Grieving the loss of a partner: A dream history 

Ute Seibert*

During 1994, I participated in a dream workshop.  At the time, my partner had just died of cancer.   During the grief process (which I actually began when he was first diagnosed and continued a long while after his death), dreams guided me, showing me where I was at each moment, what I should be paying attention to, pointing out new perspectives and connecting me with unsuspected sources of strength.

Later, I read a book called Grief: Stages and Possibilities of a psychic process by Verena Kast, a Jungian psychologist who uses dreams in grief work. (Stuttgard, 1982) She says that: "Grief is an emotion that allows us to say goodbye… We can find invaluable paths for grief from our dreams."  

Years later, going over parts of my dream notebook and my dairy, I feel this is profoundly true.  I wrote in my diary, "I have undergone a process in these past three months, a process of slowly letting go.  I first went through being afraid, then denial with premonition. That night of August 1, when A. called me and told me about the odd x-ray results and the need for me to go with him the next day for another test.  That night I went walking alone and suddenly I saw—as if in a dream—an image: I was with the boys, dressed in black, preparing A's funeral; it's November.  I don't want to believe it, I cry… The image fades at last and another appears: our two sons and myself at home, cleaning, putting things in order as we figure out how we are going to live now, after Dad's death.  I continue crying and a third image emerges:  We are in the south, in a forest by a river.  It is summer and we are on vacation.  But there are only three of us, my sons and myself." 

On that night of August 1st, I knew that A. was going to die shortly, although I didn't know what to do with such a terrible sense of certainty, if indeed it was so certain. In the following weeks, when we found out the diagnosis, when he began to fight for his life, to get better by whatever means possible, while at the same time it became more probable that death was near, I experienced periods of much confusion and anguish, of running around and searching out help, of being open and of trying to understand. The images returned, off and on, to take center stage. In some deep part of me, "I knew" what was happening, and this helped me when I was caught up in a whirlwind of activity, with all the waiting, the pain, trying to concentrate, to prioritize.  Here we were not dealing with reality and were wasting precious energy in looking for other possible treatments, instead of sharing the time we had left in the best way possible. 

Meeting death incarnated

A month later I had the following dream: In the mountains of the Black Jungle I am among a crowd that is traveling to see something strange, morbid. "Here he comes, here he comes," they shouted. It is a middle-age man, tall, thin and pale with a hat; he is crazy and makes lethal weapons. He takes out a syringe. We go to the house of Maria Schell. Smoke comes out of this house; she is in the bathroom, on the second floor; he takes her oxygen away, she cries out, she chokes… All is silent.  She is dead. Everyone keeps on walking.  In the highest spot, I see a tiny wooden house.  I feel that at last I can rest.    

The dream reflects my meeting with death: crazy, pale, fleshless, making lethal weapons and "here he comes." She who is to die is Maria Schell, a German actress from movies I saw as I child; she took on roles as wife and mother, mourner and romantic, passive, always waiting for some man to "rescue" her.  This woman dies; actually she is violently killed by this strange madman Death. In this stage with A. who was recently diagnosed and with the threat of death hanging over him, I too felt I was going to die, the pain was depriving me of oxygen, I wanted to cry out, I felt as if I was being strangled; what was going to die were the traditional roles of wife, my submissive side, the one who was waiting to be saved.  And finally everyone kept on walking: life continues although it doesn't seem to in these moments.  For me, there would be a change: a high place, in a small wooden house, I would finally be able to rest. 

The end of a way of life, of a stage in life and the need to rest (so real but so impossible in those months) gave birth to many dreams.  I dreamt I was pregnant because of a rape, with a great wound below my navel after the assault, and I saw myself in a theater seated in a great red chair on the stage, but observing everything that happened. While I was able to observe, I rested and I was revived. 

In the days before A.'s death, I had the same dream three times.  Each new time new elements were added for clarification:  A. and I were traveling on a bus to a mountain retreat in the countryside.  The driver is driving crazily and very fast until we finally reached the mountain road turnoff.  Down below there is an abyss. The road is very narrow, it has rained and it is very wet and slippery.

The dream ends there the first time. The next time it is the two of us who are driving, and the third time, there is no driver, the bus goes by itself.  We reach the abyss and the bus falls into it.  Below the Allipén River flows and we fall into it embraced in a hug.  This time I awake with a shout, hugging A. who is now pure skin and bones.  

The crazy trip of death, our journey together that in the end we could not control finally stopped with a return to the beginning, the Allipén River of A's home town.  And if I didn't let him go, I too would die. 

And actually part of me did die.  It would be necessary to bury her and grieve her, find a safe, containing space to do that and to be able to rest.  Two weeks after A.'s death, I had the following dream:  I enter the back way into my mother's garden and she is there working.  There are more people as well. . On the ground there is a dead person, very decayed—it looks like A., dressed in clothing of an earlier epoch.  I draw closer—I was going to join in the work—and I see that there is also a dead woman equally decayed, dry, with clothing from the same period of centuries before. I am unsettled.  How is it possible to work if we have not yet buried the dead?  They deserve a decent rest. 

This album contains all

Consciously or unconsciously I live the pain, I remember, I go back and forth between being convinced of A's presence—although in a new way—and moments of anger and depression.  I feel as if I cannot fill the vacuum with other roles: mother, sister, professional, and friend.  It is this vacuum that gives meaning to our life of 15 years together. A year and a half after A.'s death, I had the following dream:  I enter a cave.  There is a couch with two seats.  A. and I are seated there.  We sit close together, very connected, although we don't talk or touch each other. A. is wholly himself, although he is enveloped in a strange whitish blue light. On our knees we balance a photo album.  It is big and heavy and only between us can we hold it and turn the pages.  We look at all the images of our relationship.  We see ourselves during our 15 years together.  There is every kind of image: beautiful moments, lighthearted ones, happy ones; others show us hurting one another, putting the other down, not recognizing the other.  Images of pain and violence, of wounds, solitude and hopelessness lived sometimes without the other even realizing it, others of more conscious wounding and of feeling impotent to anything about it.  Everything was in that album. It didn't seem that anything had been left out.  We look at each other calmly, turning over page after page.  This was our life together; this was our relationship.  After we looked at the last images, A. closed the album, got up and put it in a niche in the cave.  He disappears.  I am alone.
I woke up with a sense of fulfillment, of having been touched by something very sacred.  I felt that I had grown and that within me, A. had grown—and our relationship as well.
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