Words

(On hearing of my Uncle's death)

“From time to time (a Flaubert) would draw his definition of beauty... presenting it as a multiplicity in unity...  it was a matter of capturing the irridescence of the various and imposing a stricter unity on it by means of style.”

          Sartre - “p.154 What is Literature?”  Methuen '67

“My overiding impression is that we have never been in such a state of crisis and fragmentation, in terms of both the individual – the artist, and the aesthetic object.  The crisis is such that not only do we have the difficulty with the question of the work of art, but also the question of beauty itself seems unbearable...”

                Interview with Julia Kristeva by Charles Penwarden in the “Rites of Passage” exhibition catalogue 1995, London Tate Gallery.

Death, I get the news, 

replace the handset for the fleetest moment 

before calling Jackie.  

I need to talk, 

make sense, 

of not knowing until now, three months later, 

that Smed, my uncle, has died, been buried, 

and given a 21 gun salute.

Death, 

the shock of hearing, 

but I'm calmer now and try to understand 

but all I have is the futility of  words,

and how I need

these sounds

these understandings

and the written.

Life, and so much suffering

unnoticed by a blind and alienated fear

and beauty, all we have are words

and sounds, meanings

understandings

and the written.

Faced with the abandonment of final referents such as God, Reason or Utopia, in his thesis, my friend Florian asks “How are we to proceed politically, how are we to take decisions on a terrain of undecidability?   He focuses on Ethics, finding John Caputo's abandonment of the concept in favour of obligation, useful. (1)   

But who would that be for,

the few who know what ethics are?

Who daily choose their cross

or me and the rest

for whom its just a few beers and a conversation?

There's no space to think,

Beauty isn't absent from the world

it didn't ever exist!

Beauty didn't ever exist for most of us

and obligation?

Beauty didn't ever exist,

not the magazine cover,

the holiday ad, the fashion model,

beauty didn't ever exist.

But surely; 

strangely elusive,

somewhere the surprise of sunlight

on a rain drenched sidewalk.

Broadway!

Coming out of the subway.

There was beauty and we knew it

and this is the touchstone;

because we have experienced

have known life as it can be,

have known love,

we have “obligation”.

And we care

because we can care

because we can remember

because we have known beauty.

At moments like this,

one memory finds another

the sudden sky at the turn of the river in Kirkstall.

Smed finding the telescope in the Truro bed and breakfast.

Sharing a bottle of whisky with Bill and Nancy in a London Hotel.

Some people you only meet a few times.

Some people you never meet.

In a pub, waiting for Jackie,

at a separate table

a woman flicks through a catalogue

as much as a prop as our research proposals.

Both occupy,

distract.

I need to talk

but haven't yet learned

to reject the immobilisisng character of fear.

Deaths and entrances conflict

keep me trapped within a viewpoint.

Attempts at explanation

complicate – saying something about me.

(Jackie was good to talk to.)

and as Alfredo will later point out

this moment too,

in its turn,

will become a memory in a catalogue.

1.  “Obligation is what is important about ethics, what ethics contains without being able to contain... Obligation happens.  There is/it gives obligation.”  Caputo “Against Ethics” p18        

