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 “The Mountains of Primal Grief”  

By 

Ronald Britton 

 

Mourning is older than psychoanalysis; it is older than poetry; it may be 

older than mankind, for we are not the only species to manifest the 

process. Biological reasoning would therefore suggest that it must be 

advantageous. The poets, dramatists and novelists who have best 

described its manifestations and the feelings also seem to say so, and to 

say it very well. So what does psychoanalysis, if anything, have to add? I 

think its contribution is three fold: it provides some understanding of the 

unconscious mental processes involved in mourning; it makes clear why 

it is necessary for psychological development; and it throws light on 

failed mourning and its pathological consequences.  It may by 

extrapolation suggest that collective mourning is necessary for the health 

of Societies. 

 

 The practice of analysis provides many opportunities to see evidence of 

the value of mourning in increasing adaptation to reality and the 

enrichment of mental life. It also enables us to see the adverse 

consequences of the failure to mourn: sometimes in the form of 

depression; sometimes in the form of manic activity; sometimes in the 
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loss of a capacity to form deep, intimate, relationships.  Analysis also 

provides us with examples where, like Miss Haversham in Dicken’s 

Great Expectations, grief can become pathologically arrested in an 

attempt to freeze time; so that present loss cannot be transformed into a 

past event; so clinging to the pain of loss, prevents the recently departed 

from becoming the long gone.  

Probably the worst consequence of a failure to complete mourning is 

repetition: the model of the loss being endlessly reiterated.  How often we 

see in our practices the re-enactment of old events in new forms, in which 

the individual subjects himself, or someone else, to some untransformed 

experience of former times.  

 

Freud suggested, that mourning is a form of psychic work analogous to 

the concept of ‘working through in analysis’. In normal mourning the 

process of overcoming the loss of the object absorbs all the energies of 

the ego. He suggested that the representation internally of the attachment 

to the lost person is made up of single innumerable impressions; and all 

of them have to be reactivated to be relinquished. As Freud put it, the 

laments always sound the same, but have different unconscious sources. 

If the object does not have this great significance, reinforced by a 

thousand links, its loss will not be of a kind to cause either mourning or 

melancholia.  
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As Rilke wrote:    

“Joy knows, and Longing has accepted,- 

Only Lament still learns; upon her beads, 

Night after night, she counts the ancient curse.” (Rilke   Sonnets to 

Orpheus I, 8) 

 

Repetition and reiteration seems to be at the heart of mourning as we hear 

when King Lear realising his daughter Cordelia is dead cries: 

“Howl, howl, howl, howl! 

…she’s gone forever 

“Thou’lt come no more, 

Never, never, never, never, never”. 

That unusual reiteration with a fifth ‘never’ going beyond what might 

seem to be the end of the line captures the strength of the urge to repeat 

and prolong through protracted grief. Such prolongation and reiteration is 

facilitated by a sense of injustice; as analysts we can testify that for some 

people old grievances sustain a sense of immortality. There are however, 

many others who would like through denial, to dismiss death: to consign 

personal loss to the dustbin of significance.   

The argument between those who would quickly turn to new life after a 

death and those who would have us wear the winter foliage of 

lamentation longer, is most tellingly represented by Shakespeare between 
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Claudius and Hamlet. Claudius reproaches his nephew, now his step-son, 

Hamlet for continuing to mourn his dead father, 

“To persevere 

In obstinate condolement is a course 

Of impious stubbornness, ‘Tis unmanly grief. 

It shows a will most incorrect to heaven” 

 

Hamlet’s scathing response is couched as a reproach to his mother on her 

rapid remarriage; it makes clear that he regards, for a time at least, that 

the continuing relationship to the dead is a necessary part of the human 

condition: 

 

“A beast that wants discourse of reason 

Would have mourned longer”, he says and continues with irony, when 

she claims not to have forgotten her dead husband,  

“O. Heavens! 

Die two months ago and not forgotten yet? 

Then there’s hope a great man’s 

Memory may outlive his 

Life half a year!”  
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I have taken my title, “ the Mountains of Primal grief“ from the climax of 

Rilke’s Duino Elegies where ‘Die Klagen’, the ‘Laments’, take the young 

man to the foot of the mountains of primal grief where is located the 

fountainhead of joy. And then “Alone, He climbs up the mountains of 

primal grief”. Rilke implies that making that journey is the means of 

resolution and renewal.  

 

In his own retrospective account of the composition of the Elegies that 

took him ten difficult years, Rilke wrote: 

“Two inmost experiences were decisive for their production: the resolve 

that grew up more and more in my spirit to hold life open toward death, 

and, on the other side the spiritual need to situate the transformations of 

love in this wider whole differently than was possible in the narrower 

orbit of life (which simply shut out death as the other)"(Rilke 1969 

p.330). 

 

In the Elegie he proposes the idea that it is our function to transform the 

visible external world into the invisible internal world. This he sees as 

creative and reparative and crucial to this process the recognition of 

death. He had proposed we should give psychic life to things by naming 

them, so that they had a life beyond their own material, transient, 

existence. He now makes it clear that experiences and feelings are among 
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the things that need a name. Grief, he decides, is an experience of great 

value:  

...How we squander our hours of pain. 

How we gaze beyond them into the bitter duration 

To see if they have an end. Though they are really 

Our winter-enduring foliage, our dark evergreen, 

One season in our inner year- not only a season 

In time- but a place and settlement, foundation and soil and 

home (ibid p.205). 

This was written in 1922 and the use of winter as symbolic of mourning 

echoes other poets, notably Shakespeare who introduces, in Sonnet 97, 

winter as a metaphor for absence, and therefore implicit is the promise of  

Spring’s return. But, running through the Sonnet is the threat of death and 

permanent absence that might make winter out of summer.  

 

 “How like a winter has my absence beene, 

 From thee, the pleasure of the fleeting yeare? 

What freezings have I felt, what darke daiies seene? 

What old December’s barenesse everywhere? 

And yet this time removed was sommers time, 
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The metaphor of winter for mourning is also central in an essay called 

‘On Transience’ that Freud wrote in 1915, as a contribution to a 

commemorative volume produced by the Berlin Goethe Society. What 

adds interest to this is that it has been suggested by some scholars that 

Rilke was the anonymous Poet referred to and that the taciturn friend was 

Freud’s analytic colleague Lou Andreas Salome, who was also Rilke’s 

former mistress. I will quote a few sentences from this essay. He wrote it 

during the First World War, like a post-script to Mourning and 

Melancholia: the paper that moved the centre of gravity of 

psychoanalysis from sexuality and hysteria to object loss and depression. 

It introduced the concepts of introjection and identification into the 

psychoanalytic landscape and changed it forever. 

In his short essay “On Transience” Freud wrote:   

“Not long ago I went on a summer walk through a smiling countryside in 

the company of a taciturn friend and of a young but already famous poet. 

The poet admired the beauty of the scene around us but felt no joy in it. 

He was disturbed by the thought that all this beauty was fated to 

extinction, that it would vanish when winter came, like all human 

beauty...I could not see my way to dispute the transience of all 

things...But I did dispute the pessimistic poet's view that the transience of 

what is beautiful involves any loss in its worth....As regards the beauty of 

nature, each time it is destroyed by winter it comes again next year, so 
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that in relation to the length of our lives it can be regarded as eternal... 

What spoilt their enjoyment...must have been a revolt in their minds 

against mourning...I believe that those who think thus, and seem ready to 

make a permanent renunciation because what was precious has proved 

not to be lasting, are simply in a state of mourning for what is lost. 

Mourning as we know, however painful it may be, comes to a 

spontaneous end. When it has renounced everything that has been lost, 

then it has consumed itself, and our libido is once more free..." (Freud 

1916 p.303-307). 

 

Whilst working on Mourning and Melancholia Freud also wrote in the 

early part of 1915 “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death”. This was 

prompted by the war  and by the new work on depression; it is clear that 

it turned his mind to themes of loss, guilt and aggression. In “Thoughts 

for the Times” he deals with our denial of our own death; our destructive 

instinct and our ambivalence towards our love objects. On the latter he 

wrote; 

“[Our] loved ones are on the one hand an inner possession, components 

of our own ego; but on the other hand they are partly strangers, even 

enemies. With the exception of only a very few situations, there adheres 

to the tenderest and most intimate of our love-relations a small portion of 

hostility which can excite an unconscious death wish.” …” 



 9 

He concludes: ”… our unconscious is just as inaccessible to the idea of 

our own death, just as murderously inclined towards strangers, just as 

divided (that is ambivalent) towards those we love, as was primeval man. 

But how far we have moved from this primal state in our conventional 

and cultural attitude towards death” 

“It is easy to see how war impinges on this dichotomy. It strips us of the 

later accretions of civilisation and lays bare the primal man in each of us. 

It compels us once more to be heroes who cannot believe in their own 

death; it stamps strangers as enemies whose death is to be brought about 

or desired; it tells us to disregard the death of those we love. But war 

cannot be abolished…” [My italics] 

 

As I see it the implication in these essays is that although we might 

struggle to contain the instincts that find satisfaction in war, we cannot 

abolish them anymore than we can abolish death. He also suggests that 

we can recover from wars, and from the deaths of loved ones, and that the 

world will not end with our own death.  

If, however, we cling to our dead loved one, he writes, “Our hopes, our 

desires and our pleasures lie in the grave with him, we will not be 

consoled, we will not fill the lost one’s place. We behave as if we were a 

kind of Asra, who die when those they love die.”  On the other hand we 

need to recognise that the world does not end when we die. Freud quotes 
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the motto of the Hanseatic League “Navigare necesse est, vivere non 

necesse” (It is necessary to sail the seas, it is not necessary to live”).  

 

The opposite of believing in re-finding and renewing love is vividly 

expressed by Shakespeare through the mouth of Venus. When she 

discovers her adored Adonis to be dead she declares that love is dead and 

wishes suffering on all future lovers: 

  

 “For he being dead, with him is beauty slain, 

And, beauty dead, black chaos comes again” 

… 

Shakespeare shows us in the poem that this determined ablation of beauty 

by Venus, as a reaction to the death of Adonis, is based on what we now 

would call the narcissistic nature of her love for him. He writes: 

 

“She lifts the coffer-lids that close his eyes, 

Where, lo, two lamps burnt out in darkness lies; 

Two glasses, where herself herself beheld 

A thousand times, and now no more reflect” 

 

Venus suffering the loss of her lover takes revenge on love and those who 

love with a curse: 
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“Since thou art dead, lo, here I prophesy 

Sorrow on love hereafter shall attend… 

Since in his prime death doth my love destroy, 

They that love best, their loves shall not enjoy” 

 

If we personify beauty; if we equate it with one living thing; if we believe 

it is irretrievably incarnate in mortal flesh, then mourning as a process of 

release is blocked and the only recourse is some form of posthumous 

idolatry. Such a belief Shakespeare implies is a consequence of being 

madly in love. And he appears to share with Freud the view that ‘being 

madly in love’ is a kind of temporary insanity which any of us might 

experience.  

 

"Lovers and madmen have such seething brains, 

Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend 

More than cool reason ever comprehends. 

The lunatic, the lover, and the poet 

Are of imagination all compact”. 

 

In his paper “On Narcissism” Freud wrote, “[that when]  the satisfaction 

of love is impossible, and the re-enrichment of the ego can be supplied 

only by a withdrawal of libido from its objects, the return of the object 
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libido to the ego and its transformation into narcissism represents, as it 

were, a happy [primal] love once more; and, on the other hand”, he 

writes, “ it is also true that a real happy love corresponds to the primal 

condition in which object libido and ego libido cannot be distinguished" 

(Freud S. 1914 pp 99/100). Suddenly in this last sentence we are 

presented by Freud with the notion that the fully fledged libidinal 

narcissist is in love with himself in just such a way as someone else might 

be "in love" with another person. But is it really another person if "happy 

love corresponds to the primal condition in which object libido and ego 

libido cannot be distinguished"? In this passage Freud implies that this 

"primal" - “happy love"- is essentially narcissistic object love, whether 

pursued with another person in the external world or as a love affair with 

the self in the internal world.  

This narcissistic way of loving it seems proves to be one obstacle to the 

process of mourning and its resolution. 

 

So how do we rescue ourselves from such a mental state as that attributed 

to Venus by Shakespeare? The analytic answer is, once again, through 

mourning, this time not for the lost object but for the ideal object. The 

ideal object is a personification of beauty, or goodness. However the 

existence of an ideal object in the material world depends on there being 

a physical object identical with its precursor in the mind. In the 
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psychoanalytic terms that Wilfred Bion used, it depends on the realisation 

in the physical world of the pre-conception of a good object being 

absolute. Alas, in our imperfect world this cannot be the case. As we gain 

experience we discover that the ideal can only retain its perfection by 

remaining immaterial: thus it lacks one most important quality we would 

wish it to have, that of being real and substantive.  

 

The alternative is made clear by Keats in his Ode on a Grecian Urn: he 

suggests that the static state of the potential lovers, frozen forever in a 

preliminary position, represent a perfection that any progress would 

impair. 

 

“Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

Are sweeter… 

He writes - 

“Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 

Though winning near the goal - yet do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!” 
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Here the price of perfect love is non-consummation; this is an attitude 

met with in a number of analyses where the illusion of existing in the 

ante-room of life is unconsciously believed to make time stand still.    

Since realisations can only be possessed in their imperfect forms, 

unrealised perfection has to be mourned in order for the real and 

imperfect to be loved in our real world of space and time. Idolatry, on the 

other hand, requires time to stand still and for things to remain unchanged 

and fundamentalism seeks truth, beauty and goodness only in words. 

  

 If Venus’s words can be said of beauty, “For he being dead, with him is 

beauty slain, / And, beauty dead, black chaos comes again”, so they can 

be said of goodness and of truth. When such a belief is embraced I think 

there is great danger. When we convince ourselves, that truth and 

goodness have been personified, realised in a person once and for all, we 

will be disposed to fight ruthlessly to maintain their representations 

whether in material form or in their words, as idolatry or as 

fundamentalism, thing worship or word worship. These tendencies 

obviously exist in religions but if we look at other spheres of life we find 

them everywhere, in politics, letters, even in the Sciences and certainly in 

psychoanalysis itself.     
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 The discovery of an unconscious world of sexual phantasy was the centre 

of the first phase of psychoanalysis; the second was narcissism; 

discovering the vital importance of mourning and its relationship to 

depression was its third phase. In mourning and melancholia written in 

1915 Freud built his theory on the work of Karl Abraham with psychotic 

depressive patients and his own earlier speculations.  

Mourning was to become and remain central to psychoanalysis but 

interest in it arose from the analysis of those depressive states which 

arose for no manifest reason and were not linked consciously to object 

loss. It began with Karl Abraham, the first true psychoanalyst in 

Germany, who wrote his paper on Depressive States in 1911. Abraham 

was probably second only to Freud as the major early influence in 

psychoanalysis. He developed his analytic practice and Training 

organisation in Berlin. He was born in Bremen in 1877 of an old Jewish 

family that had long been resident in the hanseatic towns of North 

Germany. He studied Medicine in Wurzburg, and worked in psychiatry in 

Berlin and then the famous Burgholzi Psychiatric Hospital in Zurich. 

Being Jewish he could not become a Chief Physician or Professor in 

Switzerland and so he returned to Germany.  

 

Abraham suggested, in 1911, that depression stood in the same relation to 

normal mourning for a loss as did morbid anxiety to ordinary fear. 
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“Anxiety and depression are related to each other in the same way as are 

fear and grief”, he wrote, “We fear a coming evil; we grieve over one that 

has occurred”. The cause of the apprehension in neurotic anxiety states is 

unconscious and so is the cause of grief in the depressions. He made other 

very significant findings in his analyses of these cases, notably that an 

unconscious attitude of hate was paralysing the depressive’s capacity to 

love. Ambivalence was, he thought, the hallmark of both the depressive 

and the obsessional. In a later paper Abraham suggested that in 

melancholia regression to the earliest stage of development occurred and 

that unconsciously the wish was to incorporate his sexual object, to 

devour it. What are repressed, he asserted, are cannibalistic wishes and 

that the reaction to these unconscious wishes is to refuse to take food. 

This in turn leads to a fear of dying of starvation. “[In depression] the 

edict has gone forth that the mouth zone shall never experience that 

satisfaction it longs for; and the result is a fear of dying of starvation”.  

It was psychoanalytic ideas like this that provoked opposition and excited 

ridicule ever since they were first put forward. When I read in December 

last year of a case of cannibalism in Rotenberg, Germany, I could not 

resist paraphrasing Wordsworth to say “Abraham! Thou should’st be 

living at this hour”. Armin Meiwes admitted that he had advertised for a 

victim on the Internet and had killed, him chopped him up and eaten him. 

Thus fulfilling a fantasy he had since childhood. Meiwes own comments 
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perfectly illustrate Abraham’s ideas about incorporation. “With every 

bite”, Meiwes said, “My memory of him grew stronger”… “Since eating 

Brandes (the victim) he felt much better and more stable. “Brandes spoke 

good English”, he said, “and since eating him my English has greatly 

improved”.  

This case apparently illustrates an old dictum of Freud that the neuroses 

are the negative of the perversions; one might put it the other way round 

that the perversions are the negative of the neuroses. But I think a more 

modern psychoanalytic view would be that both the neurotic inhibition 

and the perverse practice are the consequence of a miscarriage of a 

normal process. As we find in anorexia on the one hand and bulimia on 

the other.  

 Whilst illustrating Abraham’s thesis this case raises even more questions. 

How and why is this unreconstructed primitive phantasy actually enacted 

in such a literal way? What has this outrageous event to do with normal 

mourning you might ask? Meiwes himself gives us a clue; he felt lonely 

and neglected as a child after his father abandoned the family and 

fantasised having a blond younger brother whom he could keep forever 

by consuming him. Later he had fantasies of eating his school mates. For 

me there is an even more intriguing question raised by this case. What 

were the motives of the man who sought out Meiwes in order to be 

consumed? I will try to address both those questions.  
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One could say that in both depression and the perversion the normal 

process of mourning has gone wrong and that it has gone very wrong in 

the early stages of development. Abraham suggested that there was in his 

depressive cases a ‘primal depression’ of early childhood reactivated in 

life by adult circumstance. He was reinforced in this view by the analyses 

of children that Melanie Klein was undertaking in Berlin. He wrote to 

Freud in 1923 “I have something pleasant to report …In my work on 

Melancholia…I have assumed the presence of an early depression in 

infancy as a prototype for later melancholia. In the last few months Mrs. 

Klein has skilfully conducted the analysis of a three year old with good 

therapeutic results. This child presented a true picture of the basic 

depression that I postulated in close combination with oral erotism” 

(p.399). Just as Freud had hypothesised on childhood neurosis from the 

analyses of adults Melanie Klein hypothesised on the nature of infantile 

phantasy from the analysis of young children. This led her to a concept of 

an infantile depressive position which she believed underlay the tendency 

to depression later in life, she then linked the depressive position to 

mourning. At first she used it as an explanation of depression; later she 

realised that it was ubiquitous; psychopathology therefore was a 

consequence of some break down in negotiating what is a normal 

developmental step. The depressive position is in fact the proto-type for 

mourning and has to be renegotiated in life with each loss and each new 
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development. Why with each new development? In Klein’s theory the 

infantile depressive position is a consequence of the development of the 

child’s mind. What, prior to the depressive position, was timeless, total, 

unintegrated, ideally good or irredeemably bad, loved or hated, became 

one source of experience, good and bad, loved and hated. The hatred that 

initially belonged to a bad object was now seen to be directed towards the 

same loved object and thus fear of damaging that relationship led to what 

later would be called guilt.  

 

At the heart of Melanie Klein’s thinking was the notion of internalisation; 

of the building of an internal world of object relationships through the 

process of introjection. The idea of a good internal object, that can be re-

located in the outside world, underlies her thinking on the depressive 

position and on mourning. The investment of a figure in the external 

world with the significance of the good internal object means that loss of 

the external figure provokes fear of losing the internal object. In other 

words losing a loved person can provoke the fear of losing love and of 

living in a loveless world incapable of love oneself. Similarly projecting 

the internal bad objects into external figures can initiate the belief that 

badness can be eliminated by annihilating them. Living in a world free of 

ambivalence but occupied by unambiguously good and unambiguously 

bad figures Klein described as the paranoid position and saw it as a 
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defensive organisation against the depressive position. We are all familiar 

with these positions as we move through them in our lives, at times 

feeling the discomfort of the depressive position with its  mixed feelings 

as we exchange  the pure culture of affection for ambivalence; at other 

times we indulge in the paranoid position loving our friends and hating 

our enemies.  

 

There are many aspects to the depressive position and a great deal has 

been elaborated on it in the last half century of psychoanalysis. One 

particular line of thought I would like to speak about as it relates to the 

question of mourning and the consequences of a failure to mourn. It was 

described by Hanna Segal in two important papers on Symbolism. In 

essence what she suggested is that there is a difference between a symbol 

and what she termed a symbolic equation and that the difference came 

about through mourning. Where the original object is lost and mourned 

the symbol is a creation of the ego to replace it. A symbol is more than an 

emblem, it partakes in the qualities of the original but it is not a new 

version of the original. What Segal showed is that symbolic equations are 

used as if they were replacements so that they might appear to gain super-

natural power. The symbolic equivalent is at the heart of the case of 

cannibalism that I referred to. A man’s actual flesh symbolically 

representing the flesh of the lost object that has to be literally consumed 
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and incorporated. The contrast with that symbolic equivalent could be for 

example taking the bread and wine in the Christian Church’s Eucharist, 

symbolising the body and blood of Christ. The argument about the 

literalness of that transaction: between those who see it as symbolic and 

those who see it as the real presence, a symbolic equation, has been felt 

deeply enough to in Christianity to condemn some to death and others to 

war.   

 

Recent developments   

If I can summarise what I have been saying it is that for our species 

mourning began when life began. It is a process of relinquishment and 

renewal that can be impeded by both internal and external factors. It takes 

time and is an active process; the length is likely to be commensurate 

with the scale and significance of the loss. Three parallel processes seem 

to be involved. First withdrawal of the emotional investment in the object 

bit by bit; each bit accompanied by pain. Secondly, re-introjection of the 

primal loved object as an internal presence newly shaped by the character 

of departed person; thirdly the symbolic representation of the lost object 

and its use in the commemoration of the departed. All these processes 

require relinquishment and all of them therefore will be opposed 

internally. Mourning therefore is not only painful it is a struggle against 
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the desire for the reinstatement of the pre-existing state which can only be 

achieved through illusion.  

 

The true symbol, as Segal said, is part of a triangle composed of the 

original object, its symbol and the self. The tolerance of triangularity is an 

accomplishment in development that is part and parcel of working 

through the depressive position and involves the early Oedipus situation 

that first version of triangularity. As I wrote some years ago, we work 

through the depressive position by working through the Oedipus situation 

and we work through the Oedipus situation by working through the 

depressive position. It entails relinquishing the phantasy of total 

possession of the object of desire; it involves observing the relationship 

of two others from the point of view of the self and thus creating 

triangular space. In triangular space the relationship between the lost 

object and its symbolic representative can be observed because when we 

have triangular space we can observe the relationship of others in which 

we are not included. That position when tolerated creates a third position 

in which we can witness the relationship of others and in our inner world 

it enables us to observe ourselves whilst being ourselves in interaction 

with others. It integrates subjectivity with objectivity. The collapse of that 

inner triangle into a dyadic relationship in which the world is only 

composed of one self and one other can lead to a regression to the most 
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primitive of object relationships in which we desire to have the object 

totally inside us or to be totally inside the object.  

This urge to enter helps us to understand the peculiar self sacrifice of the 

volunteer victim of cannibalism that I referred to earlier. Just as Abraham 

described an incorporative wish there is also its counterpart, a wish to be 

incorporated, to be lost in a merger with the love object. 

 Sabina Speilrein in 1912 described a kind of love that meant self-

destruction. She thought this was universal, whereas I think it is 

characteristic of a particular kind of hysteria from which she herself 

suffered. For Spielrein love meant identification. For the development of 

her ideas on love and death, she turned to Wagner. She quoted from 

Tristan and Isolde and the Ring Cycle where when Siegfried is killed 

Brunhilde on her horse rides into the flames of his funeral pyre.  

 

If we look at the Nordic mythology that informed Wagner’s operas it 

throws some light on the link between sex and death. If a hero died in 

battle he went straight to Valhalla. Women also had a place in Valhalla, if 

they suffered a sacrificial death. They could be strangled and stabbed and 

burned after a hero’s death in the name of the god. Should they be burned 

on the hero’s byre their reward would be a marriage in the after life that 

they could not have in this one ” Hilda Ellis Davidson quotes a mythic 

example a slave girl on the Volga was stabbed and strangled so that she 
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could be burned with her master. She consented to this some time before 

the funeral ceremony, and was treated with great honour-as though, in 

fact, she were a true wife –until the day of the burning.  If we equate 

these myths with the phantasies of hysteria we could say that living 

means facing separation whilst death provides union. If mutual death is 

the destiny of the primal couple, then unity by death becomes the erotic 

fulfilment of the excited imagination.  

Suicide bombing is a short step away from this; the phantasy of union 

with God by self sacrificial suicide. Osama bin Laden’s fatwa urging his 

young men to take a certain step to paradise by suicidal attack has an 

uncomfortable resemblance to Nordic mythology; in that “Those who 

died in the god’s service, undergoing a violent death …had entry into his 

realm”. As Nordic mythology, infatuation with Wagner and a bad reading 

of Nietzche all contributed to Hitler’s idealism this link is not a 

comforting one. The denial of real death, separation and loss and its 

replacement with the manic phantasy of eternal life, redemption and 

union, underlies all these idealistic ideas. 

 It is the antithesis of mourning: as we mourn we become more ourselves 

as we become more aware of who and what we have lost. Successful 

mourning means an enhancement of the internal world and an enrichment 

of the self. I will give the last word on this to Rilke:  
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“Whoever does not, sometime or other, give his full consent...to the 

dreadfulness of life, can never take possession of the unutterable 

abundance and power of our existence: can only walk on its edge, and 

one day, when the judgement is given, will have been neither alive nor 

dead” (Rilke). 

        

 

      

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


