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THE SILENCED GODDESS OF DEATH 

 

by Christine Downing, Ph.D. 

 

 

Freud ended his essay, “The Theme of the Three Caskets” (1913), by reminding us of 

how, at the end of our lives, the silent goddess of death will take us into her arms. Actually, 

Freud was aware of this goddess’s silent presence throughout our lives, not just at its end, and 

aware that she is silent because we have silenced her.  I believe that in silencing her we have also 

silenced Freud’s message, and thereby missed taking deeply into our souls some of his most 

important lessons.  

As he once told H.D., the Imagist poet who had been his patient, Freud viewed depth 

psychology as not only a therapy, but as providing the basis for a very grave philosophy. He 

wrote this in English––the pun is there. His is a deeply tragic philosophy, one that gives death a 

central role.  

As many have noted, depth psychology began with mourning.  It was Freud’s response to 

the death of his father that provoked his self-analysis, an analysis initiated by a dream he had 

during the night that intervened between his father’s death and the funeral the next day. “You are 

requested to close the eyes,” the dream enjoined. 

Freud himself related the injunction to his duty to close his father’s eyes––to be the 

responsibility of a dutiful son––and said that the dream awoke a self-reproaching awareness. For 

him it was an initially shocking awareness, of how undutiful a son he really was, and of how full 

of hitherto unacknowledged resentments and disappointments were now being forced into 

consciousness.  
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But I’m tempted to suggest a further interpretation: perhaps the dream was instructing 

Freud to close his own eyes––to move into the blindness of the prophet Teiresias. And, of 

Oedipus after he has gouged out his eyes. It is the blindness that enables deep insight, insight 

into the invisible, and into what we have learned to call the unconscious but, which I would 

prefer to call the unknown. 

In any case, we do know that almost exactly a year later, Freud woke up one morning 

knowing, “I am Oedipus.”  As he wrote Fliess early that day:   

“Being totally honest with oneself is a good exercise. I have found in my own 

case, too, the phenomenon of being in love with my mother and jealous of my 

father, and I now consider it a universal event in early childhood. . . If this is so, 

we can understand the gripping power of Oedipus Rex…. the Greek legend. seizes 

upon a compulsion which everyone in the audience recognizes because he senses 

its existence within himself–– but recoils in horror from the dream fulfillment here 

transplanted into reality, with the full quantity of repression which separates his 

infantile state from his present one” (Masson, 1985, p. 272.). 

 

This recognition of a deep bond with the hero of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannos helped Freud put 

together what had, until then, been isolated fragments of self-understanding, into a coherent 

pattern. And, furthermore, to recognize that what had seemed to be idiosyncratic suffering had an 

archetypal aspect.  

Freud had discovered, as still alive in himself (and he believed in all of us), a profound 

inextinguishable longing for the unconditional love we knew in the womb and at the breast.  

Reflection on the Sophocles play helped him to recognize the persistence of a voice still alive in 

us that cries, “I want her, all of her, all to myself.”  Along with that voice comes the consequent 

deep murderous resentment for anyone who intrudes between us and her, between us and the 

fullness of love, between us and being fully known and fully embraced as we imagine we once 
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were and for which we still long. Though Freud knew that these were wishes whose persistence 

we will have repressed, as they carry too much rage, grief and insatiable longing to be easily 

admitted into consciousness. 

It may surprise you to learn that it was another ten years before Freud used the phrase 

“Oedipus Complex” and thereby, in a sense, reified what was initially an alive, surprising, 

shocking recognition. He thus made it easy for us to speak glibly, whether appreciatively or 

disparagingly, of the Oedipus Complex and to reduce it to a sound-bite. To make it one of those 

apotropaic concepts to which we turn in order to ward off the terrifying aspects of the 

unconscious, the unknown within. To avoid the impact of Freud’s discovery, as Fliess may have 

tried to do by never responding to the letter that was written to him on the “I am Oedipus” 

morning.   

It is easy to invoke the Oedipus complex without ever going back to what Freud had to 

say about Sophocles’ play, much less return to the play itself, and thus to ignore the importance 

Freud attached to his discovery of the living power of the myth. For if we do take the trouble to 

turn to those few relevant pages in Interpretation of Dreams, we find  that Freud’s focus was on 

the play––not on the figure of Oedipus but on the particular shape of Sophocles’ bold retelling of 

a familiar story. It was a retelling that focuses on Oedipus discovering a truth about himself that 

he had sought to evade. 

As Freud wrote, “While the poet, [note the focus on the poet, not on the figure of 

Oedipus] as he unravels the past, brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, he is at the same time 

compelling us to recognize our own inner psyches in which those same impulses, though 

suppressed, are still to be found” (1900, p. 263). And, at the end of his brief discussion, he 

writes, “Like dream itself which is capable of repeated interpretation, at a deeper and deeper 
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level––even requires it if the dream is to be fully understood––every genuine poetic creation 

will also have proceeded from more than one motive and more than one stimulus in the poet’s 

mind and admit of more than one interpretation” (Freud, 2006, p. 276; Freud, 1900, p. 266). 

 I take this to be an invitation to us to return to the Sophocles play, not to fetishize Freud’s 

own interpretation. So, you can imagine how shocked I was to learn how few psychoanalytically-

oriented training institutes include the play in their curriculum. 

I noted earlier that death had been a powerful undercurrent in Freud’s thinking all along. 

Nevertheless, full recognition of the awe-ful, awesome, power of death doesn’t come to Freud 

without a second initiation, an initiation introduced by the outbreak of World War I, by the 

deaths of his daughter and grandson, and by his own cancer. From then on, he saw the 

reconciliation with death as the soul’s primary task, in line with the ancient healing traditions 

associated with the Greek demi-god Asclepius, who told the patients who came to his shrine, 

“Whatever healing I can offer you now serves only to give you the time to prepare for the death 

that still awaits you.” 

But I believe the initiation is not fully accomplished until after the death of Freud’s 

mother.  Freud had, as we know, become aware of the intensity of the ambivalent feelings he had 

in relation to his father in the immediate aftermath of Jacob Freud’s death, when Freud was 40. 

But Amalia, Freud’s mother, didn’t die until Freud was 74. I find his response to her death 

striking:  

“It has had a strange effect on me––no pain, no mourning, which can probably be 

explained by the secondary circumstances, the advanced age, the sympathy with 

her helplessness at the end. But at the same time a feeling of liberation, of being 

set free, that I also think I understand. I was not allowed to die as long as she was 

alive and now I may.  Somehow the values of life have been markedly changed in 

the deeper layers (Jones, 1957, p.152). 
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Freud, whose daughter Sophie had died during the influenza epidemic that swept the world in 

the aftermath of the First World War, knew what it was to suffer the death of one’s child. 

Because he hadn’t wanted to impose such suffering on his mother, he had adopted a heroic 

stance against the unremitting pain and endless surgeries associated with the cancer of his jaw 

that was first diagnosed in 1923. But now, on the other side of his mother’s death, he felt able to 

move into a more receptive (he would have said, more “feminine”) readiness for his own.  

Well before that, beginning around 1920, Freud had begun to speak of Eros and Death in 

mythic term, as twin titans, as two primal powers. Depth psychology has tended to focus on 

Eros, on life-energy, on our pull to the new and the future and, pre-eminently, toward others––on 

transference and countertransference.  This seems to be especially true of the current 

revisionings of psychoanalysis inspired by object relations, interpersonal psychology and 

relational psychology.  As someone who came to Freud from Jung via Martin Buber, I of course 

deeply value this recognition of the importance of what happens in what Buber called “the 

between” (1958, p. 140). As I also value depth psychology’s recognition of how much of what 

happens in ‘the between’ is unconscious on both sides.  

 I also see how easily such concepts as “the between” may play into what Philip Rieff 

called the “triumph of the therapeutic.” in a book with that title, (1965) into the fantasy of cure–

–the fantasy of curing how being human means being wounded, fragmented, vulnerable. 

I have come to suspect that by focusing on the interpersonal, we may have lost sight of the 

transpersonal, the numinous, the depths that myth reminds us of.  And that by focusing on Eros 

we have tended to deny or avoid the central role that Freud gave to what he called the death 

drive. This was, of course, already true of his own contemporaries who dismissed it as an artifact 

of his increasing awareness of his own mortality. It is also easy to focus only on the death drive’s 
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destructive aspect and to ignore that, for Freud, that aspect is derivative, represents an attempt to 

redirect the energy outward, away from the self, and against others.  

But by avoiding the role played by the death drive in Freud’s own thinking, we are, I 

believe, silencing him for whom Death was one of the two primary energies at work in the 

human soul.  Freud saw Death as something we both long for and fear.  The fear part most of us 

can probably readily accept. Death longing may be harder for us to acknowledge.  But for Freud, 

it is evident in all our longings for resolutions and completions, for peace. It is what 

Mephistopheles promises Faust: a final extinction of tension and desire, absolute gratification.  

In Psychoanalysis and Storytelling, a fascinating book about the relevance of Freud’s 

understanding of the relation between Eros and Death to narrative theory (Brooks, Rickland & 

Schweitzer,1994). The authors write that desire is ultimately desire for the end, for resolution, 

but between stands the middle that we feel to be necessary, that is, the plot, and that’s the Eros 

part, the detours and delays: life!  Brooks et al. refer to our delight and impatience with the 

postponement of the end, our engagement with the unfolding of the plot, in the category of 

Freud’s (1905) concept of ‘fore-pleasure’ (p. 210). 

I think this is ultimately Freud’s view also. The pleasures of life, the pleasures Eros brings 

into our lives, the postponements of death, are fore-pleasure. But Death is the end of life—not 

only its terminus but its telos, its goal. The deepest longing is for peace.  In his later writings 

Freud never gives Death a name. He speaks of her only as Death, Tod, never as Thanatos, he is 

too good a classicist to invoke this very minor figure. But clearly, he still has the silent goddess 

of death in mind.  And she is Persephone, whose name was traditionally unspoken when she was 

addressed as the queen of Hades, the world of the dead. 
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It may help to remember that for Freud, Hades (the underworld) serves as a privileged 

metaphor for the unconscious. Note again, that he turned to myth.  In Interpretation of Dreams 

Freud  speaks of the abandoned wishes encountered in the unconscious as "like the shades in the 

Odyssey which awoke to some kind of life as soon as they tasted blood" (1900, p. 249) and 

further on in the same book, he writes, “these wishes in our unconscious, ever on the alert and 

so to say, immortal, remind one of the legendary Titans, weighed down since primaeval ages by 

the massive bulk of the mountains that were once hurled upon them by the victorious gods and 

that are still shaken from time to time by the convulsion of their limbs” (Freud 1900, p. 553). 

This is the realm over which Persephone rules.  When I think of Persephone, I, of course, 

cannot help but think of the story about her abduction into that underworld and then about her, 

momentarily joyful, reunion with her mother upon her return. They fall into one another’s arms 

and then Demeter begins to speak, at great length, of how she has suffered during her daughter’s 

absence.  Finally, she asks, “And how was it for you?” But before giving her daughter a chance 

to reply, she asks, “And did you eat while you were there?”  She knows that if the answer is 

“yes,” Persephone will in some way belong there. Demeter never gave Persephone a chance to 

speak of her experience of death. The longing to silence her is age-old––it is archetypal. To 

unsilence her would be to be brought back in living touch with the mythic and numinous aspect 

of the unconscious, the depth of depth psychology.   

One way to begin to be brought back in touch with the mythic and numinous, 

might be by returning to Oedipus, but not the Oedipus of Oedipus Tyrannos, but instead 

the Oedipus of the Oedipus at Colonus, the old man ready to die, “for whom the 

underworld opened in love the unlit door of earth” (Fitzgerald, 1959, p.150). This play 

was much on Freud’s mind during his own later years. He sometimes spoke of his 
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daughter Anna as “my Anna, my Antigone,” as a way of suggesting that he had become 

as dependent on his daughter as the aged and blind Oedipus had been on his.  

The Oedipus at Colonus is an old man’s play about an old man.  Even the chorus 

consists of really old men who are bent with age. Sophocles wrote it when he himself 

was 90, as part of his preparation for his own death.  He wrote it as a requiem,  

sung in sweet remembrance of Athens at its greatest—at a moment when the city he loved was 

about to suffer an ignominious defeat.  It is a very personal play; Sophocles brings Oedipus to 

Colonus, his own birthplace, to die.  

The play begins with Oedipus entering the forbidden grove of Demeter––a kind of 

symbolic incest, a return to the mother.  He now consciously knows himself to be in the realm 

of the two goddesses, Demeter and Persephone, the goddesses of Eleusis, the goddesses who 

promise happy arrival in Hades.  He has come to the place where he will die.  For Sophocles, 

the old Oedipus is an Oedipus who has lived long enough to understand the meaning of his own 

story, and to know its mythical importance. He has come to recognize life as poesis and pathos, 

doing and suffering. He is no longer arguing between “it happened to me” and “I made it 

happen,” and is no longer caught between innocence and guilt. His blindness and the long years 

of exiled wandering served as a kind of castration.  He has come to accept being dependent and 

vulnerable. But Oedipus is still Oedipus, as quick to curse his sons as he was, earlier, to slay his 

unrecognized father. So greatly changed, and so little changed. 

I cannot help but think here of how in Freud’s posthumously published essay, “Analysis 

Terminable and Interminable,” ––where he is, as it were, speaking to us from the grave––he 

acknowledges how little there is to distinguish those who have been analyzed from those who 
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have not. Although perhaps we may have gained a deeper acceptance of being who we are, a 

somewhat diminished fear of our finitude and mortality.  

Clearly in the Oedipus at Colonus there is no intimation of a happy ending. The curse 

continues. Antigone and Ismene, grief-shattered, confront a wide and desolate world––the 

brothers will kill one another.  And yet, as Sophocles writes: 

“The underworld 

Opened in love the unlit door of earth. 

For he was taken without lamentation, 

Illness or suffering; indeed his end 

Was wonderful, if ever mortal’s was… 

The mystery is not dissolved: 

Now the finish 

Comes and we know only 

In all that we have seen and done 

Bewildering mystery” (Fitzgerald, 1959, pp. 150-151.) 

 

There are moments of peace, of acceptance, resignation, and a deep sense of mystery. What the 

play does and what myth does, is to remind us of the mystery.  It reminds us of what lies at the 

root of depth psychology, of the recognition of how mysterious we are to ourselves, and to one 

another.  Oedipus begs Theseus: “These things are mysteries not be explained… Keep it secret 

always” (Fitzgerald, 1959, pp.145-146.) 

That is: ‘Don’t speak, stay silent.’ When we silence that injunction, we silence the silent   

goddess of death. For I’ve come to believe that, paradoxically, to unsilence her would actually 

be to allow her to be silent––as a way of recognizing the power of that which confronts us for 

which there are no words––only bewildering mystery. 
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In the end, this leads me to want to reflect on the silences in therapy––to suggest that 

those are the moments when the unknown and unknowable depth appears.  Can we allow 

ourselves to stay with these silences, not to try to hurry past them, not to rush back into the 

world of words and of speech? Can we learn to honor her silence? 
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