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A Modernist Nekyia: Jung’s Myth of Analysis 

 

 

 The descent to the underworld is the single most important myth for Modernist 

authors and painters. Nearly all of the major writers, and many of the painters, from 

1895-1945 use the myth as a central allusion in major works. The myth gives the works 

that “shape and significance” which T.S. Eliot saw to be the consequence of the 

“mythical method” (“Ulysses”). Furthermore, the composition of these works tends to 

coincide with a crisis in the writers’ lives, analogous to the descent to the underworld. 

This breakdown in the inner sphere is reflected outwardly by the cultural catastrophe of 

World War I, and by certain other developments in the arts and sciences of the times. 

Hence, the myth gives that shape and significance to the works and lives of the 

Modernists, which I delineate in this article, through a series of close readings of images 

from Jung’s Red Book, which explicitly allude to the Nekyia. Indeed, from 1911 on, “the 

task of analysis for Jung was one of enabling and invididual to descend to his or her own 

hell, confront it, and return” (Shamdasani, “A Biography” 101).1  

 The Nekyia catalyzes the revelation of the archetypal forms of the 

imagination-forms for which the Modernists developed a wide range of synonyms, such 

as “Urbild aller Bilder” (Hermann Broch), “pattern” and “shape” (T.S. Eliot), “vortex and 

“ideogram” (Pound), “hieroglyph” and “palimpsest” (H.D.), “foundation,” “timeless 

schema,” “entelechy,” and “pious formula” (Thomas Mann).2 James Hillman has recently 

elaborated upon this relationship between Hades and eidola, those “ideas that form and 

shape life” (Dream 51). These are the seed forms of psyche stored in its underworld. His 

work is the most comprehensive and precise in its focus on the relationship between crisis 



and the creative descent to the underworld central to an archetypal poetics of Modernism. 

Hillman sees the abduction of Persephone and her marriage to Hades as a transition from 

ego to soul. Where the former represents the reality principle (the engagement in the 

normal concerns of waking life), the latter represents the imaginal principle: “Soul is 

imagination,” Hillman writes, an “imagining substrate of consciousness” (Re-Visioning 

x., 69), and a “source of images” (Archetypal 6). This theory suggests a poetic basis of 

consciousness, which is structured by the archetypes (Re-Visioning xi.). Since “the word 

eidolon (Plato’s fundamental idea or image) relates to Hades himself (aidoneus) and with 

eidos”, Persephone’s abduction signifies her dissolution into the archetypal images of the 

underworld (Hillman, Dream 51). The rape therefore represents a “transition from the 

material to the psychic perspective” (53).3 

 I use the term necrotype for these deep images of the psyche catalyzed by the 

descent to the underworld. The coinage combines the words Nekyia and archetype, and 

refers to certain images that typically occur in narratives structured by the mythology of 

the underworld—images like rivers, mountains, doorways and divestiture, mirrors, bees 

and honey, birds, eyes, and geometrical figures. The necrotypes are the fundamental 

elements of that myth—archetypal images that appear in the text at the point when 

allusions to the Nekyia become explicit. All of these necrotypes—geometrical, ocular, 

catoptric, aquatic, oreographic, apian, lepidoptric, ornithological, along with images of 

doorways and divestiture—occur in the many works of Modernism that employ the 

mythical method.4 

 Jung’s deep engagement with the mythology of the descent to the underworld 

coincides with the emergence of the literature and arts of early Modernism. It began with 

the publication of Symbols of Transformation in 1911, when he was thirty-six years old. 

It was a “critical” time, marking “the beginning of the second half of life, when a 

metanoia, a mental transformation, not infrequently occurs” (CW 5: xxvi.). He was 

“acutely conscious, then, of the loss of friendly relations with Freud” caused by the 

publication of the book, after which he felt extreme inner uncertainty and severe 

disorientation. Feeling that he had reached a “dead end,” Jung set out to find “what 

unconscious or preconscious myth was forming me, from what rhizome I sprang CW 5: 

xxv). On a four-day cruise on Lake Zurich, his friend Albert Oeri “fell into the habit of 



reading aloud the Nekyia episode of Homer’s Odyssey, the journey of Odysseus to the 

Sojourn of the Dead. It was significant because Jung now approached perhaps the most 

shattering experience of his life, and later frequently referred to as his own Nekyia” 

(Broome 157). 

 Jung’s anxiety and breakdown, then, began with a synchronistic clue about the 

myth he was living by: it was the Nekyia. This should not be surprising: Symbols of 

Transformation is primarily concerned with the regression of libido into the depths of the 

unconscious, a process understood as a descent to and return from the underworld. 

Throughout the book, Jung tracks the libido as it retreats beyond “the pre-sexual stage of 

earliest infancy” to “the intra-uterine, pre-natal condition,” and finally “irrupts into the 

collective psyche where Jonah saw the ‘mysteries.’” Here in the depths the libido 

“reaches a kind of inchoate condition in which, like Theseus and Peirithous on their 

journey to the underworld, it may easily stick fast. But it can also tear itself loose from 

the maternal embrace and return to the surface with new possibilities of life” (CW 5: par. 

654, p. 420). 

 In this passage Jung equates the regression of libido with the descent to the 

underworld, which is conceived of as maternal (as it is also in Goethe’s Faust).5 The 

entire book, in fact, is concerned with this struggle to return to and be re-delivered from 

the mother, who, as the underworld, symbolizes the matrix of those “collective images 

(archetypes) that are activated by the libido’s descent. In this sense, Jung’s personal 

experience of the Nekyia, following the publication of Symbols of Transformation, 

closely parallels the pattern of abduction and revelation discussed by James Hillman in 

The Dream and the Underworld: like Persephone, whose abduction by Hades catalyzes 

the revelation of “the ideas that form and shape life,” Jung journeys to the “land of the 

dead” and returns with the “pattern” that gives shape and significance to his life and work 

(Memories 192). 

 Many of the motifs of the descent to the underworld surface in Jung’s dreams and 

fantasies during this period, from 1913-197, in the Liber Novus, when he began the 

imaginal encounters that would lead to The Red Book. In one dream, a female dove spoke 

of the “twelve dead” whom she needed to absorb before she could become human 

(Broome 157). At Christmas time of 1912 he dreamt of a lane of Merovingian 



sarcophagi, each one with a knight carved on it that came to life under Jung’s scrutiny. At 

this point, he resolved to submit to “the impulses of the unconscious” by paying close 

attention to its spontaneous productions (Memories 173). By October of 1913, the 

pressure built up to a vision of a “monstrous flood” covering Europe and turning into a 

sea of blood. The outbreak of war in August of 1914 relieved Jung’s fear of imminent 

insanity by establishing the objective meaning of his vision. 

 Jung’s Nekyia led to an “incessant stream of fantasies” let loose by an emotional 

tension so severe that “certain yoga exercises” were needed to allay it. Like Persephone, 

he felt a “violent resistance” to and “distinct fear” of the impulse to “plummet down into 

the fantasies stirring “underground.” Yet on December 12, 1913, Jung resolved “upon the 

decisive step” and let himself be swept under by the flood. He describes his descent as 

plunging “down into the dark depths” of a deep twilight. Then he imagines removing a 

crystal from the mouth of a hollow fountain, which erupts in blood after he sees a dead 

blond youth float by on an underground stream with a scarab beetle behind him. A few 

days later, he had his vision of Siegfried murdered while riding a “chariot made of the 

bones of the dead” (Memories 177, 178, 180). Then “an inner voice told him that he must 

understand” the dream or shoot himself (Broome 163). 

 The recurrence of the “steep descent” to the “land of the dead” sets the pattern for 

Jung’s active imagination during this time of the initial composition of the Red Book, and 

it ultimately moves beyond death and abduction to revelation: first of Salome and Elijah, 

and then of Philemon, whom Jung calls his “ghostly guru,” his psychopompos, or guide 

to the underworld (Memories 181-82, 184). Although Vincent Broome suggests that the 

dream of the murdered Siegfried (Sigmund Freud) and affair with Toni Wolff (the mother 

figure) point to Jung’s living out of “one of the oldest myths of all—parricide” (161), one 

can see the outlines of a still older myth in these imaginal events: Toni Wolff is not the 

apex of an Oedipal triangle; rather, she is Jung’s Persephone, the Queen of the 

Underworld who personifies, as Anthony Storr puts it, the “matrix of a mythopoetic 

imagination which had vanished from our rational age,” and which Jung rediscovered as 

a result of his descent (qtd. in Broome 164). 

 In 1916, Jung felt the crisis begin to reveal the “outlines of inner change,” and he 

felt “compelled from within to formulate and express what might have been said by 



Philemon” (Memories 190-91)—a compulsion at the root of the Red Book. Then the 

hauntings began: the front doorbell rang loudly several times with no one there, a white 

figure passed mysteriously through the rooms, and Jung felt the house “crammed full of 

spirits […] so thick it scarcely seemed possible to breathe (Memories 185-88). They cried 

out in a chorus “We have come from Jerusalem where we found not what we sought,” 

and for the next three evenings Jung wrote his Septem Sermones ad Mortuous, the title of 

which shows that the events of this period are most coherent when seen under the aegis of 

Hades, rather than of Oedipus.  

 Following this climax of Jung’s descent, he referred to the unconscious as the 

“mythic land of the dead” to which his soul had flown a few days before writing the 

Seven Sermons. He writes that “these conversations with the dead formed a kind of 

prelude to what I had to communicate to the world about the unconscious: a kind of 

pattern of order and interpretation of its general contents” (Memories 191-92). That is to 

say, the descent to the underworld moved Jung through his breakdown to a revelation of 

that which gave shape and significance (a “pattern of order”) to his life and work. All 

subsequent creative activity (including the production of the Red Book and the building 

of the Bollingen Tower) came from these initial dreams and fantasies (the riches 

harvested from Pluto’s cornucopia), which began in 1912, and ended with the drawing of 

his first mandala in January of 1916. As “an expression of the self” and representation of 

the “microcosmic nature of the psyche,” Jung saw the discovery of the mandala as the 

ultimate achievement of this period, made possible by the ordeal of his descent into the 

underworld. Like the circles and rectangles of the abstract paintings of Kandinsky and 

Mondrian, created during this same period, Jung’s mandalas expressed the dynamic of 

“Formation, Transformation, Eternal Mind’s eternal recreation,” as articulated by 

Goethe’s Faust (Memories 196). 

 



 
“Systema Munditotius” 

Shamdasani Appendix A (364) 

 

 In the lower center of this mandala, one sees the imagery of death and the 

underworld that are also to be found in the Red Book, particularly of the worm-like 

caterpillar, an ancient symbol of the soul in Greek myth, which Jung identified as a 

“larva” in 1954, when the image was published in “a special issue of Du dedicated to the 

Eranos conferences” (Shamdasani 364): 

 



 
Detail, “Systema Munditotius” 

 

One sees below the tree of life, with its roots in the underworld (like Yggdrasil of Nordic 

myth), an image of “Abraxas dominus mundi,” the name of a Hellenistic diety who 

embraces the opposites of male and female, good and evil, God and Satan—a motif that 

would become a central theme in Hermann Hesse’s Demian, written around this same 

time while Hesse was in Jungian analysis in Locarno. 

 Hence the Nekyia emerged during this critical period as the myth Jung lived by, 

and his myth of analysis—an allegory of the individuation process. It would remain so 

throughout the course of his life and work. In his “Psychological Commentary on the 

‘Tibetan Book of the Dead,’” Jung writes that the revelation of the fundamental forms of 

the imagination at the time of death corresponds to the “transformation of the 

unconscious that occurs under analysis” (CW 11: par. 854, p. 523). In the Tibetan system, 

the underworld has three levels: the Sidpa Bardo, a realm of sexual fantasies that leads to 

rebirth and the renewed imprisonment of the soul; the Chönyid Bardo, replete with 



karmic illusions of psychic inheritance recorded in the imagery of the archetypes; and the 

Chikhai Bardo, where the pure light of empty consciousness shines brightly A Freudian 

psychology is appropriate to the first, a Jungian to the second, and, perhaps, a Grofian 

transpersonal psychology to the third. 

 Jung interprets the psychic residua of previous incarnations (the karmic illusions 

of the Chönyid Bardo) as psychic heredity not “confined either to family or to race. These 

are universal dispositions of the mind, and they are to be understood as analogous to 

Plato’s forms (eidola), in accordance with which the mind organizes its contents” (517-

518). He then points out that “in the case of our ‘forms,’ we are not dealing with 

categories of reason but with categories of the imagination” (CW 11: par. 845, pp. 517-

18), that is to say, with the archetypes. The experience of these “transsubjective psychic 

realities” becomes possible only when we move beyond the Sidpa Bardo (of fear and 

desire), thereby giving up the “supremacy of egohood, regarded by reason as sacrosanct. 

What this means in practice is complete capitulation to the objective powers of the 

psyche … a kind of figurative death, corresponding to the Judgment of the Dead in the 

Sidpa Bardo” (CW 11: par. 846, p. 519). 

 Here then is one source of James Hillman’s interpretation of Persephone’s 

abduction by Hades “aidoneus” as a rape of the ego leading to the revelation the eidola, 

those “ideas that form and shape life” (51). Jung also equates the Platonic eidola with the 

archetypes, and argues that their revelation is experienced as a flood of “uninhibited 

imagination” overwhelming consciousness with the “chaotic riot of phantasmal forms” 

(CW 11: par. 849, p. 521). This description recalls his own personal Nekyia of 1912-

1916, and anticipates the imagery of his near-death experience in 1944, during which the 

archetypal motifs of the descent to the underworld again emerge as the informing pattern 

of Jung’s imagination—his myth to live and die by. 

 After breaking his foot, Jung collapsed into an unconscious delirium on the verge 

of death, during which he experienced a series of visions. He felt himself “on the point of 

departing from the earth,” when he encountered a huge block of granite hollowed into a 

temple with a yogi sitting at the entrance. As he walked towards the inner chamber, he 

felt “the whole phantasmagoria of earthly life stripped away,” as if he were on the verge 

of meeting those who could explain it all to him—stripped down like the goddess Inanna 



passing through the seven doorways in the underworld. But the image of his doctor 

appeared and called him back to earth, putting an end to the vision. Jung found it difficult 

to forgive the doctor for this favor, and sunk into a deep depression by day, that was 

blessedly alleviated by ecstatic visions at midnight, when he felt himself “floating in 

space, as though [he says] I were safe in the womb of the universe—in a tremendous 

void” (Memories 290-93). 

 In these visions, catalyzed by the journey to the underworld, explicit motifs from 

the Nekyia emerge, particularly those associated with the sacred marriage of Hades and 

Persphone. Jung has a vision of his nurse as an ancient partner in the kabbalistic marriage 

of Malchuth and Tifereth, a hierosgamos celebrated in a “magnificent green landscape,” 

which Jung refers to three times in two pages as the “garden of pomegranates,” the fruit 

Persephone eats in Hades. It is therefore odd that she is left unmentioned in this passage, 

perhaps apotropaically. It is as if Jung instinctively followed the folkloric command not 

to eat the fruits of the otherworld, or utter the names of the lords of the dead. 

Nevertheless, the outlines of the myth are clear in this vivid portrayal of Jung’s second 

Nekyia, which reveals the eternal aspects of the soul, now seen not as projections of the 

imagination but as absolute objective realities of the psyche (Memories 294-96). 

 

The Red Book 

 

 While others have focused on the mythology of the descent to the underworld in 

the text and narrative of Jung’s Red Book, none to my knowledge have explored its 

pervasive imagery in the paintings.6 There are several, beginning with the majuscule 

capital D on the first page:  

 



 
 

 This first letter of the Red Book is the part that contains the whole. Practically 

everything to follow in Jung’s life and work is prefigured by it. Like the “seed syllable” 



of the Hindu tradition (AUM), the first letter of the name of Allah in the Koran 

(bismallah), the tetragrammaton of the Old Testament (JHVH), or the Aleph in the short 

story by Borges of that title, this one image embraces the opposites of the entire work to 

follow. I call such images “hologlyphs,” a coinage combining the words “holograph” and 

“hieroglyph.” In a holograph, the whole image is contained in every particle of the plate, 

in the same way that each cell of our bodies contains the genetic information of the whole 

organism—if not also of the entire created cosmos (William Blake’s “world in a grain of 

sand”). By “hieroglyph” I simply mean an image with communicates a spiritual truth or 

idea. Hence, a hologlyph is a single image contains embraces the opposites of the entire 

system—creation and destruction, Alpha and Omega, Brahma-Vishnu-Shiva, male and 

female, life and death. Our world mythologies are founded on such images, and on the 

idea of the hologlyph, perhaps most succinctly stated by the alchemical maxim of the one 

figure that “contains the entire treatise” in the famous engraving in Michael Maier’s 

Atalanta Fugiens of the alchemist squaring the circle with the use of the triangle. 



 
 To begin with the necrotypes associated with the mythology of the descent to the 

underworld, we note that the imagery of what Jung called “the night-sea journey” (a term 

he took from Leo Frobenius, cited frequently in Symbols of Transformation) in this first 

illumination of the Red Book: we find a fascinating evocation of the mysterious creatures 

of the depths, below the water line of the lake in the foreground; and we note the boat in 

the mid to background in its passage across the waters to the yonder shore. And there we 

see a temenos (a sacred space of revelation and transformation, here, an ancestral space) 

in the depiction of the medieval city with its prominent steeple pointing up into the 

mountains beyond. This yields a rich fusion of necrotypes long associated with the 

journey to the underworld: zoomorphic (creatures commonly evoked by the myth, like 

the deer, the dog, or the whale), aquatic (the crossing of the waters to the land of the 

dead, as in the river Styx), and the oreographic (mountains as the destination of the 



Nekyia, as exemplified by such works as The Epic of Gilgamesh, the Egyptian Books of 

the Dead, or Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain). 

 Of particular interest, perhaps, are the coral formations below the surface of the 

lake in the foreground, which link the imagery of the Nekyia to the alchemical 

symbolism, also apparently present in this first image—let’s call it the “Urbild aller 

Bilder,” following Hermann Broch’s lead. From the perspective of the hermetic 

iconographies of the alchemical tradition we notice several motifs in the image: first we 

have the serpent coiling up from the alembic of fire at the base, to its crowned head at the 

top, on the left side of the page. The belly of the snake is golden, and there are gold dots 

running along its black top, suggestive of the emergence of philosophical gold from the 

blackness of putrefaction. We also find common symbols of the alchemical tradition at 

the top of the painting: the astrological motifs of the signs of the zodiac, and the union of 

the cycles of the sun and the moon—so often figured in hermetic engravings by the 

mysterium coniunctionis of Sol et Luna, King and Queen, and of the Hermaphrodite is 

such texts as the Rosarium Philosophorum, central to Jung’s engagement with alchemy in 

his book on the Psychology of the Transference. 

 Alternatively, one might see the coiling serpent as a prefiguration of Jung’s later 

interest in the symbolism of yoga, where we find the seven coils of the chakras through 

which the kundalini serpent ascends to the crown chakra at the top of the skull (Ajna). 

Hence this first image of the text brings together the mythologies that would so engage 

Jung throughout much of the Red Book, and of his life work: the Nekyia, alchemy, and 

kundalini yoga. In a very real sense, the whole of his work is contained in this first image. 

 When we turn to the narrative recorded in the chapters following this initial image 

in the “Liber Primus,” the mythologies of the Nekyia continue to play a central role, only 

now with a shift to Nordic and Egyptian motifs. The key chapters here are Chapters V, 

“Höllenfahrt in die Zukunft” (Descent into Hell in the Future) and VII, “Heldenmord” 

(Murder of the Hero). 



 
 

 
 

Both involve the death of Siegfried—hero of the Nibulungenlied, and central protagonist 

of Wagner’s Ring—and the mysteries of the depths revealed during Jung’s imaginal 

explorations by the “geist der Tiefe” (the spirit of the deep), which, at the beginning of 

Chapter V gives him a “glimpse of inner things, the world of my soul” (“die welt meine 

Seele”) in the form of a waking dream: 

 



  I see a gray rock face along which I sink into great depths. I stand 

in black dirt up to my ankles in a dark cave. Shadows sweep over me. I am 

seized by fear, but I know I must go in. I crawl through a narrow crack in 

the rock and reach an inner cave whose bottom is covered with black water. 

But beyond this I catch a glimpse of a luminous red stone which I must 

reach. I wade through the muddy water. The cave is full of the frightful 

noise of shrieking voices. I take the stone, it covers a dark opening in the 

rock. I hold the stone in my hand, peering around inquiringly. I do not want 

to listen to the voices, they keep me away. But I want to know. Here 

something wants to be uttered. I place my ear to the opening. I hear the 

flow of underground waters. I see the bloody head of a man on the dark 

stream. Someone wounded, someone slain lies there. I take in this image 

for a long time, shuddering. I see a large black scarab floating past on the 

dark stream. 

  In the deepest reach of the stream lies a read sun, radiating through 

the dark water. There I see—and terror seizes me—small serpents on the 

dark rock walls, striving towards the depths, where the sun shines. A 

thousand serpents crowd around, veiling the sun. Deep night falls. A red 

stream of blood, thick red blood springs up, surging for a long time, then 

ebbing. I am seized by fear. What did I see? (237) 



 
 

 Of the “luminous red stone” in the vision, Shamdasani notes that “The Corrected 

Draft has: ‘It is a six-sided crystal that gives off a cold, reddish light’ (p.35),” and then 

cites Albrecht Dieterich’s Nekyia, which represents the underworld in Aristophanes’s The 

Frogs as “having a large lake and a place with serpents,” motifs which Jung “underlined 

in his copy” at three places in Dieterich’s text, with a focus on the symbolism of “Mud” 

(n. 83; 237). Then Shamdasani cites the 1925 seminar, during which Jung narrated this 

episode, and said that the “‘light in the cave from the crystal was, I thought, like the stone 

of wisdom,’” and that “‘The beetle of course I knew to be an ancient sun symbol, and the 

setting sun, the luminous red disk, was archetypal. The serpents I thought must have been 

connected with Egyptian material’” (n. 85; 238). The note adds that Jung said that “‘soon 

after I had a dream in which Siegfried was killed by myself,’” which he interprets as 

“‘destroying the hero idea of my efficiency. This has to be sacrificed in order that a new 

adaptation can be made; in short, it is connected with the sacrifice of the superior 



function in order to get at the libido necessary to activate the inferior function’” (n. 85; 

238). 

 Both notes reinforce the central themes of the descent to the underworld in the 

text and images of Chapters V and VII, in which a kind of synthesis of Nordic and 

Egyptian necrotypes occurs—in a way that reminds one curiously of James Joyce, who 

does the same thing in Finnegans Wake. Jung’s vision is a synthesis I would call 

speluncular, aquatic, insectomorphic, and solar necrotypes: he descends to the muddy 

waters of a deep cave, where he sees a dead body floating on waters farther below, with a 

black scarab floating past, in the light of an apparently setting sun. Shamdasani’s notes 

show that Jung soon became aware of the Greek and Egyptian motifs associated with the 

underworld, partly from Dieterich’s Nekyia, and that the Nordic mythologies of the death 

of Siegfried would shortly emerge, in the “Heldenmord” of Chapter VII of the Liber 

Primus. 

 The illuminations that accompany this narrative vividly represent this impressive 

variation on the descent to the underworld. In the first we see that slain body of the vision 

followed by the scarab and solar disk menaced by black serpents: 

 

 
 

And in the second, from Chapter VII, we see the moment of the murder of the hero, 

Siegfried shot in the back in a mountainous landscape at sunset(imagery which evokes 

the diurnal and oreographic necrotypes): 

 



 
 

 The murder of Siegfried by Hagen is, of course, one of the most magnificent 

moments in all of Wagner’s Ring, with its famous “Funeral March” as Siegfried’s body 

floats back down the Rhine for the final apocalyptic burning of the pyre in 

“Götterdämmerung.” The murder is a key moment both in the Red Book and in 

Memories, Dreams, Reflections, and Siegfried’s battle with the Fafnir (the giant turned 

into a dragon, hoarding the Rhine Gold in the Ring) is the subject of one of the most 

spectacular plates in the Red Book: 

 



 
 

One sees here the golden disks in the coils of the dragon, in the process of being 

dismembered by Siegfried, so that, in the Nordic myth, he may retrieve the treasure of the 



Rhine maidens, and forge the Tarnhelm of invisibility and the Ring that confers power, 

but negates love. The myth of the dragon slayer is of course a universal motif in world 

mythology: one thinks of St. George and Perseus, both of whom slay the monster to 

rescue the feminine that has been captured and imprisoned. Farther afield one may 

consider the Hindu mythology of Indra slaying the dragon Vritra with his thunderbolt, to 

release the sun and the waters of life. It is a mythologem beautifully explored by Joseph 

Fontenrose, in his marvelous book Python, which connects the material to Apollo’s 

slaying of the dragon and founding of the oracle at Delphi. There are even suggestions of 

Old Testament variations on the myth, the focus of Mary Wakeman’s evocative study, 

God’s Battle with the Monster, in which Jahweh does battle with a demon of the depths 

variously named (Rahab and Leviathan, for example). 

 Both Wakeman and Fontenrose narrow their discussion to the theme of the 

emergence of cosmos from chaos that results from the conquest of the dragon, as for 

example in the Mesopotamian variation in which Marduk dismembers Tiamat to create 

the forms of the earth (the Tigris and Euphrates rivers being the tears streaming from the 

murdered Goddess’s eyes). Closer to the Jungian world, however, would be Marie-Louise 

von Franz’s study of Creation Myths, especially the sections devoted to the sacrificial 

victim. But even more to the point in the context of the Red Book would be the Gnostic 

studies that Jung was engaged in when the material was beginning to emerge during this 

critical period of his “Confrontation with the Unconscious.” In such Gnostic myths as the 

Syrian “Hymn of the Pearl,” the dragon of the deep represents the material world, into 

which its soul—Anima mundi, Sophia, Shekinah—has fallen, been taken captivity, and 

imprisoned. The hero’s task is typically to dive to the bottom of the sea, retrieve the soul 

from the dragon, and return with it to its heavenly source. 

 The redemption of the feminine, of course, would become a central motif of 

Jungian studies following the refiguring of the myth in The Red Book, in which it is 

associated with the central task of the birth of the new god image, which is the primary 

purpose of the descent to the underworld recorded in the text and images. Hence, 

Siegfried’s battle with the monster and the Nekyia remain a central motifs in the 

illuminations that accompany the text in the second part of the book, Liber Secundus, 

such as the image of “Der Tod” in Chapter VI:  



 

 
Plate 29 

 

 This image of death exemplifies what I call the insectomorphic, or more precisely 

the lepidopteric necrotype: because the Greek word Psyche means both butterfly and 

soul, the butterfly becomes a symbol of the soul emerging from the cocoon of the corpse 

in the form of the chrysalis. It is a motif abundantly illustrated by Marija Gimbutas in her 

book The Language of the Goddess, which includes several stunning images from 

Minoan Crete (large vessels, the coffin of a child) in which the unfolding wings of the 

butterfly represent the double-bladed axe, a symbol of the labyrinth, while the chrysalis 

serves as a symbol of the soul. 



 
Gimbutas Fig. 430 

 

Jung’s image seems also to echo the symbolism of both the Egyptian and Oriental 

mythologies first announced in the initial capital “D” of Liber Primus: here again we find 

the solar disk associated with the journey of the soul through the twelve hours of the 

night in the Egyptian Books of the Dead, and also a hint of kundalini symbolism, with the 

chakras suggested by the coils of the caterpillar standing on the red sun. 

 The hieroglyphics of the two borders of the image of Death, and particularly of 

the lower register, beneath the solar disk, bring Siegfried back into the picture, and 

combine the motifs of the Nordic Nekyia with Biblical and Mithraic mythologies. In the 

lower right side of the bottom panel we see a reclining figure waving to us—like 

Siegfried, I would suggest, lying on his funeral pyre, but indicating the possibility of 

rebirth by his upraised left arm:  

 



 
Detail, Plate 29 

 

In the glyph immediately to the left, in the middle of the bottom panel (in the depths of 

the underworld), it seems that Siegfried has been devoured by the dragon: 



 
Detail, Plate 29 

 

He is in the belly of the whale—like Jonah, who cries out to us in the beautiful “Hymn of 

Thanksgiving” that he has gone down to the “roots of the mountains,” into “Sheol” (a 

Hebrew name for hell); or like Raven in the Eskimo myth, swallowed by the whale, in 

whose belly he creates fire to burn his way out; or like Pinocchio, who meets his father in 

the belly of the whale. We could adduce numerous amplifications of the motif, in which 

the belly becomes both the womb and tomb, a temenos of death and rebirth. 

 The image of rebirth, and of return from the underworld, is implied by the image 

to the immediate left, at the lower corner of the bottom panel: 

 



 
Detail, Plate 29 

 

This image is clearly of Near Eastern provenance, a Mithraic motif of the birth of the god 

from egg of Mother Night, which we find in Orphic cosmologies as well, and which most 

likely derives from the Zoroastrian mythologies of Ancient Persia, in which Ahura 

Mazda is typically represented in the center of a wingèd oval. The motif also occurs at 

the top of Jung’s first mandala, the “Systema Munditotius” previously noted, where the 

deity in the egg is identified as “Erikapaios or Phanes, thus reminiscent of a spiritual 

figure of the Orphic gods” (Jung, qtd. in Shamdasani: 364): 



 
Detail, “Systema Munditotius” 

(Shamdasani 264) 

 

It is an image we know as well from a relief sculpture in Modena, in which we see 

Phanes born from the egg of night (with the top and lower halves of the shell), holding a 

lightning bolt and a staff, with a serpent coiled up his body, enclosed in a mandorla 

illustrated by the signs of the zodiac, with the four winds at each quarter: 



 
Campbell, ed. The Mysteries (Plate III) 

 

For Jung, in the context of the Red Book, the symbol is of that new god image to be 

reborn from the depths of his descent; hence the recurrent motif of the egg that runs all 

through the images of the Liber Secundas, often in association with the mythologies of 

the underworld. 

 Another plate which brings the various mythologies of the Nekyia into a complex 

new relationship combines Egyptian, Mithraic, and Nordic motifs: 



 
Plate 22: Dies II: Chapter V 

 

This image gives us the full cycle of the Nekyia: the descent to the lower world of the 

bottom panel (beneath the central tree), on our right; and the ascending return from the 

domain of death and dismemberment on our left. The scarab beetle of Egyptian 

iconography figures largely in both: on the right, pushing the solar disk into the Amduat 

at dusk; and, on the left, pushing the sun up from the underworld at dawn. And, on both 

sides, we find the serpent on the cross (downward pointing on the right, upwards on the 

left), a Biblical symbol of death and rebirth, of crucifixion and resurrection (the two poles 

of the Christian Nekyia). And on the upper right and left registers we find again the 

Zoroastrian images of the wingèd disks, emanating from the rays of the central sun, 

symbolic of the god of light and truth, Ahura Mazda. 

 The infusion of Nordic motifs may be implied by the tree in the center of the 

green lozenge, and by the narrative that seems to unfold in the underworld of the bottom 

panel. The arboreal necrotype recurs throughout the imagery of the Liber Secundas, and 



is the subject of many of its most beautiful plates (Plates ). In this plate, the tree evokes 

Yggdrasil from Nordic sources, with its branches in the heavens, its trunk in middle 

earth, and its roots in the underworld of Nifleheim. It is the same tree that Odin hangs 

from nine days and nights to win the runes of wisdom. In Jung’s image, we find a battle 

in progress immediately below the roots of the tree, in the center of the lower panel: 

 

 
Detail Plate 22 

 

I would suggest that this image is another variation on the theme of Siegfried’s battle 

with the monster (the giant Fafnir, hoarding the Rhine gold), which is also depicted in a 

‘devouring’ posture on the lower right side of the panel. Our hero seems to emerge 

triumphantly from the encounter on the lower left side, with his arms upraised in a 

posture of rebirth and return from the underworld. Immediately above him we see the 

scarab beetle pushing the solar disk upwards at dawn. 



 This image is itself flanked by palms, miniature version of the huge tree in the 

green lozenge in the center of the plate—an image that may evoke the motifs from the 

hermetic Nekyia: the alchemical tree and Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus, and 

dismemberment. This latter motif recalls the image of Siegfried previously noted, in 

which he is, simultaneously, encoiled by, and dismembering the dragon. One recalls here 

the importance of the Visions of Zosimos of Panopolis (300 A.D.) that will emerge later 

in Jung’s life, when he consciously engaged the iconographies of the alchemical 

traditions. In the second of the series of dream visions in that document, Ion encounters a 

dragon at the entrance to a temple with no beginning and no end, and with a spring of 

pure water inside. The dragon is then flayed and dismembered, its bones made into 

stepping stones leading into the temple (Linden 52). 

 

 The night-sea journey returns as the subject of one of the largest and most 

beautiful illuminations of the Liber Secundas, which combines elements of the Egyptian 

and Nordic Nekyia:  

 



Plate 55: “Incantations: Chapter X” 

 

Shamdasani notes the allusions to the Egyptian Nekyia: 

 

The solar barge is a common motif in ancient Egypt. The barge was seen 

as the typical means of movement of the sun. In Egyptian mythology, the 

Sun God struggle against the monster Apophis, who attempted to swallow 

the solar barge as it traveled across the heavens each day. In 

Transformations and Symbols of the Libido (1912) Jung discussed the 

‘living sun-disc’ (CW B, §153) and the motif of the sea monster (§ 549f.). 

In his 1952 revision of this text, he noted that the battle with the sea 

monster represented the attempt to free ego-consciousness from the grip of 

the unconscious (Symbols of Transformation, CW 5, §539). The solar 

barge resembles some of the illustrations in the Egyptian Book of the Dead 

(ed. E.A. Wallis Budge [London: Arkana, 1899 / 1985), i.e., the vignettes 

on pp. 390, 400, and 404). The oarsman is usually a falcon-headed Horus. 

The night journey of the sun God through the underworld is depicted in 

the Amdaut, which has been seen as a symbolic process of transformation. 

See Theodor Abt and Erick Hornung, Knowledge for the Afterlife: The 

Egyptian Amduat—A Quest for Immortality (Zurich: Living Human 

Heritage Publications 2003). (n. 128, 284) 

 

He also translates the calligraphic passage above the image: 

 

One word that was never spoken. 

One light that was never lit up. 

An unparalleled confusion. 

And a road without end. (284) 

 

Hence, the image echoes the other plates in which the night-sea journey occurs, often in 

close connection with the motif of the Belly of the Whale. Here also one might add that 



the curved prow of the barge in which the solar disk is being transported seems rather 

more Nordic than Egyptian, more typical of Viking ships, than those to be seen in the 

Books of the Dead. If this is the case, associations with Siegfried’s journey down the 

Rhine, or even perhaps of Thor’s tangle with the World Serpent, would not be irrelevant 

here. In addition, one might add that the language of the inscription (“An unparalleled 

confusion / And a road without end”) evokes the mythology of the labyrinth, often 

equated with the journey to the underworld (as in Dante’s Inferno). And, as we will see, 

elements of the Nordic Nekyia will come back to Jung in association with the building of 

the Bollingen tower. 

 

Bollingen 

 

 
 

 The Bollingen property was from its very inception deeply engaged with the 

iconography of the Nekyia, fusing motifs from the Nordic, Arthurian, Alchemical, and 



Classical mythologies that are to be found throughout the Red Book and indeed all of 

Jung’s writings, particularly in Memories, Dreams, Reflections, which emphasizes the 

connection between Bollingen and the underworld:  

 

“When we began to build at Bollingen in 1923,” Jung writes, “my eldest 

daughter came to see the spot, and exclaimed, ‘What, you’re building 

here? There are corpses about!’ Naturally I thought, ‘Ridiculous! Nothing 

of the sort!’ But when we were constructing the annex four years later, we 

did come upon a skeleton. It lay at a depth of seven feet in the ground 

[….] It belonged to one of the many dozens of French soldiers who were 

drowned in the Linth in 1799 and were later washed up on the shores of 

the Upper Lake. These men were drowned when the Austrians blew up the 

bridge of Grynau which the French were storming. A photograph of the 

open grave with the skeleton and the date of its discovery—August 22, 

1927—is preserved at the Tower” (232).  

 

Jung then records how he proceeded to expiate the ghosts of the dead by performing a 

full military memorial service, complete with the firing of the guns. The property would, 

however, continue to be haunted by the shades of the historical and mythological past: 

“the Tower,” Jung wrote, was “connected with the dead,” from the beginning to the end 

of Jung’s presence there (225). 

 Shortly after Jung’s daughter warned him about the “corpses all about” the 

property, in the early spring of 1924, he had another visitation one night, when he heard 

“an outpouring of sounds, having the quality of water and of wind” (229). It was “as 

though there were one orchestra inside the Tower and another one outside” (229). 

Hearing footsteps outside, accompanied by music and laughter, Jung went to the door and 

saw “several hundred dark-clad figures, possibly peasant boys in their Sunday clothes, 

who had come down from the mountains and were pouring in around the Tower” (229). 

This would of course be alarming, given the remote and isolated location of Bollingen, at 

the far end of the lake, a long way from the city lights of Zürich and Küsnacht. 



 It would take Jung a long time and considerable research to stumble upon an 

explanation of the phenomenon, when he  

 

came across a seventeenth-century Lucerne chronicle by Rennwald Cysat. 

He tells the following story: On a high pasture of Mount Pilatus, which is 

particularly notorious for spooks—it is said that Wotan to this day 

practices his magic arts there—Cysat, while climbing the mountain, was 

disturbed one night by a procession of men who poured past his hut on 

both sides, playing music and singing—precisely what I had experienced 

in the Tower. 

 The next morning Cysat asked the herdsman with whom he had 

spent that night what could have been the meaning of it. The man had a 

ready explanation: those must have been the departed folk—salig Lut, in 

Swiss dialect; the phrase also means blessed folk—namely, Wotan’s army 

of departed souls (231). 

 

The language of this passage clearly evokes the mythologies of the Nordic Nekyia, for 

these are shades of his remote ancestry that Jung has encountered: they are “spooks,” 

“blessed folk,” “Wotan’s army of departed souls” cavorting wildly in the woods on the 

shores of the lake. 

 Closer to Jung would be his more recent ancestral lineage, which became an 

important presence at Bollingen:  

 

“In the winter of 1955-56,” Jung tells us, “I chiseled the names of my 

paternal ancestors on three stone tablets and placed them in the courtyard 

of the Tower. I painted the ceiling with motifs from my own and my 

wife’s arms [….] My grandfather changed the elements of the arms [….] 

He was an ardent Freemason and Grand Master of the Swiss lodge [….] 

The symbolism of these arms is Masonic, or Rosicrucian.” (232) 

 



This passage suggests that Bollingen became a kind of crypt for Jung, where he became 

acutely conscious of the shades of his ancestors—and of the roots of his own fascination 

with the hermetic traditions of alchemy, passed down to him from Goethe via the 

“Rosicrucian Englightenment” (as Dame Frances Yates called it) of the first part of the 

16th century. It was while “working on the stone tablets” that Jung “became aware of the 

fateful links between [himself] and his ancestors,” particularly those involved in 

alchemical studies, like his “great-great-grandfather,” named “Sigmund Jung,” who lived 

“at the beginning of the eighteenth century” (233). Jung surmises a relationship between 

Sigmund and a doctor of medicine and juridical practice named “Carl Jung (died 

1654)”—which date, Jung implies, would have made him aware of the Rosicrucians and 

their “Hermetic or alchemical philosophy,” sponsored by such figures as Count “Michael 

Maier (1568-1622), a well-known alchemist” who, along with Gerardus Dorneus, lived in 

“Frankfurt, which seems to have been a center of alchemical philosophy at the time” 

(232-33). Jung concludes that “it is safe to surmise” that his great-great-grandfather “Dr. 

Carl Jung was familiar with the writings of the two alchemists, for the pharmacology of 

the day was still very much under the influence of Paracelsus” (233)—whose birthplace, 

by the way, was just around the corner from Bollingen, in the beautiful city of Einsiedeln. 

 These associations between the ancestral shades of Jung’s family and alchemical 

thought also becomes apparent in the memorial stone that Jung carved for his wife Emma 

after her death in November of 1955 (when he carved the ceilings of the Tower with the 

motifs from his family heraldry): 



 
 

In the pediment at the top of the little Greek temple, with Doric columns, that Jung 

carved for Emma, one sees a sacred vessel: is it a chalice, with a wafer inscribed with a 

cross? Or is it perhaps a symbol of the Grail, the mythology of which was subject of 

Emma’s life work, The Grail Legend? Or is it an alchemical crucible, in as much as it is 

flanked by the symbols of the mysterium coniunctionis (the union of the sun and the 

moon) that so preoccupied Jung, in his conception of alchemy as a symbol of the 

“process of individuation” and the “problem of opposites” (233)? It may well be all three, 

given the syncretic nature of Jung’s comparative myth making, in which motifs from a 

variety of traditions (Greek, Christian, Nordic, Hermetic, and Arthurian) are fused to 

create a complex variation on the myth of the descent to the underworld. 

 This is nowhere more apparent than in the most famous artifact from the 

Bollingen property, the stone cube that Jung carved, originally meant to be a cornerstone 

for the Tower: 

 



 
Author Photo 

 

 

All of the details of the imagery and inscriptions on the stone are brought together by 

their variations on the mythology of the Nekyia. The alchemical motifs are present in the 

nature of the stone itself, which, as Jung writes, is a “perfect cube” (226), and therefore a 

fit symbol of the Philosopher’s Stone. Hence, the first inscription chiseled “into the 

stone” is a “Latin verse by the alchemist Arnaldus de Villanova (died 1313)”: 

 

Here stand the mean, uncomely stone, 

‘Tis very cheap in price! 

The more it is despised by fools, 

The more loved by the wise. (227) 

 



“This verse,” Jung writes, refers to the alchemist’s stone, the lapis, which is despised and 

rejected” (227). Also alchemical is the “small circle, a sort of eye, which looked at me,” 

that Jung sees in the “natural structure of the stone,” and then chisels in its center “a tiny 

homunculus” (227), a version of the puer symbolism that was of particular interest to 

Paracelsus. “This corresponds,” Jung comments, to the ‘little doll’ (pupilla)—yourself—

which you see in the pupil of another’s eyes; a kind of Kabir, or the Telesphoros of 

Asklepios” (227)—the figure who whispered the diagnosis of the dreaming patients into 

the ear of the priests at Epidaurus. 

 Jung’s associations here evoke the ocular necrotype, one of the oldest motifs of 

the mythologies of the underworld, going back to our very first iterations of the myth, in 

the Sumerian “Descent of Inanna” and in the Egyptian Books of the Dead. The 

association between this little alchemical homunculus inscribed in the pupil and the 

Nekyia is made explicit by both the image (of the “hooded” figure “carrying a lantern” in 

the eye), and by the text that Jung inscribed in Greek in each of the quadrants of the 

stone, which he translates for us: “Time is a child—playing like a child—playing a board 

game—the kingdom of the child. This is Telesphoros, who roams through the dark 

regions of the cosmos and glows like a star out of the depths. He points the way to the 

gates of the sun and to the land of the dreams” (227). It should be noted that two out of 

the three inscriptions allude explicitly to the mythology of the underworld, as Jung makes 

clear in his footnote: “The first is a sentence from Heraclitus; the second sentence alludes 

to the Mithras liturgy, and the last sentence to Homer (Odyssey, Book 24, verse 12)” n. 2, 

227). The Mithraic rituals involved the death and rebirth of the neophyte, who emerges 

from a pit, covered with the blood of the bull sacrificed on the grid above him. Hence 

Telesphorus is seen as “roaming through the dark regions” and glowing “like a star out of 

the depths” of the underworld (227). The final inscription from the Odyssey evokes the 

Classical Nekyia, for it is taken from the beginning of the final chapter, when Hermes 

psychopompos appears to guide the souls of the slaughtered suitors down into Hades. 

 If we look closer at the image of Telesphoros in the eye of the stone, we can 

discern more of the alchemical iconography that Jung incorporated into the figure:  

 



 
Author Photo 

 

In addition to the upraised right arm, pointing the way through the darkness, illuminated 

by the lantern in its left arm, we find a familiar symbol of the alchemical tradition: it is 

the so-called Monas Hieroglyphica, a circle on top of a cross with a concave semi-circle 

at the top. It was created by the English hermetic philosopher, John Dee, who advised 

Queen Elizabeth, and who spent time in the “Faust House” at the Castle in Prague, where 

Emperor Rudolf patronized such major figures of the alchemical traditions as Michael 

Maier and Giordano Bruno. In addition, on either side of homunculus, we recognize the 

alchemical symbolism of the mysterium coniunctionis, the union of the solar and lunar, 

masculine and feminine cycles, also found on Emma’s memorial stone. 

 The third face and fourth faces of the stone also bring together variations on the 

Nekyia. The third was carved with Latin inscriptions, “quotations from alchemy” (227). 

These verses allow the stone to speak for “itself” in the first person, and one of them 

implicates the imagery of the underworld: “I have had to be fetched out of the deep like a 



fish, or fell like a white stone from heaven” (227)—perhaps a reference to the lapis exilis 

in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, in which the Grail is a stone fallen from heaven 

during the war between the angels. Indeed, this guess may be supported by what Jung 

tells us about the fourth side of the stone (that Merlin is a “parallel figure to Parsifal […] 

his dark brother”), which he left blank—like an inferior fourth function facing away from 

the Tower towards the yonder shores of the lake. He does, however, tell us what he 

“wanted to chisel into the back face of the stone”: 

 

‘Le cri de Merlin!’ For what the stone expressed reminded me of Merlin’s 

life in the forest, after he had vanished from the world. Men still hear his 

cries, so the legend runs, but they cannot understand or interpret them 

[….] Hence he ended in exile, and hence ‘le cri de Merlin’ which still 

sounded from the forest after his death. This cry that no one could 

understand implies that he lives on in unredeemed form. His story is not 

yet finished, and he still walks abroad. It might be said that the secret of 

Merlin was carried on by alchemy, primarily in the figure of Mercurious.” 

(228) 

 

The iconography here, then, is of the Arthurian Nekyia, in the famous scene of the 

“Beguiling of Merlin” by Vivien, who coaxes magic spells out of the old wizard, using 

them to bind him in a tower of flowering hawthorns, from which he will never emerge, 

having returned in death to the natural world of the forest, from which he came. It is a 

scene memorably painted during the Pre-Raphaelite era by Edward Burne-Jones:  

 



 
Edward Burne-Jones, “The Beguiling of Merlin” (1872-77) 

 

Although Jung refrained from extensive commentary on the Grail Romances of the 

Arthurian myth, out of deference to his wife Emma, he did share the important dream he 

had in India, in 1938, after recovering from dysentery ten days in a hospital in Calcutta, 

in Memories, Dreams, Reflections: 

 

I found myself, with a large number of my Zürich friends and 

acquaintances, on an unknown island, presumably situated not far off the 

coast of Southern England. It was small and almost uninhabited. The 

island was narrow, a strip of land about twenty miles long running in a 

north-south direction. On the rocky coast of the southern end of the island 

was a medieval castle. We stood in its courtyard, a group of sightseeing 

tourists. Before us rose an imposing belfroi, through whose gate we could 

just manage to see that it terminated above in a columned hall. This hall 



was dimly illuminated by candlelight. I understood that this was the castle 

of the Grail, and that this evening there would be a ‘celebration of the 

Grail’ here. This information seemed to be of a secret character, for a 

German professor among us, who strikingly resembled old Mommsen, 

knew nothing about it. I talked most animatedly with him, and was 

impressed by his learning and sparkling intelligence. Only one thing 

disturbed me: he spoke constantly about a dead past and lectured very 

learnedly on the relationship of the British to the French sources of the 

Grail story. Apparently he was not conscious of the meaning of the legend, 

nor of its living presentness, whereas I was intensely aware of both. Also, 

he did not seem to perceive our immediate, actual surroundings, for he 

behaved as though he were in a classroom, lecturing to his students. In 

vain I tried to call his attention to the peculiarity of the situation He did 

not see the stairs or the festive glow in the hall. 

 I looked around somewhat helplessly, and discovered that I was 

standing by the wall of a tall castle; the lower portion of the wall was 

covered by a kind of trellis, not made of the usual wood, but of black iron 

artfully formed into a grapevine complete with leaves, twining tendrils, 

and grapes. At intervals of six feet on the horizontal branches were tiny 

houses, likewise of iron, like birdhouses. Suddenly I saw a movement in 

the foliage; at first it seemed to be that of a mouse, but I saw distinctly a 

tiny, iron, hooded gnome, a cucullatus, scurrying from one little house to 

the next. “Well,” I exclaimed in astonishment to the professor, “now look 

at that, will you …” 

 At that moment a hiatus occurred, and the dream changed. We—

the same company as before, but without the professor—were outside the 

castle, in a treeless, rocky landscape. I knew something had to happen, for 

the Grail was not yet in the castle and still had to be celebrated that same 

evening. It was said to be in the northern part of the island, hidden in a 

small, uninhabited house, the only house there. I knew that it was our task 



to bring the Grail to the castle. There were about six of us who set out and 

tramped northward. 

 After several hours of strenuous hiking, we reached the narrowest 

part of the island, and I discovered that the island was actually divided into 

two halves by an arm of the sea. At the smallest part of this strait the width 

of the water was about a hundred yards. The sun had set, and night 

descended. Wearily, we camped on the ground. The region was 

unpopulated and desolate; far and wide there was not a tree or shrub, 

nothing but grass and rocks. There was no bridge, no boat. It was very 

cold; my companions fell asleep, one after the other. I considered what 

could be done, and came to the conclusion that I alone must swim across 

the channel and fetch the Grail. I took off my clothes. At that point I 

awoke. 

 Here was this essentially European dream emerging when I had 

barely worked my way out of the overwhelming mass of Indian 

impressions. Some ten years before, I had discovered that in many places 

in England the myth of the Grail was still a living thing, in spite of all the 

scholarship that has accumulated around this tradition. This fact impressed 

me all the more when I realized the concordance between this poetic myth 

and what alchemy had to say about the unum vas, the una medicina, and 

the unus lapis. Myths which day has forgotten continue to be told by 

night, and powerful figures which consciousness has reduced to banality 

and ridiculous triviality are recognized again by poets and prophetically 

revived; therefore they can also be recognized “in changed form” by the 

thoughtful person. The great ones of the past have not died, as we think; 

they have merely changed their names. “Small and slight, but great in 

might,” the veiled Kabir enters a new house. 

 Imperiously, the dream wiped away all the intense impressions of 

India and swept me back to the too-long-neglected concerns of the 

Occident, which had formerly been expressed in the quest for the Holy 

Grail as well as in search for the philosopher’s stone. I was taken out of 



the world of India, and reminded that India was not my task, but only a 

part of the way—admittedly a significant one—which would carry me 

closer to my goal. It was as though the dream were asking me, “What are 

you doing in India? Rather seek for yourself and your fellows the healing 

vessel, the servitor mundi, which you urgently need. For your state is 

perilous; you are all in imminent danger of destroying all that centuries 

have built up.” (281-83).7 

 

The dream and the commentary emphasize the same interrelationships between the Grail 

mythologies and alchemy that are provide the key to the stone that Jung carved at 

Bollingen: that key is the mythology of the Nekyia which is central to both traditions. 

 And so if we ask again the question that Jung asked himself, “What is your 

myth—the myth in which you do live?” we can say without reservation that it was the 

descent to the underworld, his myth of analysis, and the myth that confers what Eliot 

called “shape and significance” upon his life and work. This is made clear in Jung’s last 

words on the subject, the ones he had inscribed on his tombstone in the cemetery in 

Küsnacht, paired below with the doorway into the Bollingen Tower: 

 



 
Photograph by Cheryle Van Scoy 

 

The top and bottom registers of the stone, and the inscription by the doorway at 

Bollingen, are the same statement Jung had engraved over the entrance to his home in 

Küsnacht, above the door where the pandaemonium of the dead clamored after their 

return from Jerusalem, where they found not what they sought: “Vocatus Atque Non 

Vocatus Deus Aderit” (Called or not called God will come). The inscriptions on the two 

sides of the stone (from 1st Corinthians 15:47) move in a clock wise direction, with a 

descending phrase (“Primus Homo de Terra Terrenus”) on our right side, and a parallel 

ascending phrase (“Secundas Homo de Caelo Caelestis”), translated by Gerhard Wehr as 

“The first man is of the earth and is earthly; the second man is of heaven and is heavenly” 

(457). Hence, the inscription memorializes the myth Jung lived and died by: the descent 

of “the primal earthly man” into the physical world and death; followed by the return of 

“secondary celestial man” to the spiritual world from which it came. It is a Gnostic, 



Christian, Classical, Arthurian, and Alchemical myth of the descent to, and return from, 

the underworld. 
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1 Other myths have been proposed as candidates for the myth behind the many myths 

of the period. John Vickery offers the “displaced quest romance” as explaining “the 
thematic quests of Eliot for redemption, Joyce for a father, Lawrence for a Golden Age, 
Yeats for the buried treasure or hidden mystery, and Miss Sitwell for purification” (The 
Golden Bough 187). He also considers the centrality of Persephone and Orpheus in such 
Modernist poets as Rilke, Lowell, Valéry, Muir, Raine, and others (Myths and Texts 
Chapter 6). Rick Tarnas has noted the curious incidence of Promethean motifs in the 
lives, works, astrological charts, and historical events of several revolutionary periods, 
including the first quarter of the 20th Century. John Burt Foster has focused on the 
importance of Dionysus in Nietzsche, Lawrence, Gide, and Mann. Critics who have 
discussed the theme of the descent to the underworld, without, however, sustained 
consideration of the details of the myth in relation to the whole of Modernism, include 
Maud Bodkin (90-153) and Gilbert Highet (510-513). 

2 See my Modernist Nekyia (12-14). 
3 Critics have developed a variety of terms to express this sense of the underworld as 

a repository of archetypal forms. Karl Kerényi, for example, uses the term “entelechy” to 
designate a “fundamental gestalt” in the works of Thomas Mann. Rollo May calls the 



                                                                                                                                            
deep structures of the imagination “ground forms, the basic structure of reality, below the 
strewn surface of the arena” (97). Frederick Karl uses the term “epigenetic principle” in 
his literary biography of Joseph Conrad to refer to the “ground plan” out of which the 
parts of living organisms arise (46n.). The Russian Formalists suggest the term 
“elementary poetic forms” (Steiner 54), similar to Joseph Campbell’s use of Adolph 
Bastian’s distinction between elementary ideas and ethnic ideas (Creative Myth 653). 
Martin Heidegger uses the metaphors of root systems and “schemata” for the ground 
forms of Kant’s transcendental imagination (131-177). Finally, James Olney uses the 
word “rhizome” to refer to the philosophical roots of Yeats’s poetry and Jung’s 
psychology. The rhizome is “itself ancient as thought, as deep as psyche [....] From deep, 
deep down, where it is untouched by the frosts of time, merely strengthened by increase 
of age, the perennial rhizome still, even in our own day, nourishes its bright, beautiful, 
brief flowers” (53). 

 
4 For an extended “genealogy of the necrotypes,” and a discussion of their informing 

presence in the works of postmodernism, see my The Descent to the Underworld in 
Postmodern Literature, the Arts, and Film. 

 
5 “Die Göttinen thronen hier in einsamkeit” 

 
6 See for example Dennis Slattery. 

 
7 William Grevatt has recently written about Jung’s interest in the Grail mythologies 

as a means of redeeming the feminine principle, and reconciling the opposites, a thesis 
which was abundantly developed much earlier by Emma Jung in her Grail Legend, and 
later by Edward Whitmont in his Return of the Goddess. 


