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In Memoriam: Robert Hutchison (1941-2017)
and Simon Edwards (1946-2020)









…Grief melts away

Like snow in May

As if there were no such cold thing.

Who would have thought my shrivel’d heart

Could have recovered greenness?...

from George Herbert, ‘The Flower’




We read to know that we’re not alone

C.S. Lewis in William Nicholson,
Shadowlands
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PREFACE

In late winter my much-loved sister Prue, younger brother Stephen and I made up a bedraggled and irritable convoy, with the shared intention of scattering our Mother’s ashes in Golders Green crematorium gardens. Easy-going Stephen lugged the surprisingly heavy metal urn whose bottom – whenever the wrong lever was touched – kept opening prematurely, so that occasional traces of Mother spewed out onto our path behind us. It felt as strange and disrespectful to leave this trail behind us as it did to try to scoop it up by hand. We finally found the site dedicated to our father’s ashes, and then proceeded to our stepfather’s. Our aim was to divide Mother’s remains equally between her first and second husbands, and Prue had brought a silver fork she had cavalierly collected from my kitchen to mash soil and ash together, a duty she now carried out. The fork did not suffer unduly.

A few weeks after this touching and comical interlude Stephen was diagnosed with a stage four cancer described in medical textbooks with the sinister adjective ‘occult’, meaning secretive. He died that August. Prue was diagnosed not long after. She died on 2 January 2013. If you include our young collie bitch, Sky, that made four rapid deaths in as many years. I was in my sixties and should not have been surprised. But I felt nonetheless unprepared.

How do you ‘prepare’ for bereavement? Christian faith once helped. So (perhaps) did the codes of dress and behaviour with which our Victorian ancestors ritualised and thus recognised different stages of mourning. Nothing much prepares us nowadays. Many theoretical books and articles about grief and mourning are published each year, but no ‘theory’ helps the bereaved much, precisely because grief so strips us naked and profoundly wounds us; and theory, like belief, can in such circumstances seem an insulting irrelevance. Nothing pre-cooked helps. No quick fix, no one-shot deal. No solution, and little comfort. Elizabeth Gilbert has pointed out that grief is a force of energy that cannot be controlled or predicted. ‘Grief does not obey your plans, or your wishes. Grief will do whatever it wants to you, whenever it wants to. In that regard, Grief has a lot in common with Love.’1

About the possible violence entailed in grieving, a recent US radio programme was eloquent. This American Life chooses a weekly theme on which to hang different stories. In May 2021 they broadcast a programme wittily entitled ‘Good Grief’. The first of its powerful narratives foregrounds Rob Delaney, an American comedian, actor, writer, and activist. Delaney in 2018 witnessed the death at home of his two-year-old-son Henry from a brain tumour; he records the experience of bereavement as ferocious and capricious.

Delaney couldn’t believe that his baby had died, his experience of grief resembling psychosis. He forgot the PIN for his bank card and failed to recognise someone with whom he worked all the time. He felt physical pain, fatigue and confusion. And he punched himself in the nose and bloodied himself. ‘I remember, I think the day my son died or the day after, I hit myself in the face. I don’t know why I did it, but I gave myself a bloody nose.’

He had learned some skills from years of sobriety, which – when the intense storms of sadness and anger and confusion came up – helped him not to look away from the pain, try to manage them or push them away, ‘but rather let them move through me as they needed to do… So I do try to be kind of brutal when I talk about it. And I feel like the worse of a picture I can paint, then the better friend I’ve been to you. It’s going to be a real nightmare for a good long while. And you’re going to cry, and you’ll probably puke sometimes.’ Delaney might well understand Olive Kitteridge’s riposte, learning of a friend’s recent bereavement: ‘Then you’re in hell.’2

For many of us, some resources nonetheless remain. One is the shared experiences of others. The testimony of survivors is available and helpful. ‘We read to know that we’re not alone,’ as the character of C.S. Lewis says in Shadowlands, William Nicholson’s play deriving from his book A Grief Observed. Writing can sometimes speak directly to us, be a comfort, a source of inspiration and strength; even, sometimes, of comedy. It is true that ‘being well read doesn’t help when someone who matters dies’.3 However, if grief can feel like an obliteration of identity (about which more, later), reading can re-constitute some sense of community. And there is a bewildering abundance of possible material. Charles Causley’s biting poem – not included here – ‘Ten Types of Hospital Visitor’ satirises the incompetent and aggravating onlookers who manifest either as vampires, know-alls, relentlessly cheerful or perhaps as needing the sick and the dying to reassure them. Unskilled in any case at simply sharing space. Both C. S. Lewis and Julian Barnes record their Causley-like anger at the ineptitude of survivors. They condemn those who attempt trite condolence; but at the same time they also censure those who avoid all or any uncomfortable mention of the dead. It seems that mourning and anger are related. Both are symptoms of powerlessness. No accident that the word ‘grief’ is related to ‘grievance.’

The epitome of well-meaning inadequacy is surely Henry Scott-Holland’s poem ‘Death is Nothing At All’ – often recited at funerals, with its saccharine cant about the dead person having simply gone into the next room. Scott-Holland, a priest at St Paul’s Cathedral, read this poem as part of his sermon on the death of Edward VII in 1910. It ends: ‘All is well./Nothing is hurt; nothing is lost./One brief moment and all will be as it was before./How we shall laugh at the trouble of parting when we meet again!’ Perhaps this can comfort those of Christian faith. His poem may seem to others nonsensical, a consoling or insulting bromide.

A second resource is Buddhism in its earliest form. Here no false consolation is offered, no promise of future reunion in the Sweet By-and-By. When asked how the cosmos started, how it will end, and whether there is life-after-death, the Buddha preserved a noble silence and passed on. Buddhism has few if any outlandish or superstitious beliefs – no Virgin Birth, no Resurrection of the Body and no God either – to sign up to as entry requirements.4 No affiliation is necessary, and there is nothing to join. Buddhism nonetheless characterises human life as having three non-negotiable Marks: Suffering, Impermanence and Egolessness (i.e. nothing lasts, because nothing has a fixed or permanent identity). And suffering in Buddhism is not something by which I am unfairly singled out or victimised, but impersonal and universal, defining life itself – not gloomily, just factually. The underlying thinking of this anthology is Buddhist. We are said to be the sole species that knows it must die; and yet we are also the species that finds death unimaginable and accordingly conjures myths to protect us and pretend death isn’t real and that there might be ‘bananas in heaven’.5 Death and dying, it has been said, insult us.

Depression is one common reaction to apprehending the Three Marks; while the so-called ‘Genuine Heart of Sadness’ is its exact opposite. These two at first hearing sound so similar that ‘feeling sad’ and ‘feeling depressed’ are phrases carelessly used as if interchangeable. But they are opposite states. Depression means repression. It entails closing off, shutting down, cocooning the bereaved from impermanence, loss and change. The ‘Genuine Heart of Sadness’, by contrast, is an open-hearted surrender to the contingency of life. From this point of view, grief is the background music of life itself.

If certain Buddhists have understood this polarisation, they are scarcely alone. Here Rabbi Nachman (1772-1810) comes to mind. This great 18th-century Hassidic Rabbi from Ukraine taught on the difference between broken-heartedness and depression and the difficulty of distinguishing one from the other. ‘Having a broken heart and being depressed are two quite different things… Depression is rooted in the unholy “other side” and God hates it. But being broken-hearted and contrite over one’s sins and shortcomings is very dear and precious to God… It would be very good to be broken-hearted all day. But this could easily throw most people into gloom and depression. You should therefore set aside some time each day for heartbreak. Seclude yourself with God for a given time and break your heart with regret …. Then be happy for the rest of the day.’

Perhaps William Blake evokes the Genuine Heart of Sadness in these well-known, beautiful and simple lines from the ‘Auguries of Innocence’:


Joy and woe are woven fine,

A clothing for the soul divine,

Under every grief and pine,

Runs a joy with silken twine.

It is right it should be so,

We were made for joy and woe,

And when this we rightly know,

Through the world we safely go.





_______________________

1 Eat, Pray, Love, 2006. Among pre-cooked accounts, Freud’s famous 1917 essay ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ might be included. This essay distinguishes the hard psychological work necessary for mourning, from melancholia, which Freud deems pathological, resembling depression.

2 Elizabeth Strout, Olive Kitteridge (2008) p 318.

3 Edmund de Waal, Guardian 21 May 2018.

4 The Buddhist belief in reincarnation – arguably deriving from Hinduism where it supports and justifies the caste system – might be thought one bizarre entry requirement.

5 See Yuval Harari’s 2014 TED talk with that title.
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