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A reading of ‘Death and the Moon’ through the lens of Triple Goddess mythology  

This poem was written for Catherine Marangeli whose partner, Adrian Henri, died at 68 from 

a heart condition. Henri was also Duffy’s partner and poetic mentor for many years.1  Hints 

concerning Duffy’s relationship with him can be found in Beauty and the Beast (1977), which 

was co-authored with Henri, and has been described as a ‘thinly veiled celebration of their 

relationship’.2 Alongside this, Antony Rowland suggests her poem ‘Little Red Cap’  ‘depicts 

the ten years the narrator had to spend in the shadow of a male poet (an exaggerated version of 

Adrian Henri perhaps)’.3  Regardless of her own emotions, Duffy’s poem consoles the 

bereaved, and attempts to reconcile the reality of loss with an acceptance of death through the 

imagery of Triple Goddess mythology – an act of ‘kindness and of love’.4  Key recurring motifs 

include the moon, death, water, fish, and a red cave. Each of these is connected with antecedent 

mythology that brings new understanding to discordant emotions of love and grief evoked in 

the poem. To enable a reading of the poem that enacts a resurrection of the mythology, a brief 

summary of each motif will follow.  

Death 

According to Barbara Walker, ‘Death came into existence only with the rise of man’s 

consciousness’, and as such ‘forces of imagination are mustered to deny it’.5  She describes a 

‘Dreamless Sleep’ that was perceived by worshippers of Kali as a ‘beyond-death state’, but 

 
1 Angelica Michelis, and Antony Rowland, Eds, The Poetry of Carol Ann Duffy: Choosing tough words 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), p. 3. 
2 Michelis, p. 6. 
3 Antony Rowland, ‘Love and masculinity in the poetry of Carol Ann Duffy’, pp. 56-72 (p. 72), cited in Michelis, 
p. 72. 
4 Michael Woods, ‘What is it like in words’: translation, reflection and refraction in the poetry of Carol Ann 
Duffy’, pp. 169-185, (p. 185), cited in Michelis, p. 185. 
5 Barbara G. Walker, The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983), p. 
213. 



 

2 
 

that most ancient people ‘couldn’t formulate an idea of non-perception’.6  Tantric Buddhism 

proposed that living and dying were only complementary aspects of the same cycle’ and 

according to J. J. Bachofen,  

‘Material life moves between two poles … Its realm is not that of being but 

that of becoming and passing away, the eternal alternation of two colors, the 

white of life and the black of death … without death no rejuvenation is 

possible … the positive power cannot for one moment exist without the 

negative power. Death, then, is not the opposite but the helper of life’.7   

Patriarchal thinkers found unacceptable the concept that ‘death must come’ however long it 

was delayed.8  Triple Goddess mythology unites life and death – the ‘beautiful nubile Virgin’ 

or ‘the tender nurturing Mother’, with the ‘hideous ghoul, herself corpse-like and a devourer 

of corpses’ – each of which was equally adored.9 According to Arthur Avalon, ‘the terrible 

beauty of such forms is not understood’ and leads to the ‘Death-goddess’ being described  ‘as 

a she-devil’.10 To many it was impossible to reconcile ‘this fanged and bloody Goddess’ with 

the ‘beautiful mother and lover’.11 The second stanza of ‘Death and the Moon’ illustrates the 

complexity of this union: the gruesome co-existence of sexual passion with rot and decay. The 

bereaved stands at the ‘lip’ of the grave in an uncanny coupling of life and death.12 The noun 

connotes, amongst other things, the sexuality of lips and kissing. This is contrasted with the 

‘grave’ in which the deceased’s coffin has been placed. In sensory detail, Duffy invites an 

appreciation of the sound of earth as it covers the coffin – ‘hard rain’, ‘stuttered like morse’ – 
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