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“One need not write in order to have a voice.
A mother speaks to her children through the generations.”

—Terry Tempest Williams, When Women Were Birds:
Fifty-four Variations on Voice

“In the language I speak, the mother tongue resonates, tongue
of my mother, less language than music, less syntax than song of
words…. My German mother in my mouth, in my larynx,
rhythms me.”

—Hélène Cixous, “Coming to Writing” and Other Essays

I.

hile reading about the history of the Roma people several
years ago, I discovered the age-old Spanish tradition of cante
jondo, or deep song. With roots in the ancient musical

traditions of India, deep song began among persecuted peoples who
fled into the mountains during the Spanish Inquisition in the 15th

century, blending elements of Arabic, Sephardic, Byzantine, and Gypsy
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music with the native folk songs of the region. Federico García Lorca
described it as “imbued with the mysterious color of primordial ages,”
as “a stammer, a wavering emission of the voice that makes the tightly
closed flowers of the semi-tones blossom into a thousand petals.”1

Deep song is archetypal music, a timeless, lyrical channel for the
expression of sorrow, loss, and love. Though there are countless styles,
each with its own mood, theme, and form, they all share a primal power
and emotiveness that evoke both the personal dimension and our
collective human condition, and as Lorca writes, “The true poems of
deep song belong to no one—they float in the wind like golden
thistledown, and each generation dresses them in a different color and
passes them on to the next.”2

The first time I came across a reference to deep song I was riveted,
as if it had come to me in a dream. For weeks I spun fantasies of an
unknown, mysterious music that encompassed the depths of human
experience and invoked the souls of the ancestors. I wondered what
my own deep song would be. Would it echo the dark suffering of past
generations forced to flee across the ever-shifting borders of Central
Europe in search of menial work and food, of families ravaged by endless
wars, and parents who had lost one child after another to starvation
and disease? Would its cadence and melody carry the stifled weeping
of my grandmothers, and their mothers and grandmothers?

DEEP SONG, IN THREE STANZAS

Persephone, dark sister of my soul. You, whom I
love and fear, who come to me as wise woman and
witch, and show me my own endarkenment more
clearly than I dare to know it. Are you the beginning,
or the end? The end, or the beginning?

Gladly would I roam and dance with Kore all my
days, blessed sunlight on my animal body, merry
laughter of my maiden companions ringing through
the air as we run through fields filled with flowers,
never doubting that spring is everlasting.

But the narcissus calls me to another realm. A
nether realm.

What is this fall from Motherlove into dark depths
of unknown, alien Otherness? All lightness fled from
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my limbs, I sink into the Underworld. Gravity pulls
me, compels me down into my own dark weight,
where I find—not sunlight—but the merest glimpse
of lunar rays reflecting off the face of water I have never
seen before. The deepest, stillest pool of water I have
ever known. What is this water? How deep is it, and
what is hidden there? Will I drown in its fearsome
depths, or be baptized into new life?

A never-ending span of timeless time flows
through me.

Who am I here? A daughter lost to earth above,
but perhaps not only that. The Otherness so strange
at first comes into me, and I am shocked to find that
Here is also Home.

* * *

I was born in Hades. The earth cracked open under
my mother’s feet and she plunged into bottomless
despair when she lost her own mother, Pauline,
unexpectedly and far too soon—not yet forty-four, and
never to be my grandmother.

From 1950 to 1952, Pauline wrote letters full of
love and longing to her eldest daughter, Lilli, my
mother, who had been sent against her will at age
nineteen to far-off Canada to earn money so that her
mother, father, two younger sisters, and brother could
join her there. My mother, sick with yearning for
Pauline, worked as a chambermaid in a language she
did not know and saved every penny for her family’s
passage, living only for their joyful reunion.

There would be no joyful reunion.
Pauline died in the spring of 1952, on the train

carrying the family and their meager possessions to
Hamburg, Germany to board the ship that was to
bring them to Canada and into my mother’s aching
arms. They turned back to bury her instead, and it
was seven more years before Lilli saw her father and
younger siblings again.
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I was conceived not long after Pauline’s death and
drank my mother’s bitter tears and bottomless grief
with her milk. An infant Persephone, Hades was my
native land; a raging, sorrowful Demeter my mother.
Ungrandmothered, I carried my mother’s
unanswerable loss in blood and bone, felt her terrible
yearning permeate my cells and reach into my soul.

* * *

Persephone, I never wore pastels. As your
handmaiden, it was richer stains of color that I sought.
The mystery of indigo, purple passion, and the fiery
heat of red, the emerald of green and obsidian depths
of black. Magenta, burgundy, vermilion. Sienna,
amber, saffron. Cerulean, lavender, scarlet. Words as
sumptuous as their colors.

Your colors, Persephone. Vibrant with desire and
radiant with depth, I carried You inside me all along.
I know that now.

Life goes on. We dance the Dance of Ages, ceaseless
flow of heartbreak and desire, abandonment and joy.

Persephone. I meet you once again—so new, and
so familiar.

You, my darker, wiser Sister.
Keeper of the Mysteries. Taproot of my life.

All my life I have loved Pauline. In the handful of black and white
photographs that survived, she looks much older than her years, worn
out by the endless demands of caring for four children in a two-room
shed with dirt floors, by illness and the grief of two stillborn baby boys,
and by a difficult and abusive marriage. Years ago she came to me at
night. In the dream I lay my head in her lap, threw my arms around
her, and told her how sorry I was for all the suffering she’d endured
during her brief lifetime. She didn’t speak, but seemed serene and
pleased. When I told my mother about the dream we both wept.

Not long after that my other grandmother, Olga, also came to me
in a dream. “I don’t know why, but every time I’m with you, I can
cry,” she said in German, looking relieved, even happy. Olga had lost
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five of her eight children, including four little girls. I’d always known
about Johann, Lydia, and Emma, but when I learned about the two
stillborn baby girls, I wept for my grandmother’s broken heart, and
for the depth and breadth of sorrow in my motherline.

There was little time for grief in the lives of my mother and
grandmothers. Over the years I have felt the dark weight of their stifled
rage and anguish, accepted during their lifetimes as the inscrutable
will of God, and carried in their bodies as illness, depression, and killer
disease. “No one is ever lost without consequence to others,” writes
Susan Griffin. “Loss and longing move from body to body, expressed
in one place as sorrow, in another as illness, then as destruction, and
everywhere as desire.”3

I want to sing the lost lives of mothers and daughters and cherished
grandmothers known only in dreams. Give voice to those precious
children whose early deaths were lodged as unrelenting longing in their
mothers’ grieving hearts and bodies. As I sing, may the eros and
creativity held captive by sorrow’s leaden thrall through generations
blossom into a thousand fragrant petals. Move from body to body and
be expressed in one place as healing, in another as laughter, then as
creation, and everywhere as joy.

* * *

We all have deep songs of mother loss. I know that mine belongs to
a larger chorus of sorrow and resilience throughout the generations and
centuries. In 2012 my mother died unexpectedly, following what was
to have been a routine biopsy. Sixty years after Pauline’s death, we
buried Lilli on June 16th, her mother’s birthday.

II.

My mother never kept a journal. She didn’t even write birthday
cards, leaving that task to my father instead. And although we lived
thousands of miles apart for almost two decades, she rarely wrote me
letters. Two or three at most, all short. Once, when I was studying in
Norwich in the early 1980s and hadn’t heard from my parents in several
months, lonely and hurt by their seeming indifference, I wrote them
a postcard in many colors of ink and signed it, in large block letters,
“Remember me? Your daughter in England.” My father responded quite
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quickly and my mother added a few lines at the bottom of his letter.
“I’m sorry you felt you had to write to us like that,” she wrote in
German. “I guess we deserved it.” I think they made more of an effort
to stay in touch after that.

Nor did my mother understand my need to fill notebook after
notebook with my own thoughts and feelings from the time I was eleven
years old and read The Diary of Anne Frank in school. All these years
later I’m still writing, and my journal now spans close to two hundred
volumes. Is my mother’s writing silence the reason I have never stopped?
Whose story am I trying to capture on those thousands and thousands
of pages? Whose voice is it I have been hoping to hear?

III.

My mother’s journals were her cakes. Apple cakes and poppy seed
cakes, German cheesecakes and Black Forest Cherry cakes, buttercream
cakes and Christmas Stollen. Only rarely did she allow herself a small
slice; more often she denied herself, then secretly scooped up the
crumbs as she packed the remnants away.

My mother’s journals were her soups. Thick, earthy soups made
from vegetables and grains and bits of leftover meat. “People here are
so wasteful,” she often commented. “They don’t know how it feels to
be hungry or how lucky they are to have so much.” She spoke German,
I spoke English, and sometimes we spoke a mixture of both.

My mother’s journals were the heavy, dark loaves of bread she baked
from organic wheat and rye my father brought home in fifty-pound
sacks from the prairies every autumn, and ground in the stone mill
downstairs in the freezer room on baking day. Over the years, she taught
my father the proper proportions of grain and yeast and salt so that he
would be able to carry on after she was gone. The week after we buried
her, my father baked twenty loaves of bread.

My mother’s journals were her garden. That was where I saw her
happiest, most radiant. “Look at that,” she’d say, pointing to the lush
greenery of potato, beet, and cucumber plants. “Isn’t that glorious? Is
there anything more beautiful than a garden?” When she could no
longer plant and tend the garden, my father became her willing
surrogate, subject to her crusty tutelage. “I tell him how to do it and
he just goes ahead and does what he wants,” she complained. It was a
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huge loss when she couldn’t stroll through the garden anymore to check
on his work because she didn’t have the energy to climb up and down
the stairs from the patio to the ground, and her entire body hurt. During
the last years of her life, she often said with a kind of helpless despair,
“Ich bin todmüde,” and I felt the harsh truth of it. Life had worn her
out, and she was deathly tired.

My mother’s journals were the quilts she knitted for me, the first
one from a bag of pink and blue yarn a friend had given her, the second,
from dark green and plum wool I bought with that year’s Christmas
gift money. “So I can always wrap myself in your favorite colors and
feel your love around me,” I told her.

My mother’s journals were her fabrics, carefully selected through
the years and stacked neatly in her chest of drawers and in the cedar
chest my father had built for her shortly after they were married.
Cottons and linens, polyesters and silks, rayons and velvets. The inside
of the chest smelled of mothballs she’d tucked into thick bolts of wool
her father brought from a textile factory in Cleveland many years earlier.
I imagine every piece of fabric as a journal entry and wonder what larger
story they tell.

For all her German Baptist loyalties, my mother had a rebellious
streak and her hungry eyes, like mine, were drawn to anything bright
and floral. Even gaudy, it could be said. Between us, we amassed
mountains of fabric, a disproportionate amount of it with red, mauve,
and purple flowers against a black background. She was partial to green
and blue too, but in the end, purple and mauve usually won out.

Though neither of us were enthusiastic seamstresses, for years it
seemed we couldn’t stop buying textiles, as though their vibrant beauty
could redeem the drab poverty of her childhood in wartime Germany
and the many sorrowful losses that followed. As though those bright,
rich colors and textures might restore her to a future with a happier
trajectory, a future in which her own mother lived long enough to taste
the comfort and abundance she’d never known during her brief lifetime,
and which we now enjoyed. As though we could create an alternate
version of the story wherein Pauline survives the fateful train journey
that plunged my mother into a black hole of grief and despair from
which she never really recovered.
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IV.

My mother did not leave me any journals when she died. What
she left behind is a slender packet of faded green airmail letters from
Pauline, following my mother’s reluctant immigration to Canada after
the war. They’re all I have of Pauline—those parchment thin, fragile
letters, the handwriting as stark and angular as their lives in postwar
Germany, no time or space for flourish or the gentle mercy of curves.
They are written in the old Gothic German script and the few phrases
that I can decipher consist mostly of godly encouragement and support.
“My dear Lilli, we pray for you every day, and long to see you soon,”
and “Have faith that our loving heavenly Father will watch over us until
we are together again.”

But Pauline’s longing for her daughter is thinly veiled. I imagine I
can feel her love and tenderness saturating the space between the narrow
lines and upright words, welling out among her frequent appeals to
God’s goodness and mercy. Did she kiss the letters before entrusting
them to the postman in the little village in central Germany where
they ended up after the war? Did she weep, and marvel to think that
in a week or two the flimsy sheet of paper would arrive into the eager
hands of her beloved oldest daughter, an inconceivable half-world away?
Did my mother stroke those precious letters and press them gently
against her cheek like a caress spanning the thousands of miles between
them? Trace the outline of her name on the envelope with her fingertips,
overwhelmed with longing for her “Muttchen”? “I was always Mama’s
girl,” she told me. “Ella was Papa’s girl.”

There are letters from her sister too. Ella describes learning to type
and her letters are easier to read. On February 10, 1950, she writes,
“Dearest Lilli, After much longing we finally received your dear letter
with great joy. Everyone in our youth group asks about you and wants
to know how you are doing. Please write to me soon because I miss
you terribly and I live in hopes that we will be together again before
long. Please, try to make it as soon as possible. Your loving sister, Ella.”

Pauline and Ella both express gratitude for the letters my mother
sent them, so I know there was a time when she did write, and I am
envious. What became of those letters—the only evidence that my
mother ever wrote about her life—and what prompted her to stop?
Was the memory of pouring her heart’s longing into those letters
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to Germany for two long years before receiving the stark telegram
announcing her mother’s death so traumatic that she could never
again bring herself to write? My mother did not write to me; did
she fear she might lose me too?

Once she showed me a slightly beaten, dog-eared black notebook
her parents had given her decades earlier. It was empty except for her
name, Lilli Fender, in the top right corner of the first page, and I
wondered what they’d imagined she might write in it, but she didn’t
know. When I asked if I could have it, she said yes and seemed
surprised that I would want it. I carried that notebook with me for
years but I couldn’t write in it. Although it was empty it seemed to
hold the unwritten story of my mother’s broken heart, the weight of
which forbade any lesser concerns I might have recorded there. Some
years ago I gave it back to her, but now that she too is gone, I would
like to have it back.

V.

“Every mother contains her daughter in herself and every daughter
her mother, and every woman extends backwards into her mother and
forward into her daughter,” Jung wrote.

The conscious experience of these ties produces the feeling that
her life is spread out over generations [and] this leads to a
restoration or apocatastasis of the lives of her ancestors, who now,
through the bridge of the momentary individual, pass down into
the generations of the future. An experience of this kind gives
the individual a place and a meaning in the life of the generations,
so that all unnecessary obstacles are cleared out of the way of the
life-stream that is to flow through her.4

I was already present in my mother’s unborn body inside Pauline’s
womb. Do men feel this passionate bodily link, this cellular connection
with their mothers? Or is it passed down through the motherline in
the way our bodies hold eggs within eggs, like Russian Matryoshka
dolls nestled inside each other, each generation of women holding the
next tightly enclosed within itself like a secret still to be disclosed?

My young grandmother’s letters to my mother are a mystery to
me, as her mother’s empty journals were to Terry Tempest Williams.
Among the prayers for God’s guidance and protection in the aching
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uncertainties of their lives, it’s everything I can’t read and everything
that Pauline didn’t say that haunts me. I know so little of her life beyond
the fact that she was always sickly and sustained six pregnancies that
resulted in four living children. I am the eldest daughter of the eldest
daughter of an eldest daughter, and beyond that, little is known to me
about my motherline. Not one of them kept a journal as far as I know,
and given the circumstances of their lives, it’s surprising enough that
they were literate at all. My mother had five years of sporadic grade
school education in Germany during the war, and there were no English
as a Second Language (ESL) programs in place after her arrival in British
Columbia during the coldest January ever recorded, nor would she have
had time for them in any case, desperate as she was to earn money for
her family’s passage to Canada.

“What would you have wanted to study if you’d had the chance,
Mum?” I asked her years ago. I knew the role of homemaker left her
unfulfilled, but I’d never heard her express a desire for another vocation.

“A naturopathic doctor,” she said. “If I’d been smart enough.” She
spoke almost defiantly, as if she feared it might sound presumptuous.

 “You’re more than smart enough, Mum,” I protested. “Smart has
nothing to do with it. You just never had the opportunity to study.”
It hurt me that she could doubt herself like that, but I don’t know if
anyone other than my sister and I ever told her she was smart and
creative, and if they had, she probably wouldn’t have believed it, since
she tended to equate intelligence with education.

She looked at me and I thought I saw skepticism in her glance.
“We already have one doctor in the family, anyway,” she said, half
smiling, in joking reference to my Ph.D. “We don’t need another one.”

I never heard Pauline’s voice. I have no idea whether its pitch was
high or low, though I imagine its sound as soft and hushed. My mother
told me Pauline was humble and quiet, and didn’t talk very much. She
clung to the memory of a message from her mother, delivered by her
friend, Otto, when he arrived in Canada a year later, “Grüße meine
Lillilein and sag ihr daß ich sie vermisse.” (Greet my little Lilli, and tell
her that I miss her.) The faded photos we have of my young grandmother
show a woman who would have been beautiful in another time and
place, but whose spirit was weary and beaten and could not rise to
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much joy. Her husband had been brutalized by an alcoholic father and
showed little tenderness to his own wife and children. In a black and
white photo taken shortly before my mother was separated from her
family, Pauline holds her youngest daughter, about three years old, in
her lap. Her slender oval face is tilted slightly downward and to the
left, as if it would have been too bold to look directly at the camera,
and her eyes look sad.

I was born the year after Pauline died. Deep in shock and grief,
my mother spent her 23rd birthday in terrified and lonely labor, trying
to push out a reluctant earthling.

“You didn’t want to be born,” she told me. “They put me in a
small room on my own and I pushed and pushed, but you didn’t want
to move down the birth canal.”

“I knew where I had it good,” I teased her. “Why would I want
to leave?”

What remains of Pauline are the letters. About forty of them. A
tablecloth that she sent my mother as an engagement present, and a
few surviving pieces of a simple Bohemian coffee service that my mother’s
parents gave her as a wedding gift. That was what my mother had of
Pauline in the new world.

Over the years that I have been facilitating women’s workshops,
nothing has evoked such depth of emotion or struck so close to the
bone as our relationships with our mothers and their lives. Whenever
the topic of mothers arises, tears begin to flow and one woman weeping
frees everyone in the circle. Sometimes the sorrow in the room is so
huge that I know we are mourning not only our own mothers but
generations of unexpressed grief and motherloss. No matter whether
we lost our mother too soon or never even knew her, felt ourselves
burdened by her unlived life and expectations or carried the guilt, as I
did, of living thousands of miles away for many years, felt unappreciated
and alienated from her, or whether she died before we could make peace
with her—it seems no one is untouched by the power of this first fierce
union of bodies. Whether she was present or absent, and whether our
relationship was loving or troubled or both, the story of mother and
daughter is always a passionate and volatile tale.
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VI.

What is unspoken in our culture is the mother tongue. The tongues
of our mothers.

What is unsung in our culture is the first music of the voice of love,
which every woman keeps alive.5

What is muted, silenced, suppressed, and thus unheard in our
culture is the full-bodied, resonant, unapologetic voice of a woman
speaking her mother tongue.

The deep feminine is the undervoice in our culture.
Women are the cantaores of deep song in our time.
Our mothers and grandmothers ask to be remembered, inscribed,

and envoiced.
Our personal stories and the timeless feminine archetypes flow into

each other like the two sides of a Möbius band. The lives of our mothers
and grandmothers merge with Mother, Virgin, and Crone, and the
eternal shimmers through the ephemeral present moment.

James Hillman says that Jung’s great accomplishment in the Red
Book was to open “the mouth of the dead” and hear their lament.6

Perhaps our task is to claim the deep song of our lost feminine lineage
and sing our mother tongue back into sound. Write our Mothers into
their own story.

What happens when we attend to the undervoice, sing the deep
and resonant song of the feminine—the emotion and eros, the joy and
anguish of our Mothers’ lives?

What is restored, and what new story might emerge?

VII.

Coming to voice has been my lifelong quest. I rarely spoke out
at university, afraid of sounding ignorant and uncultured among
so many offspring of doctors and lawyers and teachers. On paper I
was much more daring; the essays I submitted to my revered and
often beloved professors expressed the audacious curiosity I could
not speak in class. The University of British Columbia’s sprawling,
cavernous Sedgewick Undergraduate Library was my temple; its
heavy glass doors, my entry into the country of learning where all
were permitted, even welcomed.
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In graduate school I fell in love with the work of the East German
writer, Christa Wolf, and her lifelong quest for the living word that could
reconcile the relentless either/or of western patriarchy, and “greet with
a smile the wrath of Achilles, the conflict of Hamlet, the false alternatives
of Faust.”7 My doctoral dissertation, titled “Language and Silence:
“Sprachlosigkeit” in the Work of Christa Wolf,” explored the roots of
silence and speechlessness, focusing on literary, psychological, and
socio-political factors, including the silence of women throughout
history.8 Sprachlosigkeit suggests speechlessness and being without
language; sprechen (speaking) and Sprache/n (language/s) are more
closely related in German than their English equivalents.

At long last, I also had voice lessons in England, something I had
desired for a long time. Learning to open my throat created greater
depth and resonance in my voice and I gradually stopped sounding
like a boy soprano, although it was another decade before my voice
blossomed into its full soprano range and timbre. At thirty, I began to
discover my voice as a singer.

Then, returning to my early love of journals, I started to conduct
personal writing workshops for women, and wrote A Voice of Her Own:
Women and the Journal Writing Journey, which I imagined as a great
chorus of women’s voices, each one expressing a unique feminine
reality.9 So, too, were my Jungian studies with Marion Woodman and
at the International School for Analytical Psychology in Zürich in the
service to my soul’s voice, and my various vocations have all involved
helping others come to voice.

Recently I have come to see this lifelong love of voice and
language—whether spoken or sung, written or read—as a response to
the silence of my motherline. As an attempt to reclaim and envoice
what has been suppressed, to restore and re-story the lives of my
mother and grandmothers; inviting, evoking, and attending what
might otherwise remain lost.

“I love you so much I don’t even have the words to express it,” I
tell my mother as we stroll slowly down Wellington Avenue, arm in
arm, in the golden glow of a summer evening. I have flown in from
New York after another crisis in her health.

“I know,” she says quietly. “I feel it.”
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My sister and I say that our words of love, spoken freely and often,
are what kept our mother alive beyond all medical expectations. Love
of words. Words of love.

VIII.

Yearning encroaches. When I give it space, it spreads and expands,
grows larger and larger, and I feel the true dimensions of my longing.

 Yearning seduces. Pulls me out of the sunlit present and plunges
me into memories of untold suffering and loss, and I don’t know if
those memories are mine or my mother’s or grandmothers’ or beyond,
or where they belong, or where I begin and end.

I am my mother, but I’m not.
I am my grandmother[s], but I’m not.
I am my great-grandmother, but I’m not.10

Yearning is dangerous. For my mother, torn from everything she
knew and loved so soon after fleeing the Red Army’s revenge, and for
my grandmothers, worn out by poverty and ill health through two
world wars, endless pregnancies, and the care of small children, the
expression of yearning was a luxury they could not allow themselves.
Once acknowledged, it could swallow them whole, paralyze and leave
them unfit for the demands of daily life.

Unspoken and unwritten, their yearning imprinted itself on their
bodies, inscribed itself on their flesh in symptoms like heart murmurs,
irregular heartbeats, high blood pressure, heart attacks, and congestive
heart failure. Their craving for sweetness in life was evident in the
endless array of sweets on the table; it wasn’t until I left home that I
realized not everyone ate dessert twice a day.

But I felt their yearning. In my mother’s underlying sadness that
nothing could touch, in my grandmother Olga’s gentle hand on my
cheek and her distant gaze that seemed to look through and beyond
me. Not that their lives were without happiness, celebration, or joy,
but it always seemed as though a part of them were somewhere else.
As if their attention was split between the living and the dead, and
their imagination had taken refuge somewhere safe and whole in a time
before their worlds were shattered by loss.
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And so it falls to me, third-generation eldest daughter, to voice
their yearning. I will say that throughout the horror of endless wars,
they persevered, did their best to care for their families in the ways
they understood, often went hungry so that their children would have
food in their stomachs, and rejoiced in every tender green shoot that
broke through the hard earth surrounding them. Their lives were
stalwart and heartbreaking, I will say. Common and beautiful. They
were not “notable women” or feminist role models, I will say, but they
endured the hell of war and starvation and survived with their courage
and patience and kindness intact.

I will sing their yearning. Sing my own longing to remember them
and honor their humble and shining lives, to write them into their
own story and sing them into their own voices. I will love the mystery
of their being, and their presence that dwells inside me. I will hear the
lament of my beloved dead and say who they were.

All is not lost.
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