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ABSTRACT

This article explores the art of letter-writing, specifically to our beloved

dead, as a form of autoethnographic research, pedagogy, and care work. As

university teachers and qualitative researchers in palliative and end-of-life

care, we review the literature and history of epistolary communications

with the deceased, as a prelude to writing our own letters. John writes to his

long-dead mother and Dorothy to her recently deceased spouse Patrick,

each letter followed by a reflective dialogue between us. Through this

dialogue, we highlight the potential application of this art, or handcraft, to

formal and informal palliative care, and the implications for practice,

pedagogy, policy, and research. We propose that such direct, non-mediated,

communications can offer a valuable form of healing for bereaved people.

The therapeutic potential of letter writing and the abundance of literary

and popular culture exemplars of responses from the dead are also largely

unexplored in death education and research.
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A hunger seized my heart; I read

Of that glad year which once had been,

In those fallen leaves which kept their green,

The noble letters of the dead.

– Alfred Lord Tennyson, 1850, Lines 21-24

(Ricks, 1987, p. 412)

In his In Memoriam A.H.H., Tennyson conveys his mystical reunion with dead

friend Arthur Hallam, using “fallen leaves” as a metaphor for Hallam’s “noble

letters.” Inspired by this potential for reunion, we record in this article our

experiences of writing to our beloved dead, reviving, like Tennyson, their

voices and accepting their words “until enraptured by a momentary experience

which incorporates but stands outside orthodox conceptions of material and

immaterial existence.

So word by word, and line by line,

The dead man touched me from the past,

And all at once it seemed at last

The living soul was flashed on mine

– (Lines 33-36; Follini, 2003, p. 6)

We highlight the value of letters and first-person accounts for palliative care-

givers and cared-for at different historical moments (see Graham-Pole, 2007;

Lander, Napier, Fry, Brander, & Acton, 2006). Dorothy, like other feminist

historians and biographers, points to the power of the letters of nineteenth-century

women activists to occupy the border space of private and public spheres, to

negotiate presence and absence, to cement social bonds, and to effect social

change (see Klein, 2001, p. 6; Lander, in press; Mahoney, 2003). John found it

natural, when crafting a poem about his doctor-father’s death, to use the second

person singular, as in a letter form: “That last evening you’d made your closing

plan, summoned your lawyers, your surviving wife, changed your will, challenged

your intern with tests of your own composing. . . . When I had heard (arrested

at my own hospital in attending another’s death) I’d cried hard, like the sun,

for unsettled things, the times we’d tried hard, in our separate isolations, to

reach each other” (Graham-Pole, 1996, p. 140).

We explore the “epistolary art” (King, 1995) to illustrate our stories of

mourning as autoethnography in death education and research, through building

narrative relationships between giver and receiver, teller and listener. Letter-

writing supports Caroline Ellis’s (2004) description of autoethnography: “Usually

written in first-person voice, autoethnographic texts appear in a variety of forms—

short stories, poetry, fiction, novels, photographic essays, scripts, personal essays,

journals, fragmented and layered writing, and social science prose” (Ellis, 2004,

p. 38). Dorothy is a 61-year-old Senior Research Professor in Adult Education

at a Canadian university, and recently bereaved spouse; John is a 66-year-old

English Emeritus Professor of Pediatric, Palliative, and Arts Medicine at an
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American university. Our letters draw on personal experiences of losing loved

ones and, consistent with Ellis’s description, use first person and first names, as a

reflexive art form to cultivate the autobiographical and intimate, by embodying

our demographic, learned, and textual positions (Chiseri-Strater & Sunstein,

1997, pp. 57-58). After each letter we offer a dialogue to explore their pedagogical

and research potential.

THE HISTORY OF EPISTOLARY ART

Before phones, e-mails, texts, Facebook, and blogs, letter-writing was crucial

for communication. Today, while society writes “letters less and less, scholars

are writing more and more about writing letters” (Ivask, 1990, p. 213). Pedro

Salinas’ (1948) defense of epistolary correspondence, decries “a world without

senders, addressees, and letter carriers. A universe in which all is said dryly, in

abbreviated fashion, hurriedly and on the run, without art and without grace”

(as cited in Ivask, 1990, p. 213). Henry James wrote novels by day and letters

by night, and stresses the letter’s symbolic and therapeutic import; the self

“incarnated by the materiality of ink and paper . . . [inheres] in a homesick James

writing to his mother from Half-Moon Street, Piccadilly, in 1869, ‘I must begin

a letter or else I shall begin to howl.’ The epistolary act, in this formulation,

doesn’t just describe sensation, it claims identity with it, reconfiguring the beating

heart and incipient wail in its sentences” (Follini, 2003, p. 1).

Octavio Paz (1973) writes: “the handmade object is a sign that expresses human

society in a way all its own: not as work (technology), not as symbol (art, religion),

but as a mutually shared physical life. Being made by human hands, the craft object

is made for human hands” (p. 21). As artifacts/handcrafts, letters symbolize

healing touch in evoking stories that, passed hand-to-hand embody the evanescent

“silent music and invisible art” (Carpenter, 1978) of connection with loved

ones—ill, quick, or dead. For Emily Dickinson, the letter “feels to me like

immortality because it is the mind alone without corporeal friend” (as cited in

Decker, 1998, p. 41), the geographic distance anticipating the correspondents’

mutual death and subsequent immortal life to each other.

Although, theoretically, there is no reason not to turn e-mail correspondence

into epistolary art, the medium works against it. “Needy speediness is the enemy

of style” (Plumly, 2007/2008, p. 6). Although the explosion of internet cemeteries

and memorial sites offer opportunities for addressing the dead, epistolary art

as art in the way we are advocating it, accords with the earlier era of “single,

occasional, exciting, personal letters” like those written by Jane Austen, Lord

Byron, Sigmund Freud, D. H. Lawrence, and John Keats (p. 6). In contrast,

e-mail and text messaging promote the hasty writing of several messages a

day, whereas letters “had a beginning, a middle, and a carefully crafted con-

clusion. Effort was exerted to make them discursive, amusing, and readable”

(p. 6). To underscore this contrast, Orr (2005) converted John Keats’s explanation
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of “negative capability” as set forth in a letter to his brothers, George and

Thomas, to a text message, which “8nt Xactly gud 2 look @” (p. 14). Keats’s

epistolary musings on negative capability could describe the art of writing to

our beloved dead: “that is, when man [sic] is capable of being in uncertainties,

Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason” (as cited

in Plumly, 2007/2008, p. 7).

According to 19th-century letter-writing manuals, the letter should give the

illusion of oral communication: “A letter is a conversation between people who

are absent from one another. . . . To succeed at it, imagine that you are in the

presence of whomever you are addressing, that they can hear the sound of your

voice and that their eyes are fixed on yours” (Chartier, Boureau, & Dauphin,

1997, p. 132). And when a lover writes, according to French literary critic Roland

Barthes, she is engaging in “a relation, not a correspondence. . . . Like desire,

the love letter waits for an answer; it implicitly enjoins the other to reply”

(Barthes, 1978, p. 158). The dualities enshrined in letter writing are exemplified

in Henry James’ epistolary art—“the intimacy claimed yet the absence affirmed

by the written missive” (Follini, 2003, p. 1). This seems to be the way “as if”

conversations work with the “imaginal presence” of the dead too (Becker &

Knudson, 2003, p. 694). Compilers of manuals insisted unanimously that “every

letter merited a reply” (Chartier et al., 1997, p. 138) and we submit this is the

tacit expectation of those who write to their beloved dead.

Writing to the dead is a handcraft that hospice artists-in-residence facilitate

with individuals and groups (see Gallagher, D’Lima, Tamba et al., 2008; Wolton,

Al Sanousi, Kuebelbeck, Clinton, & Hamberger, 2008, p. 128). Sandra Bertman’s

(1999) book, Grief and the Healing Arts, documents the power of creativity in

palliative care, research and pedagogy, and in common with epistolary art, its

power for engaging in relation: “The expressive arts and therapies function

beautifully as vehicles to help us reshape grief. Ultimately, the potential for

healing in the midst of suffering exists because grief is about creating and

transforming bonds of attachment, not severing them irrevocably” (Bertman,

1999, p. 15). As writer-in-residence at Nottinghamshire Hospice, Sheelagh

Gallagher facilitated a group in which Arthur wrote letters to his dead wife about

“the various stages in their lives together, saying what he had never before put into

words. . . . When Arthur said to his wife as they showed his folder to a visitor, ‘You

didn’t know I was a writer, did you?’ he was simply telling it how it was”

(Gallagher et al., 2008, pp. 99-100).

The “Dear Mr. Death” project in the South Bronx, which has NYC’s highest

AIDS rate, brings activism and epistolary art together, serving as community

bereavement and education. Over 200 HIV+ people and families addressed letters

to “death,” expressing their feelings about how AIDS affected them and their

community. The letters, in English, Spanish, French, Swahili, and Arabic, were

displayed throughout NYC—in churches, courthouses and the UN headquarters

(Greene, Norwood, Romsey-Ahmed, & Gillespie, 1998).
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The earliest surviving examples of letters to the dead are fifteen written between

2700 BC and 1000 BC on pottery or papyrus by Egyptian families (Wente, 1990,

pp. 210-219). A fragment from Mer-irtief to husband Neb-itief starts: How are

you? Does the Great One (the goddess of the West) look after you according

with your wish? Behold, I am the one you loved on earth. References to com-

municating with the dead in this journal (OMEGA) typically focus not on grief

but on parapsychology’s contribution to death studies (Rogo, 1974) and the

reality/unreality of the spirit world and afterlife (Scheitle, 2004/2005; Stafford

Betty, 2006). We have found a few modern exemplars, although not usually as

letters. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s The Wheel of Life (1997) refers to channeling,

and the journal of Anne Philipe, widow of actor Gerard Philipe, and C. S. Lewis’s

A Grief Observed (1976) address their beloveds as in conversation. Lewis writes:

“Look your hardest, dear. I wouldn’t hide if I could. We didn’t idealize each

other. We tried to keep no secrets. You knew most of the rotten places in me

already. If you now see anything worse, I can take it” (Lewis, 1976, pp. 83-84).

Philipe (1992) writes:

The next day I went to find you. A mad rendezvous, and one more monologue.

I remained outside reality, without being able to go in. The tomb was there, I

could touch the earth that covered you, and without being able to help it, I

began to believe that you would come, a little late as usual; that soon I would

feel you approach me, that we would gaze together on this tomb just barely

covered up (p. 139).

Sharon Bajer’s (2005) play, Molly’s Veil, on the life of first Mayor of Ottawa,

Charlotte Whitton, is the only unguided (not part of a bereavement support or

community education program) modern exemplar we know of writing directly

to the dead. Bajer’s Playwright’s Notes: “Ms. Whitton had a secret box of

letters that she bequeathed to National Archives of Canada with instructions that

it not be opened until 25 years after her death. What I found in that secret box

was the world Ms. Whitton kept out of the public eye—the world of Lottie and

Mardie” (Bajer, 2005, p. I). At play’s end Lottie addresses the now dead Mardie:

Sometimes I thought that I was writing for your sake, but now that you’re

gone, I realize I was really writing for myself. . . . I suppose, Margaret, that

I should finally let you rest and let the make-believe come to an end. . . .

Before you go, did I tell you that I’m finally going to meet the future queen!

And I’m gonna look swell! (p. 108).

Letter-writing’s creative nature is well suited to death education, embodying

holistic concepts that interweave pedagogy with connection, moving learners

toward reflective and creative expression. These concepts ally with advocacy

and activism in Cicely Saunders’ letters to hospice pioneers in far flung corners

of the world (Clark, 2005), including Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, Florence Wald,

and Balfour Mount. In encouraging the interplay between dichotomies—grief

and joy, hope and fear, impotence and autonomy—letter writing expresses the

RESURRECTING AN EPISTOLARY ART / 317



divine mystery beyond human understanding that intrudes at times of serious

illness and death (see Lander & Graham-Pole, 2006). And so it is that John

wrote to his mother and Dorothy to her deceased husband, Patrick.

JOHN’S LETTER TO HIS MOTHER

My mother was a single parent who died of cancer when I was 12. I was

moved to write to her after 50+ years by recent reflections on teaching death

education in medical school.

Dear Mummy,

It’s high time I wrote you! The last letter I actually posted would have been

from boarding school—more than 50 years ago. Yesterday I was having a good

cry while Dorothy comforted me. And I realized I still miss you—I guess grief

lasts a lifetime. I think it’s because there haven’t been many people I’ve really

trusted since.

But—65 years young and happier than ever! You’d be proud, and sure let

me know it—like when I won that prize (Dombey and Son, it was) for Latin or

that little silver cup for the school handicap. I just retired after 40 years of

doctoring, and about 20 years ago I finally figured out my course was sub-

consciously set the moment I heard you had died. Uncle Ken [an overworked GP]

always tried to talk me out of becoming a doctor after we went to live with him,

and I could never come up with why I was so set on it—after all, I hated science

in school! But I know now it was no accident I chose first oncology, then

pediatrics—your death made me declare a 12-year-old’s war on cancer, and

after my miserable adolescence I lost my heart to the first sick child I saw—though

it was scary as hell.

It still astounds me that no one told me, an intelligent 12-year-old, you were

dead until 3 days later. I wasn’t even given a clue you were seriously ill. Looking

back, I’m sure that lack of candor left an enduring mark on my whole career.

You know, we’re still doing it—avoiding the truth when we talk to our patients. I

just finished reading this new book by a surgeon, Pauline Chen, who wrestles

with the paradox that our medical profession, trained first and foremost to care

for the ill, still succeeds in depersonalizing death (Chen, 2007). So I want to tell

you a bit about what I’ve learned about telling patients and families the truth,

because I think I’ve been dwelling on this subconsciously ever since they finally

got around to telling me what had happened to you. The last 5 years I’ve been a

children’s hospice doctor. People often ask me how and especially why—and

lately I’ve been figuring that one out too. In 1976, 10 years after graduating,

I came back to Barts [St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London] as one of Britain’s

first pediatric oncologists. I look back and see it was the universally held view,

in 1960’s British medical circles at least, that telling the patient outright what

was wrong with them—giving the actual name to their illness—would throw them
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into such crisis that it would speed things up and hasten their death. So silence

was maintained by all. My very first week, this radiation oncologist asked me

to see a patient (I’ll call him Brian) she’d been treating for a bone cancer that

had now spread very widely. Did my new chemotherapy treatments have anything

to offer, she wondered?

One look at Brian’s xrays told me his time was terribly short, and that any

drugs I might offer would buy him a couple of months at most. When I went into

his hospital room, he was stretched out on a gurney, in obvious pain, his parents

on either side. It wasn’t until I came closer and our eyes met that I saw abruptly

this whole scenario was an uncharted sea for me. I had never had to tell a patient

I had little or nothing to offer, let alone utter that spectral “D” word. I’m sure no

one back in the 1950’s spoke directly of death with you; and it flashed on me

that in all the conversations I’d witnessed between senior doctors and patients

in similar circumstances I had never seen real candor shown. None of them had

even talked to us privately about how such dialogues should go; it just wasn’t

in the teaching curriculum.

But the picture came clear: here I was, and here the buck stopped. I couldn’t

duck the truth and be true to myself; I just had to wing it. My first intuition was

that I needed to talk to him directly, not to his parents about him; so I pulled

my chair up close to his side, put a hand on his forearm, and I asked about his

symptoms, whether he was getting enough pain meds (it didn’t look like it),

and how his treatments had been so far. He was hard to draw out until I asked

a bit about when he was last home and what he enjoyed doing. He loosened

up a little, mentioned friends who came around, managed a wry grin about

getting out of so much school. After a bit I brought his parents in on the

conversation, asking them what Dr S had told them. They were awkward at

first talking freely in front of Brian, but when they saw I wasn’t in a rush to

leave for my next patient, and was encouraging them to open up a little, things

started to flow. And that dreaded word “cancer” came up for what must have

been the first time between the three of them. Did anyone ever use the word

with you, I wonder, mummy?

Well, for my part, I was having another, happier epiphany: listening was a

whole lot easier than talking. I had time to sense not just the understanding

but the emotional temperature between the three of them—and time to frame

my own approach. I started reflecting back for them the sequence of Brian’s

illness, and what it really meant for a treatment to stop working. I told them all

about chemotherapy, what they could reasonably expect and at what expense

in terms of side effects. I let each bit of this sink in, while giving myself time to

breathe and take in their response. I told them they had choices, must weigh

things between them, not rush their decision. And I said I would be happy to

look after Brian, help with his pain and other symptoms, whether or not he chose

to get any chemotherapy. They didn’t ask about the future, and none of us spoke

the D-word; but its presence seemed palpable. Enough said.

RESURRECTING AN EPISTOLARY ART / 319



We did give Brian chemotherapy, at his request, but it didn’t slow things down

any. So we kept him comfy while he lived out his last weeks in hospital, and the

three of them seemed to accept things. Death was never mentioned in front of

him that I know of, but Brian seemed to relax and welcome my visits, while his

parents pressed me privately with questions about how the end would be, what

they could do, and what to tell him. Did you ever ask those kinds of questions, I

wonder? Because I came to see that no question had an answer that I could

have learned in medical school; but I kept relearning that big lesson: listen

more than talk. And I can only think that your death, Mummy, and the way the

communications were handled, played a huge part in shaping me as a doctor.

Reflective Dialogue

D: It feels like it came to you what form your presence with your patient should

take. If that kind of presence had been available among our doctors when

Patrick was dying, it would have been a different experience.

J: Well, how to talk about death and dying is only now getting into medical

school curricula. The outlook for cancer had to get a whole lot better before the

word itself became “respectable” and doctors could name it and give their

patients an idea of their likely course (Novack et al., 1979). Even today, though,

my profession gets little training in how to break bad news (Baile et al., 1999),

and the paraphernalia of medical care can keep people alive almost indefin-

itely, even when we feel we are acting against our conscience (Burt, 2005).

D: Listen more than talk is part of the doctor’s “presence,” isn’t it, but it feels

a bit too like a mantra, a formula, to express its complexities. I wonder if

it’s more what Parker Palmer says about teaching, “We teach who we are”

(Palmer, 1998, p. 2). Do you “doctor” who you are?

J: I try to, I think. Of course, the original meaning of doctor is teacher.

D: Yes, in German they address the teacher as Frau or Herr Doktor.

J: I like that word play of presents—“gifts” and “presence.”

D: Which reminds me, Patrick was delighted with an ad for a watch that

read: “There is no present like the time.” Keeping the word play going, Liz

Crocker and Bev Johnson have written a story-filled book entitled Privileged

Presence, in which one claim is that “It’s Not About Time: Small Moments

and Lasting Memories” (Crocker & Johnson, 2006, pp.181-209). Presence for

them is about acts of kindness—“the simple human touch from my caregivers”

(p. 189); “when caregivers revealed something about themselves that made a

personal connection to my plight” (p. 195); “It felt good to leave the medical

talk and speak heart to heart” (p. 198); “This woman, as she cuddled her dying

husband, slowly and gently, sang him his life and their lives together” (p. 203).

J: I can hear Patrick’s delight. It’s so much in keeping with what you’ve said

about his love of word play. There’s really no greater gift than our presence,

is there? It’s the gift of our time. I just heard about this book of stories called
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Listening is an Act of Love (Isay, 2007). What do you think Parker Palmer

meant and how would more doctor presence have made it different for Patrick

and you?

D: Well, it was different on the few occasions when a doctor or nurse shared

their own sense of vulnerability with me. There is humility in saying, “I’m

scared,” which at once puts doctor and family on the same plane. It says that

doctors, even when they don’t have cures, can have compassion. So I think

Parker Palmer means we teach our values, show our common humanity. His

whole book calls for teachers to “know thyself”—both subject matter and

ways of teaching/learning.

Let me try something. I bet we could replace doctor for teacher and patient

for student in Parker Palmer’s text, The Courage to Teach, and not skip a beat.

Think of it in the context of teaching death and dying: “Good [doctors] possess

a capacity for connectedness. They are able to weave a complex web of con-

nections among themselves, their subjects, and their [patients] so that [patients]

can learn to weave a world for themselves. . . . The connections made by good

[doctors] are held not in their methods but in their hearts—meaning heart

in its ancient sense, as the place where intellect and emotion and spirit and

will converge in the human self” (p. 11). And surely capacity for connection is

capacity for presence?

J: That’s a lovely clarification. I’ve spent the latter half of my career trying to

bring my whole self to the workplace—body, mind, and spirit. Like Parker

Palmer, I’ve been a Quaker from way back, and believe deeply in what I call

spirit medicine. To bring our whole selves to the workplace means bringing

out spiritual values into every patient and family encounter. I feel my work is

God-given—it’s important to acknowledge that and not be shy about it. Most

medical schools now have coursework not just on death and dying but on

spirituality in medicine too. So yes, I try in my doctoring to be my whole

self—failing miserably maybe, but dusting myself off and trying again.

D: I must say, though, this seat-of-the-pants approach doesn’t inspire confidence!

If medical school or your colleagues didn’t provide you with mentoring,

who did?

J: I often say I learned everything I know from my patients, the younger the

better. So I think it’s just been paying good attention to young people, listening

well, and finding out what works.

D: Yes, I often tell you how much I learned from Patrick, especially the dying

Patrick. You don’t tell your mother directly what you learned from her dying.

You must have learned more than just making those choices to become a

pediatrician, then an oncologist. Thoughts?

J: I think your question goes right back to the “gift” of cancer—my mother’s,

or Patrick’s, or anyone else’s. At some level, everyone I’ve cared for with

any skill owes thanks to my mother. She set me on my course, but my course
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moved on from oncology to trying to be an artist in palliative care. It sounds

very grand but it was a vocation from very early, to “handcraft” my skill in

serving others. I love the word servant, by the way; the Greek is ������

(theraps), from which we get therapist. And servant also means attendant,

so I like the label “attending” nowadays attached to physicians almost as

a matter of course. Richard Sandor, in The Attending Physician, writes:

“It seems to me that if there is anything unique about being an attending

physician, it is the force with which ones daily work demands a vision of

the direction of a genuine inner development . . . the search for a higher

consciousness must have for its aim the development of conscience” (Sandor,

1990, p. 39).

D: I still think it was the actual fact of your mother’s death that set you on your

chosen course, including its transitions. But I don’t have a strong sense of

who she was that might have moved you toward art for health. I do know

she played the piano, and was interested in the arts.

J: She was more than interested. She was a woman of letters; I mean, she

graduated with an M.A. from London University in the 1930s. She was both

a musician and a prolific letter-writer. The visual arts were my father’s

domain. He was a respected painter and cabinet-maker as well as a doctor.

But much more than that—and perhaps time distorts things—she feels like

the embodiment of wisdom to me.

D: Can you think of a time from your childhood, when your mother used music,

or play, or any other art or craft, which affected the family’s health? Your

sister Jane told us about your mother doing the flower arrangements for the

church, a role she herself carries on today, but you had no memory of this. I

have a hunch the art of mothering is so built into the everyday that separate

episodes aren’t easily retrieved.

J: I think it comes back to the simple but hard art of being present—her presence

for me for the first 12 years of my life. She utterly rejected the possibility

of working for her living, let alone advancing her career, to raise us. She put

her whole brilliant self into the art of mothering, in the largest sense, in our

formative years. This is for me the most holistic form of education and

health care there is.

DOROTHY’S LETTER TO HER DECEASED HUSBAND

My beloved Patrick:

You introduced me to jazz. My very first trips to New York and to London were

with you in the early 1980s and were heady with jazz and our new love. That very

first visit to New York, we went to Eddie Condon’s jazz club; the club has since

disappeared but I am still wearing the green T-shirt with the club logo, which you

gave me. Also on that first trip we saw the Broadway show Sweet Charity, written

by Neil Simon, and featuring the songs of jazz pianist Cy Coleman, such as “Hey
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Big Spender” and “If My Friends Could See Me Now.” Over the years we heard

Oscar Peterson and Carmen McCrae at the Blue Note in Greenwich Village.

Her rendition of “A New York State of Mind” seemed to express our own

experience of this astonishing city. I was so impressed when you recognized

Anita O’Day sauntering into The Village Vanguard as part of the audience.

And, of course, no visit to London was complete without the trek (by

number 9 bus from Aldwych to Hammersmith and then on to Barnes) to The

Bull’s Head jazz pub. Remember how we kept noticing how so many of these

aging artists died within the year of our sharing a room with them? This

happened first with Vic Dickinson on trombone, then with Carmen MacCrae

on vocals, and soon after Wild Bill Davison on trumpet. [Brace for a groaner,

to use your word: Do you suppose we might have told ourselves that jazz

musicians never die, they just extemporize?] While I gravitated to the vocalists,

you would always zone in on the instrumentalists, and amazingly could identify

them on first hearing a recording on the radio. You gave instrumentalists the

edge on your once-a-week item called “Song Stuff” on the CBC drive-home

radio show you hosted. I remember your piece on Nat King Cole, in which you

pointed out that he was a jazz pianist for many years before he made his

name—and fortune—as a singer. I suppose I still have the albums from the

time you were a judge for the Juno awards in the jazz category in the early 80s.

I must look.

One of our more memorable trips to London was when we heard Diana Krall

at the fairly small jazz room in Pizza on the Park, when she had but one CD to

her name. You had that CD, which you got hold of after hearing her sing—and

yes, accompany herself on piano—in a CBC interview with Peter Gzowski. He

predicted we would be hearing much more from her and so did you. In the

club, you approached Diana during the break and told her how you had been

following her career since first you heard her on radio. She was glad to meet a

Canadian in London, and introduced you to her mother who was in the audience.

In the encore, Diana asked for requests, and you called out “Squeeze Me”—and

then hastily clarified, “I mean the song”—but someone else had got in ahead

with another request. At the end of the evening, as Diana was leaving, she came

over to you and gave you a big hug. Did I enjoy teasing you that Diana knew

all along that you weren’t requesting the song at all!!

Our last trip together was to London, and the Bulls Head in Barnes, in the

summer of 2003. By the spring of 2004, you had lost interest in eating. We knew

something was seriously wrong and we made several trips to the emergency

room and to specialists for a diagnosis over the next several weeks; on May 7

(my birthday), your wonderful surgeon, “Dr. Mo,” worked up a sweat (as he put

it) removing the large tumour from your ascending colon. We knew you had

cancer, and that the surgery wasn’t able to remove it all, and that you were in

for a bout of chemotherapy. Nobody, not us anyway, was saying that you were

dying—after all, I was on sabbatical and we had plans for spending more time
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together, with jazz always the perk for accompanying me to academic conferences

in some big city—an “urban fix” for an “urban bumpkin,” as you would say in

reference to our everyday life in rural Nova Scotia. Preparing for your return

home from the hospital, your daughter Louise and I decided that if you could

not go to hear jazz, we would bring jazz to you. Worried as we were, we had

great fun anticipating your surprise at our converting the downstairs living room

into our bedroom. You did know about this but what you did not know was

that there would be a new larger TV that included a DVD player. I drove you

home and just as you were entering the room, Louise switched on the DVD of

Diana Krall, Live in Paris, singing, “I Love Being Here With You,” accompanying

herself on the piano. You probably know at least some of the members of her

jazz band, but I had to look them up. You were suitably surprised: Your first

question without even looking at the screen was: “Is that Diana Krall?” And

then, “Is that a new TV?”

I would not have guessed that jazz would offer me comfort when you died on

November 18, 2004. Although we didn’t talk about it in your dying days, Bruce

MacKinnon’s editorial cartoons in The Halifax Herald that linked the coincidence

of the deaths of jazz trumpeter Miles Davis and Dr. Seuss in 1991, had delighted

both of us. (Dr. Seuss asks Miles Davis, “Are you the Cat in the Hat?”) (see

Figure 1). And then, in 1997 his cartoon put Princess Diana and Mother Teresa

on the same heavenly cloud. I didn’t learn until later that Cy Coleman had died

on the same day and at the same age as you ( 75)—or if I did hear, I probably

wouldn’t have connected him as the Broadway songwriter of Sweet Charity,

or as a jazz pianist in his own right. I spotted the write-up of his death in The

Guardian Weekly, which you subscribed to. This often gave us advance notice

of jazz events coming up in London. I cut out the column on Cy Coleman’s life

in jazz and read it over and over, as if to imagine some Latin rhythms for you in

the hereafter. Learning that before Cy Coleman achieved fame as a composer, he

played jazz piano in servicemen’s clubs, “because according to cabaret singer

Bobby Short ‘This was where he sprang from,’” I had a flash of you pulling

this together for a “Song Stuff” item. I expect you know that Cy’s plangent

“I’m Gonna Laugh You Right Out of My Life” was a big hit for Nat King Cole,

which “paid him enough to make sure he didn’t want for anything else.” Extrapo-

lating from Bruce’s cartoon of two men meeting on a heavenly cloud, both

acquiring wings, I imagine you and Cy as angels, you with your microphone

in hand in your interview mode, “Now what would you say if your friends could

see you now?”

Reflective Dialogue

J: This is so full not just of music but of humor too. You’ve often told me that

Patrick became like a child in his dying (Lander & Graham-Pole, 2008),

and it was almost as if he could fly. Paraphrasing G. K. Chesterton (1959),
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children like “angels can fly, because they take themselves lightly” (p. 160).

I think humor can sometimes help make the unbearable bearable—my

friend Patch Adams says, “Show me the evidence that solemnity ever

cured anything.”

I was thinking how the glamorous Diana Krall giving Patrick a squeeze

gives new meaning to the term music therapy! About those “couples” car-

toons, though, haven’t you chatted to Bruce MacKinnon about his work?

D: Yes. And it occurred to me that Bruce addresses his readers much like a

letter-writer when he crafts his cartoons, especially those to do with death

and disaster. Although, unlike personal letters, he doesn’t expect or often

get a response to his work, unless it really strikes a chord. For example, he

had learned from letters to the editor that he needed to be unerringly solemn

in his drawings about loss of life—to use Bruce’s words, “reverence is

paramount.” With reference to Swiss Air 111, which crashed into the waters

just outside Halifax, Nova Scotia in 1998, several readers objected to his

using irony: a fisherman casting his nets and saying “I never thought I

would be praying for empty nets.” On the other hand, letters responding

to his drawing after the death of Ernie Coombs in 2001, better known as

Mr. Dressup [a Canadian TV program for children] were overwhelmingly

positive (see Figure 2). Here Mr. Dressup’s two puppets, Finnegan and
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Figure 1. Miles Davis and Dr. Seuss, 1991, Editorial Cartoonist

Bruce MacKinnon, The Chronicle Herald.

(Reproduced with permission from The Halifax Herald Limited.)
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Casey, are in mourning, along with all the “grownup children” who had

watched the program.

To quote Bruce:

It was a carefully rendered drawing and it was about as sensitive a treatment

that you could give to two puppets, you know. . . . [T]hey were isolated in it,

sort of a spotlight-like, show biz thing, black with a white spot, and it just had

an impact. . . . The response was ridiculous. For days and weeks and months

afterwards people were requesting prints.

Bruce shared an old adage about political cartooning, “sort of our

mantra”—“we are here to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”

It strikes me that would be a useful mantra for death educators and coun-

selors too.

Bruce also talked of his delight in cosmic coincidences. Elisabeth Kübler-

Ross in her autobiography, The Wheel of Life, gives many examples from

her own life of her belief born of experience that there are no accidents.

Many of these have to do with signs and images appearing to the dying

and then to the bereaved. Stephen Levine dedicated his book, Unattended

Sorrow, to his dear friend, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, “who, in one of those

cosmic coincidences in which she so delighted, died within hours of the

completion of this book, the last in a series of books on the subject she initiated

me into thirty years ago” (p. v). And William Bridges (2001) contrasts his

“pedestrian” dreams about his wife Mondi in the early days after she died

to the repeated appearances of a crow feather on his walks. “She had lain on

the bed in the study just ten days earlier and watched those ebony birds

outside the window” (p. 57).

J: I sometimes wonder where belief comes from? I started consciously bring-

ing my faith to work the same time I started Arts in Medicine at Shands

(www.shands.org/aim). Although I never made the link before, I’m sure there

is no coincidence, because our artists-in-residence often call their encounters

with patients, sacred work. Thinking of music and play now, and Patrick, your

beloved artist in words, do you have any memories of your first encounters

with art as healer?

D: I’m pausing here, trying to retrieve events more likely to be called art, like

paintings or dance, but coming up empty. Then I thought of the one time I’ve

been a hospital patient, when I had my tonsils removed aged six. I remember

three separate art forms cheered me up. The church women had put together

a candy basket complete with brightly decorated Easter eggs, some chocolate,

some sugar. My throat wasn’t too sore to try the chocolate! And the day I

got out of the hospital, my mother gave me a new dress—grey with long

ties ending in large yellow daisies. It seems unlikely I’d have been allowed

to wear this dress to go to the maple woods, let alone climb the hill on

coming back, but that’s my memory—my mother and my sister, maybe others,
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found clumps of hepaticas scattered throughout the woods. It was always a

delight when Easter fell late enough for these flowers to bloom—pink and

white and purple.

J: Gosh, nothing more evanescent than Easter eggs, or hepaticas for that matter.

You and I have talked a lot about that continuum between “evanescent and

preservable art” (Carpenter, 1978). And we coined the term immortal art,

meaning memory can immortalize any art or craft (Lander & Graham-Pole,

2008). Those flowers or eggs or dress colors, you mightn’t have recalled for

50 years until prompted, but this is what comes to your mind when asked

about healing art. Any unique and intimate reminiscence seems to me a

work of God’s immortal art.

D: I’m sure there was something that created what seems like a leap to me,

from cosmic coincidences to my memories of art as healer.

J: Perhaps it was looking for the source of our beliefs, so connected to healing

art. I think both belief and healing art defy definition, so they don’t lend

themselves to conventional medical research. I love where in your letter

you flash on Patrick writing a “Song Stuff” script on Cy Coleman for his

radio program. After you wrote your letters to Patrick, do you see him

opening and reading them? Can you paint that picture?

D: It was always a joke between Patrick’s daughter Louise and myself that if

we got a parcel or letter in the mailbox, we would have it ripped opened

and read before we had walked home. Not Patrick. He would open even

special mail in his usual measured way, attentive to every detail. It wouldn’t

be extraordinary for him to look at the postmark to see how long it had

taken to arrive before opening. In this case, it has taken me almost 3 years

to write. I wonder if he’ll be saying about my letters, what he often said

about my academic papers—I have no editorial discipline.

J: So has he opened it yet? More to the point, has he replied? I’m sure you’ve

been on the look out . . . or listen out?

D: Well, if you’ll remember in my earlier letter (Lander & Graham-Pole, 2008), I

hadn’t even gotten the letter written before I “received” a challenge from him,

just as if he were across the table from me.

J: It reminds me of those 19th-century letter-writing manuals—“Write like

you talk” was an epistolary commonplace (Mahoney, 2003, p. 418), as

was the expectation that every letter merited a reply. On several occa-

sions in my life I’ve been separated from girlfriends by time and distance,

and derived great comfort from letter-writing . . . seeming to close the gap

between us.

D: Yes, “letters are copies of conversations” (Mahoney, 2003, p. 418). Patrick

can be right beside me while I’m writing the letter, yet he can also be away

from me reading it privately. “An utterance of one heart speaking to another”

(p. 419) can interrupt time and space in the “as if” world of the hereafter,

don’t you think?
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CODA

D: It feels so natural to write to Patrick—and I think you to your Mummy—

aren’t you surprised we could find so few similar instances in our searches?

Charlotte Whitton, in the play Molly’s Veil, was the only recent unpro-

grammed example we turned up. How did it come to be, that what was

commonplace for the Egyptians in the time of the Pyramids seems to have

almost disappeared?

J: Yet it was easy for both of us, and therapeutic as well, even after this distance

in time. Its rare appearance in practice as well as in the literature surprises

me because it seems like legitimate autoethnographic research.

D: Actually letter-writing isn’t included in Carolyn Ellis’s suggestions for auto-

ethnographic art forms, nor in an entry in the Encyclopedia of Religion,

Communication and Media on Dead (Communication with; Gutierriez,

2005). Perhaps it’s the sense of risk that underlies Henry James’ contention

that “letters come replete with the writer’s identity and desire and struggle

for possession of the addressee’s soul, . . . [which might account for] letters

from the dead [in his novels] . . . end[ing] up in the fire or the ivory tower”

(Follini, 2002, pp. 4-5).

J: It seems like a valid form of death education, more art than science, or as Keats

wrote to his brothers, the negative capability of underlying meanings and

mysteries more so than simple facts, but no less valid for that. I think our

primary purpose in describing our experiences through letters has been for

our readers to live them as though they were happening to them.

D: Yes, “verisimilitude” so-called in qualitative research.

J: The many rituals for communicating with the dead are mostly mediated

through a third party, aren’t they?

D: Yes, even if the third party is your personal journal, as with C. S. Lewis.

My hunch is this is yet another case of cultural norms and religious discourses

on death having powerful effects, which perpetuate taken-for granted prac-

tices. In contrast to medieval Christianity, the Reformation outlawed all

communication between living and dead. “The prayers of the living could

no longer help the dead, and prayers to the dead—the saints in heaven—

became anathematized” (Walter, 2005, p. 406). Tony Walter claims his

research on mediator deathwork—“the professional gleans or constructs infor-

mation about the dead, edits and polishes it, and publicly presents the edited

version in a public rite. . .—is the least discussed and analysed form of

deathwork” (p. 383). Even less discussed is the possibility of doing deathwork

without mediator or intercessory. Walter identifies such mediators as path-

ologists, coroners, funeral directors, funeral celebrants, obituary writers,

spiritualist mediums, and museum curators. Yet I’ve never encountered

research or even discussion about how it is we take for granted that we

must bring in a mediator. Have you?
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J: No. Though of course, that’s not to discount the importance of mediation in

helping people deal with death issues, particularly in the early days. I’d have

been more than glad if someone had let me at least talk about my mother’s

death. I was a practicing physician, already on a university faculty before I did

any grief work at all, and that was through the mediation of a close friend, who

saw I had some unresolved issues!

Coming back to this direct communication we’ve used here, isn’t it

extraordinary that we’ve both received some form of “reply” to our letters?

As you know, it was only a couple of weeks after I had written to my

mother that my sister uncovered a still sealed letter, signed “Mummy,” and

addressed to us children—“my four beloveds”—2 weeks before she died.

And of course, you’ve had a compelling response too.

D: In my case, Patrick’s response came through a mediator, a playwright-poet

colleague of mine who had never met Patrick. She didn’t even know his

name. Mediator deathwork with a difference! Pam Calabrese MacLean had

a dream about the dead Patrick, from which she crafted a poem (MacLean,

2008) with the opening line: “I saw your husband today.” It seemed uncanny,

because I’d been writing about my conflicted loyalties—falling in love with

you so soon after Patrick’s death (Lander & Graham-Pole, 2008)—and Pam’s

poem takes this up.

Her last line has Patrick asking her, “Is he anything like me?”—as if to leave

me in no doubt this was a response, Pam brought this poem to my attention

again shortly after my letter to Patrick, telling me she had submitted it

to a contest in Canada’s oldest feminist literary magazine Room—and it

had won first place, with enough prize money to keep her in firewood for

the winter! Poetry judge Stephanie Bolster, who awarded the prize says:

“Here is a poem that carries its readers along with slow confidence and

leaves us in silence, altered, with questions” (Rich, 2007, p. 5). As a very

specialized reader of this poem-as-letter, I experienced the negative capability

of epistolary art: I too was left in silence, altered, with questions.

In common with the theory of epistolary art, it seems as if writing to the dead

enjoins the other to reply, but codified epistolary time, as we know, is distorted

in your response from your “Mummy.” After all, she responded to your 2007

letter in 1953! And Pam wrote her “Larger than Life” poem a few months

before I wrote the first letter to Patrick. Clearly the time relation in writing to

our beloved dead is not “expressed in the unfolding of the annual cycle with its

recurrent high points . . . and with its empty moments that letters had to fill”

(Chartier et al., 1997, p. 139).

J: It feels to me as if the time of symbolic importance in writing to the dead

is the moment of death, when time is suspended and everything changes

for the bereaved letter writer. The closest parallel to writing to the dead I

can think of is prayer—perhaps prayer time says it better than epistolary

time. We think our prayers merit a reply too, but on God’s timetable—however
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we understand the divine—and in unexpected ways. And like answers to

prayers, we must be open and available to receive the reply as a reply.

Don’t you think it’s amazing the replies to our letters came in textual form?

J & D: For us both, letters to and from the dead are sacred texts and evidence of

our spiritual life beyond time and space.
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