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Maiden of the Mer: An Imaginal Approach to Unsilencing Female Voice 

by Nitsa Dimitrakos, Ph.D. 

 

Behold!  Where there is water, a mermaid and her tale are bound to appear!  The 

mermaid has engaged the human imagination for centuries.  Her luring tale, in one form or 

another, has splashed shores of oceans and seas; rivers and lakes, and even wells.  “Nearly every 

country has its mermaid lore” (Benwell & Waugh, 1965, p. 13). 

“The distribution of her legends, and their antiquity, testify to the degree in which man, in 

every age and clime, has been fascinated by the mermaid; by her eternal youth; her 

strange, unnatural beauty; her allure; and by the mysterious ocean wherein she dwells” 

(Benwell & Waugh, 1965, p. 13). 

 

The mermaid’s deeply rooted place in the depths of the human psyche anchors her value, and 

invites consideration (Osborne, 1993).  Mermaid lore “has its roots in the days when civilized 

man was yet young upon the earth, and its background is world-wide” (Benwell & Waugh, 1965, 

p.13).  

One morning, during my research on a translation of Hans Christian Andersen’s The little 

mermaid (1837/1974),  I woke to a powerful dream.  There were no images or scenes, just a 

simple message that played over and over, for what felt like the entire night.  The message was: 

“the mermaid, girl, grandmother, and the witch are all the same!  There is no difference between 

them—they are one and the same!”  I emerged from this dream feeling like a wild mathematician 

who just received the solution to some complex equation.  That’s it!  I thought.  That’s the 

answer!  Unfortunately, by the time I got out of bed, I had lost sight of what the “complex 

equation” was!  I wasn’t sure what the dream was answering.  Frustrated, I wrote the dream 

down and put it away, thinking that it might eventually inform some aspect of my conclusions.  I 
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sat to write and found myself perplexed about how to begin and what to include.  Physical 

symptoms of restlessness and pain in my lower back took over and I had trouble sitting in my 

seat.  I needed to get up—leave the room—go anywhere but where I was.  As I walked, I was 

taken by sharp pains that radiated from my lower back and shot down through my legs.  Each 

step I took was a cruel reminder of the pain and I thought to myself in frustrated defeat: “Now, I 

am the mermaid—pain with every single step I take!  I am no different from her!”  And a voice 

surfaced from deep within, and I wrote the following poem:  

Restless – shooting pain – I must leave this place! 

A worldly woman from the waist up 

Oh, how I epitomize the feminine persona of beauty! 

with my long, flowing hair. 

And how my slightly draped bosomed chest whispers nurturance for all 

A lovely Mother, I am indeed! 

But from the waist down -  

Behold!   

A fish! 

Cursed I am by my blessed fate! 

As the Virgin Mary, any conception must be Mysterious.  

whispered by an angel and called upon by God 

for my sexuality is restrained. 

Yet I have found favor with him!  

My entire identity - mysterious, beautiful and nurturing 

is limited! 

I can seduce a man 

but am forbidden to enjoy him. 

I bask ever so alluringly on a warm island rock - in the sun 

but I am forced to return to the cold, dark depths of the sea 

from where he says I come. 
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I bear witness to human life 

but cannot live it.   

I feel painful swelling of sentiment inside 

but never shed a tear. 

Trapped! 

 I am in this form 

As this form is in me. 

Three-hundred years 

informing all that I am 

And all that  

I’ll never be! 

 

They see me with desired eyes 

and cast a forbidden line 

pull me up out of the depths 

and try to take what’s holy mine 

Then they throw me back  

back into the sea 

A wild, mysterious shadowy thing  

is what they see in me! 

Mother - Maiden - Crone I am 

the earth and sun and moon 

I swim the depths and sing my song 

as corals know my tune 

but body aches a painful life 

upon the rocks, I sit 

and wait for sun to give me warmth 

so that I might uplift 

my arms to heaven and rejoice  

the call I hold inside:  

“I’m free at last!” – I’ll speak aloud 
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Transformed––I am the tide. 

 

The mermaid archetype embodies all figures in the myth.  She is the mer-maiden, but she 

is also the mother, the grandmother, and the witch.  And, as my poem above attests, she is me.  

Regarding the relation between archetypes and the individuation process, Jung (1961) writes: 

“The archetypes, which are pre-existent to consciousness and condition it, appear in the 

part they play in reality: as a priori structural forms of the stuff of consciousness.  They 

do not in any sense represent things as they are in themselves, but rather the forms in 

which things can be perceived and conceived” (p. 347). 

 

The mermaid’s form is certainly one that “perceives.  And it is interesting that she cannot 

conceive—although she holds aspects of the feminine.  She captures attention and liberates 

imagination.  There is a cyclical emergence and descend about the mermaid archetype.  From 

water, she appears and disappears.  Forms and transforms.  Each time she shows up, it is difficult 

to ignore the emergent-sea-like tug to dive deep into one’s own descendancy.  To look at one’s 

own personal lineage as well as the collective body of water from which one comes.  She is the 

master of holding the tension of the opposites.  Beautiful singing and deadly choirs; brilliant 

beings and shadow liars.  The moon and the sun—day and night.  The seen and unseen—surface 

and depth.  And the known and unknown—consciousness and unconsciousness.   

The mermaid archetype symbolizes all that is transformation.  She initiates the potential 

for redemption in all she meets.  Inviting one to the edge of where the water meets the land—like 

some entrance to an alchemical intersection, she then plunges one straight into the depths of hell 

and back again!  All the while, holding the capacity of perception and conception of all aspects 

of the feminine—the good, the bad, the evil, the maiden, the crone and everything in between.  

She is everything.  A genuine representation of the archetypal feminine.  Only a few who hear 
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her call can endure the strong voyage she invites.  As a transformative power, she re-unites the 

aspects of self, serving the personal.  But she also serves the collective by re-turning self to the 

anima mundi, the soul of the world.  And it is this that may very well be her greatest gift! 

Thinking of her as maiden of the mer, I am reminded of Persephone, Demeter’s young 

daughter.  In Greek, the word for daughter is Κόρη, pronounced “Kori.”  As a faithful Κόρη, the 

mermaid embodies all that is innocent and pure.  She is curious, thoughtful, and full of desires.  

Desiring to frolic in the sun, as Persephone once did, the mermaid yearns for warmth and love.  

She resonates with one flower, and like Persephone, she departs. 

 

The Mer-Maiden and her Departure  

“Καλή δύωαμη!”  The final words of a traditional Greek mother who bids farewell to her 

youngest child—the girl—who had no choice but to answer the call of a daring journey.  “Καλή 

δύωαμη.”  It means, may you have “good strength.”  But, no, not the kind of physical strength 

required to bend steel or break the philosopher’s stone.  It refers to a kind of internal faculty 

necessary to endure the weathering of nature’s elements on the human spirit.  The kind of 

strength that, with any luck, informs one about the appropriate functions of when to become:  

• water, in order to transform the stone in a spiritual way; or,  

• air, so as to rise above it; or, 

•  fire, so that the stone might warm the heart and hold the heat necessary to transform 

contents of unconsciousness prima materia into ash; or, 

• earth, so that the stone may ground one in faith.   

“Καλή δύωαμη” connotes the type of forté that holds a paradoxical secret.  It is a secret of 

opposites.  Opposites that are in fact one and the same!  The secret belongs to the mother 
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as well as the daughter.  It is a secret of hope as well as of horror.  For in this valediction, 

a good Greek daughter receives both the grace of God, as well as the fear of his wrath: 

Καλή δύωαμη – may you have good strength–– because blessed are those who are called, 

damned are they who answer, and cursed are their mothers; for, suffering surely entails! 

Καλή δύωαμη.  I can imagine Demeter standing at the gates of the underworld 

whispering these words to her precious Persephone as she realizes what has happened.  Once the 

meaning of her daughter’s departure has settled in.  Because the saying carries a deeply rooted 

understanding that the one departing has been taken away.  Taken away by fate.  And that it must 

be this way.  And I can imagine the mermaid’s mother—who has deceased long ago—gazing 

down from the gates of heaven, whispering the same sentiment to her daughter in the sea below.  

Καλή δύωαμη, Κόρη μου!––Good strength, my daughter!––because Mother knows that there is 

no longer a choice in the matter—not for you, nor for me, nor the world. 

The suffering that is brought on by the maiden’s departure is individual—but it is also 

collective.  It does not belong to the mother alone.  It belongs to the mother, but also to the 

daughter.  It belongs to Demeter, and as such extends to all the earth.  The sobering consequence 

of Demeter’s rage and suffering over the loss of her daughter was the earth’s barrenness—surely, 

felt by all!  But the suffering also belongs to Persephone, doesn’t it?  And so, invites one to 

imagine how it might extend into the underworld as well.  The suffering belongs to woman on 

earth, and so it belongs to the earth.  But the suffering belongs to the woman in the underworld 

as well—and so it belongs to the underworld.  And in this way, Demeter, Persephone and the 

mermaid are one in the same.  They are experienced in the mermaid archetype.  And through it.  

And by it.  The collective mother and daughter and the individual mother and daughter as well. 

In the mermaid myth, there is no mother.  There is no…  
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Mother!   

My beautiful one—full of God’s grace.   

 

This dreadful fate! 

Where have you gone!  Where am I now?  

Why did you have to leave—knowing I’d need you so! 

Did you not know that I would be left alone! 

Did you not know?  

that I would be taken by fate to an underground place of suffering 

and despair! 

Were you not once my most precious shelter? 

My confidant…my saving grace. 

I can’t remember anything 

I do not know your loving face. 

 There’s nothing I can hear but  

Him. 

  

So much silence in my heart.  

There’s so much wanting in my soul.  

Mother tell me!  Mother show me!  

Mother teach me to feel whole! 

 

Tell me! Tell me!  

how to be 

anything at all. 

Tell me!  Tell me!  

who I am 

teach me to stand tall.Tell me!  

Tell me!  

who I am 

teach me how to be 

Tell me!  Tell me!   

Anything 

teach me how to see! 

 

Show me all the gifted treasures that I hold inside 

teach me how to swim and laugh and sing as nature’s bride 

Show me mother, teach me please!  

and take away this pain 

please don’t leave me in this place alone with such disdain  

 

Why would you leave?  Why did you go! 

And never any sound.  You are to me nothing now  

but silence. 
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The voice is the mer-maiden’s, but it is also Persephone’s.  Persephone’s, and perhaps Demeter’s 

as well. 

 

The Grand-Mother  

In the mermaid myth, there is an Old Woman, the grandmother.  She is the one who 

raises the little mermaid.  Informed by my dream that all feminine aspects in the myth are one 

and the same, I am invited to explore how the grandmother’s presence might be understood.  

Who is the mermaid’s grandmother, and how does she inform the mermaid archetype––  

individually and collectively?  Regarding the grandmother’s role within the mother archetype, 

Jung (1954/1969) writes: 

“With the awakening of ego-consciousness the participation gradually weakens, and 

consciousness begins to enter into opposition to the unconscious, its own precondition.  

This leads to differentiation of the ego from the mother, whose personal peculiarities 

gradually become more distinct.  All the fabulous and mysterious qualities attaching to 

her image begin to fall away and are transferred to the person closest to her, for instance 

the grandmother.  As the mother of the mother, she is “greater” than the latter; she is in 

truth the “grand” or “Great Mother.”  Not infrequently she assumes the attributes of 

wisdom as well as those of a witch” (p. 102). 

 

For me, my grandmother was the all-knowing “Great-Mother.”  She represented wisdom, 

matriarchal authority, and collective order.  She did not express overt encouragement towards the 

attainment of individual qualities.  However, she did often go against collective norms in her 

own, trickster sort of way.  She was stoic, extremely humorous and knew how to mourn!  Like 

the mermaid’s grandmother, mine initiated me into my fate as a girl, through overt lessons, and  

also through more subtle messages.  I have memories of wishing I were blessed like my brother, 

who played outside all day, while I needed to stay inside to clean and learn how to embroider 
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and knit.  Looking back now, I see that this was my grandmother’s way of protecting me from all 

that lurked in the fields.  Without having the words to explain it, I inherently knew that my 

grandmother was faithfully carrying out what she understood her role to be: initiation of the girl.  

On the day of her 15th birthday, the old grandmother initiates the little mermaid: 

“Now you are off our hands,” said the old dowager queen. “Let me dress you, just as I 

dressed your sisters.”  She put a wreath of white lilies around her hair; each of the petals 

of every flower was half a pearl.  She let eight oysters clop themselves onto the little 

mermaid’s tail, so that everyone could see that she was a princess.  “It hurts,” said the 

little mermaid.  “One has to suffer for position,” said her old grandmother (Anderson, 

1837/1974, p. 61). 

 

How interesting that the grandmother begins the way she does.  By expressing her relief over 

having the little mermaid taken “off her hands.”  This reveals the burdensome quality ascribed to 

raising a girl child.  After expressing feelings of pain, and hearing her grandmother’s response, 

the little mermaid does not respond back.  Instead, she remains silent.  She acknowledges to 

herself how her mermaid form and the traditions put on her are not fitting—and then she bids 

farewell and rises above.   

The little mermaid would gladly have exchanged her heavy pearl wreath for one of the 

red flowers from her garden (she thought they suited her much better) but she didn’t dare.  

“Farewell,” she said and rose, light as a bubble, up through the water (Anderson, 

1837/1974, p. 62). 

 

But, after seeing the world in such a new way, the little mermaid begins to question her inherited 

fate.  I have also questioned the cultural limitations of my fate. Especially upon entering college 

and seeing the world in such an extensive way!  My grandmother as well as my mother would 
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often reply to my expressions of pain by telling me how ours was a good life, one we should 

never deny or question. 

“Why do I not have an immortal soul!”  sighed the little mermaid unhappily.  “I would 

give all my three-hundred years of life for only one day as a human being if, afterward, I 

would be allowed to live in the heavenly world.”  “You shouldn’t think about things like 

that,” said her old grandmother.  “We live far happier down here than man does up there” 

(p. 62). 

 

The little mermaid asks if there is any way to win an immortal soul and her grandmother tells 

her: “No … only if a man should fall so much in love with you that you were dearer to him than 

his mother and father … but it will never happen” (p. 66).  The grandmother then goes on to 

warn the little mermaid of the risks associated with having such desires: 

For that which we consider beautiful down here in the ocean, your fishtail, they find ugly 

up above, on earth.  They have no sense; up there, you have to have two clumsy props, 

which they call legs, in order to be called beautiful.  The little mermaid sighed and 

glanced sadly down at her fishtail.  “Let us be happy,” said her old grandmother.  “We 

can swim and jump through the waves for three hundred years, that is time enough.” (p. 

66) 

Through the myth, the grandmother’s orthodox stance is well reflected.  The story tells how the 

grandmother attempts to shape the little mermaid according to her role as grandmother.  And yet, 

there is a familiar sensation that there is more to the story.  That there is more to the 

Grandmother’s story.  Because the myth as it is does not reveal what the grandmother thought or 

felt about her grand-daughter’s initiatory departure that day.  Nor does the story inform us at all 

about the person of this grandmother.  And so, in attempt to learn more about this aspect of the 
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mermaid archetype, I invited the grandmother to speak.  And this is  the poem that I wrote that 

bubbled up inside of me as a response: 

What was I to do!   

with you 

What could I do? 

but hand down what was given to me.   

Such a tiring child you are! 

Wanting more; risking your fate! 

Better you’d stay close to home. 

Wrap the apron around your waist - round and round and round again 

So that it knows how to stay put! 

Braid your hair! 

Do not let them see it down! 

Secure the door and come in close— 

I have a secret to share …  

You, my child—have a voice 

 But you must beware! 

You have a body that is yours. 

Mask it with this hand embroidered apron I’ve made  

just for you. 

Dance, but don’t let me see. 

Speak, but don’t let me hear. 

Sing, but on your own! 

 

You ask if must you fast before communion? 

No!  God understands. 

It’s man who is ignorant. 

 

So, nourish your body - 

tell them you’ve fasted  
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bow your head to the Lord  

and receive his grace! 

This is what you must do 

since you have been cursed with the drive to ask such things! 

You have inherited a sanctified flame. 

Keep it still and it will light your way. 

Let it dance and you might get burned! 

 

I prayed for a grandson. 

Hoped we’d be sparred. 

So much easier would have been my task! 

So much less to re-member! 

But you were born— 

and the memories re-turned. 

I was born with the flame too. 

As was your mother. 

She buried hers in a bridal gown—such a devoted wife she was!  

And I prayed you would have been safe. 

But I see.  There is no hope.  

 

Thank God—You are off my hands now! 

I’ve done my duty—now you go.  

Καλή δύναμη! 

Do what you can.  

Wear the apron as a shield. 

Braid your hair! 

And never let them see it down! 

 

Behold!  The grandmother reveals herself as Maiden of the Mer!  One morning, towards 

the end of my grandmother’s life, I asked her to let down her braids so that I could see her hair.  

She was in her late eighties at the time.  The breathless, stunned look on her face implied that 
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what I was requesting held great gravity.  However, being in my early twenties at the time, I was 

quite without a clue about what it meant to her––to let down her hair.  Nor did I have any 

understanding of what it might have meant to her to be asked to do such a thing.  What it might 

have meant to be noticed in such a way.  I am still not sure I completely understand.  How could 

I!  Of course, she absolutely refused.  I’ll never forget the intense look in her eyes as I asked 

again and again and again.  Her eyes were a glimmering blue like the deep, clear waters of Crete!  

And as she refused over and over again, I thought I caught a glimpse of a smile—a slight, 

nostalgic sensation of wanting, visible in her crystal blue eyes.  I didn’t know it at the time, but I 

believe that what I had unlocked in my request was my grandmother’s maiden of the mer!  There 

was a shy, innocent, wanting smile—coming through the resistance—like light through the eye 

openings of some ancient, tribal mask.  I remember it clear as day.  It was the hook that kept me 

asking again and again and again.  Until finally, she agreed!   

Yiayia used to wear her hair in two distinct braids—that were then wrapped around the 

top of her head in a uroboric-fashion bun––the endless loaf of Greek village bread.  And it was 

all kept in place by old-fashioned hair pins.  I remember being mesmerized by watching the swift 

movement of her hands work so effortlessly in braiding and then fastening the bun to her head 

with the pins.  And now, she removed each one slowly with her eyes glued to the floor.  She un-

wrapped herself.  Re-vealed herself.  And I sat shocked to learn that her hair was as long as her 

entire height!  The part that touched the floor still had the essence of a light chestnut color—and 

as my eyes moved up from the floor, I could see how the color blended into a glittering shade of 

silver as it moved upwards towards her face.  Her hair was shockingly beautiful.  If ever there 

were a mermaid!  Abundant silver waves of hair, from the lifelong braided form it held.  I 

imagined her hair was so full, from the lifelong desire it held to be let out!  I will never forget 
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that moment.  It has stayed with me now for decades, although it lasted only a few seconds.  For, 

as soon as she realized her hair was down, she immediately started gathering it with urgency.  

Braid-braid-braid—pin-pin-pin––and poof!  From Maiden of the Mer to my Grand-Mother.  

Transformed right before my very eyes! 

 

The Crone 

As the “Old Woman,” the grandmother can also be known as the Crone, a name that 

carries just as much weight as it holds. 

In a sense the Maiden represents an irrecoverable (because never literally possible) 

innocence, inviolability, self-sufficiency; the Crone a longed-for but to some degree 

unrealizable attainment of a fulfilled wisdom and power  (Downing, 1992, p. 126). 

   

But to meet the Crone fully takes courage in itself!  I imagine that she is not merely the all-

abundant experience of wisdom and power that is so often projected onto her.  As the Old 

Woman, she too must have a secret––many, I suspect, and a dark side.  This might help to 

explain why so many women deny that they will ever meet her.  Or even worse, that they so 

nonchalantly already know her. or, conversely, that they fear her.  I certainly cannot pretend that 

I know her yet myself.  But I can imagine that one of her secrets is that she was once a maiden.  

That she has a voice and still remembers.  Can you imagine such a thing!  I often find myself 

overcome by the challenges of aging––both personal and collective.  I like to believe I am 

fearless in the endeavor of knowing her but find that I am quite afraid and unprepared––even 

clueless, really.  And it certainly does not help to be surrounded by middle-aged women who 

either lie about their age, cover up their gray, and simply refuse to have a conversation with the 

Crone at all.  Or, the other extreme, surrounded by middle-aged women that give the illusion that 
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they have met the her and feel secure in regard to all that she is.  Without claiming to know, I 

suspect there must be more to her story than meets the eye.  There is certainly more to the mer-

maiden’s story.  And surely, the extreme pulls of either rushing to know her—or denying that she 

exists at all—will not reveal her experience.   

As I dare the silver strands to flow from my own scalp, I feel the fear.  I become the 

nostalgia, feel a strange sense of powerlessness and submission into a state that takes me over––

and about which I know nothing.  I am curious how the very word “Crone” brings to mind 

images of witches and brews and spells.  As though sorcery is involved.  It also brings a sense of 

sadness and strong yearning––a yearning to live, to love, to feel my body and to be free!  I 

wonder if such yearnings don’t also belong to the Crone.  Why wouldn’t they after all?  They 

certainly belong to the mer-maiden, as well as the mother—why not the grand mother?  One 

might ask, what business would an Old Woman have with “yearning”?  A naïve question to say 

the least!  There is no doubt that the yearning exists.  And perhaps even points to her powerfully 

collective nature.  In other words, she may not be yearning to birth an individual soul, or maybe 

she might.  Who am I to say?  But the yearning may also speak to birthing the soul of the world; 

the anima mundi.  Perhaps the fact that she is a Crone “suggests that the yearning refers not to 

the realm of repetition and regression to the past, but to the genuinely new––the promised future” 

(Downing, 1992, p. 236).  A desire for consciousness on a collective level!  One that entails a 

meeting of the opposites.  A birthed soul that encompasses all aspects of nature.  All that is 

known and unknown; all that is light and dark. 

The Witch 

“Generally, the element lacking in human form reappears later in another form” (von 

Franz, 2002, p. 13).  In the mermaid’s tale, the mother is lacking.  And she reappears in the form 
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of the Grand Mother, who raises the mermaid.  For me, grandmother still holds attributes of 

wisdom.  But she also holds qualities of fear, sadness, youth, yearning, anger and ambivalence.  

In the mermaid myth, the mother reappears yet again—as a shadow figure: the witch.  “The 

witch is an archetypal aspect of the Great Mother.  She is the neglected Mother Goddess, the 

Goddess of the earth in her destructive aspect” (von Franz, 1974, p. 126). 

Certainly, this endeavor would not be complete without paying a visit to the witch!  For it 

seems to be that paying a visit to the witch is how the core dilemma begins in the first place!  

And especially taking into consideration that she is the one who takes the little mermaid’s 

tongue.  If there were an actual mother, perhaps the little mermaid would not have given her 

precious voice.  But there is no mother, and grandmother has done her duty and sent her on, so 

the little mermaid decides to turn to the witch: “I will go to see the sea witch, though I have 

always feared her, and ask her to help me” (Anderson, 1837/1974, p. 67).  To know the witch, it 

is valuable to revisit where she lives and hence, what is entailed to reach her: 

The sea witch’s house was in the midst of the strangest forest.  The bushes and trees were 

gigantic polyps that were half plant and half animal.  They looked like snakes with 

hundreds of heads, but they grew out of the ground.  Their branches were long slimy 

arms, and they had fingers as supple as worms; every limb was in constant motion from 

the root to the utmost point.  Everything they could reach they grasped, and never let go 

of it again.  With dread the little mermaid stood at the entrance to the forest; her heart 

was beating with fear, she almost turned back.  But then she remembered her prince and 

the soul she wanted to gain and her courage returned.  She braided her long hair and 

bound it around her head, so the polyps could not catch her by it.  She held her arms 

folded tightly across her breast and then she flew through the water as fast as the swiftest 

fish (p. 68).    
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To be honest, I find it quite difficult to know the witch.  Each time I try to experience her, I see 

that the intensity of fear and disgust takes me away from imagining who she might be, and how 

she got to be that way.  Thinking of the mermaid’s journey to the witch’s home, I am reminded 

of my grandmother’s hair and the imaginal message of keeping one’s hair braided for safety.  Is 

this what she meant?  Had Grandmother made this journey herself?  Might Grandmother be the 

witch! 

“As the distance between conscious and unconscious increases, the grandmother’s more 

exalted rank transforms her into a “Great Mother,” and it frequently happens that the 

opposites contained in this image split apart.  We then get a good fairy and a wicked 

fairy, or a benevolent goddess and one who is malevolent and dangerous” (Jung, 

1954/1969, p. 102). 

 

Thinking of it in this way, I begin to soften and cannot help but wonder how suffering also 

belongs to that witch—who is said to belong to woman and to the space below the earth.  Yes, 

the dark space and the witch, who is also a part of the mermaid archetype––the mother goddess 

who has been ignored appears as a personification of hurt feelings, vanity, or resentment!  She is 

the personification of feelings which have turned sour––milk which has turned sour” (von Franz, 

1993, p. 31).  How is it that the witch is a witch after-all?  Imaginal voices of Mother, Maiden 

and Grand-Mother have all been heard.  But it seems to me that the witch must also to be known 

despite all the reluctances to doing so.  I braid my hair and pin it up tightly—approach the witch 

carefully so she might speak in yet another of my poetry imaginings: 

Who dares to ask what I am and from where I come! 

Who dares to know me! 

as a witch! 

Turn away—for you cannot bear such a light 

as mine! 
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Mine is the darkest of them all! 

Cast away into the shadows of the earth 

He needed a place to store his fire 

And in my belly, he chose! 

I rejoiced in the son’s warm embrace. 

Until that cursed day! 

When all turned to ash and tar. 

 

Thrown away I was. 

Exiled for having such a form 

For being such a being 

Such a tormented, cruel fate was mine. 

No mother to keep me safe 

No breast to nurture me 

No father to love me 

 

I swore to leave and never return! 

Cast to the darkness forever 

I take for myself what I desire! 

You cannot know the tears I’ve shed 

with no one there to break bread. 

 

So curse them all who dare to know me 

Cursed they are!  So curse them all! 

Now they come to me for light—to see. 

I know their desires before they arrive 

Their naïve desires! 

I mix the potion and grant their wishes 

And what I desire in return. 

 

Let them see the darkness of light for what it truly is! 
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Let them live all that they are!  And all that they have been. 

 

Did you believe I was born this way? 

How naive! 

I was once a fair maiden—my long locks flowing in the wind 

I once believed in myths and tales of love and no forbidden sin 

 

I was naïve 

I didn’t know 

I wanted life inside to grow. 

But fate was mine and life within ceased to be a fertile friend.  

 

So leave me now 

Let me be! 

or I will curse you with the plea 

to live as I do in the dark 

as earth’s forbidden, black birthmark! 

 

 

The aspect of the witch in the mermaid archetype serves a valuable function (Pouplier, 

1980).  For the silenced one, it is the witch who offers an opportunity towards redemption.  “In 

fairytales, redemption refers specifically to a condition where someone has been cursed or 

bewitched and through certain happenings or events in the story is redeemed” (von Franz, 1980, 

p. 7).  The little mermaid was certainly bewitched!  And the circumstances around that curse—as 

a “main theme”—point to its very significance.  It is the theme that grips attention, screams for 

help, and by doing so, offers valuable insight into the role redemption plays for silenced women.   

The witch willingly helps the little mermaid by selling her a potion that gives her legs in 

exchange for her tongue and beautiful voice, and she warns her that once she becomes a human, 
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she will never be able to return to the sea.  The little mermaid whispers her consent and swims to 

the surface near the prince's palace and drinks the potion, meeting her fate.     

 

Whisper: a voice of fate. 

Shhh… Silence is necessary to hear the soft, subtle quality of fate’s voice. 

 

The notion of fate is a significant theme in Anderson’s (1837/1974) version of the 

mermaid myth.  It is also a theme in my personal reveries and experiences of active imagination 

in connection to Anderson’s myth.  Furthermore, the voice of fate is an important aspect of the 

myth and significantly related to the paradigm of unsilencing.  In other words, while fate may 

play a role, it is questionable that the sacrifice of voice comes without a deeper level of knowing 

of what crime is being committed (i.e., sacrifice of voice).  The ‘knowing’ is indicated in the 

whisper!  And it is the whisper that indicates both the knowing and the inevitable power of fate. 

A whisper can be understood as a kind of speaking that holds the knower while 

communicating the unknown; communicating the forces of fate.  As opposed to a shout, or even 

a full-bodied voice, which can be understood as collective modes of expression, the whisper is 

personal in nature, holding all that is sacred to the self, and thus, to the process of unsilencing.  

For instance, it is as a whisper that one reveals a secret—ever so carefully mouthed into the ear 

of another.  The whisper holds one’s deepest wishes and most frightful aversions.  As a sign of 

respect, we are taught to whisper during revered rituals and while in sanctified places.  One 

learns quickly that to succeed in the collective world there are times that one must share the 

personal voice in the form of a whisper––that, for instance, occurs in the presence of authority, in 

the library, during class-time, and, of course, in families and during social upheaval.  Prayers, 
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curses, fears and erotic sentiments are also whispered.  We tend to whisper “sweet nothings” into 

the ear of a lover.  And when we lose a loving parent, a sorrowful “good-bye” is whispered to the 

heavens as the heavy casket lid slams shut forever! 

The trickster, that energetic character that visits and takes us over from time to time also 

speaks in a whisper, and one might recall the image of a devil sitting shoulder top whispering 

sweet temptations into an innocent ear, while on the opposing shoulder sits an angel, also 

whispering, resistances to temptation into the other ear.  When the lights go down it is the 

whisper that inherently speaks up.  How complex the whisper is!  Existing in both lightness and 

dark, it is in a whisper that one can hear the personal truth, the personal whole truth and nothing 

but the personal truth.  Paradoxically, it is in a whisper one meets the honest, heartfelt “Yes” as 

well as the “yes” that is uttered in deceit or in vain.  One hears the “No” that begs for mercy, but 

also the “no” that denies all merciful things.  Understood in this way, as the voice of fate, it is the 

whisper in the myth that holds the captured consciousness while propelling the story forward.  In 

Andersen’s telling of the tale, the little mermaid is found by the prince, who is mesmerized by 

her beauty and grace, even though she is considered dumb and mute by everyone in the kingdom.  

But the prince's parents encourage their son to marry the neighboring princess in an arranged 

marriage.  The story ends with the mermaid turning into a luminous and ethereal earthbound 

spirit––a daughter of the air.  

The mermaid’s myth, is a “soul” endeavor about transformation––about unsilencing all 

that has been silenced.  By way of the myth, we know there is a great departure that occurs, 

departure from self and other.  Suffering and loss are parts of the transformational process, but 

the real danger occurs when the process itself is resisted or denied.  In such a situation, one finds 

one’s self “stuck,” and certain symptoms of physical and psychological dis-ease may take over, 
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destroying the process altogether.  Looking at the mermaid as an archetypal symbol of silenced 

women, we begin to understand how whispered symptoms “may represent weak attempts, even 

if unsuccessful, to struggle for a new life synthesis” (Ulanov, 1971, p. 23).  In other words, 

whispers and symptoms can be understood as a struggle towards unsilencing! 

Glancing back in from the other side, an embodied reflection can be made to understand 

where one was, what one has endured and where to go from there.  But the journey does not stop.  

Because as we know, on the drive home, that there usually tends to be more than one 

intersection!  And it does not entail only women and men.  This is a world soul phenomenon.  A 

phenomenon of Anima Mundi––the world soul.  Because all that lives have a voice, and the 

world soul is alive and has voice.  The dark shadow aspects of the world can be understood as 

the symptoms of self-silencing.  Surely, with each newspaper or internet headline, it is not 

difficult to grasp the great suffering of the past, present and foreseeable future.  However, as 

each individual dares this process, a connection to the collective self occurs.  Because it is 

individual and collective.  The mermaid and her myth is individual and collective.  And with 

this, there can be collective co-consciousness.  It is precisely with this hope in mind that I 

unsilence this work.  For what the mermaid has taught me above all, is how to listen, in order to 

hear—so that I may speak.  And in this way, the world’s soul may have a voice too! 
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