The princess becomes Queen of the Ocean and the dragon King of the 

Land. Unlike the myth of Mid-Autumn Festivals, there is no mention of the word hope, 

only that the son should save his life. 

In "Mid-Autumn" the image of hope is associated with the feminine and in "In the 

Clearing" the image of bravery is associated with the masculine. Bravery connotes action 

and the present. Hope connotes the future and hope means rebirth and the chance to 
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endure something and come through in order to get to something better. Hope is the 

promise that, if one descends into the worid of the dead, one has a chance of rising to a 

richer and better life as Kore rose from the worid of the dead (Cavendish 146). Again as 

Cicero says of the Festival of Mysteries, '"We have learned to live and die with a better 

hope'" (Cavendish 146). 

In "Vietnam and John Winthrop's Vision of Community," Owen W. Gilman, Jr. 

discusses Tim O'Brien's novel Going After Cacciato and how Paul Berlin's "fall back 

into a community project that led him and others to the miseries and moral complexities 

of Vietnam. . . reaffirms the sprit that vitalized Winthrop's text: the good begins in 

dreams" (139). The Puritan John Winthrop set forth what should be the ideal community. 

The people in the community would follow two basic laws: (1) that every man should 

help his fellow man, and (2) the man should give help out of affection (126). So, as 

Gilman points out, "Our best dreams must join us with others. The scope of our vision 

must be as large as we can make it. It will never be easy. But it must be. Imagine it" 

(139). It other words, have hope and endure like a good mother. 
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Notes 

Demophoon was the youngest son of Celeus and Metaneira, and he was prince 
of Eleusis; however, it was the oldest son, Triptolemus, whom Demeter initiated into the 
Mysteries. Triptolemus's name means '"thrice warring'[and] was taken to mean 'thrice 
plowing,' and Triptolemus develops into the hero of the thrice-plowed field, the inventor 
of the plow and agriculture, and of civilization which is the resuk of i f (Mayerson 111). 
Neither Mayerson nor Cavendish refers to the infant prince that Demeter baptized in the 
fire. 

There are numerous novels and stories about the Vietnam War with fire in the 
title. Fields of Fire, Friendly Fire, In the Field of Fire, Free Fire Zone: Short Stories by 
Vietnam Veterans and many other novels, short stories and poems remind us that 
defoliant and napalm were the two most common weapons used in Vietnam, a war tmly 
of hellish images. 
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CHAPTER IV 

HECATE THE WISE CRONE AND RECONSTRUCTION 

The crone phase of Demeter, Persephone-the-Destroyer, was identified 
with the Virgin in late myth, so the Maiden abducted into the underworid 
was sometimes Kore, sometimes Persephone. Like all the oldest forms of 
the basic Asiatic Goddess she [Demeter] appeared as Virgin, Mother and 
Crone, or Creator, Preserver, Destroyer . . . 

— Barbara Walker, The Women's Encyclopedia of Myths and 
Secrets, 218 

In Vietnam War Stories: Innocence Lost, Toby Herzog points out that "More 

sophisticated war literature. . . moves beyond innocence and battlefield experiences into 

Fussells' third category as the soldiers attempt to order and understand their experiences" 

(15-16). Herzog notes that is some stories and novels, men are encouraged to "engage in 

Fussell's third stage of a soldier's joumey through his war experiences, a period of quiet 

consideration away from the battlefield' (139). This third category correlates with the 

third image of the triple goddess of the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate/Hecate myth that of 

the crone stage. As noted in Barbara Walker's quote above, Demeter and Persephone is 

often the same goddess, and the wise, experienced goddess who had gained some insight 

and established a strong sense of self-actualization, is the Crone. 

Herzog points out that 

This third stage of memory, reconstmction, and consideration may result 
in repudiation or affirmation of the war, insight about the ironies of war, 
self-awareness, nostalgia for the war environment and battlefield fiiends, 
or social estrangement. Such moments can occur in the war 
environment—for example, Paul Berlin's night of consideration in Going 
After Cacciato [O'Brien's novel]—or this reflection may primarily occur 
on a retum to the States as in Herr's Dispatches. (16) 
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In order to survive the war experience and to "get on" with a sane life, people who have 

experienced a war, must in some way gain some insight as to what they experienced and 

adapt to the experience. 

It is experience that allows for the development of the characters in stories about 

the Vietnam War. However, in some cases, like Mildred Carey in Kate Wilhelm's "The 

Village," the character dies before she can develop into a self-aware person; therefore, it 

is questionable if Mildred would have ever developed into an aware woman. Even 

though she observed what was going on around her, Mildred didn't fully understand the 

implications of events in her own life. 

In Waking the World, A. B. Chinen says: 

Fairy tales and folk legends are beloved to young and old because they 
offer images that echo those of our own fantasies— t̂he impossible 
situations we get ourselves into and the miraculous ways we'd like to use 
to find our way out. All of us experience suffering as uniquely our own, 
yet these wondrous tales make clear that we are each and all victims of the 
common human condition. Life challenges us to find creative solutions 
that can, with a little help from our friends, transform us from victims into 
something approaching the heroic, (xi) 

Tim O'Brien says in If I Die In A Combat Zone, that "Fear hurts and humiliates. It is 

hard to be brave. It is hard to know what bravery is" (31). Just as young women in fairy 

tales are "mothers in-the-becoming" (Estes 108), and are coming through their joumey of 

initiation into motherhood, the people in these stories about the Vietnam War are 

"coming through" experiences on their joumey of initiation into awareness, into gaining 

insight as to their own place in the events, and coming to an understanding of themselves. 

This joumey of understanding takes them on the road to self-actualization. Part of that 
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understanding is coming to grips with fear. Herzog points out that, in O'Brien's novel. 

Going After Cacciato, Cacciato leads Paul Beriin on a "literal and figurative joumey to 

partial understanding" (165), which is symbolized in the joumey that Beriin and the 

other men take to bring Cacciato back. Making the joumey of experience and then 

coming through it on the other side with some awareness and insight is just as important 

for the people who did not go to war as those who did. For some people in these stories, 

the awareness, the insight comes during battle, for some, it comes when they leave 

Vietnam and retum to the Worid, and for some it takes years and may never happen. For 

some, the fear kills them in the end when they are back in the real World. 

In the triple goddess myth of Persephone/Demeter/Hecate/Hecate, it is Hecate the 

crone that represents the state of menopause that gives women the ability to obtain 

knowledge, a kind of knowledge that leads to awareness and self-actualization: 

The mind of a postmenopausal woman is virtually uncharted territory, for 
men have shown little inclination to explore it. Doctors and psychiatrists 
glibly ascribe any or all of her difficulties to "menopausal depression," or 
a similar diagnostic catchall. However, it may be that her real needs and 
urges simply are not understood, so the experts have no jargon to describe 
them. Just as our society has no symbol to represent them. (Walker, Crone 
91) 

Demeter the Mother is the symbol of the birth-giving mother, the coming-through 

experience, equating to coming through the birth canal and emerging from darkness into 

the world. Hecate is the crone stage of the triple goddess Demeter. Hecate is the sage or 

wise woman who represents the "knowing" and "understanding" phases of experience. 

The triple goddess of Persephone/Demeter/Hecate/Hecate as addressed by Victoria 

Weinstein, in "Persephone's Underworid Joumey: Reclaiming A Resurrection Narrative 
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for Women," "venerates women in their three biological life phases of pre-menstmal, 

fertile, and menopausal" (1). According to Donna Wilshire, in Virgin, Mother, Crone: 

Myths and Mysteries of the Triple Goddess, the crones were the "ones most capable of 

offering guidance and direction to others, the most likely persons to have the wisdom, the 

time, and experience to heal the sick and minister to the dying" (211). This image of the 

crone as a wise woman has diminished in part because patriarchal societies tended to 

"belittle women's intellect by calling it instinctive, unconscious, ultimately irrational" 

(7). While patriarchal societies recognized women's perspicacity, "men dismissed it with 

the rather contemptuous term intuition instead of applying its real name, intelligence'' 

(Walker, Crone 7). The patriarchal influence is why the crone is often confused with the 

hag, and the hag is associated to the Devil (Walker, Encyclopedia 366). In Butler's 

"Ghost Story," for instance, the ghost of Miss Linh takes on a horrible hag-like 

appearance with a wide ugly mouth and a black tongue when she devours Major Tmng. 

Walker points out also that "hag" was synonymous with "fairy" in the sixteenth-century 

{Encyclopedia 367). 

In fairy tales, the hag has taken the place, for the most part, of the wise crone; 

however, there is still the wise crone image of the fairy godmother who waves her magic 

wand and produces the chariot, Cinderella's dress, the horses and, of course, the glass 

slipper in both the seventeenth-century Charles Perrault version and in the twentieth-

century Walt Disney version of Cinderella. Even here, the fairy godmother is more like a 

fairy "good" mother than a wise crone. However, in Grimm's Cinderella, it is doves that 

bestow all the glitter on Cinderella. The stepmother in Grimm's Snow White is disguised 
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as an old peddler woman when she brings the poison to Snow White. In Grimm's The 

Sleeping Beauty, however, the invitation to princess Rosamond's birth goes out to 

thirteen "wise women" who are not depicted as haggish if they bestow lovely gifts on the 

infant. But because there are only twelve golden plates for the wise women, the one 

wise woman who is not invited bestows the evil hex on Rosamond. When the princess 

meets the wise woman fifteen years later, the woman is depicted as an "old woman 

diligently spinning her flax" (96-97). The image has changed from wise woman to "old 

woman" connoting a haggish appearance. On the other hand, in Gv\mm's Little Red 

Riding Hood, it is the wise grandmother who discovers the second wolfs plot to devour 

Little Red Riding Hood. Even in Frank Baum's The Wizard of Oz, there is the hag-like 

witch who contrasts to Glinda, the good-witch. Ghnda is considerably younger in 

appearance than the Wicked Witch of the West. Baum's image of the Wicked Witch 

retains the image of the all-knowing, all-seeing, wise crone because the witch had "but 

one eye, yet that was as powerful as a telescope, and could see everywhere" (135). The 

crone knows and can see things that others can not see, as depicted in the wicked 

stepmother in Snow White and in Sleeping Beauty. 

In the short fiction about the Vietnam War addressed in this study, old women 

are sometimes wise, but they often have characteristics that are more reminiscent of a 

hag. Robert Olen Butler's old women are frequentiy depicted as wise as in his "Ghost 

Story." The mother of the ghost Miss Linh doesn't say much; just that the worid has lost 

the sweetest daughter a mother could have (118). The tum of events to the mother losing 

the daughter in this story—instead of the daughter losing the mother as in the fauy 
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tales—brings Victoria Weinstein's argument about the trilogy of Persephone-Demeter-

Hecate myth into mind while discussing Butler's story. Weinstein says, "Mother 

Demeter operates in the Persephone myth as a conspicuous defender of her daughter, 

raging and railing against the injustice perpetrated by Hades" (2). As noted in the 

Persephone chapter of this study, like Persephone, Miss Linh has joumeyed to the 

underworld; but at the same time, like the mother Demeter, she is protecting those who 

she wants to have long lives, like the narrator. Her appearance to the major and the 

narrator may also be her way of raging and railing against the injustice of war or of the 

North Vietnamese against the South Vietnamese. Major Tmng, a Vietnamese Army 

major, died "horribly in the jaws of this enticing woman" while the narrator, and 

employee for the American embassy, was allowed to live. When the narrator is rescued 

the second time, he fears he will also see her monstrous tongue. Her face is round like a 

"bloated summer moon" (123), associating her with what the Old High Germans called a 

"moon priestess" or a "wise-woman Hagazussa" or the "New Year festival of Hagmena, 

Hag's Moon," (Walker, Encyclopedia 366-367). According to Weinstein, Hecate 

"appears in so many other Hellenic myths as the hag goddess—mysterious guardian of 

crossroads and inhabitant of Hades who later becomes knows as 'Queen of the Witches'" 

(2). Even though the mother looks like a crone in "Ghost Story," it is the ghost of Miss 

Linh who is portrayed as a Hecate-like character because "Hecate can be considered 

similar to the Holy Spirit in that she travels freely between the earthly and the 

subterranean realms and serves as a mediator between the two" (Weinstein 3). 
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Similariy, Miranda in "The Lake Was Full of Artificial Things," travels relatively 

freely between the earthly and subterranean realms if the war is considered a 

subterranean realm. In her travels to the "underworid" of her past and of the war, that 

Miranda makes under the direction of her therapist. Dr. Anna Matusi, she becomes 

twenty again, wearing moccasins and dropping daisies. 

At the time of her therapy sessions with Anna Matsui, Miranda is in her late 

forties or early fifties, so she is either in or entering menopause, or she may even have 

passed menopause. Barbara Walker, in Crone: Woman or Age, Wisdom and Power, says: 

The original Crones of the matriarchal community were women past the 
age of menopause, in whom the blood of life no longer appeared outside 
the body. However to our remote ancestors this was not necessarily a sign 
of its disappearance. It was clear enough that pregnant women also ceased 
to menstmate, presumably because their magic blood was otherwise 
occupied in the manufacture of the female miracle, a new life. When the 
aged mothers of the prehistoric tribe ceased to menstmate, it was similarly 
assumed that their magic blood was retained within the body for another 
wonderful purpose. Since it was usually described as wise blood, and old 
women were described as the wisest of mortals, it is not surprising to find 
that retained menstmal blood was often regarded a the source of their 
wisdom. The primitive idea was still extant even in Christian Europe up 
to the seventeenth century, when official opinions about witches included 
the assertion that their magic powers resulted from permanent retention of 
their lunar blood within their bodies. (49) 

Likewise, Donna Wilshire says, "The Crone is a woman past her bearing years. In 

mother-centered societies women too old to give birth or to menstmate— t̂hose who keep 

the Wise Blood inside—have often been the most respected, most feared, most beloved, 

wisest members of the community" (211). 

Miranda has reached a stage in her life where she is searching for wisdom, for an 

understanding of both Daniel's death and her part in his death. On her last visit with 
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Daniel, Miranda is trying to think her way out of the underworid where Daniel is. 

Because she is moving into the crone stage of her life, she has to take on the 

responsibility of knowledge and understanding, which until she visits Daniel, she does 

not have. Miranda seeks the underworld of the war and an understanding of the death that 

came like a bird over her head. Finally, Miranda understands that some people died, but 

some people would survive and she is able to move forward into acceptance and 

understanding with this insight. 

In "The Lake Was Full of Artificial Things," the goddess Hecate is using one of 

her most cherished attributes, the ability to manipulate time: "time-factoring was their 

special domain and responsabiltiy [sic]" (Walker 211), to meld one time and one place 

into another. 

Mildred Carey is thrown into the war by some warping of time and nature in "The 

Village." Here the crone stage of the triple Goddess, Hecate, is the destroyer or as 

Wilshire calls her "Decay, Death, and Regeneration" (213), but in the story, the crone, 

Hecate, is just death and destmction. This image of death and destmction occurs because 

Mildred, although there is an assumption that she is a "mature" woman, may not be 

holding in the wise blood—she may not have entered menopause and therefore does not 

understand and never understands what is going on as the village of Vermont and the 

Vietnamese village of My Lai become one. 

Like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, Mildred notices that "they've done something 

to the weather" (124), as though a group of hands had manipulated nature into reacting to 

a whim, just as the heat brings on the violent storm in 77?̂  Wizard ofOz. For Mildred 
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and the village in Vermont, the heat is unbearable, and for Mike and Stilwell the heat in 

Vietnam is just as unbearable: 

"How can these people stand this heat all the time?'" Stilwell said 
after a moment. The sun wasn't up yet, but it was eighty-six degrees, 
humidity near one hundred percent. 

"People, he says. Boy, ain't you even been briefed? People can't 
stand it, that the first clue." (125) 

The implication here, of course, is that "people" are the Americans in Southeast Asia, and 

the Vietnamese are not "people." 

The manipulation with the weather in "The Village," of course, foreshadows the 

manipulation with time and place. Similar to Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Five, 

Mildred and Stilwell both time travel. In other words, what is happening at one time on 

one spot of the earth is happening at that same time on another spot of earth, as though 

the gods, or goddess, got confused and put these two locations and incidents together to 

teach us, one more time, that it can happen to any of us or that everything is relevant as to 

the time and place and perspective of the event. The ability to time travel in order to 

stave off death and destmction is Billy Pilgrim's way of adapting to destmction and 

moving into some "understanding" of what reality is in Slaughterhouse Five. However, 

Pilgrim comes to understand that it does not matter what happens and that whatever 

happens is always going to happen and he comes to understand and accept this anomaly. 

Mildred Carey never has awareness or understanding that her "place" is a happening of 

fate and that she could just as easily have been one of the women massacred at My Lai if 

she had been bom and raised in. Mildred does not understand her community much less 

the events happening around her. 
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Mildred Carey's statement that Mark is probably safer in Vietnam than he is on 

the streets of America assures her that what she secretly wishes for the "enemy" in 

Vietnam is what she secretly wishes for people who smoke marijuana in her Village. 

She, like everyone else, never makes the connection between herself and the "others" 

even in her small town, let alone the women in My Lai. Mildred Carey's safe home 

becomes her chaos. She is never able to emerge from her underworld into a state of 

awareness. 

For Mildred and for Stilwell in Vietnam, the transformation from life to death and 

then life again never takes place; it stops at death because Stilwell is still in the 

"experience" stage and Mildred has not been able to adapt to the awareness stage and 

understand herself In the story Mildred's view of the world is extemal; she squints 

through the bright light—seeing only through her physical eye and not through the inner 

eye of her soul. She notices the filthy Henry children, the young people with long hair, 

people going in and out of the market, and then, finally, the soldiers who kill the people 

in the village. Even by the end of the story, Mildred remains in a state of unknowing. 

The last image of Mildred is objectively viewing the scene as though she is not a part of 

it. Mildred is massacred along with the rest of the village. Some of them are young 

mothers, some mere children, some old, and some, like Mildred, who might have been on 

the verge of moving into a period of awakening, of knowing, and of understanding. It 

does not really matter where the village is, just that it exists. 

Even though Mildred is a mature woman who should be in or about to be in 

menopause, she lacks the ability to move into the worid of holding in the "wise blood" 
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and becoming a wise woman. On the other hand, the narrator-protagonist in 

"Preparation" reflects on her and her life-long friend Thuy's relationship and her own 

jealousy of her friend whose life she feels was more nearly perfect than her own. Both 

women in the story are fifty years old, which would mean that they have entered 

menopause and joumeyed through experiences to arrive at insight. From the narrator's 

description of Thuy and her husband Ly, obviously Thuy arrived at some insight that the 

narrator only learns about when she is preparing Thuy for burial. Although not overtly 

stated, the tone of the story conveys more maturity in Thuy than in the narrator, even 

when the two girls were young. The narrator is still jealous of Thiiy, not only of her 

breasts that symbolize femininity, but also of the love that Ly has for Thuy and does not 

have for the narrator. The narrator's jealousy and envy has clouded her ability to gain 

insight and to become aware of her own self in the way that Thuy was aware of herself 

When the narrator discovers that Thuy has lost a breast to cancer years before because the 

"scar was old, years old" (154), the narrator loses the shame that held her in the childish 

stage and forbade her moving into maturity and awareness: "I suppose this should have 

brought back my shame at the anger I'd had at my friend Thuy, but it did not. That 

seemed a childish feeling now, much too simple" (154). Estes explains that "Not so long 

ago, women were deeply involved in the rhythms of life and death. They inhaled the 

pungent odor of iron from the fresh blood of childbirth. They washed the cooling bodies 

of the dead as well" (98). Because the crone holds the blood inside her and does not let 

the world know of it flowing from her, she is able then to hold understanding inside and 

keep it flowing from her. Along with her ability to share knowledge is her ability to 
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know when to share knowledge, to know when to be a teacher, and to know when to be a 

teller of tales. The narrator in "Preparation" intuitively understands this and knows that it 

is "not necessary to explain any of this" (154). Her role of crone is set because as Donna 

Wilshire says "Hecate the Crone is the Decay, Death, and Regeneration aspect of the 

Goddess, the personification of the etemal cosmic cycle of Birth-Death-ReBirth. 

Through this Goddess of Transformation every life form proceeds from and eventually 

retums The One, so She contains and manifests Wholeness within HerSelf (215). The 

narrator is performing age-old duties ascribed to the crone: 

the crone was recognized as an embodiment of women's care for the dying 
and the dead. Women not only faced their own aging with pride rather 
than with shame; they also received due credit as priestesses of the final 
rites of passage, for their tendemess toward the terminally ill, and for the 
sacred duties that included their hands-on care. (Walker, Crone 34) 

The narrator in Butler's "Mr. Green" confronts her own experience with death 

when she has to kill the parrot that belonged to her late grandfather. She is there during 

the "final rites of passage" when her grandfather dies, and becomes the caregiver of her 

grandfather's spirit in the form of Mr. Green, the parrot. The narrator is forty-one, either 

in or entering menopause—coming into the age of some insight. She is Catholic and "the 

daughter of a Catholic mother and father," and she does not believe in the worship of her 

ancestors, "especially in the form of a parrot" (17). She carries inside her the wisdom of 

her ancestors because she wonders about the Buddhists' belief in the transmigration of 

souls. And even though her parents are Catholic, her grandfather believed in the spirits 

of his ancestors and that these spirits must be taken care of and looked after. The 

narrator, being a girl, can not be the keeper of her ancestors; however, she ends up 
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metaphorically keeping her grandfather's spirit in the form of the parrot. Sensing that she 

has merged into a wiser woman than when she was a child, she wonders at her next stage 

or phase of life and wonders if she will end up in the "old women's section at Mass each 

day" (28). The woman has entered what Clarrisa Pinkola Estes calls the "age of the 

underworid/leaming the words and rites" because she ultimately understands the words 

of the parrot and the rites of her ancestors. She is already contemplating what Estes notes 

as the "ages of timelessness," the final phase of life (485). 

According to Estes a woman's age is not solely determined by her chronology, 

but by the ages or stages of her life that represent "a change in attitude, a change in 

tasking, and a change in values" (485). It is the ages and the stages of a woman's life that 

"provide both tasks to accomplish and attitudes in which to root herself (485). And as 

Estes points out: 

. . some women at eighty are still in developmental young maidenhood, 
and some women at age forty are in the psychic world of the mist beings, 
and some twenty year olds are as battle scarred as long-lived crones. The 
ages are not meant to be hierarchical, but simply belong to women's 
consciousness and to the increase of their soul-lives. (484) 

And Barbara Walker also states: 

The Crone phrase of Demeter, Persephone-the Destroyer, was identified 
with the Virgin in late myth, so the Maiden abducted into the underworld 
was sometimes Kore, sometimes Persephone." {Encyclopedia 218-219) 

It seems, therefore, that Fran, in Butier's "Letters From My Father," is a young 

woman who is still in maidenhood but who has the battle scars of a woman who is about 

to enter the crone stage or, at least, the "One Who Knows stage" that Estes speaks about 

(28). Fran feels comfortable in the cemetery in Louisiana because the cemetery, although 
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filled with old French names, is also home to the Vietnamese dead. She equates the 

pictures on the gravestones of the some of the young people, both American and 

Vietnamese, to the young people who were killed during the fall of Saigon. She finds a 

picture of a fifteen-year-old girl, who she wants to be just like. When Fran is almost 

fifteen, she goes to the girl's grave, but the girl's picture has faded and she can not see the 

girl's features. It is as though the girl had died. Fran's association with the dead girl is 

Estes' "age of mist beings/finding more big in the small" (485), which means that Fran is 

looking through the obvious and seeing depth in what might otherwise be shallow. Estes 

says that the "place of the Mist Being [is] where things are and also are not yet, where 

shadows have substance and substance is sheer" (28), and The Mist Being is "the woman 

who has lived forever" (8). This land of the Mist Beings is old and ageless. The Wild 

Woman archetype resides in her and she is called "The One Who Knows." It is, says 

Estes, what Jung called the "collective unconscious, the objective psyche, and the 

psychoid unconscious"(29). 

There is a story within a story in Butler's "Letters From My Father," about a 

young girl in Vietnam whose father was a soldier in the South Vietnamese Army and was 

away fighting in some place secret. When the lights went out in Saigon, the young girl 

became afraid. The mother lit a candle and told the young girl that the shadow on the 

wall was her father. The mother is attempting to bring substance into the child's world 

where substance has ceased to exist. When her physical father finally came home, the 

little girl didn't know the father of physical substance. Thinking that the wife was 

unfaithful, he left the wife and the daughter. The wife was so sad she threw herself in the 
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river and drowned. When the father discovered that it was the shadow on the wall the 

littie giri mistook for her father, he joined his wife in death. For the little giri, the real 

father was not her father, but neither was the shadow on the wall—neither had real 

substance. Being able to question the substance of anything is cmcial to being able to 

understand and to know ones self The One Who Knows stands "between the worids of 

rationality and mythos" (Estes 28). Fran's mythos is in the cemetery but it is also in the 

letters that her father sent her when she was still in Vietnam. Her reality is that she is 

now safe in America, but reality is not as alive as the mythos of when her father was the 

animated father in the letters he sent her, who had fought for her freedom. Even though 

Fran is a young woman, she is grasping at meaning to her experiences and trying to 

become a woman. Fran is the mixture of the "Crone and the Virgin—of Death with 

Birth." Many feel that "Persephone was originally the Crone, as evidenced by Her title: 

Queen of the Underworid" (Wilshire 222-223). Like the dark womb of rebirth, the end of 

the story finds Fran in the shack out behind her house "with the tree roaches and the 

carpenter ants and the smell of mildew and rotting wood" and she is hidden, invisible 

until her father, opens the door, letting in light and sees her (72). Like Persephone, she is 

waiting in the "underworid" but she is waiting for her god-like father instead of her god

like mother to come and rescue her from the dreams and the memories of those who 

died. 

Barbara Walker notes that there is "Confusion of the Virgin and the Crone 

[which] led to a long-standing error in the myth of the Mycenaean Demeter, . . . known in 

Crete as Rhea and in Latium as Ceres"(24). Even though there is confusion over the 
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names of the Virgin and the Crone, Walker and Weinstein both see a resemblance 

between the triple Goddess in the form of the Virgin, the Mother and the Crone to the 

"three Mary's at the foot of Jesus' cross, and the traditional pagan tableau of the three 

Moerae (Fates) attending the sacred King's immolation" (24). Although Walker notes 

that there was a "Virgin Mother, a Dearly Beloved (Magdalene), and a third, more 

shadowy Mary" (24), it is more obvious that the Virgin Mary became the Mother Mary 

and the Wise-Woman Mary or Crone, transforming from the virgin to the crone through 

experience. Therefore, as Demeter is sometimes referred to as Persephone and Hecate, 

and she is at one time or another time all three, it is logical that the trilogy of three 

Mary's could very well be derived from the Demeter-Persephone-Hecate myth. 

Christian literature tells us that Mary Magdalene was at one time a "whore," but 

was rebom under the influence of Jesus. This duaUty of the Mary that was not Jesus' 

mother allows for the virgin/whore image that exists in much of contemporary American 

literature. The whore seems to always have Madonna-like qualities, which rescues her, 

ultimately, from the demise of tortured evil. However, it is the whore qualities that give 

the character "depth. "̂  

Like Fran's scars and Mary Magdalene's scars, the scars that Miss Noi wears are 

deep. She is thirty years old when the story, "Fairy Tale," takes place. She is still a 

young woman, but because of her experience as a prostitute in both Vietnam and in New 

Orleans, her loss of her innocence is obvious; however, she still believes in fairy tales and 

thinks of herself as a girl. The statue of Mary that she keeps in her apartment is of Mary 

the mother of God, "not Mary Magdalene, who was a bargirl one time, too" (48), 
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equating the image of Mary Magdalene to more closely resemble herself Finally, Miss 

Noi realizes that Mr. Fontenot knows "what kind of girl he is talking to," but he comes 

back, accepting Miss Noi for what she is. In the image of a mother. Miss Noi, who hates 

men with dirty hands, bathes him and teaches Mr. Fontenot how to wash his hands, and 

he comes to her in the end with clean hands. Miss Noi moves from the phase of "bodily 

knowing of the deep mother" to the crone stage of "the age of choice/choosing one's 

world and the work yet to be done" (Estes 485) when she leaves New Orleans and moves 

to Thibodaux with Mr. Fontenot. 

In the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate myth, it is Hecate who knows about the 

kidnapping of Persephone by Hades; it is Hecate (Hecate) who hears Persephone's cries; 

Demeter heard only the echoes, and it is Hecate who on Demeter's tenth day of searching 

for her daughter, goes to Demeter and tells her that she has been kidnapped and is in the 

underworld. According to Victoria Weinstein, "Hecate is an ambiguous figure, referred 

to as the goddess 'who wore a delicate veil' (interestingly enough, the goddess Rhea, 

Demeter's mother and Persephone's grandmother, is also referred to as 'Rhea, who wore 

a delicate veil')" (1). 

On the other hand, Demeter "spent her time on earth disguised as an old woman. 

With her head veiled and wearing a dark cloak" (Mayerson 108). Edith Hamilton depicts 

Demeter as sitting by the well outside Eleusis, "deeply veiled and covered to her slender 

feet by her dark robe" (58). The veil image obviously symbolizes a great deal when it 

comes to the image of the crone—generally attributed to the image of the widow, but it 

115 



also symbolizes the image of the virgin— t̂he bridal veil, communion veil, etc.. For 

Demeter it symbolizes her withdrawal from the worid where her daughter does not live. 

The veil symbolizes "modesty, virtue and withdrawal from the outside worid" 

(Biedermann 365). Other elements besides fabric are associated with veils: "Fog and 

cloud cover are often referred to as veils" (Biedermann 365). Walker notes that in 

northem Britain, Kali-the Crone is found, "still under what is almost her original name: 

Caillech, meaning the Old Woman, Hag, crone, or Veiled One" (76-77). 

In "The Handless Maiden," when the King goes searching for his wife and his 

child, he ends up in an inn where he sleeps. As he sleeps, the spirit in white places a veil 

over his face. The veil falls from his face, and he wakes to find his wife and child before 

him. The lifting of the veil in this fairy tale symbolizes that through his relentless 

journey searching for his family, he finally emerges into awareness. Also, according to 

Estes, veils are the "main apparel a Goddess wears when traveling on a sacred 

pilgrimage," and, during the Eleusinian rituals, initiates were veiled while awaiting the 

next step (477-478). The king's mother in "The Handless Maiden," had wrapped the 

handless maiden in veils, with the infant bound to "the maiden's milk-full breast so the 

childSelf could be nourished no matter what happened during the Queen's joumey. 

The veil also symbolizes keeping things private and keeping things to oneself 

The veil also preserves the mystery around oneself and wild nature—instinctive nature. 

Putting a veil over something "increases its action or feeling" like putting a veil over a 

bowl of dough so that it will rise (Estes 478). And, of course, the hymen is often referred 

to as a veil. 
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In the Grimm's Brother's Fairy Tales, Snow White's glass coffin is veil-like, 

covering her face and her body, but letting her mystery and her radiance shine through. 

The glass, however, like a veil, keeps one just a touch away from her beauty. In Snow 

White, the hedge of thoms that tums to flowers "which parted and bent aside to let [the 

Prince] pass, and then closed behind him in a thick hedge" (97-98) acts like a veil hiding 

Snow White and everyone in her kingdom from the world. 

Symbolically, Fran's "dust," in "Letters From My Father," that she refers to when 

she says that she is a child of the dust is like a veil that hides her tme identity; she is a 

frightened and insecure young woman. That may be why she also associates herself to 

the picture in the cemetery because it, too, has a veil-like quality after the rain damages it. 

The veil image also symbolizes the change in Cinderella from the favored child of her 

mother and father to an outcast, much like Fran feels as an outcast in America and with 

her father. 

For Fran in "Letters From My Father," the veil-like image that covers the girl's 

picture in the cemetery is an indication that neither Fran nor anyone else will really know 

the young girl, and subsequently will not really understand and know her, as she might 

not ever really know herself because she is a "child of dusf (a term used to designate 

children of American fathers and Asian mothers, who weren't Vietnamese and who 

weren't American). The face in the picture, which is almost faded by the rain, and Fran 

are alike because they are somewhat like the shadow father—not completely one thing or 

the other. As long as the picture was intact the girl was alive to Fran; as long as Fran was 

in Vietnam, she felt Vietnamese, but in America she isn't sure who she is, and she is not 
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sure of her father's love that he professed to so passionately in his letters. Fran feels 

invisible in the shack, waiting for her father, waiting for someone to come along and 

unveil her, like Demeter waited for someone to unveil her tme identity and recognize her 

for who she was. 

The charcoal on Mary Anne's face covers her beauty and the innocent girl she 

once was when she first came to Vietnam in "Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong." Young 

Mary Anne Bell is a woman of the 1960s, and she goes through the initiation phases of 

moving from innocent to experience to some place in between total sanity and awareness 

of herself Estes notes that women in the 1960s wore their hair long and straight, like a 

veil, covering their faces, "as though their hair could seclude and protect their tender 

selves" (478). Rat Kiley explains that Mary Anne Bell "was no timid child. She was 

curious about things" (106). Once she takes up with the Green Berets and goes on 

ambushes with them, the change that started when she first got to the camp, becomes 

almost complete. Rat says that "in times of action her face took on a sudden new 

composure, almost serene," and ,when she retumed after an ambush, she "wore a bush 

hat and filthy green fatigues, . .. and her face was black with charcoal" (113). The black 

charcoal, as Mary Anne's veil, symbolizes her movement from an innocent to a wise 

woman. Mary Anne is still the young woman who came to Vietnam, but this Mary Anne 

is moving through the phases of knowledge very quickly and losing the look of the 

innocent as she gains knowledge. Like Demeter, her dress camouflages her, but yet 

symbolically it reflects the need she has to "penetrate deeper into the mystery of herself " 

(124). For Mary Anne Bell the crone phrase of her life started in Vietnam where she 
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"crossed to the other side" (125). Mary Anne's knowledge may not be what is 

considered the ideal of the wise woman, but it is, for Mary Anne, at least, the awareness 

of who and what she is and the acceptance and understanding of the self 

When Jimmy Cross burns Martha's letters, he does so in the rain, as though the 

rain, like a veil, hides his actions. In the moming, after he has bumed Martha's letters, 

"Everything seemed part of everything else, the fog and Martha and the deepening rain" 

(23). But out of the fog, symbolically the lifting of the veil, Jimmy realizes that "He was 

a soldier, after aH"(23), and he would show strength and become a leader for the men in 

his unit. Once Jimmy symbolically lifts the veil of Martha's influence over him, he 

enters "the age of choice/choosing one's world and the work yet to be done" (Estes 485). 

The image of the crone resides in the development of the male awareness just as it does 

in the female. Men, however, in general don't recognize that within them is the potential 

for the crone or the wise-woman. Men, too, wear veils, more often called masks that hide 

them or protect their mystery, but it often takes violent acts for them to remove the mask 

and awaken them into a state of awareness. Rat Kiley relates the story of Lemon in 

O'Brien's "The Lives of the Dead," when Lemon sneaks into the "hootch" at four in the 

morning with "that weird ghost mask on." Behind the mask. Lemon is acting his version 

of Halloween during the war in Vietnam. The story of the mask keeps Lemon alive for 

Kiley. 

This state of awareness is equal to the wise-woman state in what Toby Herzog 

calls "consideration" for the men who experience war. Herzog notes that for most men 

who go to war, dealing with fear and handling fear is their focus of the consideration 
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stage. He notes that O'Brien "takes the reader on a joumey exploring a soldier's fear" in 

Going After Cacciato (16). This is the same joumey that O'Brien takes the reader on in 

The Things They Carried. The fear is often camouflaged or veiled by something else, 

like Henry Dobbins' girlfriend's panty hose which he wore "wrapped around his neck as 

a comforter" (10). It wasn't just the fear of being killed or wounded, "They carried the 

soldier's greatest fear, which was the fear of blushing" (21). Another veil-like image is 

the changing color of a man's face that men are not willing to wear because blushing is 

considered feminine and weak. The men had to always wear the "masks of composure" 

so that they wouldn't be called pussies or candy-asses (21). As Clarrisa Pinkola Estes 

notes, there were male initiates at the "essentially feminine initiation at Eleusis; these 

men took on the tasks and travails of female leaming in order to find their psychic queens 

and psychic offspring" (489). So the three stages of women's psyche—virgin, mother, 

crone—can be equal to the three stages of innocence, experience, and awareness in men. 

However, the stages of man have never lost their original heroic masculine references in 

literature about war. The image of the virgin, mother, and crone (especially the crone) has 

changed and lost its allusion to wisdom in literature. 

On the other hand, Barbara Walker notes that: 

The Crone was the feminine equivalent of the old man with a white beard 
who lived up in the sky and commanded armies of angels; that is, a naive 
symbol of a collective idea. Women, not men, evolved the idea. The 
symbol represented a uniquely feminine worldview, unaltered by men, 
who feared the crone image enough to leave it alone. They assimilated the 
Virgin and Mother phases of the ancient Goddess to Christianity, 
combined them, and deprived the combination of divine status; but the 
Crone phase was too darkly threatening to be so handled. {Crone 13) 
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A discussion of all the symbols that relate to the crone or hag is not necessary in 

this discussion; however, along with the veil, the image of the cauldron plays an 

important role in the discussion of the Persephone/Demeter/Hecate/Hecate myth, 

especially the Hecate (crone) stage, and the image plays an important role in the 

discussion of the stories about the Vietnam War and the fairy tales. 

As Walker notes, "In the Middle Ages, the chief symbol standing in opposition to 

the male cross was the female cauldron" {Crone 100). This image of the cauldron 

reminds us of Demeter baptizing Demophoon in fire, and it helps to us understand the 

cauldron's significance as a symbol related to the image of the crone, hag, and/or witch. 

Obviously, the cauldron and its association with the witch has evil connotations, 

especially "Shakespeare's three Weird Sisters, chanting over their cauldron" m Macbeth, 

and as Walker notes, "the cauldron was usually described as the source of life, wisdom, 

inspiration, understanding, and magic" (Crone 100), which explains its association to the 

female. In Eastem and Westem mythology, the cauldron is the container for the Wise 

Blood, and even though it is the "image of the cosmic cauldron-as-womb" source of 

creation, this image did not "serve the interests of patriarchies and emerging male-

dominate religions" (Walker, Crone 101). 

For the image of the woman and especially for the image of the triple goddess as 

represented by Persephone/Demeter/Hecate/Hecate, the image of the cauldron as the 

material source of the birth-death-rebirth enhances the image of the cauldron, or as 

Walker notes the ugly woman's (crone's) "sacred vessel for regeneration could be 

Christianized as a Grail" (Crone 121). Demeter as mother is represented by the 
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cauldron/grail because she is Mother Earth, but she is also a goddess who can bestow 

immortality on earthlings as she tried to do with Demophoon. As she anointed the infant 

prince during the day with ambrosia, she plunged him into the heart of fire at night. It 

seems logical, therefore, that the cauldron would be associated with Demeter and the 

goddess of regeneration, and with Hecate who, according to some critics, is the crone 

stage of Demeter. The cauldron represents the cosmic womb of the earth: 

Always the cauldron is understood to signify the cosmic womb, source of 
regeneration and rebirth. All life, mind, matter, and energy arose in 
various forms from the ever-boiling vessel, only to retum thereto, when 
each form came to its destined end. As ingredients dissolved and mingled 
in boiling, so the elements that made all things were separated and 
recombined in the cauldron; so ran the basic theory. (Walker, Crone 103) 

And metaphorically, the cauldron's purpose is to disperse prejudice and hatred, because, 

unlike the cross with an obvious top and bottom, left and right, the cauldron has no 

distinctive form except womb-like: 

The Crone's cauldron had no linear or hierarchical form. Like Arthur's 
Round Table, its shape obliterated rank. Its etemally mingling contents 
did away with separations of sheep from goats, saved from damned, We 
from They. All were one in the Mother. (Walker, Crone 119) 

Kate Wilhelm's story "The Village" demonstrates the separation of "them" and "us" and 

the dangers that separation can produce. Represented by the boiling heat as though it 

were in a cauldron, the people of the two villages mingle together and become nonlinear 

and nonhierarchical because they all become "us," or we all become "them." 

In the fairy tale that Clarrisa Pinkola Estes tells, "Vasalisa,"^ the hag Baba Yaga 

"traveled, not in chariot, not in a coach, but in a cauldron shaped like a mortar which flew 

along all by itself (Estes 79), so a cauldron was the vehicle for the witch who was the 
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keeper of the fire. The young, innocent Vasalisa has to perform household chores for 

Baba Yaga before she can obtain the fire from her that Vasalisa must take back to her 

stepmother and stepsisters. For Vasalisa, facing the hag Baba Yaga is an initiation into 

the wise woman of adulthood, during which she learns to "face great power—in others," 

and subsequently her own power (95): 

The Crone's cauldron represented the medieval housewife as certainly as 
an ax represented the woodman, and a bow the hunter. The cauldron was 
essential for cooking, brewing, processing many kinds of food and 
medicines, treating hides, washing, dyeing, making household items like 
soap and candles, carrying fire or water. It was one of the most useful 
articles in the kitchen. Nothing could have been more appropriate as an 
emblem of the woman of the house. (Walker, Crone 121) 

The grandmother in "Little Red Riding Hood" uses the boiling water from the 

cauldron she boiled sausages in to trick the fox into falling into the trough where he 

drowned, denoting the cauldron as a vessel for saving lives. But the cauldron in 

mythology should be equated with a vessel of transformation, signifying a "cyclic 

recurrence" (Walker, Encyclopedia 150). 

The correlation between the womb and the cauldron is exhibited in the delightful 

story of "Baubo: The Belly Goddess." When Demeter was grieving over the loss of 

Persephone to Hades and the underworld, and she was leaning up against the well outside 

Eleusis, a "rather sort of woman" came up to her. The woman "had not a head 

whatsoever, and her nipples were her eyes and her vulva was her mouth" (The vulva 

along with the womb is symbolized in the image of the cauldron, so Baubo is sometimes 

referred to as a witch or hag.) When the woman thing started dancing and "wiggling her 

hips in a way suggesting sexual intercourse," Demeter could not help but laugh. Their 

123 



laughter brought Demeter out of a state of depression, and she continued her search for 

her daughter. This story that Estes discovered in Greek mythology, reiterates the idea of 

Demeter as the mother goddess who rejuvenates the land and the world in order for both 

to thrive again. 

When Jimmy Cross, in "The Things They Carried," bums Martha's letters, he 

does it in a foxhole, reminiscent of the shape of a cauldron, and then Martha becomes for 

him something that "belonged elsewhere." When Tim O'Brien takes a trip back to 

Vietnam with his daughter, in "Field Trip," he slides into the water where Kiowa died, 

and the water was "deep greenish brown, almost hot," reminding one of a witch's brew in 

iron cauldron. Earlier in "In the Field," Lt. Jimmy Cross equates the craters made by 

mortars as this same evil brew: "the craters then collapsed on themselves and filled up 

with mud and water, sucking things down, swallowing things, weapons and entrenching 

tools and belts of ammunition" (191). But for Norman Bowker, in "Speaking of 

Courage," the lake contains warm water, and it is for him a cauldron of renewal. 

The crone stage of knowledge and awareness found in the form of Mother 

Demeter and Crone Hecate helps readers to realize that, in order to get to a timelessness 

stage, one must joumey through experience. The word Crone has changed from a 

compliment to an insult, but worse the word Crone symbolizes the "stereotype of 

malevolent old womanhood that still haunts elderly women today. If a man is old, ugly, 

and wise, he is a sage. If a woman is old, ugly, and wise, she is a saga— t̂hat is, a witch" 

(Walker, Crone 122). In actuality, both elderly men and women shared the secrets of the 
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Eluesinian Mysteries, and it has only been within the last few hundred years that the word 

Crone has changed in meaning. 

In Tom Mayer's "Kaflca for President," a reporter travels with a Marine unit into a 

village that, supposedly, the unit was protecting instead of "zippo-ing" it (41). The 

Marines that Bender is reporting on "were protecting them [the people in the villages], 

instead of killing civilians or creating refugees they were helping, providing security 

from the marauding Cong" (41). The Vietnamese women are either young or old. The 

young women are referred to as either Betty Lou or as "Prime slope cunt" (44). The 

older women are referred to as "crackling old women" who were "too flicking old to 

waste pills on" (50). The young women are molested by the Marines, while the old 

women were pushed aside as though they are nothing. These stereotyping of the women 

as young prime meat or wasted and old "harridans" (50) permeates the view of women 

from enemy cultures in the stories about the Vietnam War. In actuality, as Kate Wilhelm 

points out in "The Village," they are someone's daughters and mothers. 

Estes rendition of the fairy tale, "Vasalisa," Vasalisa has to perform specific tasks 

in order to get fire from Baba Yaga and take it safely back to her stepmother. The tasks 

are what maker her focus "on leaming something of the ways of the Old Wild Mother" 

(83). Estes says that after completing the nine tasks, a woman psyche is reset, in this 

case Vasalisa, and becomes '"the knowing woman'" which is the essence of the Wild 

Woman archetype" (83). Estes definition of the Wild Woman archetype is "the wild and 

innate instinctual Self (5), and she is called the Wild Woman because 

for those very words, wild and woman, create llamar o tocar a lapuerta, 
the fairy-tale knock at the door of the deep female psyche. Llamar o 
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tocar a lapuerta means literally to play upon the instmment of the name 
in order to open a door. It means using words that summon up the 
opening of a passageway. No matter by which culture a woman is 
influenced, she understands the worid wild and woman, intuitively. (5) 

The Hecate stage of the triple goddess, in the joumey motif, is the wise woman 

stage. Hecate is the "wild and innate instinctual Self that Estes speaks about, but Hecate 

as part of the triple goddess can represent more than just the "instinctual Self; she can 

represent wisdom that is found in maturity, at whatever age. 

Clarissa Pinkola Estes has loosely defined ages that "simply belong to women's 

consciousness and to the increase of their soul-lives. Each age represents a change in 

attitude, a change in tasking, and a change in values" (484). For the people who retumed 

home from Vietnam, they moved into the crone stage of "the age of weaving with the 

scarlet thread/understanding the weaving of life" (Estes 485); however, this 

understanding may be difficult to endure and this age may be the most painful for the 

wise; but out of this age, the wise one moves into the "age of ethereal/less to saying, 

more to being" (Estes 485). 
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Notes 

For more information on the image of the three Mary's, see Barbara Walker's 
The Women '5 Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets which gives an more detailed account 
of the three Mary's and resources for further investigation. 

Like Vasalisa in the fairy tale that Clarrisa Pinkola Estes uses as the "intuition as 
initiation" tale, Cinderella loses her good-mother through death. Both have to endure 
tasks—Cinderella has to separate lentils from ashes three times, and Vasalisa has to 
perform three seemingly impossible tasks in order to obtain fire from Baba Yaga, the 
witch in the dark woods who holds fire but who asks Vasalisa to perform such tasks that 
she will not be able to leave, but Vasalisa has the doll her mother gave her. However, 
because both Vasalisa and Cinderella are good and fair maidens who are enduring an 
initiation, they are able to get help in performing their tasks—Cinderella gets hers from 
"gentle doves and turtle-doves" and Vasalisa gets her help from the doll her mother gave 
her. In both fairy tales, the task involves grain, lentils or com, a direct association to 
Demeter and Persephone. Both maidens are still connected to their good-mothers and 
ultimately receive help from them. When Cinderella's mother dies, Cinderella plants a 
pear tear and her tears of sorrow water the tree. Vasalisa's mother gives her the doll and 
tells her that she must keep the doll with her always but not to tell any one about the doll. 
She must, however, feed the doll. 

Vasalisa is sent to the dark woods by her step-mother and step-sisters to get fire. 
This, of course, is a mse to get rid of the beautiful Vasalisa, just as the wicked stepmother 
and stepsisters want to get rid of Cinderella when they send her to live in the kitchen 
among the cinders. Ironically, here the fire is dead and all that remains is the ashes, just 
as in "Vasalisa," the fire has purposely been let die so that Vasalisa might endure 
darkness. 
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CHAPTER V 

AFTERMATH: GOING TO WAR AND BACK AGAIN 

Then the thought stmck me that from all of this purging of the war, he was 
now free to do something special. 

—Robert Olen Butler, "The American 
Couple," 232 

Toby Herzog extends Paul Fussell's third stage of "innocence, experience, and 

consideration" (8) to the new element — "aftermath": "It combines considering one's 

war experiences, the heart of the third stage, with stmggling to live in a civilian world" 

(167). Herzog equates the aftermath to what James Jones, author of From Here to 

Eternity and The Thin Red Line, calls '"DE-EVOLUTION OF A SOLDIER.' As the old 

combat numbness disappeared, and the frozen feet of the soul began to thaw, the pain of 

the cure became evident'" (Herzog 167). For those who went to the Vietnam War, when 

they came home to the World, they encountered peers who chastised people for going to 

a war that many of them not only did not support but a war that many people at home 

were protesting. For most of the soldiers who came home, the blatant reality for many of 

the soldiers of what they felt about America's involvement in Vietnam was plastered 

across the television screens and across newspapers. Many of them fek that the United 

States involvement in the Vietnam War was wrong, and that, even if the United States 

had a place in the war, it was a war that we could not win. As Herzog points out, not 

only were the combatants rejected when they retumed to America, but the country had 

not confronted the Vietnam experience (214). The stories discussed in this dissertation 

128 



are by men and women who have made the joumey, who are facing war's horrors, who 

may have succumbed to the horrors, but who are learning to live with the aftermath of the 

war. And even though Vietnam "ended American innocence about the politics of war" 

(Herzog 214), the awareness that America has about the politics of war enables us to be 

less naive about our govemment's involvement in future wars. The soldiers and the 

American public are still living in the aftermath of the Vietnam War. Many ex-soldiers 

like Tim O'Brien, Bmce Wiegl, and Larry Heinemann have retumed to Vietnam in order 

to deal with their own aftermath. 

In "Field Trip," the character Tim O'Brien retums to Vietnam with his daughter 

to rid his soul of the ghosts he left there. He wants to show his daughter "the Vietnam 

that kept him awake at night" (209). When he sees the face of the old farmer in the field, 

he feels "something go shut in [his] heart while something else swung open" (212). For 

Tim O'Brien, the character, his purging of his experiences of the war occurs in that field 

in Vietnam. When he confronts any ghosts that might be lingering there, he wades into 

the water to the place that Mitchell Sanders found Kiowa's mcksack after Kiowa is 

killed. Like Little Red Riding Hood working her way out of the wolfs stomach, O'Brien 

works his way out of the pit of war. Once O'Brien emerges from the water, he is able to 

start the joumey toward healing and toward self-awareness. The war was not over for 

him, as it will never be completely over for anyone who served, but after the visit, he is 

capable of dealing with the memories. When O'Brien immerses himself in the water and 

confronts his ghost, the scene is pastoral and not the "shit field" it was when he was in 

the war. It was, O'Brien says, "Like waking from a summer nap, feeling lazy and 
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sluggish, the worid collecting itself around me. . . . up the field one of the old farmers 

stood watching from the dike" (212). Symbolically O'Brien is rebom in the water, and 

therefore has entered Fussell's third state of "consideration, meditation, and 

reconstmction" (Herzog 14). 

In "The Lives of the Dead," O'Brien is still trying to save his life with a story, and 

for O'Brien the writer, as it is for all the writers of war stories, the story is an act of 

dealing with experiences and reconciling feelings of guilt and remorse. As O'Brien the 

narrator says in "Spin," "Stories are for joining the past to the future" (40). On the other 

hand, we know from O'Brien's story "Notes" that Norman Bowker was never able to 

purge himself of the Vietnam War, even though he immerses himself in the lake. At the 

end of the story, Bowker is still in the lake, his first step on the road to recovering from 

the experience of the Vietnam War. But because he never leaves the lake in the story, he 

has not completely recovered and has not entered the "consideration" stage of the 

journey. In fact, the aftermath of the war for Bowker is mirrored in the July 4̂** fireworks 

that exploded above him. 

Tim O'Brien, in "Spin," says, "The war wasn't all terror and violence. 

Sometimes things could almost get sweet. On occasions the war was like a Ping-Pong 

ball. You could put fancy spin on it, you could make it dance" (35). In dealing with the 

war in the aftermath of the war, men and women have to sometimes put a spin on what 

they endured in combat or in serving the wounded so that they can start a healing process. 

Lynda Van Devanter's, who became the National Women's' Director of the Vietnam 

Veterans of American, recounts, in "Coming Home," her trip back home after spending a 
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year as a nurse in Vietnam, she wonders when the nightmares will stop. When she asks 

one of the men in her company when they will stop, he says '"I don't know. Maybe when 

you get back to the worid'" (356). In some of the stories and some of the memoirs of 

those who were in Vietnam, the images they write seem as though they are buried, as 

though the underworid was a burial of their own and that if they came out of it, they had a 

chance at rebirth, at living again. But they had to, at least, begin the joumey and end the 

journey in order to be rebom. 

The joumey from innocence to reconstmction took O'Brien through the horrors of 

war in order for him to obtain knowledge and awareness so that he could work toward 

meditation and reconstmction. 

Both Persephone and Demeter take joumeys: Persephone joumeys to the 

underworld, and Demeter's nine-day trek to find her daughter and get her back from the 

underworld is a joumey that takes her to Eleusis, fourteen miles from Athens. Outside 

Eleusis, Demeter, disguised as an old woman, sits on the wayside near a well. 

According to Edith Hamilton, even though Persephone joumeyed out of the 

underworld and back to the outer world and did rise from the dead every spring, "she 

brought with her the memory of where she had come from; with all her bright beauty 

there was something strange and awesome about her" (64). 

According to Richard Cavendish, "The myth was taken to hold out a promise of 

life after death, on the analogy of the seed-com [Persephone's other name is Kore or 

maiden of the com] which is buried in the ground, to grow again in due season" (145). 
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Although Persephone was raped, she underwent a right of passage, a joumey from 

innocence to awareness and ultimately to knowledge in the form of Hecate. The joumey 

motif in the Persephone/Demeter myth demonstrates that the path is not necessarily an 

easy path from innocence to knowledge, and it is more often than not associated with 

atrocities that one has to endure. 

Myths and fairy tales are full of women and men undergoing a rite of passage, a 

journey from innocence to knowledge: 

While in modern society a women's [sic] loss of innocence is often 
ignored, in the underground forest a woman who has lived through the 
demise of her innocence is seen as someone special, in part because she 
has been hurt, but more so because she has gone on, because she is 
working hard to understand, to peel back the layers of her perceptions and 
her defenses to see what lies underneath. In that world her loss of 
innocence is treated as a rite of passage. That she can now see more 
clearly is applauded. That she has endured and continues to leam gives 
her both status and honor. (Estes 428) 

In many of O'Brien's stories women often directly or indirectly are cause of 

deaths. Jimmy's obsession with Martha caused him to be negligent in his responsibility 

to his men. His flaw was thinking about Martha and not paying attention to what was 

happening to his men. A young soldier was showing Kiowa a picture of his girlfriend, 

Billie, when the flashlight he was using became a target for a sniper, and Kiowa was 

killed by a mortar. Even Mark Flossie bringing Mary Anne Bell to the Song Tra Bong 

brings about a death of innocence that the men wanted to hold on to because when Mary 

Anne went native; she no longer brought to mind the "girls back home. . clean and 

innocent" ("Sweetheart" 123). Death of innocence is necessary if one is to joumey into 

awareness. This does not mean that one should give up innocent ideals or goals, only that 
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one must recognize if those ideals and goals are worthwhile, and it means that until one 

has under gone experience, one cannot continue on the joumey to becoming a wise and 

aware person. 

The joumey motif in modem fairy tales involves both males and females. When 

Snow White is taken into the woods by a huntsman at the Queen's orders, and is let go by 

the softhearted huntsman, she joumeys further and fiirther into the dark woods. Her 

retreat is the woods where she finds the dwarves' house. But Snow White is a child and 

remains an innocent and does not heed the dwarves warning about her wicked 

stepmother. Snow White is only seven when she is taken in by the dwarves, but she 

matures into a young woman by the time the Prince finds her and rescues her from early 

burial. Cinderella's also remains an innocent even after her joumey to and from the ball. 

Both maidens marry and live happily ever after. Our assumption is that through marriage 

they lose their innocence and obtain knowledge or rather awareness. Martha in "Things" 

and Mary Anne in "Sweetheart" both exhibit the same qualities of innocence when we 

first meet them in the story. They are almost as if they have stepped out of fairy tales. 

Martha has a "smooth young face" ("Things" 6), and Mary Anne is a "cute blonde—just 

a kid, just barely out of high school" (102). Although we encounter both women in the 

minds of one of the men in the collection of stories (Jimmy Cross and Rat Kiley), we 

believe more in Mary Anne than we do Martha, probably because Mary Anne actually 

changed within the story—she became more rounded and less one-dimensional; whereas 

Martha never changes, only Jimmy's feelings about her change. We do, however, find 

out in O'Brien's other story about Jimmy Cross and Martha "Love" that he still loved her 
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and hopes that she will "come begging" (31). The narrator Tim O'Brien says that "many 

years after the war. Jimmy Cross came to \ isit me at my home in Massachusetts, and for 

a full day we drank coffee and smoked cigarettes and talked about e\ erything we had 

seen and done so long ago. all the things we still carried through our lives" (29). Timmy 

produces a picture of Martha, shows it to O'Brien, and says, "Remember this?" Jimmy 

tells O'Brien about mnning into Martha at a 1979 class reunion. He explains that she had 

become a trained nurse, and how she had done service in Ethiopia and Guatemala and 

Mexico. Jimmy tells O'Brien that he still loves Martha. After O'Brien asks Jimmy if he 

can write about some of Jimmy's experiences in Vietnam, Cross says that he can but he 

says, 'Make me out to be a good guy, okay'i' Brave and handsome, all that stuff. Best 

platoon leader ever'" (31). In other words, for Timmy Cross the image of him being a 

brave soldier was his legacy to himself after the war. 

As Herzog notes, it is necessary to live in the world once the soldiers retum home 

from \'ietnam, and the stories in this is these authors way of grappling "with the 

consequences of \'ietnam"" (167) In grappling, they must consider their war experiences, 

"the heart of the third stage, with stmggling to live in a civilian world a new element" 

(167). Clarrisa Pinkola Estes uses the fairy tale, "The Handless Maiden,"'̂  to exemplify 

the joumey from innocence to awareness. In "The Handless Maiden" the father 

mistakenly sells his lovely daughter to the devil. The father has to cut off the hands of 

the daughter, hence the handless maiden. Because the daughter is unbelievably good but 

must leave her mother and father, she offers to "go forth and depend upon fate. At 

daybreak, with her arms bound in clean gauze, she walks away from her life as she had 
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known it" (444). The maiden is able to miraculously eat the pear from a tree because the 

tree bends its branches so that she can take a bite and live. Symbolically, like the apple, 

the maiden is eating fruit of knowledge and gaining experience that will help her to make 

the joumey from innocence to knowledge. Estes says that "Initiation is the process by 

which we tum from our natural inclination to remain unconscious and decide that, 

whatever it takes—suffering, striving, enduring—we will pursue conscious union with 

the deeper mind, the wild Self (444-45). Like the goddess Demeter initiating the chosen 

ones into the mysteries of Eleusis so that they can obtain knowledge, the characters in 

stories about the Vietnam War endure the initiation of war in order to obtain the deeper, 

wild Self of awareness and knowledge. The joumeys that they take in order to obtain 

awareness and knowledge are often treacherous and painful. 

In contrast to O'Brien's Americans in Vietnam, Robert Olen Butler's stories deal 

with Vietnamese joumeying to refuge in America. Miss Noi in "Fairy Tale" joumeys to 

New Orleans and finds reconstmction in the form of Mr. Fontenot, and Miss Giau in 

"Snow" joumeys from Vietnam to St. Louis where she encountered snow for the first 

time and then to Lake Charles, Louisiana, where she meets Mr. Cohen. The Vietnamese 

in these stories embark on a joumey toward reconstmction, toward consideration of how 

things were in the war, and toward an awareness that even though they had to leave their 

home and family, they are alive and well, and they have endured. 

In Butler's "The Trip Back," Khanh, a businessman, joumeys from Lake Charles, 

Louisiana, to Houston to pick up his wife's grandfather who is coming from Vietnam. 

Khanh thinks, "It is the poet who is supposed to see things so clearly and to remember. 
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Perhaps it is only the poets who can die well" (29). He notices the businesses along 

Highway 171 from Beaumont to Houston, and he sees towns with the names of Liberty, 

Nome and China. He is interested in a bridge that crosses over the Old and Lost rivers, 

which symbolize his loss the old ways of his ancestral home of Vietnam when he 

journeyed to America. He says that he can't imagine the beautifiil city in which he grew 

up, and that the city and the life he lived there are lost to him (42). He is very melancholy 

when he retums home to his wife Mai. Once home and the grandfather is safely tucked 

away in a guestroom, he leans up against a tree in his yard and thinks about Vung Ta city 

and his life in Vietnam. He remembers that "A good businessman knows when to stop 

thinking and to act instead," and he takes his wife on his back and carries her around their 

yard, both laughing. Her breath on his cheek finally reminds him of a breeze off the 

South China Sea. Juxtaposed against his memories of Vietnam are images of oil 

refineries and road signs in southem Louisiana. Khanh's melancholy about Vietnam and 

his joumey to America are depicted in the live oak that he leans against in his own yard: 

"This tree as black as a charcoal cricket and with great lower limbs, as 
massive themselves as the main tmnks of most other trees, shooting 
straight out and then sagging and rooting again in the ground. A 
monstrous tree. I leaned against it and as I looked away, the tree faded 
within me" (41). 

Khanh feels that he has become part of the Louisiana landscape and that he no longer 

belongs to the city of Vung Tau where he grew up: "I could see nothing of it clearly, not 

its shaded streets or its white-sand beaches, no the South China Sea lying there beside it. 

I lived them, and to remember them with the vividness I know they should have is 

impossible. They are lost to me" (42). But when his wife appears beside him in the yard, 
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he steps out of the Louisiana landscape, and takes Mai onto his back and carries her 

around the yard. For Khanh the joumey to consideration is complete. He has become 

aware of himself in relation to his wife, Mai, and he is no longer faded into the tree. She 

helps him remember the "warm moist breeze off the South China," and he accepts his 

life. Khanh is reconstmcted into a man who has developed from what was old and lost. 

In Butler's "A Good Scent From a Strange Mountain," D^o is getting ready to 

take the uhimate joumey into death. On his deathbed he remembers the land that is lost 

to him and the friend who died a long time before. He imagines meeting his old friend. 

Ho Chi Minh and his hands are covered in sugar. When D^o, as a young man, knew Ho 

Chi Minh he was Nguyen Ai Quoc, and they both worked at the Carlton Hotel in London. 

D^o was a dishwasher and Nguyen Ai Quoc was a pastry cook. When Dĵ o finally dies 

and Uncle Ho (Nguyen Ai Quoc) comes to get him, he knows that he and Nguyen Ai 

Quoc will be together again and they will again work for Monsieur Escoffier at the 

Carlton Hotel. They will help each other. For D^o the understanding is in the smells of 

Monsieur Escoffier's kitchen that was "full of such smells that you knew you had to 

understand everything or you would be incomplete forever" (249). 

For D^o the long joumey of life and the joumey from Vietnam to America is 

finally in the last stage, but he dies a complete person because Uncle Ho (Nguyen Ai 

Quoc) is there to help greet him and to renew old memories. 

It seems that in order for the characters in these stories about the Vietnam War to 

complete their joumey it is necessary that they search for understanding about 

themselves, and their involvement in the Vietnam War. It seems that it is also necessary 
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for them to deal with displacement and alienation. And it is necessary that they come to 

accept the experiences that they encountered, deal with the memories, and acknowledge 

that they are changed. As Tina Chen points out in '"Unraveling the Deeper Meaning': 

Exile and the Embodied Poetics of Displacement in Tim O'Brien's The Things They 

Carried," for O'Brien, the stories "deal much more with perpetual unmooring than [they 

do] with any kind of resolution" (80). But it is not the resolution that is important; it is 

the joumey toward resolution. To have complete resolution is to assume that people who 

have not gone to war find complete resolution in their lives. War brings into focus 

feelings and thoughts that might have taken longer for someone to experience. War 

impacts the emotional and mental growth process, speeding it up to the point of warping. 

But as long as the people who come back from wars embark on a joumey toward 

resolution, they obtain a type of completeness as Thanh does in his yard in Louisiana. 

They may have taken a joumey into the dark underworid, but hey can emerge from the 

darkness as a complete person in the World. 

The joumey for Persephone into the underworld took her away from innocence, 

but it also took her, like the handless maiden, away from ignorance. Her joumey back to 

the world to see her mother allowed her to emerge still virginal in A. B. Chinen's 

definition of a virgin as a woman "who is one in herself" 

Perhaps the best example of the joumey motif and the stmggle for awareness is 

found in Robert Olen Butler's "The American Couple." In this story, the aftermath for 

the American couple and the Vietnamese-American couple is played out in a game, 

viewed and analyzed by Gabriele, the Vietnamese wife of a former Vietnamese major. 
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Gabriele Tran, formeriy Tran Nam Thanh Gabrielle, is almost obsessed with American 

television. Gabrielle says over and over again that she is an observant woman, a good 

wife, but a woman who notices things that others might not notice. She has keen 

observations about where something is hidden behind a secret door or drape on the 

television game shows, and she also has keen observations about people, especially the 

people who are staying at the five-star Fiesta Vallarta Hotel in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, 

where she and her husband, Vinh, are staying. Although Gabrielle loves the soap operas, 

she really likes the game shows because the people on the shows are "playing this 

wonderful game in this wonderful worid where these things can make people happy" 

(169). Grabrielle is looking for happiness and romance with her husband. She is not 

unhappy, but her husband has a secret that is far from her and it is this "silent part of him 

that [is] so difficult a thing between" them (228). Like a stereotypical American 

businessman, Vinh seems preoccupied with business and does not have time for romance. 

Vinh does what a lot of veterans do when they do not feel they can confide in anyone; as 

Herzog points out, they often immerse themselves in routine tasks (183). So for 

Gabrielle, television has become a view of the world the way it has for many bored 

housewives and for many women whose husbands and lovers are not able to confide in 

them their experiences in the war. But Gabrielle becomes a participant in the television 

world and wins at "Let's Make a Deal." She is able to live out the dream that so many 

have while watching game shows because she wins a trip to a romantic resort on the coast 

where the pelicans soar across the waves, and venders in the street sell shirts with iguanas 
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printed on them and sell the "copa de oro," yellow flowers "with large blossoms and a 

white center" (203). 

For Vinh the trip seems pointless, and he is more concemed with his food 

business back home than he is with the birds, flowers, and beautiful scenery that 

Gabrielle sees out the window of the plane as they descend into the Puerto Vallarta. 

In contrast to Mildred Carey in "The Village," who is a woman in her late forties 

or early fifties who views the worid from with a prejudiced and judgmental eye, Gabrielle 

is woman in her forties who is extremely observant, and who views the worid as a game. 

The dominate game, in the "The American Couple," is a war game that Vinh and the 

American veteran, Frank Davies, act out in the hills and mins of Mismaloya. In "The 

Village," Mildred walks down the main street of the village, silently condemning children 

with dirty hair and suspecting the butcher of "covering up" something in the salami. On 

the other hand, Gabrielle Tran, in "The American Couple," makes a game out of 

everything she witnesses. Mildred Carey isn't much of a participant, only an observer. 

However, Gabrielle observations are tools for her understanding and aid in her joumey to 

understanding herself and her husband. In a way, Gabrielle's is a participant within her 

observations. Gabrielle becomes a participant in the game show "Let's Make a Dean," 

which foreshadows her participation in life and understanding by the end of the story. 

By winning a trip on the game show, she is able to begin a joumey toward a deeper 

insight into herself and her new adopted country, America. She also has a deeper 

understanding of her husband and the demons he has been living with since the end of the 

Vietnam War. 
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Just as the narcissus flower tempts Persephone away from her mother, the glitter 

of prizes on game shows like cars, lava lamps, and exotic trips tempt Gabrielle. For 

Gabrielle, the joumey into her underworid was a joumey of experience. It is a joumey 

into the unknown, a joumey where she acts on impulse and at the same time is an 

observer. It is a joumey where she can do what she does best— b̂e observant, but leam 

about herself from her observations, much like Nick Carraway is an observer in The 

Great Gatsby. She is very much like Nick because she is a part of the action, but at times 

she is completely removed from it, and is only an observer watching the events unfold in 

front of her as though she is watching the events on television or in a movie. She has an 

interest in the outcome of the events in front of her while in Puerto Vallarta, and the 

events affect her, so she is both objective narrator and protagonist. Being a shadow and 

observing allows her the ability to objectively witness and at the same time experience 

and gain knowledge without immersing herself in the event. As Clarrisa Pinkola Estes 

points out: 

Shadowing means to have such a light touch, such a light tread, that one 
can move freely through the forest, observing without being observed. A 
wolf shadows anyone or anything that passes through her territory. It is 
her way of gathering information. It is the equivalent of manifesting and 
then becoming like smoke, and then manifesting again. (Estes 493) 

Gabrielle at times feels as though she is only observing, and that people don't know that 

she is there. When she is in the pool with the three other couples staying at the same 

hotel, a woman who had made a disparaging remark about the Mexican woman in the 

pool with them notices Gabrielle: "she saw me and it seemed to be a little shock, like she 

hadn't noticed me before" (166). This feeling of almost being invisible reminds us of 
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Fran in "Letters From My Father," when she feels invisible, waiting in the shack for her 

father to find her and rescue her. Gabrielle, however, uses her invisibility to observe and 

analyze those around her. 

Gabrielle's obsession with television games shows, soap operas, and old movies 

is her way of accepting and becoming a part of the American culture, her adopted country 

and the country she wants to be a part of Her obsession with television is also her escape 

from the fear that her husband of twenty years is not a part of the American culture, even 

though he is an American businessman, and that he has drawn away from her and tumed 

more into himself "He is a very good businessman. He appreciates America very much 

for being the sort of place where a man like him can succeed. But he has no use for the 

things I like about America" (160). When they first get to Puerto Vallarta, Vinh seems 

more interested in whether his clients got the right Swedish meatballs than what Gabrielle 

is feeling. Gabrielle seeks romance. She admits to being sentimental about tear-jerky 

commercials and even likes them almost as much as she does the old movies she watches 

at night in bed while Vinh sleeps beside her. Being the observant woman that she is, 

Gabrielle knows that something is eating away at Vinh, but she doesn't know what that 

something is until she watches him engage in a battle with Frank, the American veteran 

who, along with his wife Eileen, is also a game show winner and staying in Puerto 

Vallarta. Gabrielle discovers that when her husband purges himself from not only the 

Vietnam War and its atrocities, but from the loss of his home to the North Vietnamese, he 

is free to experience pleasure in soaring, in a parasail, above the water, the trees, and the 

rocks on the shore of Puerto Vallarta. 
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When she and her sister win the trip on "Let's Make a Deal," she feels that SHE 

has really won something. For Gabrielle "they were playing this wonderful game in this 

wonderful worid where the things can make people happy" (160), and Gabrielle wants to 

be happy with Vinh. Vinh, on the other hand, does not seem to take much interest in 

television, the trip, or even Gabrielle until he has purged himself of the war. As observant 

as Gabrielle is, Vinh still makes things invisible to her at times (178). 

The "war game" that is fought between Vinh and Frank Davies at the end, is as 

much a purging for Gabrielle as it is for Vinh, because she "fek suddenly like" she knew. 

She knew what Vinh was like with his company of men during the war, "out patrolling or 

whatever they did in the jungles" (215). Gabrielle, maybe because she is so observant, 

gains an understanding and an awareness of what the man she loves might have gone 

through. Because she lived in Vietnam, she is better able to understand the horrors of 

war than someone like Mildred Carey who was obhvious to understanding anything, even 

herself Mildred never understood because she died, but Mildred would have never 

understood because Mildred never wanted to know more than what she already knew. 

Her observations were limited and cloudy by preconceived ideals. 

Gabrielle, on the other hand, is able to both objectively observe and subjectively 

equate an event that she observes to her own life and then gain some understanding from 

that event. However, it takes action on her part to partake in parasailing and soar like a 

bird over her beach, the water, and her husband's head in order for her to start her 

joumey to understanding, awareness, and insight. 
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When she decides to jump into the harness and parasail, like Icams flying too 

close to the sun, Gabrielle gets into trouble undemeath the yellow and red parachute. 

Airbome and alone, she flies like the pelicans who are "heading back toward the beach" 

(191). At first she is not frightened and feels like a "child in a tall chair" (192). But when 

the boat takes a wide sweeping tum over the shore, she cannot pull the cord hard enough 

to bring her back to land safely, and for ten minutes she feels like she is going to die. 

However, unlike Icams, she is finally able to pull the cord with both hands, and she 

comes back to earth, a little hard, but safe and sound. 

After she lands, she sees concern in Vinh's face, the same face she wanted to 

press against hers and look at the romance below them when they first flew into the 

Puerto Vallarta. At that time, Vinh was more concemed with finding his shoes than with 

the view below them. However, after Vinh watches her soar overhead, he consents to 

going to Mismaloya, the place that Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton fell in love 

while they were making The Night of the Iguana. In Mismaloya there are two houses, 

one was Taylor's and one was Burton's, with a bridge over the street that separates the 

two houses. For Gabrielle and Eileen, the American wife of Frank Davies, this place, 

where romance thrived between two of the greatest contemporary lovers, was the epitome 

of romance and their visit to Puerto Vallarta. 

Once they take the trip in Estaban's cab to Mismaloya, they see the two houses 

and the bridge that spanned the gap between the two lovers. For Gabrielle, the bridge 

"seemed so empty. It arched there against the blue sky and it cried out for some lover to 

come across and take his woman in his arms. But it was empty. The rosebushes, which 
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were full of blooms, nodded faintly in a breeze and the bridge stayed empty" (203). Vinh 

doesn't help matters because, when he has the chance to buy Gabrielle a "copa de oro" 

flower from a young girl, he not only does not buy it, but he says "no" when Gabrielle 

starts to pluck it from the girl's hand. Having taken the risk at parasailing, Gabrielle slips 

out of what she considers her character one more time and tells Vinh that she loves that 

flower. Even though he never buys her the flower, after the war game, and when Vinh 

takes to the parasail himself, the image of the copa de oro comes back in the form of the 

sunset over the water: "The sunlight on the wall had darkened into peach" (213). 

Gabrielle's art is the art of observation, and as Estes notes: 

A woman arrives in this world-between-worlds through yearning and by 
seeking something she can see just out of the comer of her eye. She 
arrives there by deeply creative acts, even through intentional solitude, and 
by practice of any of the arts. And even with these well-crafted practices, 
much of what occurs in this ineffable world remains forever mysterious to 
us, for it breaks physical laws and rational laws as we know them. (30) 

Her first step in her joumey through experience is the trip to Puerto Vallarta. 

Unlike Persephone, she is not raped and not abducted against her will. Gabrielle, on the 

other hand, takes the joumey, which serves as a healing function. Victoria Weinstein 

defines one reason for Persephone's joumey to the underworld: "the tale can resonate and 

an serve a healing function for women who have either ventured of their own accord to 

the deepest recesses of their own consciousness" (2). Gabrielle is more like Demeter 

who is seeking her daughter because Gabrielle is seeking the love of her husband and a 

renewed romance. Like Demeter she is observant and wise, but it takes action along with 

observation to bring the wisdom to the surface. Like Demeter gives Triptolemus the 

knowledge of sowing seed and planting com, Gabrielle gives Vinh the opportunity to 
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exhibit his passion and at the same time cleanse himself of the war. That is not to say 

that Vinh forgot the war, he just accepted it and was able to then experience happiness. 

As William Broyles notes in "Why Men Love War," 

The love of war stems from the union, deep in the core of our being, 
between sex and destmction, beauty and horror, love and death. War may 
be the only way in which most men touch the mythic domains of our soul. 
It is, for me, at some terrible level the closest thing to what childbirth is 
for women: the initiation into the power of life and death. (Esquire 55-56) 

The war game that Vinh and Frank play among the mins of Mismaloya is for both 

men a re-enactment of the passion that they felt during the war about the war and about 

the power of life and death. Gabrielle knows that for Vinh "in Vietnam during the war, 

there was passion. And there is a passion still inside him. He did fight with this man 

today" (233). Gabrielle just wants some of the passion directed at her that Vinh feels for 

the war. 

It is evident that, when Gabrielle and Vinh first meet Frank and Eileen at the bar 

in the hotel, that Frank is a veteran of the Vietnam War because Gabrielle notices that he 

is wearing dog tags. He is "bald with a big laugh and a big blond mustache," but she 

notices that "his hair is too shaggy for a current military man and he was perhaps in his 

early forties" (164). And being the observant woman that Gabrielle is, she "knew from 

his age and the dog tags that he was a Vietnam veteran, one of those who was either 

unable or reluctant to forget where he had been" (164). Later in the bar, Frank shows up 

wearing a T-shirt with a map of Vietnam printed on it "and the words I'VE BEEN AND 

I'M PROUD" (172). Frank tells Vinh and Gabrielle that he wishes he could "been part 

of a winner for you folks" (177). But later it is Frank and Vinh who "fight" with stones 
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and rocks in mock military fashion—Frank on one side and Vinh on the other. Gabrielle 

recognizes that during the battle, the men "had shared something once, something 

important—rage, fear, the urge to violence, just causes, life and death. They'd both felt 

those things in service of the same war. And neither of them wanted to let go of all that" 

(230). 

When they first meet Frank and Eileen, Vinh wants to get away from them. It 

seems as though getting away from Frank will help Vinh forget that he is not in Vietnam, 

and he is in Mexico only because his wife won the trip. Gabrielle, though, wants to 

watch the American couples like she watches television. 

Like Jay Gatsby and Daisy Buchanan in The Great Gatsby, Gabrielle and Vinh 

are separated by memories from another time and another place—for Vinh it is the war, 

and for Gabrielle it is the happy marriage they had before war was over and coming to 

American. Jay Gatsby's obsession with capturing the past in the present is like Vinh's 

need to recapture the war in Puerto Vallarta. And like Gatsby attempts to bridge the gap 

between him and Daisy, Gabrielle attempts to bridge the gap that separates her and Vinh. 

However, unlike Jay and Daisy, Vinh and Gabrielle are at least from the same social 

culture and eventually are able to transverse the bridge and become a happily married 

American couple. It takes Vinh engaging in and winning at a war that was never won and 

experiencing what Gabrielle experienced at parasailing for them to come together. 

Unlike Jay Gatsby who used the war as a romantic fa9ade to enhance his own character, 

for Vinh it is the memory of the war that he finds romantic. Even though Vinh was only 

a helicopter mechanic (224), when he reacts to the mock war on Puerto Vallarta he 
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romanticizes what he might have been as a combat officer. Paul Fussell notes that there 

are similar pattems between the "conventional 'romance' pattem and the standard 

experience re-enacted and formalized in memoirs of the war"̂  (130). 

After Vinh wins the war, he showers, gets dressed, and bmshes a lock of hair off 

Gabrielle's face and leaves, saying only that he is going out (232). Gabrielle doesn't 

know where he has gone, but fears that he has left her, and for the worst ten minutes of 

her life, she believes that Vinh is gone from her for good. As she starts her tme joumey 

when she is in the parasail, it is in that ten minutes she is sure she is going to die while 

parasailing that her awakening really begins, but her awakening becomes full blown in 

those ten minutes she believes Vinh has left her. Lying alone "on the bed in the Fiesta 

Vallarta Hotel" she "suddenly knew that it was [she] who had withdrawn from Vinh." 

She had "embraced this culture with such intensity that it isolated [her] from him, made it 

impossible for him to find a way to touch [her] anymore" (233). 

In the final scene when she watches the red and yellow parasail as high as her 

balcony, she closes her eyes, remembers her own flight, and is mentally transported to the 

parasail, riding "over the waves smoother than any ship" (234). When she discovers that 

the person in the parasail is Vinh, she and Vinh are once again united. 

Although Gabrielle is enamored with television and movies, she is not as innocent 

or is not as naive as Persephone,. She does, however, misplace her wisdom when she 

comes to America and becomes blinded by the glitter. She is not abducted, but takes on 

the joumey as her own. She has within her the motherly aspects of Demeter because she 
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is proud of her husband, just as Demeter is proud Persephone, Demophoon and 

Triptolemus, and all the initiates who come to the Festival of the Mysteries. 

Gabrielle, unlike Mildred Carey in "The Village" and Persephone, finds a part of 

herself in this worid that reminds her of Vietnam with its green lush mountains, blue 

water, birds, and beautiful flowers. Like the Persephone stage of the triple goddess, 

Eileen Davis, Frank's wife in "The American Couple," remains the innocent even though 

she, too, takes a joumey. But Eileen is not observant, and seems, at times, very naive. 

When the battle is going on between Vinh and Frank, Eileen is looking at the clouds in 

the sky and seeing ponies. Gabrielle sees some of herself in Eileen at that moment, and 

fears that she sounds just like Eileen at times because they both "probably respond to the 

same things" (226). This fear is Gabrielle's recognition that although she is wise and 

more aware of herself and of life than Eileen, there is still within her the innocent and 

naive girl who does not understand herself and her husband, and who still views her 

world as she views television and movies. She notes that Eileen doesn't even see a horse, 

but a lonesome, "sweet little pony," and Gabrielle imagines that Eileen is thinking that 

the "little girl makes a long distance phone call to the pony and it isn't lonesome 

anymore" (226). The lonesome pony is symbolic of the loneliness and estrangement 

from their husbands that both women feel. Gabrielle knows that if that scene appeared on 

television, she would weep over it just like she does other sentimental commercials. 

However, compared to what was happening in front of her, at that moment, "the pony 

stmck [her] as pretty uninspired" (226). Even when the fighting becomes the fiercest, 

Eileen is still lost in the clouds looking at how lovely the clouds are, this time seeing a 
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duck. To take the image of Eileen being the innocent child fiirther, when she sees the 

cloud that reminds her of a duck, she tells Gabrielle that she had one just like it when she 

was a child (229). The feeling is that Gabrielle is the mother here, acknowledging that 

horrible things are going on around both of them, but shielding the innocent Eileen from 

the horrors by not telling her about them. 

Even when Gabrielle first observes Eileen and Frank at the pool, she notices that 

"there was something around her eyes and her mouth that was very hard to read. Like 

she loved this man and was distressed by him in such equal parts that there was only 

something very small and placid that she could ever show about him. Or maybe even 

feel" (164). When Gabrielle and Vinh are introduced to Frank and Eileen Davies in the 

hotel lounge, Gabrielle notices that Eileen "was looking a little confused, not knowing 

whether to continue to talk with the other Americans or to come over to us, as her 

husband was motioning her to do" (176). Eileen does follow Frank over to where 

Gabrielle and Vinh are sitting. Gabrielle notices that the face she saw at the pool 

retumed to Eileen: "Then the pinch of confusion was gone and the face I saw at the pool 

retumed, the placid face exactly in between exasperation and affection" (176). When she 

and Eileen are on the hilltop, watching the battie, she equates herself to Eileen who is 

"sitting in this same way nearby," but unlike Eileen, Gabrielle opens her eyes (223). 

Eileen won her trip on the game show "Tic-Tac-Dough," a question-and-answer 

show, not a guessing-game show. However, she wanted to get on "Jeopardy," a more 

difficult question-and-answer show. Her not being able to get on the more advanced 

question-and-answer show depicts Eileen as bright but maybe not as bright and observant 
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as Gabrielle, although Gabrielle won on a guessing-game show, where only observation 

and not knowledge is the key to winning. "Tic-Tac-Dough" is made up of nine television 

guest stars who sit in squares making up the classical tic-tac-toe grid-like board, often 

played by children on a piece of paper. There are two contestants and a host. The 

difference between "Tic-Tac-Dough" and "Jeopardy" is that the later is considered more 

intellectual and, therefore, more serious than the child-like game of "Tic-Tac-Dough." 

The child-like game suits Eileen because even though she too is nearing forty, she seems 

much less mature than Gabrielle. Eileen remains an innocent person throughout the 

story. 

When Demeter requests that the people of Eleusis build her a temple, one of the 

reasons for her request is so that, like the other goddesses, she can observe the world and 

teach the chosen initiates the mysteries. Like Demeter, Gabrielle is observing the world, 

and especially her husband, from a place above the rest and reminiscent of the mins of 

Greece and Rome. In this place she can watch the sort of initiation that Vinh and Frank 

go through in order to come through the ceremonial reenactment wiser and more 

knowledgeable. Eileen remains unchanged because she is not part of the initiation. She 

fails to recognize that the mins they explore are the place for initiation because she does 

not see the mins as part of the two-dimensional movie set of Night of the Iguana. For 

Eileen the two-dimensional world is more important than the history of the three 

dimensional world. Even Estaban the cab driver, realizes that there is more depth in the 

real world than in movies, although he is still fascinated by movies. His references to 3-

D movies sets him apart from Eileen's understanding of what movies really are. Eileen 
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remains two-dimensional in a two-dimensional worid. Even though Gabrielle is 

fascinated and loves movies and television, because she is a wiser woman; she is able to 

go beyond the two dimensions, and through observations see the worid and come to an 

understanding. 

At one time Gabrielle looks at Eileen up on the hill with the breeze blowing 

through her hair, and Gabrielle is reminded of a giri in a bookplate she once had, the giri, 

like Eileen, was "standing against a breeze on a hill" (218), and then later she is on top of 

a hill and realizes that she must look like the giri in the bookplate or maybe like Eileen. 

When Gabrielle sees herself in Eileen and Eileen in her, it is reminiscent of the 

Demeter/Persephone myth and that they are both one and at the same time separate. 

After the war between Frank and Vinh is over and the men retum to where the 

women are, Eileen screams when she sees Vinh who has abrasions from the rocks hitting 

him. Motherly Gabrielle assures Eileen that he is all right and that "They're both all 

righf putting away any fears that Eileen might have about Frank. This scream is the last 

thing we hear of Eileen. We last see Eileen on the hiUtop. Because Eileen has wondered 

among the outer world all her life as an innocent and has not allowed herself to be pulled 

down into the underworld nor chosen to take the joumey herself, Eileen never transforms 

into a woman who has awareness and understanding. At the same time, Eileen does not 

possess the wisdom of a Demeter or a Hecate. 

From Gabrielle's point of view Vallarta at the beginning of the story, we catch 

sight of the mountains below her and Vinh as they fly into Puerto, and it reminded her of 

Vietnam. Gabrielle's view of the world is often from aloft, not only when they are flying 
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into the Mexico, but when she is parasailing, and most importantiy when she is on the 

hilltop watching the battle between Vinh and Frank. Like Demeter, the mother image, 

who does not go to Olympus to live with the other gods and goddesses, but who instead 

chooses to live among the mortals, Gabrielle chooses to live among the American culture 

and make it her own. However, Gabrielle, like Demeter, views the worid from aloft, 

observing, analyzing, and making adjustments to a worid that she is both apart of and 

distant from. 

Gabrielle is both a part of the world she is viewing below her and not a part of it. 

In a sense she sits above the action, between worlds: 

There are various names for this locus betwixt the worlds. Jung called it 
variously the collective unconscious, the objective psyche, and the 
psychoid unconscious—referring to a more ineffable layer of the former. 
He thought of the latter as a place where the biological and psychological 
worlds share headwaters, where biology and psychology might mingle 
with and influence one another. Throughout human memory this place — 
call it Nod, call it the home of the Mist Beings, the crack between the 
worlds—is the place where visitations, miracles, imaginations, 
inspirations, and headings of all natures occur. (Estes 29) 

On the outside, Gabrielle seems to be complacent and somewhat subservient to 

her husband, and she wants to be a good wife as much as she wants to be American. But 

underneath, Gabrielle is a very strong woman and regains her inner and outer strength on 

Puerto Vallarta because she gains strength in her relationship with Vinh. For Gabrielle, 

Hades is both the war and the strange thing that is going on within Vinh that has taken 

him away from her spiritually. Victoria Weinstein says that the tale of Persephone's 

Underworld joumey can be undertaken "either as a result of abduction or of personal 

choice" and that "the tale can resonate and serve a healing function for women who have 
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either ventured of their own accord to the deepest recesses of their own consciousness" 

(2). Gabrielle's Underworld joumey is a personal choice to the deepest recesses of her 

own consciousness because, by taking the joumey, she begins to both understand Vinh 

and realize that it she has pulled away from him just as he has pulled away from her: "I 

had embraced this culture with such intensity that it isolated me from him, made it 

impossible for him to find a way to touch me anymore," but "Vinh, too, has been 

distracted by the American culture" (233). 

The sense of separation and alienation that Grabrielle feels with Vinh is magnified 

when she views the battie from the hilltop. When she mentally steps out of herself and 

sees herself as an image posed on a hilltop, she becomes aware of only herself, the 

"romance was gone right away" (223), and Vinh, who is in the woods, is hidden from her 

physically as well as he is hidden from her emotionally. She feels like she is watching an 

old movie, like "all the old movie actors in all the old war and spy and detective movies 

ever made, all those wonderful old unreal movies that made my hours after midnight so 

peaceful" (225). Gabrielle's view from the top allows her the freedom to observe and to 

understand, yet it does not allow her to intervene, because she can't be part of what the 

men are experiencing. 

Gabrielle's joumey to awareness, insight, and understanding begins with the flight 

into Puerto Vallarta. The second part of her trip is when she jumps in the harness under 

the parachute. When Gabrielle is parasailing far above the action below, she soars like 

the pelicans that symbolize in this sense transformation. Normally, pelicans are symbolic 

of the transformation of lead to gold, here the transformation is of Gabrielle from tranquil 
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wife to a wife of action. And even though there is a sense that she is emotionally alone in 

the plane when they first arrive in Puerto Vallarta, she feels completely alone when she is 

parasailing, and as soon as she become aware of this aloneness, she sees a "little pack of 

pelicans heading back toward the beach," as though the pelicans knew better than she 

where the solution was. 

The third part of her joumey is the trip in Estaban's cab to Mismaloya to visit the 

famous site where Taylor and Burton filmed Night of the Iguana. Vinh acquiesces to 

taking the trip to Mismaloya after Gabrielle exhibits her courage with parasailing. 

During the drive up the mountain to Mismaloya, Gabrielle senses that Frank and Vinh 

were trying to one up each other with stories about their teenage years and the war. Any 

attempt to deviate them from their conversation lasted only a short time. Gabrielle, 

sitting in the middle of the back seat, wants only to put her head "out the window and 

watch the street go by like there was nobody else around" (201). She is feeling alone 

again. 

The only thing that stopped the men from talking was the cars movement on to a 

cobble-stoned street; the car jiggled and rattled so much the men could not keep talking. 

And when the little girl tries to sell them the yellow copa de oro flower, Gabrielle 

demonstrates another element of her confidence by telling Vinh that she really loved that 

flower. She says that she doesn't say something like that often, "so it must have had a 

sharp effect, because Vinh tumed his face to [her] and looked very sad for a momenf 

(204). But Vinh doesn't act on getting the flower for Gabrielle. 
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As the car climbs further into the hills, the roads become twisting and tuming and 

very bad. They have to slow down because of potholes, and then they descend back 

down toward the beach, but the roads are still bad. This trip for Gabrielle is rough and 

not easy, but it is interesting and she finds pleasure in recognizing things from brochures 

that she had read about the place. For them to get to the place where the movie was 

filmed, Estaban tells them that they have to wade across the mouth of the river that ran 

down the mountain, and then '"follow the seawall to the old dock.'" The image of the 

rocks, the river and the sea is reminiscent of Estes' interpretation of Persephone's joumey 

into Hades: 

The voice of the maiden crying out echoed through the stones of the 
mountains, bubbled up in a watery cry from undemeath the sea. Demeter 
heard the stones cry out. She heard the water crying. And then, over the 
land came an eerie silence, and the smell of cmshed flowers. (365) 

The most difficult part of the joumey for Gabrielle is not over, but it is the last part of her 

journey. 

The four of them wade through the stream, climb over boulders, climb down a 

rocky path, and then along a narrow seawall, making this part of the trip almost 

treacherous: "with a shore of boulders just below us on our right and the shaper incline of 

the weedy bank going up into the trees to our left" (211). Here, too, the hills and the 

thick trees remind Gabrielle of Vietnam, her homeland. 

When they get up to near the set for the movie, the fieldstone walls that were 

jagged and irregular were not so imposing because "up close it was clear that they were 

just facades, illusions, for as walls they contained nothing but the hillside, and as 
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balconies they didn't connect to anything at all" (212). The fa9ade of the movie set is 

like the fa9ade of Gatsby's life in The Great Gatsby. It is Jay Gatsby, however, who 

erects the fa9ade in order to win Daisy back from Tom Buchanan. For Gabrielle and 

Vinh, the fa9ade is cmmbling, foreshadowing that the illusion of the American culture 

that she sees on television is also cmmbling. Here among both the facades and the real 

stones and boulders that are embedded in the hillside Gabrielle completes her joumey 

into awareness. 

Gabrielle is an innocent because she wants desperately to believe in the illusions 

and the sentimentality on television, in the movies and in the commercials; she wants 

desperately to believe and does believe that America offers a "light and lively and less 

filling and soft as a cloud and reach out and touch someone culture" (213). When she 

and Eileen investigate the site, she finds it a lovely place, but "There was nothing of the 

movie to recognize, really" and she thinks that the place is a "pretty snapshot" but "not 

romance" (218). She feels a little odd among the mins that are so unlike the movie, and 

she becomes more intrigued with the battle between Frank and Vinh than the illusion of a 

movie set. 

On the other hand, Gabrielle is sitting there like Demeter, observing what is going 

on beneath her. Like the gods and goddess who watch the Trojan War from Mount 

Olympus, Gabrielle watches the battle between Frank and Vinh. And even though she is 

only observing, like the wise crone stage of Hecate, she knows the men in some ways 

better than they know themselves. For a moment she thinks that they have left the 
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argument and become friends again. Like a goddess she thinks, "Foolish men. They 

didn't even know how to hold a gmdge" (221). 

The stones the men pick up are their weapons, but they also symbolize the 

creation of a new human race: "in the Greek legend of the great flood, the surviving 

human couple, Deucalion and Pyrrha, create a new human race out of stones (the 'bones 

of Mother Earth') thrown over their shoulders—to replace the old human race drowned in 

the flood" (Biedermann 326). Stones can also be symbolic of the energy within Mother 

Earth and the life force and energy from the earth (Biedermann 327-328). The stones in 

this story symbolize the creation of a new life for Vinh and Gabrielle. 

For Vinh and Frank, the stones are obviously weapons, but for Vinh they are the 

life force and energy and the passion he felt during the war. The passion is rebom in him 

when he engages in combat and wins. Both winning the battle and purging the anger 

inside him allows the passion that he feels for Gabrielle to be rebom. Ultimately, 

Gabrielle and Vinh are awakened to the romantic passion that was gone from their lives. 

Mother Earth becomes a part of them, and Vinh retums to earth at the end of the story. 

In the aftermath of the battle between Frank and Vinh, Gabrielle and Vinh's 

marriage becomes a real thing and not a fa9ade like the duck costume that Gabrielle wore 

in her appearance on "Let's Make a Deal" nor the ethereal image of the cloud-duck that 

both Eileen and Gabrielle see in the sky. Symbolically, the duck in East Asia "has 

positive connotations, it always lives in pairs and symbolizes a good marriage" 

(Biedermann 106), and even though the precise nature is not known, ducks suggest erotic 

allusion in both Eastem art and in Egyptian art (Biedermann 1-6). When he is 

158 



parasailing, Vinh throws Gabrielle a kiss and smiles at her. She notices that 'Night was 

coming on" and thinks, "my husband was about to retum to earth. And so was I" (234). 

But after the mock battle, Gabrielle "yeamed to know what it was that [Vinh] felt, what 

he may have leamed" (230). Finally, she understands and feels in same way what Vinh 

fek. What was an illusion for Gabriel has become a reality—spiritually, Vinh and 

Gabriel are reunited as one. 

The birth/death/rebirth of both Gabrielle and Vinh's marriage is symbolized in the 

lizards and iguanas that are found on Puerto Vallarta. The girl selling lizards, the famous 

movie. The Night of the Iguana, and the girl with the iguana on her shoulder all 

symbolize the "death followed by resurrection," or the "rebirth, rejuvenation through 

shedding of its skin, longing for —spiritual—lighf (Biedermann 211). Vinh, who 

seemed a living dead, has been resurrected through the purging process. Gabrielle has 

experienced a rebirth and is able to shed her skin of placid participation in her marriage. 

They both have emerged into the light depicted by the glare of the sun and the beautiful 

sunset at the end of the story. Finally, Gabrielle is able to let herself "separate from my 

body" and "from all the strangeness that had come upon [her], that made up [her] life, 

and [she] could glide in the long angle of this sun and feel at peace" (234). 

Like the earth being rebom when Persephone retums to the Outerworld, Gabrielle 

and Vinh are rebom as lovers. Like the trinity of maiden, mother and crone that forms 

the triple goddess myth of Persephone/Demeter/Crone, the three phases have solidified in 

Gabrielle and she has symbolically resurrected. 
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Toby Herzog notes that books about the Vietnam War "emerged as 

confessionals—an individual and national purging of heart and mind" (213). He looks at 

Chris Starkman in Phillip Caputo's novel, Indian Country, 

a tortured veteran: guilt-ridden, paranoid, grief-stricken, depressed, and 
uncommunicative. He is torn between two worlds. Seeking a haven in the 
past through memory and imagination, he finds that part of him is still in 
Vietnam and that the other part tries to find a comfortable spiritual home 
in an inhospitable civilian world. [He] retums to Vietnam as he displays 
the characteristic nostalgia for the battlefield and his fiiends. (182-183) 

This is similar to how Butier portrays Frank and Vinh: 

They had shared something once, something important—rage, fear, the 
urge to violence, just causes, life and death. They'd both felt those things 
in service of the same war. And neither of them wanted to let go of that 
(230) 

Vinh is purging his mind of the war in the mock battle with Frank, while 

Gabrielle is able to purge her mind of doubts about Vinh's spirituality and his love for 

her. Like a fairy tale, we want to believe that Vinh and Gabrielle will live happily ever 

after, but in reality, we know that even though they have keener insight into themselves 

and their relationship, the aftermath of the Vietnam War for the men and women who 

went to Vietnam and the men and women who remained home is an on-going, life-long, 

joumey. 

Tina Chen says that O'Brien's war stories "reflect the difficuh choices forced 

upon those who have confronted the contradictions of combaf (79). I believe that war 

stories also reflect the difficuh choices forced upon those who have not experienced 

combat but who confront the contradictions of supporting the men and women who 

served in the Vietnam War. The stories discussed in this dissertation are stories that are 
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about understanding and healing. They are about the joumey that people must embark on 

in order to obtain the goal of knowledge and self-awareness. The experiences 

encountered on the joumey are as varied as there are stories, poems, novels, drama, and 

movies written about the Vietnam War. As Herzog says, "for Americans, the Vietnam 

War is everyone's experience, but in different ways" (212). 

In his discussion of the epic retum, in American Myth and the Legacy of Vietnam, 

John Hellmann uses the movies The Deer Hunter and Apocalypse Now to demonstrate 

that the mythic joumey motif is used to explore "Vietnam on the fundamental level of 

American cultural myth" (173). He says that in both films "the joumey of the main 

character deep into the wilderness of Vietnam is a joumey by the idealized American 

hero deep into he inner nature, long since projected upon Vietnam, to confront his 

traumatized mythic values" (173). At the end of Hellmann's work, he questions where 

the joumey back leads. I do not believe that the joumey can be "back" to anything; it can 

only be a joumey forward to a new understanding, a new awareness of ourselves with 

Vietnam as a major part of our contemporary culture, and toward a new awareness of the 

major impact that the Vietnam War has had on contemporary literature. 

Hellmann feels that prior to the United States involvement in the Vietnam War, 

American was "without a conqueror, festering compromise, or major failure, it was also 

able to ignore its guihs and flaws" (224). Although rather pessimistic in his view of new 

American myth in movies such as George Lucas's Star Wars, he has hope for America 

learning from its past mistakes from its literature about the Vietnam War: "Mythmaking 
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is an active, not a passive, process. Perhaps, from the landscape of our Vietnam failure, 

we can find a new determination to brave the opening expanse" (224). 

In making their own joumeys from innocence to "considering one's war 

experiences, the heart of the third stage, with stmggling to live in a civilian world" 

(Herzog 167), the writers of these stories are braving the opening expanse of their own 

World and are, in the process, making their and our own myths. 
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Notes 

Paul Fussell discusses the three stages that Northrop Frye points out as in the 
standard "quest." The first stages is "of the perilous joumey and the preliminary minor 
adventures"; second, '"the cmcial stmggle, usually some kind of battle in which either 
the hero or his foe, or both, must die'; and third, 'the exahation of the hero, who has 
clearly proved himself to be a hero even if he does not survived the conflict'" (Northrop 
¥ry. Anatomy of Criticism, Princeton, 1957, 187). 

Estes gives a modem rendition of an ancient tale called "The Handless Maiden." 
"The Handless Maiden" tale is, as Estes says, about "women's initiation into the 
underground forest through the rite of endurance" which means '"to harden, to make 
sturdy to make robust, to strengthen'" (419). The tale is important in the discussion of 
war literature because men and women who retum from war often have a hard time 
separating themselves from the war itself Estes says that "Among Jungians this is called 
'anticipation mystique'—a term borrowed from anthropologist Levy-Fmhl—and it used 
to mean a relationship wherein 'a person cannot distinguish themselves as separate from 
the object or thing they behold.' Among Freudians, it is called 'projective identification'" 
(418). 

"The Handless Maiden" is a tale about a miller who has fallen on hard times and 
basically sells his daughter to the devil. Although, he makes the pact with the devil not 
knowing that he has sold her. The maiden, of course, has a "temperament like the first 
sweet apples of spring." Because the maiden put on a pure white gown depicting her 
purity, the devil could not take her and order her not to bath. As the days wore on, she 
became dirty and disheveled, but when she cried tears she became pure and white again. 
The devil orders the father to chop off the girl's hands. However, the maiden's tears 
clean the stumps, and the devil loses all claim to her. She being the good daughter, 
leaves her father and mother, goes into the forest to let fate have its will. She is 
nourished by a pear tree that dips it branches over so that she can eat the fruit. She 
uhimately is met by a king and his gardener. She tells them '"I was once of the world, 
and yet I am not of this world.'" The king falls in love with her, marries her and they 
have a child. Finally, the maiden's hands are replaced with silver hands, and they live 
happily ever after. For a more detailed look at the tale "The Handless Maiden," see 

163 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

And over Minnesota you fly into an empty, unknowing, uncaring, purified, 
permanent stillness. Down below, the snow is heavy, there are pattems of 
old com fields, there are some roads. In retum for all your terror, the 
prairies stretch out, arrogantly unchanged. 

—Tim O'Brien, If I Die In a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship 
Me Home, 205 

As Tobey Herzog points out, "Unquestionably, significant portions of post-

Vietnam American society and the military, unlike in previous post-war periods, fek 

uncomfortable with the war and it participants" and "Some segments upset with the 

country's involvement in Vietnam transferred their abhorrence for the war to the 

American soldiers who fought there" (169). When the soldiers retumed home from WW 

I and WW II, there were parades to greet them, but for the Vietnam War soldiers, there 

were often shouts of "baby killers" and "losers." The image of the American War hero 

was shattered. Herzog notes that "Vietnam ended American innocence about the politics 

of war, the role of political dissent, the effectiveness of technology, and battlefield 

bmtality. Media myths about war and Hollywood's early view of Vietnam in The Green 

Berets proved false," and he goes on to point out that "after the war ended, much of the 

country rejected the war and, most tragically, rejected the combatants. Postponed was the 

country's final step in confronting the Vietnam experience" (214). 

The time for consideration and reflection was extremely difficult for the people 

who went to Vietnam, and for many there has not been enough time for them to come to 
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an understanding of their experiences in the war. As Herzog notes, "for Americans, the 

Vietnam War is everyone's experience, but in different ways" (212). Those who went to 

Vietnam were not sure what was waiting for them when they got there, especially at the 

beginning of the United States involvement in the war, but the joumey home was, for 

many, as full of apprehension as the joumey over. As Hemingway observed "Before the 

war you always think that it's not you that dies" {Esquire 1935). For the women who 

served as nurses, the alienation they fek on retuming from the Vietnam was as profound, 

as k was for the milkary men who retumed. Many fek like Tim O'Brien in "Don't I 

know You?" The narrator is retuming home after serving his time in Vietnam. Although 

he looks out the window of the plane to say goodbye to the earth below, while still over 

Vietnam, he can only see the darkness below. When he is on the last leg of his joumey, 

flying over Minnesota, his home state, he is able to see the earth which is frozen over, 

and "Black chunks of com fields peer out of the old snow" (416). The stewardess on 

the plane is a stranger, "No Hermes, no guide to anything" (414). For some soldiers the 

flight home was disassociated with a homecoming and more associated with joumeying 

into a different kind of underworld, an underworld where acceptance and understanding 

was unsure. The joumey home was for many of the men and women who went over the 

beginning of a different kind of initiation into acceptance and understanding. For many 

of the men and women, the joumey to the World was filled with questions that are still 

unanswered—why were we there, what did we do, and where do we go from here? The 

nurses who retumed from Vietnam fek much the same way: "Beyond the strange 

dislocation sensed by all Vietnam vets coming back to America was an even deeper angst 
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fek by the combat nurses, whose experience was often discounted even by the soldier she 

had once sought to save" (Kemp 353-354). 

The joumey from innocence to awareness depicted in these stories parallels the 

journey motif in the classical triple goddess myth of Persephone/Demeter/Hecate. The 

Persephone/Demeter/Hecate image of maiden daughter, experienced mother, and wise 

crone in the form of the triple goddess represent the need for "etemal solidarity" of the 

mind and soul. It is the different phases of the triple goddess, innocence, experience, and 

knowledge that produce the transfiguration of the different phases into the solid entky 

form of the triple goddess. Solidarity is not confined to just women; the triple goddess 

image can be found in both men and women who are forced to take any journey toward 

becoming a self-actualized person. In celebration of the female aspects of humanity, 

Victoria Weinstein says, "The integration of life and death is a special wisdom that 

women own in their very bodies, which experience blood and pain as productive and life-

giving, not solely the unhappy results of accidents or the intentional resuks of violence 

and war-making" (4). The inkiation into the mysteries of the underworld through 

experience helps to bring forth an understanding that will aid those who are still trying to 

deal wkh the aftermath of traumatic chaos, in this case the Vietnam War, and help them 

to have a better understanding of contemporary American culture. 

In War and the Novelist, Peter G. Jones discusses the war novel as a 

bildungsroman; he says, "themes of inkiation and quest, of course, are basic to all the 

war novels" (21). This dissertation shows that the ancient inkiation and quest motif 

stems as much from mythology about women as k does from mythology about men, as in 
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the Iliad and Odyssey. And this dissertation attempts to show that the classical joumey 

motif normally associated with classical heroes like Odysseus is as well suited to the 

journey motif that women take on their trip from innocence to awareness, but that the 

female archetypes are found in the image of the triple goddess, 

Persephone/Demeter/Hecate. The image of women as goddesses who, like the hero in 

classical literature, undertake joumeys, just like male warriors do, into the unknown 

underground of experience in order to emerge wkh consideration about the female 

experience. Like the men and women who went to Vietnam during the war, the women 

and men who stayed home in American "face horrors, occasionally succumb to them, 

and live wkh the aftermath" (Herzog 214). 

The fiction examined in this study represent only a sampling of the works by 

writers of Vietnam War literature, and it only partially represents works of fiction about 

the Vietnam War where the joumey motif is predominate in dealing with the chaos of 

war and ks aftermath. Likewise, these works represent a small sampling of the numerous 

works where the triple goddess motif is evident in the representation of women and men 

in the innocent, experience, and awakening stages of life. 

Although this study has not looked at novels about the Vietnam War by men and 

women, there are numerous works that deserve critical analysis on the joumey motif and 

the triple goddess motif; Tim O'Brien's Going After Cacciato, Jayne Anne Phillips, 

Machine Dreams, Larry Heinneman's Close Quarters and Paco Story, Phillip Caputo's 

Indian Country, Susan Fromberg Schaeffer's Buffalo Aftemoon, and Bobbie Ann 

Mason's In Country represent only a few of the best works. There are also numerous 
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collections of short fiction, poetry, drama and film by writers about the Vietnam War. A 

more in depth study would include other works, especially works by women writers,̂  

who have followed Clarissa Pinkola Estes exploration of the wild woman and the image 

of the virgin, mother, crone in Ikerature and cultural studies. My purpose is to introduce 

the joumey from innocence to awareness by noting that the triple goddess image of the 

Virgin, Mother and Crone as represented by Persephone, Demeter, and Hecate, is 

important in our contemporary literature as well as in classic Ikerature. 

Estes says, "The remedies for repair or reclamation of any lost psyche drive are 

contained in stories. Stories engender the excitement, sadness, questions, longings, and 

understandings that spontaneously bring the archetype, in this case Wild Woman, back to 

the surface" (15). Estes notes that stories are still medicine for us because they help us to 

understand ourselves, our culture, and other people and other cultures Estes notes that 

"Through the centuries, various conquests of nations by other nations, and both peaceful 

and forced religious conversions, have covered over or altered the original core of old 

stories" (16). War alters the national psyche in any era, and k is through words that 

humans start to deal with the pain that has been inflicted on the psyche. Stories have 

essence, whether they are stories from the Greeks that we continue to read and interpret 

in order to understand ancient civilizations and ourselves, or contemporary Ikerature that 

we read and interpret to understand our own civilizations. Stories help us to understand 

what we don't understand. They lead us toward answers so that we may understand 

humanity, just as they lead the Greeks toward answers about the mysteries of the 

universe. As Joseph Campbell points out, "the German anthropologist Adolf Bastian 

168 



recognized that throughout the mythologies and religions systems of the worid, the same 

images, the same themes are constantly recurring, appearing everywhere" (95). 

Campbell says at the beginning of Transformations of Myth Through Time that "The 

material of myth is the material of our life, the material of our body, and the material of 

our environment, and a living, vkal mythology deals wkh these in themes that are 

appropriate to the nature of knowledge of the time" (1). The same themes of innocence, 

experience, and awareness do occur in every culture. Although I did not delve into Asian 

mythology and the theme of transfiguration from innocence to knowledge, a future study 

will look at these themes and the images used in Asian mythology. The representation of 

women in respect to the Vietnam War needs to be more than just women represented as 

nurses, secretaries, or the women who stayed home. Although all representation is 

important and vital to understanding women during times of war, they, like male heroes, 

can and do represent fear, cowardice, strength, bravery, and wisdom. To delineate 

women or the feminine element in a piece of literature to stereotypical roles impedes a 

close reading of any literary work. 

In Chapter n of this study, I have approached the image of Persephone as 

innocent and virgin in order to point out that the images of women that men took to war 

with them, like Martha in "The Things They Carried," are often images that are reflective 

of the stage that the men are going through themselves. Martha remains a virgin and an 

innocent in Jimmy Cross's mind until Lavender is killed. Jimmy realizes that he must let 

go of his own innocence and thus he then lets go of his idea of Martha's virginity and 

innocence. 
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The image of Demeter as the mother stage of the triple goddess who is actually 

enduring experience is exemplified in Chapter IE. In this chapter we see the metaphor of 

experiencing the horrors of war as the experience that one has to go through in order to 

emerge awakened from the horrors of the war. For instance, Miranda in "The Lake Was 

Full of Artificial Things," has to "visit" Daniel while he is experiencing the war in order 

for her to accept what she can not change, gain insight, and start her own joumey toward 

healing and awakening. 

Chapter IV focuses on Hecate as the Crone or wise woman. In Toby Herzog's 

Vietnam War Stories: Innocence Lost, he points out that "More sophisticated war 

Ikerature, however, moves beyond innocence and battlefield experiences into Fussell's 

third category as the soldiers attempt to order and understand their experiences" (15-160). 

Hecate, the crone and the wise woman of classical mythology, represents this third stage. 

Even though Nancy Anisfield, in "Sexist Subscript in Vietnam Narratives," says that in 

war literature, "women are associated with inexperience and cowardice, experience and 

bravery are described in hyper-masculine terms" (6). However, if the image of the crone 

or wise woman is used to represent the stage of experience, then the stage associated with 

experience becomes non-gender. Through the completion of the joumey into experience 

and the emergence out of the experience as an awakened person, whether a woman or a 

man takes the joumey, an understanding of that experience can be gained. Mildred in 

Kate Wilhelm's "The Village," for instance, even though she is a mother, never gains 

understanding because (1) she does not live through the horrific experience, and (2) 

Mildred is too wrapped up in her own intolerance to be aware of an experience. Even if 
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lived, Mildred might very well not emerge from the experience a wise woman. Estes 

notes, "The majority of harsh loss of innocence is supposed to come from the worid 

outside the family. It is a gradual process that almost everyone experiences and that 

culminates in a painful awakening to the idea that all is not safe or beautiful in the worid" 

(n 540). 

In Chapter V, I discuss stories that reflect the aftermath of the war, and the most 

obvious of the stories about the aftermath is Robert Olen Butler's "The American 

Couple." Not only is this story about a Vietnamese couple who have become 

Americanized, but it is also about a stereotypical American couple, Frank and Eileen 

Davis, who represent in some ways the estrangement of men and women after the men 

retumed home to the World. However, the story is told from the point of view of 

Gabriel Tran who, like Eileen Davis, is estranged from her husband because he is still 

living in the war. Gabrielle's obsession with television and movies depicts her powers of 

observation, but it takes experiencing danger in the act of parasailing while visiting 

Puerto Vallarta for her to begin her joumey into understanding what her husband, Vinh, 

went through during the Vietnam War. Inside, Gabrielle is fighting her own battle, that 

of feeling alienated from her husband. As Maurine Ryan notes in "The Other Side of 

Grief; American Women Wrkers and the Vietnam War," "Maybe most women can't 

know what k's like to fight in a war, but they can and do fight their own wars, wars that 

rage long after the guns have fallen silenf (56). By experiencing life as a participant and 

by observing Vinh in the mock battle with Frank, Gabrielle takes a joumey through the 

experiences, and she emerges from the joumey a wise woman who understands her 
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husband and is spiritually reunited wkh him. So contrary to what Emmett professes to 

Sam in Bobbie Ann Mason's In Country, "Women weren't over there' Emmett snapped. 

'So they can't really understand'" (107), maybe Gabrielle wasn't over there, but by being 

observant and wise, she CAN understand what Vinh went through over there. 

Phillip Caputo says, 

Vietnam was the epicenter of a cultural, social, and polkical quake that 
sundered us like no other event since the Civil War. It was not an 
anomalous chapter in our national history, as even a casual reading of the 
Indian wars and the campaign to suppress the Philippine insurrection will 
bear out, but it was an anomalous chapter in our national mythology. 
{Rumor'iST) 

As Herzog says about the works in his book Innocence Lost, the stories discussed 

in this dissertation are reflective of "an individual and national purging of heart and 

mind—as authors, through memory and imagination, answered why American soldiers 

fought in an unpopular war, how they survived, how the experience changed them, and 

how they and their families live wkh the war's aftermath" (213). As long as there are 

writers, poets, joumalist, dramatists and film makers who are interested in and care about 

the Vietnam War, there will be pieces of literature emerging that tries to understand how 

we live with the experience. Because the Vietnam War has had such a major impact on 

the American culture, there will be works produced about the Vietnam war long after 

those who did the fighting are dead, because "for Americans, the Vietnam War is 

everyone's experience, but in different ways" (Herzog 212). 

In William Wamer's discussion of the Rambo movies and how they depict 

American culture in the 1980s, he says: 
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The many different forms of cultural work on and around Vietnam and the 
vet in the eariy 1980s suggest that the war's trauma was far from 
dissipated, ks wound still open and in need of the kind of suturing that can 
only be done with words and representations. (673) 

The scars of the Vietnam War will remain on the skin of American culture but the scars 

of scars are being examined in American Ikerature, and in that way the suturing with 

words may start the healing. 

Ultimately, stories, poems, and songs inspired by the Vietnam War will be as 

diverse in elements of fiction as the storytellers are diverse in their individual experiences 

from the war. The war was different for everyone who went over, some men saw combat 

action, some drove back-hoes, some bulk schools for the Vietnamese children, and some 

channeled paperwork from one desktop to another; but whatever their role or purpose 

was in Vietnam, everyone had an experience and everyone lost an innocence. As Bmce 

Franklin says, 

calling it "the Vietnam War " is questionable. The war was fought also in 
Laos and Cambodia, with devastating consequences for those nations and 
effects that still reverberate in American politics and culture. The so-
called "secret wars" in Laos and Cambodia are a basis for much ongoing 
public distmst of Washington . . . American popular culture still 
memorializes the Ohio students killed while protesting the 2970 U.S. 
invasion of Cambodia. (1) 

Everyone who went to Vietnam and everyone who experienced the war from home, has a 

story to tell: "when one begins the story depends on what story one is telling" (Franklin 

11). 

Finally, this work is the beginning of an on-going comparative study of the motifs 

of innocence, experience and awareness found in classical mythology and those same 
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motifs that are found in literature about the Vietnam War. As Herzog points out above, 

the motif of inkiation and quest is evident in most works about war. That motif and how 

k relates to classical mythology and modem fairy tales calls for more study and analysis. 
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Notes 

^ For a selected annotated bibliography on works about the Vietnam War by 
women see Deborah A. Butier's American Women Writers on Vietnam: Unheard Voices, 
A Selected Annotated Bibliography, published by Garland Publishing in 1990. 
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