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Tonight’s performance will run for approximately one hour and forty-five minutes. There will be no intermission.

Program Notes

The lecture tonight is a philosophical meditation on the nature of mourning.  At its heart is the realization that the death of others—the death of The Other—is the only way in which we experience death. One’s own death is un-thinkable.  Not merely for the sense in which one fears it or cannot fathom it, but for the simple fact that it is not an event, not some thing that can ever really be personally experienced. Everything we know about death, which is so little in the end, thus comes to us from our experience of the death of others—which is to say, from mourning.  And as every friendship, every love, every relationship with every living thing, human and otherwise, must acknowledge that one or the other participant will be the first to go, mourning is a fundamental part of what it means to be alive, to be in the world together.

Mourning, Language, and Art
Language, like all carnivores, lives by means of the corpse—the carcass of the sign and symbol, the mourning that lingers in the sounding of the depths of words.  Writing, especially, participates in the risks of mourning as it represents the lure of “closure.”  Once a word is written down it can exist without its author: it points to our mortality, to a world continuing on without us.  The fact that our words can exist without us suggests in some sense that we ourselves are not important, not permanent.  And yet, we write.  And we paint and we sing and we dance.  For all art—all acts of creation—point to this mortality, to the possibility and even the necessity of our eventual death...and the world continuing on.

The Life and Death of the Cosmos

Like all things, the universe began and will end.  As it passes through various phases in its existence—in the 13.7 billion years so far that it has been something rather than nothing—the phase marked by the appearance of life has been brief.  And it will soon be over. As the universe heads toward its final thermodynamic heat-death trillions upon trillions of years from now, the time during which life was possible will prove to have been merely a blink of a cosmic eye, long gone, long forgot.

Writing and the Death of the Name

 “Do not so much as my poor name rehearse,” laments the narrator of the Shakespearean sonnet who has lost his hope and will soon lose his life, “but let your love even with my life decay.”  In the impossible command for there to be no mourning comes the parallel command for one’s name to die as well.  Names not only are a making-present, but an invocation.  They are literally a “calling-in”—a request for response and thus a hope one need not mourn because the Other is still there to answer back. But what of the written name?  The specter in the hand-written signature of those we loved who are now gone; the gravestone that holds the name in a way that is different from the grave that holds the body below? 

Sorrow, Hope, and the Movement of the Body

Middle Eastern belly dance returns the body to the Earth, to the rhythms and cycles that create us and always come to claim us. As we move toward the southeast, Indo-nesian classical dance often represents a state of inner bliss and “sublime vision,” as well as the balance of tensions in the physical and spiritual worlds.  In Bali, the Gabor dance is a welcoming ceremony in which fresh (but dying) flower petals are offered up to guests. The dance is sharp and angular—befitting tonight’s welcoming of the newly-departed to the afterlife. Dating back to 600 C.E., Javanese Bedoyo dance blends the religion and aesthetics of India and Southeast Asia with the culture of indigenous Java. The stylized hands, fingers, and poses of the body found in the slower, more contemplative Javanese dance mark the influence of Hinduism as well as Buddhist and Taoist thought.  As in many cultures, the classical dances of Indonesia takes as their starting place the idea that the body is a natural object, reflecting the natural world of which it is a part, and as such is connected to all other things that are alive—and thus dying.

Aletheia, Un-forgetfulness, and Truth

In Ancient Greek, the word for “concealment” or “forgetfulness” is lethe. One of several underworld rivers in Hades, the River Lethe was the body of water from which newly arriving and newly departing souls were said to be forced to drink. A sip from Lethe would thus cause the souls who were arriving to forget their previous worldly existence, and the souls that were going back to Earth to forget the underworld.  Aletheia is, literally, “un-forgetfulness” or “un-concealment.” But most scholars translate the word into English as “truth.”  In The Republic, Plato speaks not only of truth but also of the forgetful dead on the plain of Lethe.  In Dante’s Christian allegory, The Divine Comedy, the River Lethe begins at the top of the mountain of Purgatory, flowing steadily down to Hell. In English, the relationship between truth and forgetting—between truth and death—is not obvious. But in aletheia all of these resonances sound clearly.  When, if ever, is it appropriate to forget our dead?  

“There is no more ridiculous custom than the one that makes you express sympathy once and for all on a given day to a person whose sorrow will endure as long as his life.  Such grief, felt in such a way, is always ‘present,’ it is never too late to talk about it, never repetitious to mention it again.”    —Marcel Proust (1871-1922), Letters
