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Introduction  

 

Literature, whether we talk about universal literature or divide it into certain periods, 

languages, cultures etc., is a big, discursive system with both traditional and inherited elements. 

According to Cohen, literature is based on continuity, from the very start until nowadays it 

appears as an endless line, maybe curved in some places, as some habits disappeared with time 

and/or might have reappeared later. (2017, 1-3) Thus, talking about the literature of a certain 

group while trying to isolate it from the others seems to be nearly impossible as we cannot 

disbar all the external, cross-cultural factors that might have influenced it throughout the 

different periods. This idea is underlined by T. S. Eliot as well; in his view literature always 

comes with a kind of “historical sense” and “timelessness,” it   

 

involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; the 

 historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his 

 bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer  and 

within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous  existence  and 

composes a simultaneous order. (1982, 37)  

 

The presence of the past lays upon the fact that no artistic creation can exist on its own. 

Eliot calls this tradition. I would like to call this connection the heritage of the past, containing 

all those smaller-bigger elements, which we still carry around in our culture, sometimes even 

unintentionally. However, this relationship is two-sided as well, as the appearance of a new 

piece (created by the individual talent) changes the order of the previous ones, creating a large, 

always organic, living whole. Thus, the “standards of the past” would always influence the 

“standards of the present” and vice versa. “Whoever has approved this idea of order, of the form 

of European, of English literature will not find it preposterous that the past should be altered by 

the present as much as the present is directed by the past,” Eliot states. (1982, 37)  

In a previous research entitled New Clothes, Old Habits. Recreating Persephone’s, 

Hades’ and Demeter’s Figures in Meg Cabot’s Abandon Trilogy1 I discussed how Greek 

culture still has a strong impact on modern culture. From psychology to the nowadays popular 

video games, music, animation etc. Ancient Greece and – mostly – its famous myths have 

reappeared again and again, sometimes even in a whole new form. In the previously mentioned 

 
1 The results of this paper can be found in appendix 2. 
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analysis, I have also talked about the changing phenomenon of possible interpretations and 

rewritings of Persephone’s myth, a hymn born with a mainly agricultural meaning. The myth 

has been reinterpreted many times, becoming a moralizing story, then a love story, a narrative 

upon the birth of consciousness, gender roles, isolation, femininity etc. From 2010 and 2013 

the American bestseller young-adult author, Meg Cabot was inspired by the myth, and wrote 

the trilogy Abandon, a contemporary version of the original narrative in a whole new, youngish 

form, meant primarily for the teenage readers.  

In the present paper, I would like to continue my previous research. This time I would 

like to focus on the intertextual – or transtextual – features of Cabot’s trilogy with reference to 

metamorphosis and stereotypy. I shall examine Abandon in connection with other texts, namely 

the Xth book from Ovid’s Metamorphosis, the myth series called The Song of Orpheus and 

Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy. Each analytic chapter observes a specific intertextual layer. 

In order to carry out my research, I strongly rely on Gérard Genette’s and Julia Kristeva’s 

theories upon textual connections and possibilities, as it is stated in the first chapter of this 

paper. I intend to explore the depth of language, while mapping the built world of each character 

mentioned in the stories. I look at Pierce and John as possible recreations of certain characters, 

or at least as protagonists who contain some of the specific personality traits of the mythical 

figures of Orpheus and Eurydice, Dante and Beatrice. To draw a parallel between the characters, 

we shall focus on the similarities between their behavioural patterns, as much as on the 

differences in the language and the different atmosphere present in the texts. Language is 

suggestive; we can even call it one of the means of characterizations strongly used in the trilogy. 

Language shows how the story of Pierce and John is built compared to the two myths and the 

narrative poem, offering a new view upon the world, the presented society, time and gender 

roles.  

Besides Genette’s theory, in the intertextual analysis, I rely on Julia Kristeva’s 

distinction between the semiotic and symbolic language and try to look at Cabot’s trilogy as a 

piece of androgynous writing. Part of this is the way Cabot creates her main characters. Creating 

a link between the above-mentioned texts, I especially focus on character development. 

Moreover, for the explanation of the metamorphic growth, I rely on several sources, 

most importantly on Arnold van Gennep’s ritual concept, Joseph Campbell’s heroic journey 

and Carl Gustav Jung’s archetypes and archetypical turn. The route taken by each character is 

both physical and spiritual, thus, their metamorphosis represents the way our hero and heroine 

develop emotionally and mentally for the better. John’s humanization, just like Pierce’s positive 

dehumanization leads us to the birth of their identity. As far as the present paper is concerned, 
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I would like to offer a presentation of the complex world depicted by Cabot, while creating a 

link between the different modes of the characters expressing themselves during a moment of 

crisis, searching for hope and/or themselves during different life changes. 
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I. Theoretical Background 

 

 

I.1. Defining Transtextuality 

 

Gerard Genette talks about transtextuality as a generic concept referring to all the 

possible connections literary works can have related to each other. As claimed by Genette, 

transtextuality is something transcendent, therefore it refers to an overt or covert relation 

appearing between two or more texts.  He differentiates between five subcategories within 

transtextuality, namely paratextuality, metatextuality, architextuality, hypertextuality (together 

with hypotextuality), and intertextuality. (1996, 1-7) Genette considers paratextuality an 

“explicit and more of a distant relation”2 between the actual content and certain parts of the 

text, such as titles, subtitles, illustrations, mottos, footnotes, little commentaries at the beginning 

or at the end of the chapters, etc. They have a pragmatic function, thus, the author, editor or 

even the narrator can guide the readers into a particular direction for them to be able to interpret 

the text. (1996, 3) 

Metatextuality is described by Genette as a “commentary,” it means that a text, be it an 

interpretation, analysis, recommendation, criticism, etc. describes another one. In other words, 

one text is built on the other. In this sense the “second” – given it was written later – identifies 

the “first” one as a text.  A metatext (the “commentary”) connects itself to another written work 

by continuously (directly or indirectly) referring back to it and building a discourse around it. 

 Architextuality is similar to metatextuality, it also involves textual characteristics. 

However, it identifies the text based on its genre. There are certain rules regarding each genre 

established through previously existing traditions. (1996, 4) 

The fourth subcategory is represented by hyper- and hypotextuality. In Genette’s 

representation there are two texts: A (the hypotext) and B (the hypertext). Similarly to 

metatextuality, text A was created before, it is the original, while text B appears as the 

“inheritor.” Thus, text B is the retold version of text A.  The connection between a hypotext and 

a hypertext is a transformation through which the hypertext becomes the imitation of the 

hypotext. (1996, 7)  

The example given by Genette is Homer’s Odyssey and Joyce’s Ulysses. Joyce, inspired 

by Homer’s epic, created his own version of this adventure of a lifetime. His protagonist, 

 
2
 Throughout the present paper all non-English sources will be translated by me.   
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Leopold Bloom goes on an adventure through Dublin. In the original manuscript, Joyce used 

the original titles too, though he later deleted them. Bloom’s (mostly) internal journey through 

the city resembles Odysseus’ journey and often brings up slightly deformed elements from 

Homer’s work. This obvious resemblance between the two makes Ulysses the “inheritor” of 

Homeric literature. Genette also talks about the Aeneid and brings up a similar analogy (also 

called symmetry) between Homer and Virgil. This connection between 

the Odyssey, Aeneid and Ulysses is what Eliot called a literary system, given that one text 

influenced the other, also, with the appearance of Ulysses, the previously existing discourse 

changed. Therefore, to return to the original idea, Odyssey is the hypotext while both 

the Aeneas and Ulysses can be considered hypertexts. (1996, 5-7) Cabot’s trilogy is built up 

similarly. As a hypertext, Abandon is connected to several previous creations, which shall be 

discussed in subsequent chapters.  

The fifth category, intertextuality is the most important from the standpoint of the 

present paper. According to Genette, intertextuality refers to the coexistence of two or more 

texts at the same time, which makes the phenomenon resemble hyper- and hypotextuality. “In 

other words, if part of a text (text 1) attends in the other text (text 2), the relationship between 

them is intertextual.” (2015, 534) Intertextuality can appear in several forms: “implicit or 

explicit; covert or overt; hidden or open.” (2015, 534) The most explicit case of intertextuality 

is by means of direct quotation, such as in Eliot’s The Waste Land, which is a collage of 

quotations and misquotations from several other poems and narratives. The opposite of 

intertextuality is called plagiarism, taking someone’s words and ideas and promoting them as 

our own, he says. (1996, 1-2)  

  Genette’s definition of intertextuality is more limited than Julia Kristeva’s, who 

constructed a whole complex discourse around these types of textual relations. (Minerayat and 

Soofastaei 2015, 534) Genette himself acknowledges Kristeva to be the “birthmother” of 

intertextuality, the first person to ever study it. Thus, the next chapter focuses on Kristeva’s 

views on intertextuality.  
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I.2. Defining Intertextuality 

 

Julia Kristeva denies the idea of the autonomy of texts stated by the New Critics. (1966) 

Unlike New Criticism, which preached the uniqueness of every piece of art, saying that any 

concept is individual, independent and separate in its own existence, Kristeva emphasizes the 

togetherness of universal art, and in a more narrow sense, of literature, highlighting that while 

literary works are indeed original on their own, they are undeniably part of an aesthetic timeline. 

Literature represents a “dynamic dimension,” as “literary word is an intersection of textual 

surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), as a dialogue among several writings, the 

addressee (or the character) and the contemporary or earlier cultural context.” (1986, 36) 

Echoing Bakhtin’s theory of the historical and social development of the “status of the word,” 

Kristeva states that throughout centuries words, then sentences, and then texts continuously 

built on each other. No writing should be treated as self-contained and delimited. In fact, 

language, as well as our whole perception of human speech is an infrastructural and intertextual 

category. In every word there is another word, in languages there is another language, in texts 

there are other texts, and so on. Therefore, it is essential to see literary works as the 

“predecessors and descendants” of one another. (1986, 36-37) 

Similarly to Eliot, Kristeva believes that to write is to read and learn from previous 

creators. The canon, previously accepted traditions are there for everyone so as to guide them. 

How we, readers, interpret a literary work is based on an intertextual relation too. In the act of 

reading, there are two texts: the one that is written and the one that is read and understood. 

These two are never the same. Behind the words of the author hide the words we take in, the 

meaning strongly relies on how we interpret the message and shape our own truth and vice 

versa. In our interpretation, there is always the original text written by the “sender.” The writer 

relies on previously created expressions, used by others. Even without a concrete hypotext and 

a hypertext, literary language is still inherited and systematic. (1986,  36-37; Alfaro 1996, 268)  

Poetic language is a double: the language used in the text itself and the language of the 

readers. The message of the text is also doubled: the author is inspired by society and writes for 

society. In-between the two levels – which, in this sense, are parallel – the artist is the 

transmitting medium. This constant dialogue between society and the artist is the basis of the 

intertextual connection between art and the moralizing and/or aesthetic message received by 

the audience. To decode the message behind the form, the acceptance of subjectivity is 

inevitable. The dialogue between authors and readers is only possible if there is a subject at 

both ends. The process of unravelling the meaning requires an active reader. Kristeva proposes 
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that words have three possible semantic levels to consider. The direct word is objective, 

denotative, and thus monosemantic. Direct words have no symbolic references as signs, they 

represent only themselves. Object-oriented words are also univocal, but they are oriented by 

the writer into a certain direction, becoming the object of another denotative word. Therefore, 

their singular meaning is decided by the creator. The third case is much more complicated, it 

deals with the symbolic sense of a certain element or expression. The multivocal character of a 

given word is a conscious creation from part of the author. The denotative and connotative 

meanings of the linguistic element might not correlate. The symbol imitates the form of the 

original word but suggests another possible meaning. The active readers’ task is to understand 

the intertextual nature of the elements and uncover the indirect message in the context of the 

created world. From Worton and Still’s perspective, “the writer is a reader of texts (in the 

broadest sense) before s/he is a creator of texts, and therefore the work of art is inevitably shot 

through with references, quotations and influences of every kind.” (1990, 1) The manuscript 

goes through a metamorphosis when it gets to the readers who are the ones to fill it with content. 

The author should always consider the subjectivity of the readers and their influence as the co-

producers of the content, letting them discover and relativize the essence of the artistic language 

on their own. (Kristeva 1986, 42-44; Worton and Still 1990, 2) 

Kristeva defines a text based on “productivity” as a “trans-linguistic apparatus.” Every 

writing exists within a more general text, that is within culture itself. Literature is constructive 

and destructive at the same time: the writer decomposes the great narrative (culture) into smaller 

elements to create its own representation. While reading we also decompose the text transmitted 

by the lyrical I or narrator and put it back together according to our own understanding. (1980, 

36) 

Bakhtin introduces the term double-voiced discourse. This refers to the phenomenon 

when two (sometimes even more) voices crash dialogically in a text or simple word. In the case 

of double-voice, one’s speech is repetitively interrupted or mixed with another’s. Ambiguous 

language also has a dialogical character because of the coexistence of the semantic layers. In 

intertextual discourse we always have to take this semantic symbiosis into consideration, 

whether s/he quotes something directly or simply suggests that there is a polyphonic corpus 

present. In his analysis entitled Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin uses the term to 

define two or more speakers within the same frame. It is not the same as a multiple narrative, 

because here the voices are so correlated that one cannot exist without the other. Dialogism is 

not the same as dialogue. Dialogism, i.e. double-voice can exist even if the poem or narrative 

is written in the form of a monologue. When we can differentiate between a sender and a 
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receiver, the direct speech and the “translated” message that the receiver processes in a given 

“conversation,” dialogism appears. Each layer has unique characteristics that complement each 

other. Each layer provides an original worldview and ideologies. Once these different ideas 

meet, they change the way one or the other is construed. This two-way dissection of literary 

texts is the base of intertextual discourse. (qtd. in Allen 2011, 16-22)  

In the following, I would like to put these quite abstract thoughts into practice. Firstly, 

I would like to gain insight into the development of the hero or heroine, the way they undergo 

growth throughout their journey, while comparing it with the advancement of this metamorphic 

narrative throughout the different ages. From the start of European literacy up to now, the 

transformation of the protagonists shows traditional and peculiarly original elements. The 

present paper analyzes each character focusing on how old and new meet in an intertextual (or 

transtextual) dialogue.  
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II. The Metamorphosis of the Heroes: Stages and Principles 

 

Heroic epics, myths, legends, tales, etc. are part of national and cultural identity. The hero 

is the role model of the nation. He is someone to look up to and personifies the greatest values of 

the nation, setting up a behavioural pattern for everyone. His personality traits are to be followed 

by his people, as a “blueprint” for everyone. (Allison et al. 2019, 3) 

From the beginning, heroes have been idolized by others. Heroic stories are always told in 

a high mimetic style, suggesting that, even in language, the hero stands above the average. 

Conquering the enemy, saving the country, the helpless maiden, killing the greatest monster, 

helping the helpless, they go through journey after journey to keep the peace and safety of their 

society, especially of their beloved. However, to achieve his goal, even the hero has to go through 

a series of easier, then incrementally harder trials, to develop both physically and morally. With 

the help of certain mates and mentors, he develops to the greatest. This transformation is called 

the hero’s metamorphosis.  

The term ‘metamorphosis’ refers to a changing phenomenon. According to the etymology 

offered by the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the word ‘metamorphosis’ first appears in Latin 

borrowed from Greek, and thence  makes  its  way  into  all  modern  European  languages,  as  the  

plural  form  used  by  Ovid  in  titling  his  grand  compendium  of  ancient  tales  of  transformation. 

The  typical  story  in  Metamorphoses  is  one  in  which  a  character performs some natural act 

and in response a god performs some supernatural  act. These miracles may be divided into two 

prototypes […] metamorphic and the metagenetic (or, more simply, the genetic). Each has 

psychological implications. (Rabkin 2017, 46)  

Metamorphosis describes a natural process, which involves the “body” going from one 

form to another. (Allison et al. 2019) The word “body” has a loose meaning here: a singular human 

body, physical transformation, one’s mentality, intellectual or emotional shift, collective sense, 

cultural and/or national development or decay, but also, because it is natural, it can also apply to 

the ever-changing nature of our environment, such as the seasonal cycles, days and nights, growing 

plants and crops, etc. In a generic sense, our whole life is a series of continuous renewals. 

"Metamorphic change pervades the natural world, from the changing of the seasons to biological 

growth and decay.” (Allison et al. 2019, 1) From the smallest elements, the atoms, to the infinite 

galaxy, everything is in a constant conversion. “The universe itself is subject to immense 

transformation on both a microscopic scale as well as a trans-universal scale. […] Life presents an 
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ultimatum to all organisms: change as all phenomena in the universe must change, or fall.” (2019, 

1-2)  

As Richard Buxton believes, metamorphosis occurs when the individual comes into 

connection with the divine sphere. In Greek myths transformations of the mortal beings were 

usually caused by gods and goddesses. However, with time immortal forces have slowly been 

replaced, and metamorphosis has become an – either positive or negative – psychological turnover. 

(qtd. in Berényi 2013, 28) 

Metamorphosis usually requires a setback, suffering and even death. The previous self 

must die. According to Bergman, people only have a limited knowledge of the world around, 

seeing everything “through a glass darkly.” (qtd. in Allison et al. 2019, 1). After literal or 

metaphorical death and resurrection, the individual breaks this glass, reaching the ultimate 

knowledge and abilities to look at things to their fullest, winning against his/her nemesis.  

The initial self usually dies the moment the hero starts his voyage, often triggered by a 

dramatic shift happening in his life. In order for the hero to change, a change in the setting is 

necessary. The departure of the hero from home, from the safe place and his familiar setting 

represents his departure from his/her previous self.  

Joseph Campbell proposes that the hero's transformation is triggered by a profound 

emotion, like the feeling of newfound peace, captivity, generosity towards a community, 

happiness, jealousy or being part of something bigger. He also mentions that the hero needs to go 

through the following stages: a necessary mourning caused by something that is no longer there 

(e.g. a lost lover, a stolen treasure, a dead mate or parent), followed by the process of mentoring 

and suffering (which is the representation of the series of different probes and trials the hero goes 

through). (qtd. in Allison et al. 2019, 2) Campbell unfolded the ‘hero’ archetype, writing down all 

the typical characteristics that make him recognizable. According to him, the hero starts his 

journey because of an accidental situation that changes his life and makes him/her move towards 

the unknown. Sometimes these accidental situations happen because of a mistake of the 

unconscious or because of a call that invites the hero to enter the path. The hero accepts the 

invitation and leaves his/her home to discover the mysterious. He also has a great enemy (or more), 

called the hero’s nemesis. The last trial is to eliminate this nemesis, who is a bad character, trying 

everything to stop or destroy the hero. There are many examples we already know even from the 

simplest stories: witches, dragons, bad spirits, ghosts, the evil relatives (like the stepmother or 

stepsisters), the jealous mates, the friend who betrays the protagonist, the bullies, the rival, and so 
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on. (2008, 15) “Transcending life’s challenges enables the hero to ‘undergo a truly heroic 

transformation of consciousness,’ requiring them ‘to think a different way.’ […] This shift offers 

a new ‘map or picture of the universe and allows us to see ourselves in relationship to nature’.” 

(qtd. in Allison et al. 2019, 3)  

A hero’s death might shock the readers/audience, however, Jones declares that it is 

sometimes necessary. Death is a picky theme to work with, although it is indispensable to learn 

about it from young ages as a natural part of a human being’s life. Death is everywhere, it circulates 

around us and every time we get a peep of it, we learn a little more about our unconscious self. 

Losing a tooth, breaking an arm, finishing a book, ending kindergarten, then school, moving to 

another town, losing a friend, a relative, a pet etc., growing up is never easy. We have to say 

goodbye to someone or something from time to time. The fear of the unknown, of change, the fear 

of loss, the stages of grief and acceptance, drowning in the lake of our confusing emotions, learning 

how to let go or even learning about the power within us that we have never met before, make us 

stand up in our darkest moments, with everything that is buried in us, not used in our everyday 

lives, and which comes out from its hiding place when the ‘normal’ is gone. Times like this, when 

our safe room is burned to the ground, we learn how to restart. The metaphorical – or real – death 

teaches us to learn until the moment we ourselves become lessons for the next generations. Death 

is also the symbol of separation: the individual realises the fragility of life and starts focusing on 

herself/himself. (Jones 2008, 13-15)  

Eric S. Rabkin discusses the term ‘metagenesis’ in connection with the myths of Narcissus 

and Echo vs. Pygmalion and Galatea. (2017) What makes these two stories, but most importantly, 

the metamorphosis of these characters so different? The author explains that Narcissus and Echo 

are the perfect examples of physical renewal. Narcissus, a young and attractive man turns into a 

flower, while Echo first almost turns mute, only being able to repeat the last words of those she 

tries to talk with, then loses her body and becomes only a voice, an echo sometimes heard between 

high mountains, as her name suggests. Their metamorphosis reveals a lot about their personalities. 

Narcissus was extremely selfish, self-involved and egoistic, loving all the attention, yet still 

incapable of sharing love with others. His madness led to his “death”. His metamorphosis was a 

necessity. Echo’s transmutation was the consequence of her endless pain and unrequited love for 

Narcissus. Tamás Bényei even states that their fate was implied from the very beginning, i.e. they 

have telling names. (2013, 27) Their names define them. Echo was basically a voice even before 

becoming only a voice, as her mission was to distract Hera with her endless talking. Narcissus was 
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always like a flower: its petals curved towards the centre; the man was very self-centred, only 

looking at himself, even fell in love with himself. (2013, 27-28; Rabkin 2017, 47) However, 

Galatea’s birth reveals a lot more about her creators, Pygmalion and Venus, than about Galatea 

herself. She only came to life because Venus made it possible. Thus, her birth is rather a 

metagenesis. The same happened with Pygmalion, who became a married man only because of the 

goddess. The author of this article argues that Galatea and Pygmalion’s marriage unfold more 

information about Venus, the transformer, than about the two other characters who got 

transformed. Similar elements can be found in Hoffman’s Sandman. Nathanael’s case is a bit 

questionable, because his initial mental problems were caused by Coppelius – and in a small 

percentage by his parents –, so his hysteric state and traumatic responses can be understood both 

as a metamorphosis and a metagenesis too. Olympia’s “coming to life” is a clear case of 

metagenesis. She is an inanimate being, still, Nathanael treats her as a real human. His unconscious 

desire is to turn his father’s metamorphic-metagenetic fantasies (creating a human) into reality, 

which causes his death. "Unfortunately, the metamorphosis is complete only in fantasy. In the 

fictional reality, Olympia is a sham and Nathanael dies. And we readers know the unconscious 

reasons why."  (Rabkin 2017, 47-53) 

 

 

IV. Metamorphosis in Cabot’s Trilogy Discussed on Two Levels 

 

IV.2. Level 1: The Myth of Orpheus and Eurydice 

 

In the history of literature, the motif of the traveller, that of the voyage and the Underworld 

have returned repeatedly. Well-known ancient figures, like Ulysses, Aeneas or even Orpheus went 

down to the world of the long passed souls to achieve something that changed their personality 

and worldview completely. Persephone herself is a constant wayfarer between the surface level 

and the deepest of the world. The voyage itself is like a ritual, reshaping the individual. At the end 

of the circular road, they end up changing and growing, maturing to survive the threatening 

darkness of Hades’ kingdom. While returning, they are “resurrected,” with the ability to see life 

and death as the two sides of the same coin. 

One of the best-known myths about death and resurrection is that of Orpheus and Eurydice, 

two fated lovers, facing the fear of losing each other, constantly moving from one sphere to another 
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in order to reunite. This is what happens to the protagonists in Abandon as well, since they fight 

for one another in order to stay together. Thus, even though it is not as direct as with Persephone 

or Hades, I would dare to say that reinterpreted elements of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice can 

be found in Cabot’s trilogy as well, further deepening the already complex narrative of death, 

desire, fate and love. 

In the myth noted down by Ovid, Eurydice was the bride of Orpheus. She was killed by a 

poisonous snake, which bit her on the leg. Orpheus was on his way back from a faraway place 

when she died. Hearing the heartbreaking news about his lover, the poet and singer Orpheus 

decided to first face Cerberus, the three-headed guardian dog of Hades, descended to the deadly 

king and his wife and managed to win over their generosity with his sad lines. However, the return 

of Eurydice came with a price: Orpheus could not face her until they returned to the surface. 

Because of Eurydice’s distrust and Orpheus’ soft heart, he could not complete his task as 

commanded. The moment he turned to face his bride, Eurydice disappeared. After losing his 

beloved once again, Orpheus decided to distance himself from the rest of the world. With his lyre 

(which he had gotten from Apollo or Hermes), he created his own lonely grove of poetry. 

Nevertheless, Orpheus had his own brutal end, being torn apart by a band of jealous men and 

women of Dionysus. (Segal 1989, 22) 

According to Charles Segal, the myth has multiple possible messages. Partner, poet, 

creator, the figure of the unfortunate lover is a favoured archetype of artists. In each interpretation, 

the myth shifts between the apexes of a triangle: death, love and art. (1989, 22-23) 

Virgil’s character is somewhat similar to Ovid’s. The fundamental idea of the Georgics is 

the connection between man and nature. The tragedy of Orpheus embodies the tragedy of humanity 

and civilization. Virgil compares humankind to bees. Just like the poet, men cannot reconcile 

themselves after a calamity. With the parallel between Orpheus and men, men and bees, Virgil 

describes the erratic and destructive side of nature. However, as Orpheus created his own world 

from words and musical notes, and bees continue working on their hive, men should stand up once 

again and rebuild their civilization with hard work and passing on the knowledge given by the 

gods. (1989, 36-40) 
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The Hellenistic Conon3 was inspired by the contemporary Roman poet, Virgil. Their 

interpretations are almost the same. Conon decided to change the tragedy of the betrothed by 

making Orpheus forget about the command given by Hades. (1989, 156; Brown 2004) 

Orpheus appears in the choral odes of Seneca’s tragedies Medea, Hercules Furens and 

Hercules Oetaeus4. Unlike Ovid or Virgil, Seneca decided to erase the scene of the brutal murder. 

In the eyes of the dramatist, poetry starts with the return of the traveller. Orpheus is a saviour, a 

wise man and his magical home makes him a “civilizing hero.” (1989, 95-96) 

At the end of the Middle Ages and at the beginning of the Renaissance, Dante wrote his 

Divine Comedy. In his epic poem Orpheus is a cultivator, an orator or a great shepherd, similar to 

David or even Jesus. He uses poetry and music to help people find the right way to God. Eszter 

Draskóczy believes that “Orpheus is the ‘wit,’ he is able to tame and humble those who are led by 

something other than their conscience with the might of his words,” because he already 

experienced everything, both the bad and the good humankind can encounter in life. (2018, 37-46) 

The Metaphysical John Milton’s Orpheus is an elegiac figure. Although he is not named 

directly in Sir Orfeo or Comus, the parallel between the lady who lost her children in the dark 

woods and the poet is strongly suggested. Nevertheless, neither the lady, nor her children become 

the victims of the Other World. In his sonnet, Methought I saw, he once again brings back the 

ancient figure. The lyrical I identifies himself as someone whose song cannot bring back the lost 

lover. (Segal 1989, 160-161) 

Rilke brings probably the most important “poetic realization of the myth of Orpheus in the 

literature of the twentieth century.” In his sonnets and elegies, he creates a character who is 

probably one of the most complex interpretations of the myth. Orpheus is not simply a poet, but 

someone who “touches the extremes of life and death and overcomes the threat of nothingness by 

transforming the physical world into pure Being,” seeing both the visible and invisible, thus 

connecting the psychical world to an intense spiritual world. (1989, 118-119) 

As the examples above show, the myth of Orpheus has its mystical and changing 

atmosphere. A tragic hero and tragic lovers, the narrative of Orpheus and Eurydice has become 

 
3 Conon was a Greek mythographer and grammarian, who lived around the age of Emperor Augustus (63 BC–14 AD). 

In his work entitled Narrations he collected and retold approximately fifty mythical and heroic stories. The above 

mentioned literary work is entitled Diegesis.    

4 The authorship of Hercules Oetaeus is questionable. Some believe that it was in fact not written by Seneca himself, 

however, the drama is still discussed in the context of Seneca’s great works.  
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relevant from time to time. Cabot’s trilogy is interesting because the presence of Orpheus and 

Eurydice is somewhat ambiguous, yet, a significant factor within the story, which I would like to 

refer to as the ‘mirror-Orpheus effect’ in what follows. 

 

 

IV.2.1. Who is the Orpheus of the Trilogy? Who is Eurydice? 

  

A narrative about a great poet and the power of his art: Is the myth of Orpheus another 

metatext? Based on Genette’s theory and our definition, it definitely is. In case of the trilogy, we 

can see how the plotlines of the novels and the myth can be connected to each other.  

Aside from his high literary value, Orpheus is the ultimate Underworld traveller. (Radcliffe 

2004, 17) From the surface to the deep and back to light, his journey is a circular one. Both the 

beginning and the end of his route are overshadowed by death. 

Orpheus and Eurydice are different in their characters. The man is determined, convincing, 

sensitive, but soft-hearted when it comes to his fiancé. Eurydice is suspicious and obstinate, her 

mistrust causes her to question Orpheus and to convince him to disobey Hades’ order. On the one 

hand, Eurydice’s second disappearance is caused by her disbelief in her lover. However, this is 

still a human defect. For Eurydice, who had not gone to the Underworld as an errant, death was 

not a learning opportunity but the end of her development. She could not see Orpheus’ face and 

could not recognize him in the darkness. Orpheus knew exactly what to do, thus, the fact that he 

let Eurydice manipulate his feelings and gave in for the temptation was an ultimate sin. He paid 

the price for his disobedience by living a lonely life. 

The myth of Orpheus focuses mostly on the man’s experiences. The death of his lover, the 

journey, winning over the rulers’ favour and the aftermath of the events are all centred around the 

poetic hero. Consequently, it would be evident for us to search for the reflection of Orpheus in 

another male character. Still, with Cabot, things are different. In my perception, both Pierce and 

John contain mixed personality traits inherited from both mythical characters. 

In the case of Pierce and John, it is not that easy to decide who is the victim and who is the 

sinner. Their personalities and growth show similar aspects. Still, their movements in-between the 

worlds are different. 

 Pierce Oliviera starts her journey from above – our world –, and constantly moves up and 

down – into the Underworld, as Orpheus does. Given the fact that she is thrown into the events 
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without her knowledge, she is more humane than John is. Nevertheless, unlike Orpheus, in the first 

part of her voyage, she has no one to save from death but herself. 

The cause of her death is the scarf she got from her grandmother. Her grandmother takes 

up the role of the snake, planning and causing Pierce to drown in the pool. Similarly to Eurydice, 

she passes away as the prey of a wild force, completely innocent and helpless. Going down to the 

Underworld, Pierce’s soul is waiting for her final judgement. For John to become Pierce’s saviour, 

he would need to return her soul to the mortal world. Even if his intentions are righteous and 

needed in his eyes, Pierce’s soul screams for freedom, as a result, John in his primary attempt to 

save the soul of his beloved (according to his abilities) fails. 

Neither Orpheus, nor John can resurrect the dead without conditions. While Hades orders 

Orpheus to do things in a certain way, John has to obey the rules set in the Underworld. In the 

sixth chapter of the first book, while arguing with Pierce about laws and free will, the girl asks 

“Don’t you make the rules?” John responds by saying that he cannot give Pierce back her life 

without consequences. “It’s against the rules,” he answers. “Because of the Furies. […] Trust me, 

they make sure that the consequences for breaking the rules around here are much worse than 

anything you could imagine.” (Cabot 2011, 68) Later on, it is revealed that the Furies kill everyone 

who makes them angry, making sure that their souls disappear forever, similarly to what happens 

to Eurydice. 

 The fact that John’s decisions are limited within his own kingdom makes him a rather 

ambiguous character. Since he is supposed to represent Hades, his word should be the law. Yet, 

he has to be careful with the Furies, which embody the ultimate order, the “arbitrary rule” in the 

Underworld. (2011, 69) These selfish, vindictive and overly aggressive creatures could remind the 

readers of two other figures from ancient mythology.  

On one hand, in Greek and Roman mythology Furies (also called Erinyes) were the deities 

of vengeance. Living in the Underworld, they chased and fiercely punished those who had sinned 

before. These Erinyes were portrayed as women, another parallel between them and the Furies 

described in the trilogy. Cabot’s Furies are also mostly women, Pierce’s grandmother being one 

of the strongest ones.  

On the other hand, because they have the ability to decide upon the fate of dead and living, 

the Furies resemble the Moirae, the three female goddesses (Fates; Klotho, Lachesis and Atropos), 

also living in the Underworld, spinning the threads of humanity. They have the ability to cut some 

of those threads, deciding upon one’s life as they wish. (Brunel 2016, 848; 1061-1062) 
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Pierre Brunel mentions Orpheus’ meeting the Furies and speaks about them as “relentless, 

bloodthirsty women,” looking for any form of disturbance. (2016, 937) Pierce explains that the 

sole purpose of their ruthlessness is “causing John pain,” suggesting that maybe he did anger these 

unstoppable forces before. (Cabot 2013, 12) Moreover, there is no escape from them, especially 

when they want to take revenge on someone. Even in their well-protected castle, the enemy could 

still find the couple. Not even John and his deeply rooted powers are enough to effectively stop 

them. 

 The reason the Furies seem to hate John so much they are constantly trying to cause him 

discomfort and even immense pain is again connected to the concept of death and afterlife. It is 

necessary to note that before John’s reign, there were others who took up the Hades persona. The 

Furies are told to be almost as old as the Underworld is. Being unhappy about their end and final 

destination, they come back to haunt the one being responsible for their misery. With that being 

said, John is haunted by them for his position as the ruler of Hades. Because “not all the departed 

are dear,” the Furies see him as a transgressor, and while connecting their own agony, sorrow to 

John’s person, they “come back […] intent on vengeance…on the one who sent them there and on 

the one whom he loves.” (2011, 311)  

John and Orpheus’ intention to save their beloved are similar, nonetheless, they have the 

same defect in their plans. Orpheus goes against the nature of human life to find his fiancé and 

bring her back again. John refuses to let Pierce go, because he is unable to do something like that 

(and it is suggested that he does not even want to depart from her), so he takes her to his castle. 

Both of them have the same desire: winning against death. While Orpheus asks Hades to free 

Eurydice, John does not let Pierce board the ship taking her to the other shore, which is basically 

the metaphorical description of one’s soul dissolving completely. Although they have good 

objectives, they forget about the prime factor in those situations: trust. Eurydice has no knowledge 

of the things happening around her. Not being able to recognize her fated one, she is hesitant and 

stubborn. Orpheus is in a vulnerable state because although he knows what to do, he cannot handle 

the woman’s distrust effectively. The connection between John and Pierce is also impossible 

because of the girl’s position. Naïve and scared, Pierce decides to follow John, him being the only 

person she can recognize, however, she is not aware of the conditions and consequences of her 

choice. When she finds out that John is not the same person as she pictured him to be, she runs 

away. Both Orpheus and John lose their beloved ones because of lack of faith in their pure 

intentions. 
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While Orpheus remains lonely, John still has the chance to reconnect with Pierce. Despite 

this fact, Pierce seems to distance herself from the man as much as she can. For her to open up 

towards John, she has to see that he is on her side. However, while trying to reconcile with each 

other, Pierce is targeted by the Furies again, having to return to the Underworld to save herself. 

Pierce runs away from John’s palace and returns into the “light,” which is another one of 

his sins in the eyes of the great Nemesis. Yet, it is not the only time John seems to forget his 

obligations, and revives someone, namely Alex, Pierce’s cousin. For these misdeeds, John is 

punished; his punishment is losing his position as the male power (at least for a time) and becoming 

similar to Eurydice. 

Still, there is a significant difference between John and Eurydice, and that is the contrast 

of having and lacking the needed knowledge to survive the situation. John, given his position and 

history, accepts the limited amount of his choices, just like the way he is ready to sacrifice himself. 

It is a deliberate choice. Eurydice, however, is another maiden, naïve and still undeveloped, thus 

is incapable of realizing the weight of her actions. Her mistake costs her freedom. Could this be 

the reason why she fails while John can return to life once again? In my interpretation, the answer 

is a clear yes. As mentioned in the second chapter – quoting Campbell – sacrifice is necessary for 

a complete metamorphosis. The price of the metamorphosis is their lives in both cases, yet, because 

Eurydice does not know about the rules, she cannot complete her transformation or get the ultimate 

reward, which is life itself. However, by the time he dies, John is more of a lover than a ruler, so 

his reward is resurrection and the opportunity to start everything over with Pierce.  

Pierce’s situation is also interesting and rather complicated. She is closer to Orpheus than 

to Eurydice. Pierce is an individual female force. She has her own faults, being too stubborn and 

naïve at the beginning, sensitive and reckless. Still, when hard times come, she is able to stand up 

and face danger in order to protect her people. 

If we were to analyse her from the perspective of the myth, then we could establish that 

Pierce is the Orpheus to her own Eurydice. Her evolution and personality are multi-layered, and 

Pierce is stronger than she seems to be. John’s presence is a great help but it is not an absolute 

necessity. While being together, they balance each other’s good and bad traits. Nonetheless, when 

John falls into an endless slumber, Pierce is forced to bottle up her fear and sadness, and win 

against the malicious Fates. – Here the author makes a direct association to the three Moirae, 

calling the Furies Fate. – To bring John back, she and her companion must find Thanatos, another 

death god. In Greek mythology, “Thanatos is the double of Eros” – the deity of love, lust and 
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sexual desire. As people cannot control themselves under the spell of Eros, Thanatos is the 

embodiment of death, another unstoppable force, which drives human beings to their final end, 

and often makes them commit murder or suicide. (Brunel 2016, 356) In the third book entitled 

Awaken, Thanatos appears to be the only creature that can help the group. Thus, Pierce and her 

mates start another voyage to save their king. 

Orpheus is not just an artist, but a creator too. His songs make mountains move, flowers 

bloom, trees grow from the ground and animals gather around him. Orpheus’ grove is hidden 

between high rocks, somewhere he can hide to process his trauma. John’s castle is another safe 

place, built on an island, surrounded by forests and lily fields, and is quite hard to get close to, 

designed and furnished by and for him (and Pierce). It is supposed to protect them from the enemy. 

Nevertheless, this grove is like a man-made paradise, there are two trees, an oak and a cypress. 

They symbolize love and grief. It is said in the trilogy that John visits Pierce from time to time, 

just to be rejected. After each visit, he leaves behind black and red petals, and the trees around the 

place he appeared before start looking completely dry and dark. Like in the case of Orpheus, John’s 

grief is paralleled by the surrounding nature. On the other hand, Orpheus’ magical garden is like a 

loving crib for those who live there. In this sense Pierce is another creator, who rewrites the rules 

and makes the Underworld more welcoming for each passing soul. (Aczél 2009, 114-117) 

Another important aspect is the repetitive appearance of certain colours and symbols. In 

Ovid’s Orphic myth, these are the rocks, the spring flowers, the colour red and the shadows. (Aczél 

2009, 115-116) All these elements are present in Cabot’s trilogy as well. The rocks represent 

infertility, while the flowers symbolize its complete opposite, hope and the coming of something 

new. John’s castle is a gloomy and cold place before Pierce moves there. The island itself is 

described as a low mountain. John’s lily garden is his favourite place to go. It is also the place 

John sends Pierce to when she is lonely. In the kingdom of death, his flowers are the truly living 

creations. In the myth, the red colour stands for both Orpheus’ love and for his bleeding heart. 

John usually leaves behind blood red petals which Pierce describes as little fire sparks or “dead 

poinciana petals.” (Cabot 2011, 104) These petals are most of the times followed by grey storm 

clouds, suggesting that John is angry or hurt by his beloved’s actions. Lastly, the shadows and the 

black colour are also suggestive in the books. John, the deadly ruler himself wears only black and 

follows Pierce around like a big shadow. His home is also dark and adumbral and Pierce is the 

only source of light he needs.  
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IV.2.2. The ‘Mirror-Orpheus Effect’ 

 

There is another interesting connection between John and Pierce, that is the way they seem 

to move similarly to each other, yet the directions they take are the opposite of one another, almost 

as if they were doubles. Nevertheless, we should not call them doubles in the conventional sense. 

If we accept the fact that they both do in fact have an Orphic attitude, then we should rather refer 

to them as Orpheus and Mirror-Orpheus. Also, to thoroughly analyse this parallel between the two 

protagonists, let us use the term ‘mirror-Orpheus effect.’ 

The fundamental idea the ‘mirror-Orpheus effect’ is built on the mimicry we can observe 

between John and Pierce. We could say that one of them is constantly reflecting the movements 

and behaviour of the other. Just like in case of a mirror, there are two images: one of them is the 

“real Orpheus,” the other one is the mimicking person, the reversed double. Their role of being the 

mirrored and the reflection, continuously changes throughout the story. To explain this 

phenomenon further, we have to focus on some examples. 

After dying and coming back to life, Pierce has a constant up and downward movement, 

coming from the Underworld to the surface and changing her persona5. She switches her roles 

repeatedly between a teenage girl and the queen of death. Pierce herself says: “Everyone knows 

people who’ve died and come back return…well, a little off,” and she even points out how people 

call her “Zackary Oliviera’s half-crazy daughter.” (Cabot 2012, 108) Using the expression “a little 

off” already suggests a change in her character, something that makes her an outcast, different. 

This is something that changes her persona as an everyday person, a child of two parents. The fact 

that she died and returned to life also means that Pierce is above the average. Furthermore, with 

John being next to her, she comes from and goes to the Underworld periodically. At a certain point, 

Pierce starts thinking about what home means to her. It is an inner battle. At first, she says “as 

much as he [John] wanted to pretend that this place [the Underworld] was my home, it wasn’t.” 

(Cabot 2013, 20) She describes her new environment the following way: “Home? The 

Underworld? A gigantic underground cavern, where the sun never shone, wracked by perpetual 

damp, to which dead people showed up every five minutes?” (2013, 15-16) It is obvious how 

Pierce, daughter of the living world is appalled at the sight of her new possible residence. Still, 

when John decides to take her back to her mom’s house, saying, “This is what you said you 

 
5 I dealt in detail with the different persona – as defined by Jung – in both Pierce and John’s case in my previous study.  
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wanted,” Pierce is surprised and unsure of herself, because “Now that is was happening, however, 

I found myself wanting the exact opposite.” (2013, 139-140) 

Pierce’s persona changes from an indecisive daughter to a possible partner of John. She 

wants to go away from, still, she wants to return to John each time. Consequently, this up and 

down movement becomes a recurring one, a cycle. She escapes John’s castle. She has to go back 

to that place to protect her life. She returns to her home in order to save her family and friends, but 

she wants to be with John at the same time. He becomes her new idea of feeling home and accepted. 

After John’s “death,” she resurfaces once again. Even her battles against the enemy are being 

fought in these two spheres.  

John, on the other hand, has a stable down and upward movement. One can argue that John 

himself started his journey as a human being, nonetheless, John, the ruler was only “born” after 

his previous death as a human being and a sailor. After meeting Pierce, he returns to Key West 

(Cayo Hueso) from time to time, to save her, to take her with him, to join the war against the 

Furies. Just like Pierce, he starts living his life on two levels. The last chapter of Awaken concludes 

this idea, it finishes their whole story and shows us how their moving up and down will be an 

ongoing habit even in the future:  

 

One. Two. Three.  

Blink.  

A girl meets a boy, full of sadness and longing. The boy takes that girl to another  world, 

a dark world from which the girl cannot escape.  

You don’t need to worry about that girl, though, because she knows there is a way 

 to escape, a way to break the curse, let sunlight into the world… 

… or at least let the boy out for a vacation every now and then. (Cabot 2014, 326) 

 

What makes them similar to a mirror is that one of them is always the catalyser of the 

events. It is either Pierce or John who moves the strings, and the other is oriented towards him/her. 

Pierce going down to the deadly kingdom is caused by John. John moving upwards is a direct 

consequence of Pierce’s actions and behaviour. Also, because they have the perpetual need to 

protect one another from irreversibly losing their souls, they continuously mirror each other’s 

Orphic traits. 
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What are these Orphic traits? When I use this expression, I think of the following aspects: 

the ability to travel between the two worlds, the need to save the loved one, being a creator and a 

lonely lover. Orpheus created his own space from grief and sorrow, so did John. Pierce turns the 

Underworld from a cold and uninviting place into a familiar and more human-like space, because 

she misses her previous home. Moreover, Orpheus took a vow to celibacy after losing Eurydice, 

as she was the only woman he truly loved. John loses Pierce several times, still, he returns to her 

each time, as Pierce is the only one whom he wants to stand next to. Pierce needs time to realize 

her feelings, yet, even when she is surrounded by other boys, her mind is constantly on John. While 

trying to resurrect him, Pierce shows us her determination. We can read behind the lines how alone 

she feels and the broken heart she has without her partner.  

 John’s feelings for Pierce have already become obvious at this point. His overprotective 

side is shown again and again, and he is not afraid of using fierce brutality, sometimes going as 

far as demanding dominance by pushing others away (like in the case of the jeweller who also 

happened to forcefully grab Pierce by her arm) or shattering their bones. He broke each one of Mr. 

Miller’s bones who was a teacher in Pierce’s first high school and had an illegal relationship with 

Pierce’s best friend, Hannah. After causing Hannah’s suicide, Mr. Miller tried to force himself on 

Pierce. Thus, John punished him. Another example is making someone almost faint by touching 

their soul. Each time Pierce faces life-threatening danger, John appears to save her. 

However, he is not the only one to act like this. Pierce has a possessive side as well. From 

feeling jealousy to putting herself into alarming situations and deciding to bring John back to life, 

she goes through similar stages. They both share the same Orphic desire to cater to the other’s 

soul. 

Pierce’s returning dreams also emphasize her wish to care for her beloved. According to 

Sigmund Freud, dreams are the “guardians of sleeping,” moreover, they reveal the individual’s 

inner, most personal and passionate aspirations. (qtd. in Sayed 2011, 1) Consequently, Pierce has 

an underlying, subconscious devotion to free John, not to let him drown and go through the same 

experience as she did. Pierce’s dreams foreshadow three important elements of the trilogy: John’s 

childhood and background story, Pierce’s love and fear of losing him:  “Still, when John said that 

thing in my dream about how he’d rather die than let me die, even though I knew that could never 

be, I realized something,” she confesses. (Cabot 2012, 4-5) 
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I wanted to believe in the fairy tales too. My subconscious – just like all the doctors tried 

 to reassure my mother – had worked out the resolution to a problem that had been 

 bothering me for a long time. I’d actually wanted to be running towards John, not away 

 from him, all this time. Only now that I’d realized it, he was about to drown. (2012, 5) 

  

She then continues describing her dream, saying: “I sounded like I was possessed. I was 

possessed, with the fear of watching the sea swallow him up before my eyes. It figured that the 

minute I finally admitted to myself how much I loved him I was about to lose him.” (2012, 5) 

Their metamorphosis is the direct consequence of the other entering their lives. John 

changes his persona from the ruler to that of the lover, he becomes Orpheus, he is humanized 

because he has to reintegrate himself into human society. It is safe to say that, although he is a 

traveller of both levels, even Orpheus is very humane. He is like the two sides of a coin: a human 

who has inhumane characteristics. He is gifted with a supernatural musical talent, still, he only has 

the opportunities that are characteristic of a mortal being. He needs to accept the authority of a 

divine figure, such as Hades. Furies, the dead souls, the laws of the Underworld – these male 

characters cannot act completely on their own. Orpheus’ limitations in life are probably the most 

humane things about him. His death is purely tragic. Moreover, if we think of him as someone 

choosing celibacy because of grief, he basically chooses his own death. John does the same. He 

chooses death for his beloved girl, his resurrection is a rebirth. Pierce, on the other hand, is 

dehumanized in a sense that she becomes the queen of the Underworld. She also starts 

understanding the nature of human existence more. Her dehumanization is a growth that changes 

her from Eurydice to an Orpheus who can communicate with the gods of death. Thus, they both 

go through character development, a metamorphosis caused by themselves and by the other. John 

becomes more like the humane side of Orpheus, while Pierce mirrors the traveller. Together, they 

make a whole. This is what the ‘mirror-Orpheus effect’ stands for.  

 

IV.3. Level 2: Dante and the “Other Worlds” 

 

The second layer we can observe is represented by the connection between Cabot’s trilogy 

and Dante’s Divine Comedy, based on the ‘other worlds.’ Cabot makes this relationship obvious 

by directly quoting Dante at the beginning of each chapter, as a kind of short summary. This is 

what Genette calls paratextuality. Besides this function, through these quotes Cabot draws another 
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parallel between our couple, John and Pierce and that of Dante and Beatrice. However, this is not 

the only intertextual layer we can talk about here. Orpheus himself appears in Dante’s story. Dante 

retells the myth, and goes even further, showing the man as a creator and a great philosopher. Not 

only that, but he knowingly distinguishes “between Orpheus the man and Orpheus the myth,” 

concluding that there is a difference between how we see him in the Underworld and how he is as 

a mortal. (Schwebel 2005, 62-65) The polyphonic nature of textual connections is suggestive here. 

Even without directly mentioning him, through Dante, Cabot brings in Orpheus and Eurydice, 

while indirectly commenting on them as a metatext. With Dante, she makes this spider web even 

stronger. How does this layer influence the plotline and the metamorphosis of the two characters? 

In line with Eszter Draskóczy’s view, Dante’s great epic poem resembles a Bildungsroman. 

As she claims, the whole Comedy is a narrative written about an existential transformation. This 

metamorphosis is triggered by love and a supernatural journey. (2014, 30) 

In Hell, people go through both physical and mental changes. Sometimes even their 

punishment is a transformation. People who committed suicide turn into plants. In the Circle of 

Violence, thieves turn to dust or to snakes (as a direct association with the Bible), then transform 

back to human beings, this is an endless and unpredictable cycle. Others are either suffering from 

a sick body (Canto XIX-XXX), lose their ability to talk or are chopped into pieces, unable to find 

all the body parts. (Canto XVIII) However, the most important metamorphosis – the 

metamorphosis of the central hero who is the alter ego of Dante himself – is indirect, highly 

subjective and is written about in the first person. Thus, as Draskóczy concludes, the Divine 

Comedy is a story of a subconscious, mental transformation, of a much-needed purification. (2014, 

30-31) 

The same pattern can be found in Cabot’s novels. Several quotations are taken from The 

Inferno, the first part of the great epic poem, as Cabot’s Underworld is compared to Dante’s Hell. 

Similarly, Pierce’s, but mostly John’s voyage reflects that of Dante’s. In the following, I shall use 

textual evidence to prove these ideas. 

“Through every city shall he hunt her down,/Until he shall have driven her back to Hell” 

are the first two lines of the prologue in Abandon. (qtd. in Cabot 2012, 1) It does not only 

foreshadow Pierce’s fate, but it can be linked to the myth of Persephone and Hades too. The use 

of the expression “hunt her down” suggests violence, a chase between man and woman. Hades did 

“hunt Persephone down” as he abducted her. John does not hunt Pierce, but chases her around, 
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even when he tries to stop. Consequently, this exact quotation echoes the whole concept of the 

trilogy and creates a triangular relation between the myth, the trilogy and the epic poem. 

Inferno starts with the lines “Midway upon the journey of our life.” (trans. Longfellow 

1867, 1) In the context of Dante’s work, this midway means that the protagonist is around 35 years 

old, another important aspect, which links his work to the Bible too. Norbert Mátyus and József 

Nagy say that Canto I. describes a failed journey, as the protagonist is lost in the forest. Virgil’s 

figure appearing in front of Dante is allegorical. They think that the route taken by Dante is meant 

to represent humanity in some sort of a crisis. Since there is no specific time, Dante becomes the 

allegorical figure of each human being. Finding hope is connected to finding religion and eternal 

faith. (Mátyus and Nagy 2019, 17) 

However, in connection with Abandon, this notion changes its meaning. Connecting back 

to Pierce’s development from child to maiden and to a mother and leader, and the idea of a 

Bildungsroman, her journey represents her becoming an adult woman. At the end of Awaken, her 

new role as a wife and mother is strongly suggested: “maybe, after we get married we can have a 

baby.” (Cabot 2014, 343) As a result, in the case of Pierce, middle way refers to the breaking point 

of her previous existence. Before truly meeting John, she was a child. After meeting John, she 

becomes more and more experienced and has to grow up. Her age is specified. Being a 17-year-

old girl is her midway in life, the link between childhood and adulthood. The darkness of the woods 

and the loss of the “straightforward path” (line 3) could be also interpreted as Pierce losing her 

stability and safety usually offered by childhood. 

Her death is also connected to a natural image. Cabot chose a part from Canto III., the 

metaphor of an autumn tree to describe how the soul leaves the body: “As in the autumn-time the 

leaves fall off,/First one and then another, till the branch/ Unto the earth surrenders all its spoils.” 

(qtd. in Cabot 2012, 3) Canto III. is the one in which our traveller reaches the Gate of Hell. 

Correspondingly, right after the quotation in Chapter 3, Pierce mentions how she died and 

underwent a spiritual adventure. “I cannot well repeat how there I entered,/So full was I of slumber 

at the moment/In which I had abandoned the true way,” Dante continues his narration, and 

interestingly, the word ‘abandon’ appears in it too. Being the victim of a greater, murderous plot, 

Pierce herself does not know how she ended up in the middle of the events; she was abandoned by 

the parental figures, her father, mother and grandmother. 

The image of Hell is terrifying on its own, full of tension, sorrow and disorder. With 

corpselike creatures, “their face irrigate with blood, […] with their tears commingled,” (1867, 17, 
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lines 67-68) they are standing at a riverbank, trying to reach the other shore. The harbour in the 

Underworld looks almost identical: people standing all around, trying to push others away and get 

on the ships. For an outsider, such as Dante’s hero or Pierce, these riverbanks are the perfect 

representation of endless chaos. 

Tihamér Tóth reckons that no human can survive Inferno without abandoning the human 

fear that ties him or her to the mortal realm. The description is shocking, as the human eyes are 

not meant to see such horrific images. The above-mentioned tree is a metaphor, which stands for 

the soul. As the leaves fall from the branches, the soul is slowly decaying in the body. The body 

might be covered in blood, but the soul cannot be seen by mortals. Thus, the leaf-soul parallel 

helps us see the invisible. (2019, 60-62) 

In the Underworld, John gradually becomes the only one Pierce can rely on, but at first he 

is described as someone between “a shade and a real man,” mysterious and terrifying at the same 

time/ He is also like a beast “with head uplifted and with ravenous hunger,/So that it seemed the 

air was afraid of him.” (2012, 16; 30) John being compared to the hungry lion Dante met along 

his road deepens his persona as a scarily dominant creature, and frightens Pierce. In a promotional 

video that was uploaded on the YouTube channel, I read YA, Cabot discusses the character of 

John and says that he is the personification of everything mysterious, unknown and strongly 

masculine, something that the heroine is not familiar with. He is also surrounded by secrets and a 

dark, dangerous aura, looking almost sinful. For Pierce, it takes time to actually realize what John 

wants is not to kill her, and even though she connects disaster to him, he might not be the only 

source of destruction in her life. For him to completely lose Pierce would be fatal, but for him not 

to lose her, an internal transformation is indispensable. (Cabot 2011). 

Draskóczy asks herself in her thesis paper, whether love is enough to change one’s 

character. What about passion? Can passion influence our sense of judgment? (2014, 19-20) 

Borrowing these questions from her, I would like to focus a bit more on John, and on how Pierce 

plays a similar part in his life as Beatrice does in Dante’s. 

Turning Pierce’s “fear to desire” (2012, 252) is like a trial that is significant for John’s 

metamorphosis. For Dante, Beatrice is the muse, the compass and the goal, the ultimate bridge to 

salvation. Losing himself to an unholy life, Dante needs someone to “rehumanize” him, to help 

him find the right way. Her love does not only guide Dante’s hero but also gives him the strength 

to go through the purifying fire in the Purgatory and reach Heaven. 
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Death, love and art are strongly correlated in both relationships. Losing is winning, and 

winning means recreating something: the world, order, their characters. Love is a muse and death 

(be it physical or symbolic) is the ultimate form of artistic awakening and creation. For Dante, art 

is language and the way he expresses himself is an art. For John, art is putting the pieces together, 

putting himself and his environment together, like a puzzle. After his death on a ship sailing on 

the ocean, John did also lose himself to his new lifestyle, killing his humanity and taking up the 

persona of the cold-hearted king. His death is not directly told by him, but by Mr. Richards, the 

cemetery sexton, and by Pierce (through her dreams). In Chapter 19, when Mr. Richards reveals 

the truth about himself and John, there are three lines from Canto II. that summarize the tragic end 

of his short human existence: “Dost thou not hear the pity of his plaint?/Dost thou not see the 

death that combats him/ Beside that flood, where ocean has no vaunt?” (2012, 221) After that, he 

lost his pathway, like Dante did. 

Meeting Pierce is like the beginning of his purification, as he has to become more caring 

and gentle with her. His second death, the endless slumber, stands at the peak of his progress. 

Although, just like Dante, he loses his beloved woman from time to time, at the end of his journey, 

all these sacrifices are worth the pain. Choosing death for her and giving up on his life once again 

wash away his sins in a metaphoric way. Pierce realizes her deep love for John when she has to 

mourn him (like it is hinted in her dreams). For John’s rehumanization, love is essential. Love is 

the type of piece he needs the most to complete his puzzle.   

Kerényi points out another important, intertextual factor connected to Dante, saying that 

Dante is a predecessor of Aeneas. Both Aeneas and Dante are travellers, wayfarers and are looking 

for a godlike sign in life. While talking to Anchises, Aeneas has to climb to the top of a mountain. 

(1923, 42–43) According to Draskóczy, climbing the mountain is the symbol of ascension, the 

same image that appears in connection with Dante, and later with John. (2022, 25) Thus, we 

become able to analyze the trilogy from the perspective of a Bildungsroman, following the 

“awakening” of the protagonists on a higher point in their lives.  

 

Pierce is often connected to doves. When he met her the first time, he resurrected a bird for 

her. While they live in his castle, John gives a dove to Pierce, this animal symbolizes their feelings 

for each other. He has a single wish and that is for Pierce to share his feelings. Dante talks about 

such passionate desires in Canto V: 
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When as we read of the much-longed-for smile 

Being by such a noble lover kissed, 

 This one, who ne'er from me shall be divided, 

 Kissed me upon the mouth all palpitating. (1867, 32, lines 133-136) 

  

Nevertheless, the loss of the loved one is a returning image in both literary works. Dante 

leaves Beatrice behind to achieve the final stage of his renewal. Pierce leaves John behind from 

time to time, as her panic stops her from seeing the full picture. Even when he decides to face the 

Furies on his own, he tells Pierce to stay in the castle. His metamorphosis (or we could even call 

it a metagenesis) demands a sacrifice. Like in the case of Dante, only after he sacrifices both his 

previous life and his love can he be reborn. With his conversion, Pierce accepting his and her 

feelings and choosing him, John reaches the final stage of his ritual, and achieves humanity. He is 

reintegrated into their society as a new person. Finally, his desires are fulfilled, thus, he can 

abandon the persona of the ruler and become the lover, and he is humanized. 

Interestingly, while Abandon and Awaken borrow parts only from the Inferno, in Awaken, 

the last book of the trilogy, and the one, which describes John’s conversion, other lines from 

Purgatorio appear as well. “Wherefore, here where thou seest, I am lost” is said after his passing, 

followed by an “infernal hurricane” (2014, 85; 99), which does not only refer to chaos coming, 

but also to Pierce’s inner battle and marginal emotions. After his return a citation from Paradiso 

appears, concluding everything Pierce feels: “And light I saw/ […] Depicted with an admirable 

Spring.” (2014, 207) The used fragments start to turn from dark and pessimistic to more pleasant 

and hopeful ones. After the great war against the Furies, with the conflict solved, the trilogy ends 

with yet another fragment taken from Paradiso: “O joy! O gladness inexpressible!/O perfect life 

of love and peacefulness!” (2014, 326) 

What Genette says about paratextuality, thus, becomes very clear here. These quotations 

do not only function as mottos, but as small guidelines or even “early prophecies,” with a clearly 

pragmatic role, each of them concluding the essence, main tone and atmosphere of the given 

chapter. As the danger disappears, Cabot borrows much more liberating lines from Dante. They 

also connect John and Pierce’s ending to Dante and Beatrice’s. Winning against the Furies is like 

reaching Paradise. Heaven is described in the trilogy not just as a concrete place, but as different 

feelings and states: freedom, purity, peace, certainty, love and a huge range of gained experience, 

as proved by the following fragments: With the Furies gone, Chloe, one of Pierce’s friends “I’ll 
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get to help people, and to me that seems like heaven.” (Cabot 2014, 324) Pierce compares her 

newfound happiness to storms and flowers: “We do need storms sometimes, because they clear 

away the bracken so that the sun can shine on flowers that might never otherwise have had a 

chance to bloom.” (2014, 330) Her personal heaven is the mixture of countless battles, winning 

against the enemies and having the chance to see the world in a new light. The contrast between 

the starting and ending scenes is obvious. In the first chapter of the first book, she warns the readers 

not to blink, because anything can happen – she refers to her death. In the last book, she admits 

that bad things come together with good ones, thus closing and opening our eyes a few times might 

be necessary to see things differently. As for John, heaven means owning Pierce’s love, as he 

“showed [Pierce] what he thought about it [having a life together] by kissing me hard […] He 

seemed to like the idea very, very much.” (2014, 343) 

  

Conclusions 

 

As we could see, death plays a significant role in the metamorphosis of the protagonists. 

Whether physical or symbolic, followed by resurrection, death is the main trigger of their 

transformations. Love and sexual attraction are only complementary components. 

In the theoretical part, I offered a definition of transtextuality and of its different types, e.g. 

architextuality, meta- and intertextuality, paratextuality, hypo- and hypertextuality, and mapped 

the possible ways of a crosstextual analysis. I also tried to bring textual relations in connection 

with the genders of texts. I asked myself the question whether texts have genders. I followed 

Kristeva’s idea about the symbolic and semiotic language. As we can find out, Kristeva herself 

links these types of language to different genders, saying that the semiotic language is more artistic, 

sensitive and feminine, while the symbolic language is strict and masculine. Nevertheless, poetic 

language is able to break these rules and create its own atmosphere. Androgynous language is free 

of restrictions. While analysing the trilogy, although I have mainly focused on narrative 

perspectives, I found that Cabot uses a strong feminine language and uses Pierce’s point of view 

to focus on things through a daughter’s and a lover’s/wife’s eyes, while making John look very 

mysterious and possibly dangerous. However, John’s development is just as important and 

followed closely as Pierce’s. The two are equal to each other. Since the discussed trilogy is meant 

to be read by young adults, I believe that the books require a special type of reading: the perspective 
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of the sentimental, developing self. We, readers are only able to see John in his reality after Pierce, 

the woman learns about his depth as a person. 

The next chapter focuses on the metamorphosis of the heroes. Following Campbell’s map 

of the heroic path, I mentioned the different stages of the hero’s journey. I connected his ideas to 

Arnold van Gennep’s, who also talks about metamorphosis as a ritual. Lastly, I talked about the 

need of such a transformation and the role of the hero in a society as a role model, guider and 

saviour. Talking about the trilogy, we could observe that Pierce’s drowning was actually her being 

invited to a supernatural journey. Although she did not consent to being pushed into this situation, 

the choice was taken from her both times. On the first occasion, her grandmother took her 

decisiveness by forcing her on John (and vice versa). Killing her was part of a greater plan 

fabricated by the Furies to take revenge on their leader. Her scarf wrapped itself around Pierce’s 

legs and neck like a snake, taking her breath. Water is symbolic: it stands for both life and death. 

She drowned in the family pool and found herself on the shore of a huge lake. The boat was 

supposed to take her to her final destination, which symbolizes an alternative state of “existence.” 

We might even call it the realm of nothingness as the soul cannot return anymore. John’s castle 

was on an island. This building was the main stage of Pierce’s transformation. The island and the 

surrounding rivers and lakes created the sensation of a womb, inside this protective husk the 

heroine was reborn and raised. 

The metamorphosis of the heroes depicts the journey of two souls searching for their 

identity and life purpose. Each intertextual layer repeats the same motif, resulting in a narrative 

built upon life crises and finding order in chaos. I focused on the motifs of death and resurrection 

in connection with other texts handling the topic. Studying an ancient myth, the tale of Orpheus 

and Eurydice, I tried to portray Pierce and John as the possible victims or saviours within the story. 

Here death and resurrection were doubled. John and Pierce’s characters are connected to this 

ancient couple. First, viewed as travellers and saviours. Both of them show signs of being active 

heroes trying to protect the lives of their loved ones. While John is overprotective of Pierce, she is 

also deeply possessive of John and does not want to let go of him. They go through fire and danger 

to take care of one another, just like Orpheus. However, since both of them have died and returned 

from the dead during the plot of the trilogy, they share Eurydice’s fate as well. John is resurrected 

due to Pierce. Pierce is partially revived by John and partially by her own stubborn subconscious 

self. An interesting element here is the resemblance of their wishes and acts. Seeing how they 

behave almost the same way, I named the correlation of their movements using the expression 
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‘mirror-Orpheus effect.’ The concept tends to describe the way the lovers constantly mimic each 

other and share the same desire, namely to protect each other until the end. 

The other and most obvious relation was that between Cabot’s trilogy and Dante’s Divine 

Comedy. Before each chapter, there is a shorter or at times longer citation from the epic poem. 

These quotes help us realize the moral growth of the characters. Cabot’s Underworld can be 

associated with Dante’s Inferno. Dante’s journey is mostly an emotional and intellectual odyssey. 

He has lost the right way, and he has to find it again through exploring the transcendental. While 

Pierce also loses herself in the Underworld, I mostly talked about John in connection with Dante. 

Pierce appeared as a kind of reflection of Beatrice. Losing the loved woman is a significant part of 

both male characters’ metamorphosis and purification. Lastly, I tried to find the mentor figures in 

the Divine Comedy and Abandon, these figures are Virgil and Mr. Richard Smith respectively. 

They guide our heroes on their way and share their knowledge in favour of their survival. 

We could say that the trilogy is written from a female perspective, thus, it offers a young 

woman’s perspective upon the world surrounding her. We hardly know anything about John in the 

first book, as Pierce is unable of focusing on him as we, readers would like her to. Bringing in the 

question of gender, we could say that Abandon is more of a female series novel. However, 

interestingly, even though Dante or Ovid wrote from a male perspective, Cabot was able to create 

a link between her literature and theirs. This is in line with Kristeva’s views according to which 

poetic language can break down even hardly built barriers, and move into an androgynous 

direction. 

While Eurydice – Persephone too – and Beatrice are secondary characters in their stories, 

in the trilogy Pierce becomes one of the main characters. Cabot consciously built her story around 

a 17-year-old girl. She challenges the previous narratives while offering a new interpretation of 

the stories, that of female power and individuality. Still, she never neglects building up John’s 

character, bringing him and Pierce up at the same time. They are treated as equals, they co-exist, 

making the other a whole person. This makes the analysis of the trilogy even more intriguing and 

suggests that there are obvious similarities between the four stories, providing us with a rich 

representation of metamorphosis, textual relations and gender identity of the role models. 

Cabot’s trilogy offers a new transtextual interpretation of the ancient myth of Orpheus – 

metatextual connections – and Dante’s Divine Comedy – para-, meta- and intertextual links, as 

well. Thus, throughout the analysis the paper combined transtextuality and psychological aspects 

of growing up and developing as a person by relying on the various stages of a hero/heroine’s 
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journey. Paratextuality is shown through the direct quotations used in the novels. It is interesting 

how the story of Dante is connected to Pierce and John. In his own universe, the Divine Comedy 

is meant to be a guide for people going through different stages of a life crisis. In the trilogy, these 

fragments also guide the readers into a certain direction, suggesting the main themes, emotions 

and the atmosphere of the given chapter. Cabot knowingly connects her Underworld to Dante’s 

Inferno. Both Pierce and Dante go through something traumatic and terrific, facing death, decay, 

madness, evil and the seemingly hopeless side of life. Just like Dante, Pierce is some sort of a 

guide. Virgil leads Dante to light. John leads Pierce to an understanding of the positive and 

negative sides of the world. Through Pierce’s experience, the theme of the maturing body and 

identity is reflected to the readers. 

Moreover, the link between Dante and John is significant. They are sinners. John lives in 

his own Hell, and is in need of purification. Following Dante’s path, John reaches “Heaven” 

because of a woman. Pierce and Beatrice are the seemingly unreachable, desired female figures, 

for whom both men go through different stages of a hellish trial.  

Metatextuality and hypo- and hypertextuality are important from the perspective of 

polyphonic dialogism. With each layer built on the other, the trilogy creates a complex web of 

meanings. As a result, Abandon becomes a good example of using a seemingly simple story to 

create a complicated labyrinth built on art and the knowledge we have in everyday life. Literature 

in general and Cabot’s literature are cross-cultural and complex, like puzzles of different, parallel 

worlds, one leaning on the other, with an imminent intertextuality always existing, which is worth 

being developed further in other upcoming studies.  
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