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In the following interview, which I conducted with Robert Pogue on 

January 10, 2000, Robert frankly discusses his paradoxical fears, 

anxieties, joys, doubts, and sense of rightness he felt leading up to 

his wedding day and on the day itself. He also discusses how 

differently he felt around his first wedding, where he was more in a 

fantasy about what a wedding and marriage "should" be, as opposed 

to his second marriage, which was grounded in a firm and honest 

reality. Following a five year courtship, he and Laura have, as of 

2012, been married for fifteen years and have two children: Ben, 14 

and Sarah, 12. They live in Alberta, Canada.   

 

Robert is a clinical psychologist and has spent the last twenty years, 

following the painful dissolution of his first marriage, devoted to 

understanding his inner life. He speaks with unusual insight and 

wisdom about the wedding as a major rite of passage and the 

importance of receiving support from other men around this initiation 

into manhood. 
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Why did you want to get married?    

 

Ever since I can remember I've dreamed of my wedding day. I often 

heard girls talk excitedly about weddings and I had that feeling, too. 

Ever since I was ten years old I dreamed of the day of finding my 

partner and getting married and having this big celebration. I 

remember thinking, "I can't wait until that day."    

 

With the first marriage I wanted to get married because I had an idea 

of this perfect love and being captured by that love forever. My life 

goal was the idea of having this partner that I'm married and 

committed to and she's committed to me and we share this love and 

intoxicating bond. It's what I wanted for my life - having kids and the 

family - and it had a fairy tale quality to it. A lot of the reality was 

missing from it.  

 

The second time I wanted to get married because I wanted to have a 

family. That's always been a goal and yearning of mine. After I met 

Laura I was really ambivalent about marriage and about marrying her. 

My relationship with her wasn't this perfect love--it was a little bit too 

much of the reality that was missing from my first marriage! After a 

while I started to see that Laura and I were really compatible, we 

treated each other well and got along well when we lived together. It 

seemed to work. It was easy. I started to think that I wanted to get 
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married because I thought we would be good partners. It had more of 

a practical tone to it the second time.  

 

But even when I was getting married to her I was shittin' my pants! I 

was so scared and so nervous. I kept thinking, "Am I doing the right 

thing? Is this the right woman?" There was a fear that this wasn't the 

right woman. A fear of "what if...?" -- what if this doesn't work, what if 

I can't get over these anxieties I have about having this idyllic kind of 

love, then what? Because then I'm committed! I've signed the papers! 

It's over! These fears were there on the wedding day. When we were 

saying our vows, which I had a lot to do with writing, it seemed to 

ease up a little bit. But even after the wedding I still had some 

questions in my mind about if this was right.    

 

The other thing that was going on was that she was pregnant. A lot of 

those fears started going away once the pregnancy became more 

apparent, when she was really showing and we had the ultrasound 

and we saw this living creature inside of her. Something about that 

eased it. I hate to admit that because that makes it sound like I was 

only in it for the baby. I wasn't, but ever since then our relationship 

has evolved and developed and strengthened as a result of being 

parents together.    
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Going back to before the wedding: What did the ring and 
proposal mean to you? Was it important that you were the one 
that asked the question?    

 

Yes, it was. With Laura, the ring had more of a feeling of this 

connection with her. It symbolized my commitment to her. Even 

though she also wanted a particular kind of ring I just asked her tell 

me what it was. There was no surprise. We went shopping and she 

told me exactly what she liked. What it looked like and how much it 

cost and all that kind of stuff was all out in the open, and it was up to 

her. That felt good to me because I knew that she was the one who 

would be wearing it! I wanted something that she wanted. I still 

surprised her with the proposal but I didn't have a ring when I 

proposed to her.  

 

With Laura it wasn't as important that I had the ring at the proposal. It 

was important to me to propose when I'm ready and when the time 

felt right. And I wasn't sure when that was going to be. I had some 

idea it may be on this trip on East, but I had no idea when. Then we 

were climbing up this mountain, we got to the top, sitting on a rock by 

ourselves looking out over the Atlantic ocean and it just felt right. It 

was beautiful and quiet and there was nobody around. I got down on 

one knee, held her hand, told her what she means to me, and asked 

her if she would marry me.    
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I also had a couple of big dreams the night before. I was thinking 

about them all the way up the mountain, wondering what this dream 

meant. Everything seemed to be pointing towards commitment. 

Internally I was feeling like this was the right time.    

 

Did you feel a change in your identity from bachelor to 
husband?    

 

Oh god yes. I was so scared and nervous because I really felt like I 

was making a huge commitment: this really signified the end of my 

bachelor days. I fought it all the time, in my head, and in my dreams 

and fantasies. I was fighting it but I knew that this was the step. It was 

a real transition from bachelor to husband.    

 

What were those fears?  

 

One of the biggest fears was no longer being on the market! You 

know - no more playing the field, no longer doing the guy thing where 

you're gettin' laid and chasing women and attracting women and 

flirting. It's more a settled down practical quality with the hopes and 

dreams of having a family.    

 

So there was a loss of –  
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Yes, there was a huge loss. A big thing was this loss of freedom that I 

can't just go out and drink with the guys and play hockey whenever I 

want. There's responsibility now. That was a big one: losing my 

freedom. It's over, my god, it's over! And it also signified the end of 

my youth. It was a transition, an initiation into being a man, because 

when I was a youth I was just a wild,  do-whatever-I-want kind of guy. 

   

Were you aware during the engagement that you were going 
through a loss and dying process?  

 

Well, yes, I was because of all my training in psychology and my 

dream work. One of the dreams I had the night before I asked her to 

marry me was very much an initiation dream. It was an ending and a 

death dream. In the dream I had to perform a ritual with these natives 

where when you cut these strings you die, you physically die. When 

you do this act - cutting the strings - you die, but you have to do this 

act. It's this paradox that you're trapped in. It's total initiation. It was 

very apparent to me that this was the meaning. It wasn't a death of 

me but of the bachelor identity.    

 

How did you come to terms with that dying?    

 

Most of the work I did was with therapists or talking with close friends 

about it. I processed a lot of it by talking about what it was going to be 
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like, what does that kind of commitment feel like. I talked both with 

men who were married and who weren't. Talking about it a lot was 

really helpful. And then it was a long mourning, a long grieving 

process that lasted until right until Ben was born. It was like when he 

was born it was another initiation, or maybe a completion of that 

initiation process. When Ben was born it was so much easier to let go 

of that identity, put it behind me, and move on. I didn't feel like I had 

to keep hanging on to the little thread of my bachelorhood.    

 

So you moved into your new identity of husband and father at 
the same time:    
 

Yes, and that was really helpful for me. If I hadn't done that at the 

same time I think that grieving process would have been a lot more 

difficult. It would have gone on for a lot longer and would have 

caused me a lot more anguish. Still, I ached about it for a long time.    

 
What does the term husband mean to you?  

 

Commitment to Laura. Commitment to my partnership. Commitment 

to nurturing that and being present with her.    

 

Was it important to you that she take your last name?  
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No. I said to her, "This is your decision. You do whatever you need to 

do." I think in my mind I was saying to myself that maybe I should say 

to her that it would be nice if she did take my last name, but I think 

even refrained from saying that. I told her I wanted her to do what she 

needed to do. It's nice for practical reasons that as a family we have 

one name.    

 

Do you think that you were going through this death and rebirth 
process more than Laura was?  

 

Yes. She was so full of love and excitement about the wedding and 

this commitment. It seemed like such an easy, natural flowing 

process; there wasn't a lot of anxiety or angst. She talked about it that 

way. When I told her months later about all the anxiety I was feeling 

on my wedding day, she was really surprised. She said, "My god I 

just enjoyed that day so much. It was such a wonderful day." That 

blows me away. For me it felt like this death and resurrection, all this 

stuff happening-- and for her it just appeared to be this easy 

wonderful fulfilling experience, which she confirmed that it was.    

 

Maybe one person carries more of the connection to the cyclical 

death and rebirth nature of life. I think I was also experiencing some 

of hers.    
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What do you think of Robert Johnson's statement in his book 
She that "Marriage is a very different experience for a man than 
for a woman. The man is adding to his stature; his world is 
getting stronger, and he has risen in stature and position."    

 

I see that in a lot of men I know. I think it comes from a long line of 

tradition where marriage for a man means adding to his empire. A 

man isn't successful in building his empire unless he has his wife as 

well. He's going to view it as a possession. The woman goes through 

this death and resurrection and the man goes through this gaining of 

a possession. There's the sacrifice for the woman, whereas he feels 

like he's achieved his place in life. I think most women are more 

conscious than men, so they experience that death and rebirth while 

the man is only aware of his gaining. 

  

I think the more conscious men become about their transition, the 

less they will respond to the old models that says that marriage is 

possession. Both men and women are going through a loss and gain 

and both need to put it on the table and be aware of it. The more this 

happens the more marriage will begin on equal footing, which is what 

we all want and which is entirely possible. We are re-defining 

marriage. It's no longer about fantasy or domination. It's about a 

respectful and alive relationship between equals. 

 


