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This book is for my siblings andis dedicated to our mom




Prologue

Living with the knowledge of death is harder than it sounds. To know its scent, its swiftness, is harder still. In Toni Morrison’s 1973 novel Sula, a melancholic wwi veteran named Shadrack takes to the streets of his small Ohio town in a sombre, one-man parade celebrating an occasion of his own invention. Clanging a cowbell and clasping a hangman’s rope, Shadrack marches to pay honour to suicide – the ultimate act of taking control of one’s death. Instead of allowing the spectre of his eventual end to grip him with fear, Morrison’s glum soldier marks a single day in his calendar to function as an annual psychic release valve. He knows his anxieties around death are inescapable, and so he designates this day to reckon with and inhabit the gloom.

Shadrack’s DIY death parade points to a trenchant truth: if you want the space to ruminate on death, dying, and loss, you’ve got to sanction it yourself. No one else is going to eke out room for your grief. Learning to live with loss is an uncomfortable but necessary process, yet there exists so little space to talk about death and to grapple with prolonged mourning. Even at the few ‘official’ moments we have carved out to directly address loss – like the funeral eulogy – there isn’t much time to process, to grieve, to wallow before one is ushered toward the podium.

The eulogy is a particularly vexed art form, partly because it’s a necessity, and partly because at its very heart it is an amateur’s art. It is no minor footnote that most Americans fear public speaking more than death itself; the eulogy is the fraught convergence of both, combining the speaker’s fear of death with that of public articulation, and layering the mess atop the experience of loss. As a consequence of our desire to distance ourselves from our fear, other matters often take precedence after a death. We have learned to push aside the emotional work of putting language to our loss. The calculations of inheritance, the listing of property, the distribution of stuff – these are the things that make up the supposedly urgent work that follows a death. Less defined, less urgent, are the muddled feelings that loss occasions: etiquette ends up taking priority over the chaos of grief. As such, the eulogy often falls flat, backsliding into clichés that have sprouted around narratives of sorrow because we are seldom granted sufficient time and emotional space to craft meaningful last words.

Some narratives of grief have found new platforms, amplifying themselves through the collective megaphone of social media. These online tributes are typically just another socially sanctioned step in an all-too-efficient grieving process, one that even acts to speed up the pace of modern mourning. Virtual eulogizing is rapidly unleashed and hashtagged, but is quickly replaced with more timely, relevant news. Suffice to say, social media mourning – beholden as it currently is to a sense of pseudo-professional productivity, and the gamified systems of likes, retweets, and shares – is not precisely a radical new way to grieve in public.

Our online lives are only part of what I’m interested in here, since the art of eulogizing has a much longer, and emotionally checkered, history. What this little book concerns itself with is the many and sundry iterations of the eulogy we find in cultural history, pop culture, literature, and philosophy, too. It turns out that whether you’re an esteemed post-structuralist, a fictional widower in Love Actually, or Cher – you will feel like a failure in the art of eulogizing. And it’s not because you didn’t love fully, or even because the immensity of your grief has felled you, but because in a culture that sees death every day and yet hides the traces of grief that follow, there aren’t enough words for loss.

If the elegy is a poetic form that laments its dead in verse, and the obituary announces the hard fact of loss in the newspaper – all the deaths that are fit to print – then the eulogy falls somewhere in between. Intensely personal and yet meant to be spoken aloud to other grievers, the eulogy is a ritual that overlaps with the elegy and obituary in an invisible Venn diagram of funeral rites. The eulogy is often the first chance we have to gather publicly after a death, and it’s this charged moment where communities come together to puzzle over what a person meant to them when she was alive, and what she could mean now that she is dead. Does her story end in death, or is there a coda that extends even after the lights go out?

When Princess Diana died, her brother delivered a eulogy as the whole world, quite literally, watched. Buckling under the pressure of Diana’s thorny kinship to the royal family, and likely under his own grief, the Earl of Spencer gave a eulogy so politically correct that it erased the flesh-and-blood woman behind the tiara. In some ways, he set the tone for how she would be remembered: as an icon that everyone wanted a piece of, but whom very few can now remember in much intimate or specific detail.

We have learned to structure our grief, however personal and inchoate, by marrying it to an invisible timeline that marches to a capitalist beat, two-stepping in time with pressures to be efficient, to progress, to – most of all – get back to work. The problem with such a regimented and overdeter-mined schedule is that, well, mourning doesn’t work that way. There is no timeline because the work of grieving is never done. There is nothing efficient or productive about loss, but there it is all the same. Through the experience of grief, the heartbroken are uprooted from reality and planted into fantastical registers of the mind where time, results, and myths of progress don’t abide. It’s for this reason that, for me, grief has sometimes felt like my own personal Bermuda Triangle – an imagined place that feels very real, a vortex that has vanished my loved ones, upended reality as I’ve known it, and left me among the shoals to process my loss alone.

This book was written in the sombre but playful spirit of Shadrack. It is a reminder that you have to die. It is a reminder, too, that the anguish of losing is the basis of love. In the following pages I look to cinema, poetry, prose, song lyrics, and personal memory to find a bit more room for us to live with death, beyond the dictates of a calendar. I searched for eulogies that revived the dying art, because I still believe that attesting to a life – in all of its contradictions and nuance – is a confounding but loving task. Even the traumatized soldier of Morrison’s Sula knows, despite his best attempts, that there is no outwitting loss and there is no corralling death. The reckoning is year-round.



The Fairy-Tale Funeral

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, my mother got up very early one morning in the summer of 1981 to sit down in front of her television, the screen’s artificial glow casting a welcoming cone of light toward her, to watch a fairy tale unfold. The wedding of Lady Diana Spencer to Charles, Prince of Wales, in July of that year was a spectacle par excellence – thousands of spectators lined the route of the procession through the streets of London leading to St. Paul’s Cathedral, and a national holiday was declared for the occasion. My mom, Patricia, who at thirty-four was then only three years older than I am now, watched the televised event live, sitting rapt by the marriage ritual of a prince to a beautiful twenty-year-old woman plucked from much humbler beginnings. Pat was already a married mother of two (with two more, including yours truly, to arrive over the next four years), and she would soon enough be appointed to the Superior Court of Ontario as Canada’s sixty-first female judge. Surely she would have been thinking about her own mother, the daughter of a British emigré who came to Canada near the dawn of the tumultuous twentieth century. Perhaps Pat made a cup of tea to underscore the moment with a tinge of colonial affinity, as she watched a softer expression of Britishness than she had known growing up. (Her mother had been rather prim, and Pat had never been a rebel – she didn’t dare pierce her ears or even buy a pair of jeans until after my grandma’s death.)

Diana’s marriage to Charles was a PR dream for the conservative monarchy, a fairy tale that established the People’s Princess as an icon of genteel white femininity. My mom was not alone in her desire to witness one young woman’s transition from stylish singleton into happily ever after. Scholars have since come to agree that the ceremony, viewed by an estimated 750 million people around the globe, even revived a slumbering nostalgia for English traditions. With her kind eyes and flashing smile, Diana made the frills and pomp of the British royalty look almost trendy; she gave the family a distinctly popular celebrity they hadn’t yet known in the modern era.

The nostalgia awakened by the 1981 wedding theatrics has grown into a fervour for royal Englishness that is alive and well in our own moment, from the resounding success of landed-gentry-worshipping shows like Downton Abbey (not to mention the serialized biopic The Crown) to the fastidious cataloguing of Kate Middleton’s choice of pantyhose in the pages of Vanity Fair. I’ve often wondered why American publications care at all about the British royal family – the United States having been founded on the principle of independence from the Crown. I suspect that more than the alluring grace of fabled old money or a continent-sized Oedipal syndrome, the royal family is an icon of an unshakable (albeit completely oppressive) fairy-tale order. Fortified by a history of white supremacy and the colonial strength of its empire, the modern incarnation of the royal family is a site of fascination because it offers attendant fantasies of an interminable power that can never quite be revoked. A king is born by divine right, after all.

The fairy-tale order comes as succour especially to the ignorant, the anxious, and the racist elements of Western society; it is a comfortable literalization of a recognizable status quo. England’s recent decision to leave the European Union (a momentous choice that tipped into reality by a margin of only 3.8 per cent) extends from the same nostalgia for a discreet fairy-tale kingdom. The vote was intended by some to settle the thorny matter of belonging: Brexit has been summed up as the shameful proof that working-class Brits voted without understanding the stakes and fell back on their inherited fears of England’s invasion by foreigners. But, as the British novelist Zadie Smith put it so pithily in the New York Review of Books, ‘a referendum turns out to be a very ineffective hammer for a thousand crooked nails,’ and the Brexit results were a failure. ‘The notable feature of neoliberalism is that it feels like you can do nothing to change it,’ Smith explains, ‘but this vote offered up the rare prize of causing a chaotic rupture in a system that more usually steam-rolls all in its path.’ Brexit, the framing of which appealed to an imaginary, even fairy-tale-like, historical era and completely ignored the contentious relationships within the U.K. between England and Scotland or Northern Ireland, was brought to pass by a wild act of solipsism, one that stomped its foot in reaction to a global idea of belonging at the cost of the hard-won idea of Great Britain.

The ‘deep fracture in British society that has been thirty years in the making’ described by Smith brings us back to Diana, and to the ways her image was manipulated around themes of kinship, upward mobility, and fairy-tale comfort, associations she eventually came to chafe against following her marriage into the royal family. Thirty years prior to Brexit, Princess Diana’s down-to-earth charms were fraying the edges of class boundaries, even as her story seemed to lend credence to the Cinderella fairy tale of marrying above one’s class. Sixteen years after Diana’s wedding, I slumped out of bed at 4 a.m. to watch a televised spectacle with an even larger global audience: her funeral.

The optics between the two events were similar: both involved a seemingly interminable procession, the streets lined with cut flowers laid like little Queen’s Guards wrapped in plastic, hours of live coverage, and never-ending montages of Diana’s face. According to British sociologist John Urry, two billion people tuned in to watch as the princess was laid to rest. Diana’s brother, Charles, 9th Earl of Spencer, gave the official eulogy, a somewhat confused affair. He lauded the late princess as a ‘very British girl’ but also as one ‘who transcended nationality.’ To the Earl of Spencer, Diana was able to emanate beyond the borders of England, expanding her charitable empire, without, for all that, losing a drop of her Englishness. It’s as apt a synopsis of Britain’s colonial mindset as you could ask for. He reminded the assembled mourners that Diana was ‘someone with a natural nobility’ who nonetheless ‘was classless.’ Muddled by grief, certainly, it would seem the earl’s speech was shaped also by a deep misunderstanding of both his sister and what a thoughtful and honest eulogy can do.

By the time I was tuning in to that fateful afternoon procession in London, my mom’s marriage had, like Diana’s, unravelled and I was spending the night at my dad’s condo. Across town, my mom was likewise crawling out of bed to watch teary-eyed as Diana’s funeral cortege proceeded from Kensington Palace to Westminster Abbey. I remember thinking the occasion so important that I decided to record the multi-hour event on VHS – as though the tape would be my teenaged way of bearing witness to Diana’s death, a cheap but sincere relic of loss. I watched the funeral because my mom was watching the funeral, and my mom watched because if her mom had been alive she would have watched, too. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before. Death in my family, and in all the families I had observed in my young life, was dealt with modestly, swiftly, and without talk of it later.

There is a tendency in Western culture to avoid dwelling for too long on the realities of death. Death is uncomfortable, and as such we tend to simply ignore, to the best of our abilities, the most complicated feelings of grief that come with it. Watching Diana’s funeral procession was the first time I found myself encountering the event of death. Nine years later, my mom would take her last breath – a raspy, hollow quake – in the oncology wing of St. Joseph’s hospital in Hamilton, Ontario. Shortly after, I would think back to Diana’s funeral and wonder how the public mourning of the People’s Princess was the most prominent model for the experience of loss available to me, a map that could never match the new and unfamiliar territory of my life with grief.

Critical theorist Sara Ahmed has written lucidly about the tendency prevalent in Britain and North America to deny bad feelings and to champion the ‘good’ ones. That is, to make difficult or bad feelings, like despair, more productive or useful (for example, donating money to a memorial fund in the name of an incredibly wealthy figure because you don’t know how else to express your heartache). Ahmed writes in The Promise of Happiness that as a culture we are addicted to happiness to the extent that any emotion that doesn’t contribute to utter contentment must be quelled. This is not only to protect you from staying too long in the doldrums, but also to prevent your negativity, sadness, or shame from impinging on other people’s pursuit of ‘the good life.’ This need to be happy for yourself and for others morphs into a demand, an injunction to buck up and smile because life’s too short, carpe diem, you only live once, etc.

Ahmed deflates this grandiloquent narrative of self-actualization and self-help, underscoring the myriad ways that a society based on free-market principles is also one that regulates for a baseline level of contentment. She aims to disabuse us of the notion that the social regulation of bad feelings is in the service of our collective happiness. Rather, we are systematically encouraged to repress loss and grief as a way of maintaining productivity for the benefit of a capitalist system. Minimizing any form of dissatisfaction – even when, for instance, that dissatisfaction is entirely warranted by the death of a loved one – is a socially enforced strategy of our neo-liberal era.

This insistence on persistent happiness also works to make invisible certain kinds of emotional labour. Ahmed takes the American housewife as a prime example of this positivity ideology at work: the happy housewife of 1950s America was depicted in television, in film, in newspapers and magazines as a woman who found extreme pleasure and satisfaction in tirelessly working (without pay) to keep her house, children, and husband in order. Following in the footsteps of Betty Friedan and The Feminine Mystique, Ahmed illustrates how ‘the happy housewife is a fantasy figure that erases the signs of labour under the sign of happiness.’ Under happiness, all manner of patriarchal bullshit is forgiven.

In part, the desire to hide inequality beneath the banner of happiness is your run-of-the-mill hegemonic ploy, but it also makes it seem as though any negative feeling is unhealthy, abnormal, and annoying. Expressing grief in a culture that urges happiness becomes almost unimaginable in any sustained or thoughtful way. And that’s where you find the guts of Ahmed’s argument: being angry, or being sad or grief-stricken, is not a character flaw. A false dichotomy has taken root around our notion of happiness wherein anything that does not contribute to that happiness is the enemy. The result of this cult relationship to being happy is that maintaining contentment requires a relinquishing of death and any and all difficult feelings.

In similar terms voiced stateside, Barbara Ehrenreich argues that Americans are relentlessly positive people, obsessed by an optimism so sunny it is often blinding. Consequently, they find it incredibly difficult to express grief, to feel loss, without immediately displacing it. In Bright-Sided: How Positive Thinking Is Undermining America, Ehrenreich argues that this national attitude of unwarranted optimism has snuggled up to another of the country’s foundational myths: that of the extreme benefits of industrial, then consumer, capitalism for all. Ehrenreich writes that ‘the consumer culture encourages individuals to want more – cars, larger homes, television sets, cell phones, gadgets of all kinds – and positive thinking is ready at hand to tell them they deserve more and can have it if they really want it and are willing to make the effort to get it.
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