On loss, burdens, pain, stench and death

Josefina Hurtado*

When I was in New Delhi, I spent some time researching the goddess Kali and the theme of consolation. Out of the many figures for sale in the market stands I was fatally attracted to Kali's repellant image—she is pictured with her tongue out, adorned with a necklace of skulls, an ax in one hand and in the other, a freshly cut head. She stands with her foot on a headless corpse. 

According to my young Indian companion, Kali is deeply feared.  In time of war, many heads really roll in her name.

This Hindu goddess's grotesque image invaded my thoughts.  She was the dark goddess, hidden and repressed.  My friend was puzzled by my fascination with Kali, rather than with one or another of the Indian divinities, such as the elephant/man god Ganesha who is both playful and kind and who adorns the entrances to shops and homes. Finally she told me that in India, Kali also was connected to black magic.  For me personally Kali worked her magic and gave me her strength to cut ties and attachments. I was interested in the possibilities of projection the image seemed to possess, of everything we don't recognize as part of us. Kali can strip us of our masks and reflect back to us what we have rejected or don't want to acknowledge.  She is the great archetype of the shadow!
Grief and personal experience

Returning from India, I stopped in England.  I was now quite obsessed with the Kali theme and, as fate would have it, I stayed at the home of a friend whose wife had died only three months before.  He told me that he and his wife had come to live in this country house outside London when she knew was dying. From her window she witnessed the planting, growth and harvest of a large pasture. Then she died. My friend relived her last months, his own dedication to his wife's care and final days when he cradled her and sang her lullabies as she finally let go.

Although I had never been in England, my first visit was entirely spent in that small house in the country, watching the pasture from the window, seeing photos of their daughters, their grandson, listening and reading what my friend was reading about grieving, trying to help him help himself. We spoke of many deaths, of being in exile, of attempts at returning, of the distancing between family and friends, of failed encounters and new initiatives at reconnecting. 

It was during these conversations that I remembered another connection with grieving and death, which also happened during a trip outside Chile.  In the early 1990s I was in Nuremberg in the house of a German couple who were very active in human rights.  They had lived in Peru and their house was full of keepsakes from wall hangings, to revolutionary books and music.  When I stayed alone in this house in a far away country, for the first time in my life I became aware of my own losses during Chile's military dictatorship: my oldest sister left the country immediately after the coup, I had to stop taking classes in Russian, my father died in 1981—I believe from anger and a sense of impotence.  But in those days, these events were considered rather insignificant in the face of so many people being tortured and killed.

I also realized that in my own life, from my childhood on, I had learned to deal with goodbyes and abandonment. When I was six years old, we left the city for the third time.  But this time I had strong ties to the city and to my surroundings—the hill where we went to fly kites, the park with its black-necked swans, the panoramic vision of the city and its environs seen from a small airplane we rode in every Sunday.  Even more important, I had a deep affection for the nanny who took care of me; when we left on the train, I had to be literally pulled away from her side.  I think that, in that moment, I unconsciously made a decision not to get attached or to need caresses from anyone. It was better not to love so that it could not be lost. 

According to my friend in England, I have remained in the first stage of grieving because I had blocked out the painful memory of that goodbye.  It wasn't until during a workshop where we were asked to visualize the significant women in our lives, that Griselda appeared—and with her, all the pain of that long ago letting go.  That pain, felt very acutely in my body, returns every time a have to endure another separation—be it when my daughters grew up and left home, when I separated from my partner, or when my father died. And I now realize that although on a minor scale, I feel this same pain when I have to "let go" of something I've written or of some other creation of mine.

What I am realizing, then, as I write on grieving and death from my own experience, is that we learn to relate to death from the first, most intimate losses in our daily lives. We learn to recognize images or symbols that allow us to interact with them, even when this means never mentioning the word "death." 

Grieving and community

In terms of stages of grief, I have seen that what we live as individuals we also live collectively as communities and even countries.  Right now, just when Chile is coming to grips with all the terrible human rights violations committed during the dictatorship, many are feeling uncomfortable because they simply don't want to talk about it or know more about the tortured and disappeared.  They cannot tolerate the stench.  Trying to justify the unjustifiable, they say it is better to "let sleeping dogs lie." 

I recognize that it is difficult for me to speak about death and the dead with so much in the atmosphere that has not been said. It is as if the air were clogged with images that come and go: the caravan of death, my father's massive heart attack, the bodies that never appear and those fragments that do appear.  A daughter of one of the disappeared told a TV interviewer the other day that all she had to remember of her father were "three teeth." As a society, as a group, how do we bring all this to a closure, how do we heal, how do we grieve? The air grows heavy and I feel sensations of anguish and pain.  It is not the usual wrenching that I now can clearly identify with being separated from loved ones.  It is something much less definite, something in the air, a certain stench….

*Josefina Hurtado, an anthropologist and body therapist, is a founding member of Con-spirando. 

Source: Con-spirndo # 35: Muertes, pérdidas y duelo (marzo, 2001), pp. 3-6.   
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