U
Remember Death

Let us disarm him of his novelty and strangeness, let us
converse and be familiar with him, and have nothing so
frequent in our thoughts as death. Upon all occasions
represent him to our imagination in his every shape; at
the stumbling of a horse, at the falling of a tile, at the
least prick with a pin. . . . Let us evermore, amidst our
jollity and feasting, set the remembrance of our frail
condition before our eyes, never suffering ourselves to
be so far transported with our delights, but that we have
some intervals of reflecting upon, and considering how
many several ways this jollity of ours tends to death, and
with how many dangers it threatens it.
Where death waits for us is uncertain; let us look
for him everywhere. The premeditation of death is the
premeditation of liberty.
montaigne “That to Philosophize Is to Learn to Die”

mr. lamb, rush, vocabulary
My eleventh-grade Language Arts teacher, Mr. Lamb, was a
Deadhead (former or ongoing, I do not know, nor could I
divine the depth of his deadication), so he encouraged my
vocal annotations beside many of our class vocabulary words.
“Rush word!” I would call out (in my more exclamatory days)
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when we happened across panacea or somnolent or unobtrusive
or, it seems, hundreds of others that I had learned through
listening —
If I may briefly break stride, I must admit my consternation to live in a world where my habitual mentions of Rush
inevitably bring the question “Rush Limbaugh?” Would that
I could declare, once and for all, a resounding no. I haven’t
the stomach (nor the addled brain) for the man. When I say
Rush, it is Rush, the band from Canada that so colored my
adolescence as to leave me utterly, shall we say, influenced.
The band themselves are not unaware (a trait I grew to admire
in their music as I grew older — their awareness: of self, of the
world) of the problematic homonymic commentator, as evidenced by their tongue-in-cheek instrumental song on 1996’s
Test for Echo, “Limbo.” One must imagine it announced by a
dj — an unlikely scenario given that their radio reign ended
in the 1980s, and, even now, when a more recent song makes
a play list, it is close to the release date of a new album and it
is “the single.” In any case, what I was aiming for before my
sentence got away from me was the band-cum-song: “Rush
‘Limbo.’ ”
To grow up in Whippany, New Jersey, in the 1980s was to be
a Rush fan. Everybody I knew liked Rush: for their adolescent
sci-fi–themed songs, for their heaviness (musical and intellectual), for their complex arrangements and time signatures.
But my first contact with Rush came through an outsider, a
friend from Maryland.
Here’s the scene: “A hot and windy August afternoon has
the trees in constant motion.” I am ten and impressionable and
excited and in the way-back of my mother’s tan Volare station
wagon with my older, wiser friend Robert. My mother is driving, I assume, and we are about to pull out of the driveway,
or have just pulled in, we’re idling, waiting for the miracle
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that is about to take place. In memory the leaves on the birch
tree in my front yard move, but we never move. Robert has a
Walkman and a mix tape. He places the headphones on my
ears, raises an eyebrow, and, I swear, his eyes glint. He says,
“Listen to this,” presses play, and my head is filled with the
spacey keyboard explosion, the quick drumbeat, the echoey
androgynous high-pitched voice, like a witch:
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A modern-day warrior
Mean, mean stride
Today’s Tom Sawyer
Mean, mean pride.
Dun dun da-dunhhh!
I was hooked, and I’m convinced that it wasn’t predispositionary, because just after “Tom Sawyer” on the tape was
ub40’s version of Neil Diamond’s “Red, Red Wine,” which
Robert played over and over, and which I did not like. (It took
until I was married to a member of the Columbia House cd
club with extra free cds to get before I even half-owned a copy
of The Very Best of ub40, which consists of “Red, Red Wine,” a
cover of Sonny and Cher’s “I Got You Babe” sung with Chrissie Hynde, a cover of the Doors’ “Light My Fire,” a cover of
Elvis’s “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” and the ironically titled
“Sing Our Own Song.” There are other songs on the album,
but I’d never heard them before.) Rush, on the other hand,
became the soundtrack to my life, their songs’ expressions and
allusions my gateway to a new world, to literature we didn’t
read in school, to movies and art and science: beyond Mark
Twain, whom we’ve covered already, there was Ayn Rand,
John Dos Passos, Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, William Shakespeare, Sherwood Anderson, Frank Capra, Orson
Welles, Mel Brooks, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Barth,
Benoit Mandelbrot, J. R. R. Tolkien, Miguel de Cervantes,
Remember Death 31
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John Steinbeck, Paul Gauguin, Stanley Kubrick, Edward Hicks,
Sir Francis Beaufort, Cassius Marcellus Coolidge, Leonardo
da Vinci, Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Rod Serling, the list goes
on and on . . .
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The records are bought by people when they hit puberty,
when it becomes important to us to attach to ideas . . . to
discover how we think.
roger waters “Roger Waters Breathes Easier”

Rush became my sounding board, my trolling net, my filter
for apprehending the world.
That same year I took Mr. Lamb’s Language Arts class, the
year my best friend, Vin, and I transformed Hester Prynne
into a comic-book superhero (The Ubiquitous Scarlet Auspex,
complete with large-red-A-on-chest uniform) for our final class
“paper,” I gave my Academic Decathlon “prepared speech”
on Rush. I didn’t want to do any work preparing, so I spoke
about something I knew intimately, which explains my poor
evaluation in that category (though I won in science, or took
third, and possibly in some other category as well, and scored
higher, overall, in ten events, than anyone else on my high
school team, which was pretty good, considering there were
several sophomore girls there who seemed to know everything
and to care desperately about the competition — studying for
weeks beforehand, practicing their speeches, reviewing old
sats — while I and my cronies, Mark and Vin, took the attitude that you could ask us to go to the thing, but we weren’t
going to waste any energy on it). These girls were friends of
ours from our classes (where we were a year ahead, in math,
for instance, they were two years ahead) and the track team,
though we once, tinged with jealousy, I think, determined that
what they were really good at was rote, astonishing memorization, taking tests.
32 Remember Death
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Just as birds sometimes go in quest of grain, and carry it
in their beak without tasting it to give a beakful to their
little ones, so our pedants go pillaging knowledge in
books and lodge it only on the end of their lips, in order
merely to disgorge it and scatter it to the winds.
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montaigne “Of Pedantry”

Vin was the one who said that if you gave them a problem
slightly different from the ones in the book, they’d be lost. I
can’t remember if he had done the experiment or if he was
just imagining it. So while most of the kids in our calculus
class were designing their extra-credit bulletin boards with
exact replicas of diagrams and formulas from the text, Vin and
I ripped all previous bulletin boards to shreds, and inspired
all future ones, with our parabolical, diabolical Joker device,
which filled slowly with water to demonstrate a time-dependent change in volume of a three-dimensional cone, and to kill
Batman and Robin, who were tightly bound and struggling
(as much as construction paper can be made to struggle) to
escape, with the help of quick-calculating calculus students,
within the allotted time.
brenda miller, memento mori, roll the bones
But we are not really talking about death, you will have noticed,
let alone remembering it, unless we are willing to stretch to
the unintentional (though factual) Grateful Dead reference
with which we started the essay, and the recent allusion to
imminent death on the bulletin board. But let us get to the
genesis of this essay, where Rush and vocabulary words will
tie in (and perhaps pedantry as well).
I went to the University of Utah on October 14, 2004, to
hear a reading by poet Albert Goldbarth and essayist Brenda
Miller. It was great, spectacular, inspirational, whathaveyou,
Remember Death 33
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but really I was fatigued from a day filled with empty tasks
and water-treading, so that I filtered the readers’ words like a
seine filters plankton. I grasped nothing. Miller read an essay
about a lover, told in the second person, then an essay about
an artist in New York City post-9/11 lithographing airplanes
in bright colors from all angles, hanging the prints to dry on
clotheslines crisscrossing her studio. I was left with only gists,
on my way to nothing more than superficial osmosis, when,
like an invocation, Miller pronounced the words that inspired
this essay: memento mori. For me, they came free, detached
from context, connecting only to the meaning I already held
within my head.
I knew “memento mori.” I perked up, though not to listen to
Miller’s essay. Instead, I jotted down on the backside of a June
21, 2004, handwritten note from Vin (which I found folded up
in my back pocket) the whirling associations now wriggling
in my net, surfacing from the depths of my memory:
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Roll the Bones . – . . – – . — etc.
“Let the dead bury their dead”
Yes, but he knew he was coming back
Theroux’s meditation on more gruesome Christs in
Latin America
Peter Ho Davies’s meditation on calm sports crowds in
usa
John Levis unrecognized at reunion where I wasn’t there
Memento (movie) Guy Pierce
(Alas, in this essay I will deal only with the first two, having
let them drive my thoughts to other, more fertile pastures,
and having, in two instances, forgotten completely what I
was thinking, how they connect, why I wrote such things
down.)
34 Remember Death
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A crowd of considerations gathers.
Here I can pay heed only to a few.

U

william gass On Being Blue

Before this handwritten note, which accompanied a nearly
two-year-old family portrait (“Kate now looks much older,”
it said), Vin hadn’t written to me for years, aside from brief
e-mails, yet I didn’t think much of the fact that of all the scrap
papers I typically carry in my back pocket — lesson plans, bills,
announcements, zero-percent-interest credit card offers — I
had only this note, which was on my person several months
after I had received it (and probably should have thrown it
away) because a student of mine (who happened also to be
my neighbor’s niece) had handwriting that so reminded me
of Vin’s that I had to show it to her.
I knew “memento mori” because of the 1991–92 Rush Roll the
Bones tourbook, which included in its inside front cover a cryptic message in skull-and-femur Morse code. I saw Rush twice on
this tour, first near the beginning of the tour at the Palace
at Auburn Hills, Michigan (I
was attending Notre Dame),
on November 13, 1991, along
with my hometown friend John
Anderson (who was attending
Michigan State); I saw them
again near the end of the tour, on
June 19, 1992, at the Meadowlands, in East Rutherford, New Jer
sey, again with John Anderson, who was, like me, back home in
Whippany for the summer. As soon as I got back to my dorm
from the Michigan show, I deciphered the message — “Remember Death” — but I had nothing to connect it to until, a few
months later, Neil Peart, Rush’s drummer and lyricist, answered
Remember Death 35
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in a newsletter a fan’s question about the quote (and the Roll
the Bones album cover, which pictured a boy kicking a skull
while shuffling with his hands in his jeans pockets along a
broken-down path in front of a wall of dice that became more
random and chipped from top to bottom —
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In my childhood, we boys played a game: we would
watch the gravedigger at work. Sometimes he would
hand us a skull, with which we would play soccer.
For us that was the delight which no funereal thought
came to darken).

e. m. cioran All Gall Is Divided

Said Peart:
The cover art reflects a style of 17th-century Dutch
painting called vanitas, in which symbols, such as the
skull (and also candles, books, flowers, playing cards,
etc.), were used to remind the good Netherlanders of
life’s brevity, and the ultimate transience of all material
things and sensual pleasures. These paintings sometimes
used a Latin motto: “memento mori,” which translates as
“remember death.”
I had never noticed such paintings, and I didn’t go in
search of them then (there was no Internet), but I have done
so recently. The form may be traced, as Mr. Peart directs, to
early seventeenth-century Dutch still-lifes, notably those of
Jacques de Gheyn I, II, and III, David Bailly, and Harmen
Steenwijck. The most common reminder of death certainly
was the skull, though in addition to those items in Peart’s
list, bubbles, mirrors, candles, clocks, musical instruments,
etc. also contributed to the didactic message of such paintings: reminders to the Netherlands of the Netherworld. It
would seem the scriptural inspiration for this new style of
36 Remember Death
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Dutch painting came from Ecclesiastes: “Vanity of vanities; all is vanity” and “In all thy
works be mindful of thy last end and thou
wilt never sin.”
The earliest vanitas work is Jacques de
Gheyn the Elder’s Vanitas Still Life, in which
Democritus and Heraclitus, the laughing and
weeping philosophers, point their fingers of
droll scorn or pity at a scene below consisting
of a skull, cut flowers, smoke, Spanish coins, a
bubble, and, in the bubble, a wheel of torture,
a leper’s rattle, a broken glass, a flaming heart.
Which is to say that vanitas is a hodgepodge, a
collection of disparate objects hinting toward
a mysterious meaning, relying on interesting and incongruous
interconnections and allusions; a vanitas is a sort of painted
essay.
The biblical invitation “let us eat and drink; for tomorrow
we shall die,” another memento mori, which most readers today
see as a heathen’s motto, is not unique to, did not originate
in the Bible, and thus may have sincerely expressed the belief
that the afterlife was no time for even innocuous carnal pursuits (though the resurrected Jesus notably eats some fish and
honeycomb). Horace, for example, in his “Cleopatra Ode,”
declares: “Nunc est bibendum, nunc pede libero / pulsanda tellus,” which may be translated as: “Now is the time to drink,
now the time to dance footloose upon the earth.”
The term footloose probably derives from sailing — a mainsail’s bottom edge (the “foot”) could either be stretched by
a boom (which one might, in other circumstances, lower)
or, at times or on certain vessels, be left unattached; thus the
sail was “footloose” — although the poet Joseph Beaumont
used the term quite literally (meaning “with unbound feet”)
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in 1648’s Psyche, or Loves Mysterie, before the term took on the
more metaphorical association of “footloose and fancy free.”
For my generation, though, Footloose is the 1984 movie (and
accompanying Kenny Loggins song) about dancing: teenagers
rebelling against their oppressive, pharisaical parents who have
prohibited it. Footloose was filmed, in part, at the Roller Mills
in Lehi, Utah, where I now live. I am not sure if this qualifies me and my fellow townspeople to claim a connection to
Kevin Bacon, but if it does, we are no more than two degrees
separated from the man, which is a lot closer than the requisite
six to get to any other film actor in Hollywood. (An actor with
my name, Patrick Madden, who plays the part of “dancer” in a
nine-minute 2004 Russian film called Friday Night Fever, has
a “Bacon number” of four, according to the Oracle of Bacon
at the University of Virginia [oracleofbacon.org/].)
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jerome, paul the hermit, dürer
For Christians, remembering death, or The Death (of Christ),
has long been a regular, inescapable practice. Crucifixes and
crosses adorn churches and necklaces, relief carvings or stainedglass windows or oil paintings represent the fourteen Stations
of the Cross, readings and homilies and preachings remind
and remonish. At Mass on Good Friday when
I was growing up, Father John, along with two
lectors perched on either side of the altar, read
from John’s gospel, acted out the reading in
parts, and we, too, the congregation, chimed
in, playing the part of the crowd. “We have
no king but Caesar,” we scoffed in unison.
“Crucify him! Crucify him!” we remocked.
Then he is taken to Golgotha, the place of
the skull.
Of course, painted skulls do not suddenly
appear in the Netherlands in the seventeenth
38 Remember Death
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century. Fourteenth-century woodcuts and
engravings of dancing skeletons or skeletons
paired with living persons reflect the belief
that the dead rose at midnight to dance before
wandering off to recruit from among the
living. This was the danse macabre, artistic
response to the Black Death. The skull also
appears symbolically in religious paintings
and engravings, often alongside the penitent
(such as Mary Magdalene) or the hermit. One
such hermit, portrayed by Pieter Brueghel the
Elder, El Greco, Leonardo da Vinci, Hieronymous Bosch, Rembrandt, and scores of others, was Saint
Jerome (also called Hieronymous), a Doctor of the Church
who lived from 340 to 420 and is best known for translating
the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into Latin. Although he was
born in a Christian home, he was not baptized until he went
to Rome (to study Greek and other subjects) at age twenty.
Some years later, he traveled to Antioch, where, during an
illness, he had a vision that convinced him to leave behind
his secular studies and devote his life to religious writings.
At this time he also withdrew from public life to perform an
ascetic penance in the desert. Upon his return to Antioch,
he was ordained a priest; then he returned to Rome, as an
advisor to Pope Damasus; then he traveled widely before
once again aparting himself to a sanctuary near Bethlehem,
where he remained for the last thirty-four years of his life.
Jerome was a prolific writer, contributing not only his translation of the Bible but many exegetical works on the scriptures and theological controversies (including the first Latin
commentary on Ecclesiastes based on the original Hebrew),
various letters, and historical works, among them the Life of
Saint Paul the Hermit. Jerome began this project to contro-
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vert or supplement the various histories of
Saint Anthony, whom many (erroneously)
believed to be the first religious hermit. In this
book, we learn that Anthony, at age ninety,
began to believe that he was the most pious,
the most abnegated, the most ascetic fish in
the hallowed desert-hermit pond. But God
revealed to him in a dream that this was not
so. Anthony wanted either proof or absolution, so he did what any of us would have
done: he went wandering aimlessly in the
desert trying to find this other, more hardcore
hermit. Along the way, he ran into a centaur
who pointed him in the right direction, and
then, before he finally met and embraced and broke bread
with Paul (who was, at that time, 113 years old and very near
death), he met a satyr, who fed him and asked for Anthony’s
intercessory prayers. This, cries Anthony, is the final defeat of
Satan: even the beasts of Hades recognize the Christ. Jerome
assures us that the satyr was real:
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Let no one scruple to believe this incident; its truth is
supported by what took place when Constantine was
on the throne, a matter of which the whole world was
witness. For a man of that kind was brought alive to
Alexandria and shewn as a wonderful sight to the people.
Afterwards his lifeless body, to prevent its decay through
the summer heat, was preserved in salt and brought to
Antioch that the Emperor might see it.
Jerome himself inspired legends, too, most notably that he
removed a thorn from a lion’s paw and this lion was thenceforth
his constant companion and sometime pack animal. A similar
thing happened to Androcles before Aesop wrote it down
40 Remember Death
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in the sixth century bc (the moral of that
story — in which Androcles is captured
and thrown to the friendly lion as punishment, then is pardoned when he is miraculously saved — is “Gratitude is the sign of
noble souls”). It also happened to a mouse,
according to an African folktale. Thus appears
Jerome’s lion lying placidly in the forefront of
an engraving by Albrecht Dürer (who painted
or engraved Jerome repeatedly) called Saint
Jerome in His Study. On the shelf to Jerome’s
right rests the ever-present skull.
I first met Dürer on the back cover of another Rush tourbook, for 1990’s Presto tour, where his famous Young Hare serves
as counterpoint to the Fibonaccian rabbits photographed on
the front cover. Inside that tourbook, in his customary essay,
Neil Peart invokes Stendhal’s maxim (which Stendhal attributes to Saint-Real, and which Peart misattributes to either
Flaubert or Balzac) that “a novel is a mirror carried along a
main road.” Henry James prefaced The Portrait of a Lady with
his vision of fiction as a house, with a million windows, and
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at each of them stands a figure with a pair of eyes, or
at least with a field-instrument, insuring to the person
making use of it an impression distinct from any other.
But what of essays, unwieldy beasts, double-tongued thensand-nows, founts of meditations and consternations? George
Orwell, topping off his mea culpa “Why I Write,” concurs, in
a sense, with James: “Good prose is like a windowpane.”
Mirrors and windows. Wrote Paul: “For now we see through
a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but
then shall I know even as also I am known.” The now is where
I’m at, and, for me, where it’s at: the hazy partial reflections,
Remember Death 41
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partial seeings-through, the knowing in part, the impossibility
of knowingitall.
Or perhaps Papa Montaigne, dispensing with the metaphors, may guide:
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These are my . . . true stories, which I find as entertaining
and as tragic as those that we make up at will in order to
give pleasure. . . . And if anyone should wish to build up
an entire and connected body of them, he would need to
furnish only the connecting links, . . . and by this means
he could amass a great many true events of all sorts,
arranging and diversifying them as the beauty of the
work should require.
“Of Three Good Women”

thomas
From Golgotha, side pierced by a spear, Jesus was taken down
from the Rood and placed in Joseph of Arimathea’s sepulchre,
wrapped in linen clothes and anointed with myrrh and aloes
bought by Nicodemus, he who had missed the metaphor
when Jesus told him to be born again. On Sunday morning
he appeared to Mary Magdalene, to Mary the mother of James,
and to Cleopas and another disciple on the road to Emmaus,
before visiting ten of his apostles. I have always felt a sympathy
for, a connection to Thomas, called Didymus, the twin, who
was away running errands for the others when the Lord surreptitiously returned to the upper room, declared Peace unto
them who cowered and skulked. Thomas, the bold, who, the
victim of too many practical jokes at the hands of his apostolic
brethren, refuses to believe them, declares defiantly, “Except I
shall see in his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger
into the print of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I
will not believe.” Who can blame him? Certainly not the ten,
who, when confronted with Mary Magdalene’s
42 Remember Death
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testimony, and that of the travelers to Emmaus,
also disbelieved for a brief moment until they
heard “Peace be unto you,” then saw the marks
of the nails. And eight days later, as they still
shrank, before the Pentecost, that

U

holy day of language, mendingover of the
Tower of Babel fiasco,
michael danko “Whistling in the Dark”

before they replaced Judas Iscariot with Matthias, who drew the short straw, whose name
may have sired my surname, Madden, from
the Irish O’Madadhain (that is if it doesn’t
mean “little dog” in Gaelic) — eight days later he returns, and
Thomas is with them, remembering, putting things together.
But Thomas was emphatic, and John remembered and recorded
his challenge, whereas the others were together in their collective doubt, so that Thomas became a metaphor: doubting
Thomas, patron saint of essayists.
let the dead bury their dead
Jesus is most famous for his parables about loving one’s neighbor and doing good, but every now and then he saddled his
hearers with a paradox so lively, so enigmatic, that they, and
now we, look the other way. We pretend he never said it.
One of these sayings, which has bothered me from the first
time I heard it, is “let the dead bury their dead.” Jesus has
just delivered his greatest hits, the beatitudes, from high on
a mountain to a throng of people below. He has just taught
his disciples how to pray with the “Our Father.” “No man
can serve two masters,” he instructed. “Consider the lilies
of the field,” he directed. “Take no thought for the morrow,”
he challenged. And there are people wanting to hear more,
Remember Death 43
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wanting to follow this eloquent dusty man, to get what he’s
saying, to walk the walk like he does. Great multitudes are
chasing after him, a leper wants to be healed and with a word
he’s healed, a centurion — a centurion for Pete’s sake — has a
sick servant, Jesus says he’ll be right there, but the guy knows
that Jesus can work even long distance, says the words we
repeated every Mass — “Lord, I am not worthy to receive
you, but only say the word” — which he does, and Matthew
checked up on it later, assuring us that “his servant was healed
in the selfsame hour.” He heals Peter’s mother-in-law, casts
out devils, fulfilling Esaias’s prophecies, and people want to
join up. A scribe comes along; Jesus warns him that life with
him means sleeping in the dust, relying on the kindnesses
of strangers. Then another man comes, hoping not to miss
the boat, explaining that he’ll be right back, he just has to
bury his father. And Jesus will have none of it: “Follow me,
and let the dead bury their dead.”
Did Thomas remember this saying later, when Jesus, impatient with his apostles’ misapprehension of metaphor, risked
stoning by returning to Bethany, to comfort Martha, whom
he loved, and her sister, Mary, whom he loved, to awaken
their brother, Lazarus, out of sleep? (“Our friend Lazarus
sleepeth” he had said, “but I go, that I may awake him out of
sleep.” Then said his disciples, “Lord, if he sleep, he shall do
well.” Then said Jesus unto them plainly, “Lazarus is dead.”)
Jesus said, “I am glad for your sakes that I was not there, to
the intent ye may believe; nevertheless let us go unto him.”
Then Thomas, always keen to follow Jesus, calming fears or
catching his master in a contradiction, careful not to ascribe
his pronoun, leaves us with a useful ambiguity: “Let us also
go,” he says, “that we may die with him.” Let the dead bury
their dead, indeed.
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cemeteries
Vin’s Eagle Scout project, which he completed (with my help)
sometime in 1987, was to clean and catalog nineteenth-century
veterans’ gravestones in the Whippany Burying Yard, which
includes stones as early as 1718 ( John Richards II — a local
schoolmaster whose nine-year-old daughter, Jemima, was
kidnapped by Indians in 1704 — donated the land only three
months before he himself was buried there). The oldest are
squat stones with gothic lettering and graven images of winged
cherubs or skeletons across their arched tops. When we saw
them, the images seemed incongruous, slightly discomfiting,
and we joked that they indicated the final resting place of the
interred. Richards’s own stone bears a death’s-head and the
inscription “Here Lyes Ye Body of John Richards, Aged 63
Years.” It is made of sandstone but has been encased in granite
since 1914. Years after Vin’s Eagle project, I worked for a summer mowing grass for the town parks and recreation commission, and each time we mowed that cemetery we found stones
knocked over, some falling slowly down a mud embankment
into the Whippany River, victims of sudden rains, river swells,
a slow, steady erosion.
One Veterans Day, in the Holy Rood cemetery nearby, my
father and I, along with Paul Mooney and his father, were
to place American flags in the grass atop the tombs of local
veterans. My father had a map with the sites marked, and we
parked near one grave assembly. Upon exiting the car, I noticed,
almost immediately, that the nearest headstone said madden.
As I was pointing this out to my father, laughing nervously, I
glanced to the side and saw that its next-door neighbor was
lepore, just like our next-door neighbor back at home. We
were already thinking spooky thoughts, and this collocation
was a message to us. Soon we finished our decorating in that
vicinity and moved on to another part of the cemetery. Primed
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to look for it, we immediately found the mooney headstone
right next to our car there. Now everyone was in on the game.
At our next stop, it was another madden, and after that, a
madden and a mooney close together. Both of our families
were first-generation New Jerseyans. None of the deceased
were our relatives. Thinking back, I can believe that we must
have paused in places where there were no correlated stones,
but memory has stored this perfection: that everywhere we
stopped we found our names engraved beside us.
Oscar Berliner, quoting his mother, likely from Yiddish
(he makes a point of translating into English), in his son Alan
Berliner’s film Nobody’s Business:

U

When you remind yourself of death, you become less
certain of living.
“ tempus fugit, ” john anderson
Where tombstones inherently remind us of death, timepieces,
too, may be apt symbols of mortality, and public clocks often
bore the inscriptions ultima forsan (“perhaps the last” [hour])
or vulnerant omnes, ultima necat (“all wound, the last kills”).
Even today, some clocks carry the motto tempus fugit, “time
flies.”
A memory, on Boulevard Road in Cedar Knolls, New Jersey,
about which road I have no other distinct memories, but a
general feeling of linguistic glee at its redundancy: our older
friends gone off to college in Colorado and Texas, I find myself
alone with John Anderson, whose musical tastes match mine,
and who will die surfing at age thirty after we’ve lost touch.
Here, then, he has passed the halfway point of his life. I am
only recently understanding the music of Yes, and John, whose
namesake Jon Anderson sings for the band, is driving us somewhere after a track meet, playing a song I have never heard.
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Its title: “Tempus Fugit.” This was the first time I heard the
phrase. From osmotic listenings to Franz Biebel’s “Ave Maria”
and my father’s offhand Latin comments, I understand what
it means. It is one of those songs whose title tells you what
it is, though it does not appear anywhere in the lyrics. John
quizzes me. It sounds like Jon Anderson’s voice, but, no, he
tells me, it’s Trevor Horn, the guy from the Buggles. “Video
Killed the Radio Star”? I make like I believe him, but check
later anyway. What do you know.
I don’t know exactly how John died, though there were
frantic e-mails from old friends, a copied-and-pasted obituary
from San Diego, and rumors of a heart attack, and I wondered
how a thirty-year-old heart gives out. His mother died a month
or so later, and I remembered the last time I had seen his quiet
father, when I locked the keys in my car at the post office
down the hill, where I had caught up with Mr. Belusko, the
postmaster, who told me about his daughter Deanna’s dance
studies in Europe. I knocked on the Andersons’ door, introduced myself as John’s old friend, and Mr. Anderson agreed
to let me use the phone, though he never really committed
to remembering me. “Tempus Fugit” reworks its meaning,
becomes a kind of dirge when I check on it, pull it out of its
case and give it a listen after so many years:
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If you could see all the roads I have traveled towards
some unusable last equilibrium
Run like an athlete and die like a dead beaten speedfreak.
“ YYZ , ” alive!, 9/11
The “Remember Death” bit was not Rush’s only foray into
Morse code. Their Grammy-nominated 1981 instrumental “yyz ” begins with Neil Peart’s off-beat ride cymbal
Remember Death 47

© 2010 by the Board of Regents of the University of Nebraska
NOT FOR RESALE OR REDISTRIBUTION

P
N

P
N

– . – – – . – – – – . . (Y-Y-Z, the transmitter code for Toronto’s
Lester B. Pearson International Airport) setting the time at
10/4. Rush lost the Grammy that year to the Police’s “Behind
My Camel,” a dated, repetitive bit of cacophonous electronica
that nobody remembers (though “yyz” remains an aor staple to this day). They lost in the same category in 1992, 1994,
2005, 2008, and 2009 to (respectively) “Cliffs of Dover” by
Eric Johnson (who opened for them at the Michigan Roll the
Bones show that John and I saw), “Marooned” by Pink Floyd,
“Mrs. O’Leary’s Cow” by Brian Wilson, “Once Upon a Time
in the West,” an Ennio Morricone composition performed by
Bruce Springsteen, and “Peaches in Regalia” by Zappa Plays
Zappa. “yyz,” the song, according to Peart, “is loosely based
on airport-associated images: exotic destinations, painful partings, happy landings.”
When I think of airports and airplanes, I sometimes think
of the Friday, October 13, 1972, crash in the Andes mountains
by a rugby team from Montevideo, Uruguay. I think of their
three-month ordeal, their decision to eat the flesh of the dead,
their miracle hike out, their rescue. I think of this because a)
when I was young, I read the account of their ordeal in Piers
Paul Read’s book Alive, which Vin lent to me (Read has written, too, about the Knights Templar, who were decimated
on Friday, October 13, 1307, when King Philip IV of France
had thousands arrested, tortured, and then killed; this, it is
believed, is the origin of the superstition about Friday the
thirteenth as a day of bad luck); b) despite that, I have never
seen the Ethan Hawke (Bacon number: 2) film version of
the ordeal; c) I have lived in Uruguay for almost four years,
all told; d) my wife grew up in Uruguay and was attended,
when she was young, by heart doctor Roberto Canessa, one
of the sixteen survivors and one of two who hiked to civilization; e) recently an American hiker discovered survivor
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Eduardo Strauch’s wallet and returned it to him. Said Strauch:
“It reminds me of some happy moments we had up there on
the mountain, spiritual moments as well as all the suffering
and pain we went through.” As if he could have said anything
else. He cannot escape, and the world will continue to cast
brief glances to the South whenever we are reminded of the
grotesque and the complex, the no simple answers, the horror
of a necessary anthropophagy. I will remember that indirectly,
but not too indirectly, my children are alive because one man
ate another. Take, eat; this is my body.
I also sometimes think of the September 2001 crashes in
New York and Washington dc and Pennsylvania of four passenger planes hijacked by terrorists and used as missiles to
demolish the Twin Towers and part of the Pentagon. I think
of thousands dead and my country’s security shattered and a
crick in the neck from looking over our shoulders. And this is
where we began: with Brenda Miller’s essay about her painter
friend painting airplanes, hanging them on clotheslines: headon planes, side-view planes, one plane, two planes, red planes,
blue planes.

U

“ new year ’ s eve, ” saint anthony
and his portrayers
But now, shall I confess a truth? . . . I begin to count
the probabilities of my duration, and to grudge at the
expenditure of moments and shortest periods, like
miser’s farthings. In proportion as the years both lessen
and shorten, I set more count upon their periods, and
would fain lay my ineffectual finger upon the spoke of
the great wheel. I am not content to pass away “like a
weaver’s shuttle.” Those metaphors solace me not, nor
sweeten the unpalatable draught of mortality. I care not
to be carried with the tide that smoothly bears human
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life to eternity; and reluct at the inevitable course of
destiny. I am in love with this green earth; the face of
town and country; the unspeakable rural solitudes,
and the sweet security of streets. I would set up my
tabernacle here. I am content to stand still at the age to
which I am arrived; I, and my friends: to be no younger,
no richer, no handsomer. I do not want to be weaned by
age; or drop, like mellow fruit, as they say, into the grave.

U

charles lamb “New Year’s Eve”

Like Lamb, I cannot imagine not being, cannot imagine
being at peace with death, arriving at a point where I await it
calmly or eagerly. I read with interest but without comprehension the account of Seneca’s death, decreed by his former pupil
Nero, whom he had taught despite the conflict between Nero’s
opulence and elitism and Stoicism’s doctrines of simplicity
and equality. When Nero’s officers demanded Seneca’s suicide,
refusing him even a moment to set his affairs in order, Seneca
willingly complied, according to the dictates of the Stoicism
he had preached, offering as an inheritance to his fellows the
example of his life. Then,
With a single stroke of the blade, they sliced [his] arms.
Seneca, hardened by frugal living, did not bleed easily.
He cut the veins of his knees and thighs. But still he did
not die. He asked his doctor to dispense some poison
Hemlock. He drank it in vain. Finally, he was carried into
the baths, where he suffocated in vapor.
tacitus Annals

His calm acceptance, even welcoming of such a gruesome,
drawn out death (as a lamb to the slaughter), bemuses me.
The spirit indeed is willing but the flesh is strong. I am better
able to comprehend Seneca’s earlier words regarding his living
on for the sake of his wife —
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Sometimes, though occasions importune us to the
contrary, we must call back life, even though it be with
torment: we must hold the soul fast in our teeth.
“Epistulae ad Lucilium”

— or, from another of his letters to Lucilius, his justification
for my including his story, and others’, here:
Whatever is well said by another is mine.
I have been taught that there awaits us after death an everlasting peace, an unimaginable reward for the penitent, that the
honorable needn’t fear, yet there is in me some fear, some
longing to stay long, to stick with what I know and love. I am,
alas, more cynical than Senecal.
As for Lamb, barely a decade after he published his essay,
he contracted erysipelas, a streptococcal disease of the skin,
from a cut on his face, which he got when he fell during a
walk. Erysipelas begins as a small abrasion, then soon grows
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and hardens into a fiery-red, shiny rash, sometimes with blisters. Sufferers usually experience fevers and chills, nausea, and
muscle and joint pain. The streptococci that cause erysipelas
may travel through the blood and damage the sufferer’s heart
valves and kidneys. Today, erysipelas is treated with penicillin and is rarely fatal. As it was, Lamb missed another New
Year’s Eve by only a few days, dying on December 27 or 29,
1834. Then, one supposes, he knew, along with Horace, the
answer to his question:
Sun, and sky, and breeze, and solitary walks, and summer
holidays, and the greenness of fields, and the delicious
juices of meats, and fishes, and society, and the cheerful
glass, and candle-light, and fireside conversations, and
innocent vanities, and jests, and irony itself — do these
things go out with life?
“New Year’s Eve”

That erysipelas is today known as Saint Anthony’s Fire is
considered by many to be a mistake due to its similarity to
ergotism, which is also, or more correctly, known as Saint
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Anthony’s Fire. Doesn’t ergotism sound like it should mean
something like “the arrogance of Descartes and his followers”?
But it doesn’t. It means a gangrenous or convulsive disease
caused by ingested ergots, funguses that grow with rye. In the
Middle Ages, ergotism epidemics were common, leaving large
swaths of the population mad or dead after driving them to
hallucinations and rotting off their extremities. Some scholars believe that ergotism was the cause of the Salem witchcraft trials of 1692, which came about after eight girls who
exhibited strange behaviors — including convulsive speech,
postures, and gestures — were diagnosed with “bewitching,”
and started naming names. Ergot, in small doses, is used to stop
bleeding after childbirth and to mitigate migraine headaches.
The name Saint Anthony’s Fire may derive from the sensation of being burned or from the hallucinations and madness
that accompany the searing pain of the disease. Saint Anthony,
whom we’ve met already, was an Egyptian monk who lived
from 251 to 356. His parents both died when he was twenty,
and he inherited a sizable fortune. At Mass one Sunday, he
heard Jesus’ counsel to the young rich man — “If thou wilt
be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor,
and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me” — felt it was directed to him, and did as directed. He
spent decades living in isolation on the outskirts of Alexandria, then in a tomb, which he sealed up to avoid contact with
admirers, accepting only scant meals and dispensing advice
through a small door. Then he moved to an abandoned Roman
fort. He was repeatedly tempted by the devil, whose devices
included boredom, women, soldiers, and fantastic beasts that
beat Anthony and repeatedly left him moribund. Each time
he prayed fervently and recovered fully. Despite his desire to
remove himself entirely from human intercourse, he eventually
decided to “put aside the alienation,” ceding to the pleas
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of other ascetics who had gathered in huts
and caves around his fort. Thus, he organized
a group of disciples, the first order of monks.
(Though he was not the first monk, he was the
first abbot.) He moved again, soon thereafter,
to the desert between the Nile and the Red
Sea, where he lived in a cave for the last fortyfive years of his life, seeing whatever visions
and visitors came to him and, infrequently,
traveling to nearby cities. In one of his few
excursions, Anthony went to Alexandria,
seeking a martyr’s death. There he comforted
Christian prisoners and confronted the angry
governor, who commanded him to leave. He
lived. Alack.
Flaubert wrote about him. Heironymous Bosch painted him
(repeatedly), as did Pieter Brueghel the Elder, or one of his
followers, and his son, Jan Brueghel the Elder. So did Cézanne,
Goya, Dalí, others. When, in 1512, the monks at Saint Anthony’s
monastery in Isenheim commissioned an altarpiece for their
hospital chapel, Matthias Grünewald (not his contemporary
Albrecht Dürer, as was once believed) painted a polyptych
with a dark, writhing (as much as paint can be made to writhe),
crucified Christ at the center; in one wing the angular Meeting
of Saint Anthony and Saint Paul the Hermit; and in another,
the Temptation of Saint Anthony. In this painting, horrible
demons and deformed creatures rush forward into and over
Anthony, who is literally taken aback, pulled by the hair, about
to be trampled, beaten, cut, bled, torn asunder, annihilated. In
a moment, in a surge of adrenaline and supplication, Anthony
will be saved once more. Behind the embattled Anthony, in
the forefront of the fray, almost as grotesque as the attacking monsters, sits a human figure rife with boils, head back
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in agony. This is a victim of Saint Anthony’s Fire,
whom the monks treated in their hospital.
That Matthias Grünewald is today known
as Matthias Grünewald is considered by many
to be a mistake due to an early scholar’s misguided research or Grünewald’s own designs.
Although he is now known to be Mathis
Gothart, called Nithart or Neithardt, the
misnomer persists. Only about thirteen of his
paintings have survived to the present day. The Isenheim
altarpiece is his greatest work. He also, it is believed, painted
the outer wings of a Dürer altarpiece at Frankfurt, which
celebrates Mary’s ascension, which was destroyed by fire.
Another contemporary of both Grünewald and Dürer, Hans
Holbein the Younger, an ambitious painter who illustrated
Martin Luther’s translation of the Bible, who created a series of
woodcuts called The Dance of Death, who, through Erasmus’s
recommendation to Saint Thomas More, came to paint many
portraits of Henry VIII and his court, who supposedly used
Grünewald’s face for a crowned female saint, also painted an
early optical illusion in The Ambassadors. In it we see two
well-dressed men (one a noble, one a priest) standing before
a table filled with musical and scientific instruments. Between
the two men, hovering above the ground, is a strange amorphous shape. Only when one views the painting askance does
the shape become clear: it is a skull. The painting predates
the Dutch vanitas style by a century, yet seems clearly to be a
memento mori, unless, as some have suggested, the skull is only
a pun on the painter’s name, which means “hollow bone.”
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erin ’ s prayers
My friend Erin, when she was young, would kneel beside
her bed each night to say her prayers. Unwilling to admit the
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possibility of dying before she awoke, she left her prayers
unfinished, certain that God would see her through at least to
her amen. I like the idea of sleep, dreams, tanglings in sheets
and tossings and turnings, as prayer, caught up by the parenthesis of “Dear Heavenly Father,” suspended, waiting for “Amen.”
I like the idea of story as saving grace, that Erin instinctively,
intuitively discovered the scheme of Scheherazade, to leave
off the ending to live another day.
To think that this entanglement of trivialities has lain dormant in my brain for years, gathering dust before it could
gather strength, material, associations. Which is to say that
as I sat half-listening to Brenda Miller read at the University
of Utah, I was startled awake at the phrase memento mori, left
dangling, it seemed, unexplained, unattached, and I wrote
it on the back of Vin’s note, and the phrase began to stitch
together from my roiling sea of unorganized memories and
thoughts yet another castigation on the literary world, another
essay.
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The advantage of meditating on life and death is being
able to say anything at all about them.
e. m. cioran All Gall Is Divided

The danger of writing an essay like this: there is nowhere
to end.
wayne marino
Soon after the Brenda Miller reading, I knew that this essay
would end the morning before I took the sat, when I rode
my bike to the corner of Clemens Terrace and Emerson Drive
and met John Ryan, who told me that Wayne Marino had died
a few hours ago a few yards away. This was the same corner
where I had, years earlier, wiped out on my bike and broken my
top-front-left tooth, or had scraped the skin off my knuckles so
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badly that I still have scars; I can no longer recall which of those
injuries happened that day, nor can I contort my hands into a
handlebar grip that would rasp the left-hand knuckle against the
detritus, the right hand scraping just above the wrist, where the
scar is now hidden by hair; this was the day I got my retainer,
and I was riding fast around the curve, leaning into it, and I was
down before I realized that the loose bits of sand and rocks
settled in the eddy of the street had it in for me.
I didn’t much like Wayne Marino, though I barely knew him.
It was more his crowd that I knew — Billy and Brian Basque and
Brian Vogt, who lived down the street; Joey Marcantonio and
his fat brother, Skinny Vinnie — brash and impetuous, peeling out on the street in their gray and brown primer-painted
Camaros, smoking pot in the woods, punching me in the arm
(this was Joey) when I wouldn’t give up my seat next to John
Ryan on the school bus. Wayne was like that: a showboat
on the football field, an arrogant, swaggering maroon-andwhite letter-jacket blur in the hallways at school, “waiting for
the world’s applause.” So I shouldn’t have cared much that he
killed himself, crashed his black Mustang into the guardrail on
Eden Lane, which was famous for its narrow, wrongly banked
curves. But I cared, or I sensed that the news would haunt
me beyond that afternoon as I took the sat. It wasn’t the #36
patch we wore on our football jerseys later that fall; it wasn’t
the black spray paint all over town — Feel no pain, Wayne!; it
wasn’t the girls with tears in their eyes. But perhaps it was death
in my own backyard, in a place I knew, to a person barely older
than I was. My grandparents had all died before I was born
or when I was young, and though their deaths meant missing
them, weeping in my mother’s arms in the car on the way to
the funeral, they never meant it can happen to me; I was too
young to consider the existential repercussions of death or
my connection to it. And no matter how I disliked Wayne, I
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never made the leap to he deserved it, even if he was drunk,
even if he did drive fast, even if he thought he was immortal.
I did, too — think I was immortal. I still am.
Bobby Russell, said John, had found him, awakened by the
screech and crash just through his backyard. What is important
to tell you about Bobby Russell? a) that he was nicknamed
Cry Bobby; b) that he also listened to Rush, sometimes my
cassettes of their early albums, which he didn’t have; c) that
one summer day he, John Ryan, and I were nailing together a
tree fort deep in the woods, and Bobby fell, flew past me and
John below, and landed with a thud flat on his back on a pile
of scrap lumber — he gasped like a fish out of water, trying to
catch his breath, and when John and I got down to him, we
were astonished that he had managed to avoid the mutiny of
nails jutting every which way and everywhere except where
Bobby had fallen; d) that we never finished the fort, and its tree
survived “progress” though most of its neighbors didn’t: you
can find it at the edge of the Eden-Lane condominiums that
sprawl where our woods used to be; the rungs we hammered
into its trunk are slowly rotting away but still largely intact; e)
that he lived at 13 Llewellyn Court and I lived at 13 Clemens
Terrace, which meant that every now and then our parents
would get each other’s mail. By the time of the accident, I
didn’t see very much of Bobby, but I jumped inside his head
for a moment to imagine finding the accordioned car, being
unable to recognize the unmade driver, running back to call
the police, trembling.
There were theories and rumors, of which I heard nothing
until yesterday, when my best friend, Vin, and I watched a volleyball game at Brigham Young University, where I now work,
and he explained that some people said that Wayne had had
a spiritual crisis the weekend before he died while attending
a local Catholic youth retreat called Antioch at Notre Dame
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parish, across town. He didn’t seem the type, I said. Yet there
were rumors that upon his return from Antioch, he threw
away his entire heavy metal collection, and that he may have
crashed on purpose, committed suicide. I had heard none of
this in high school. I hadn’t even noticed inconsolable, withdrawn Deanna Belusko, the postmaster’s daughter, who was
just then beginning to date Wayne, who was to take her to the
junior prom the following weekend, on what would be my
seventeenth birthday. That evening when I turned seventeen
I took Paige Chen, one of the long-ago mentioned pedants,
to my junior prom. That afternoon after Wayne Marino died
I took the sat. Armed with my arsenal of Rush words, I got a
720 on the verbal section. This was important to me then.
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An essay is an elaborated thing, composed over months,
sometimes forgotten, set aside, returned to and revised. But
who hath ears to hear, let him hear: that I am writing this
essay exactly seventeen years later, to the day, having survived
twice as long as I had then, been whirled through a universe
of time and ideas so immeasurably fleet that it may be contained entirely within my memory and repassed, perhaps, in
a moment, a sudden flash (and yet it is lived, and recounted,
enumerated one story at a time). That now, as then, it is barely
a day past the Patrickmas, which is the date I was to be born,
according to the doctors, and which commemorates the death
of my patron saint, for whom I am named, as is my father and
his father before him and also many of our forebears, including him who left Ireland during the Great Hunger. That the
calendar for March 2005, as I write, aligns exactly, day for date,
with that of March 1988, half my life ago. That through some
awkward, untoward coincidence, some fold in the expanding
universe (and the navy’s commitment to regularly relocate
their personnel), I am once again with my boyhood best friend,
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whom I haven’t seen in years; that our wives and our children
are safe at my home, and for a moment I cannot remember
myself then, seventeen years ago, and Vin, sitting beside me,
is his spirit, never an eight-year-old boy in my class at Our
Lady of Mercy, never a gangly teenage cross-country runner
alongside John Ryan and John Anderson, never the young man
dreaming of space who let me fend for myself at Notre Dame
while he trained for the navy at Villanova; we are become our
essences, detached from time and context, free from corruption
and decay. And that on the anniversary of his death, Wayne
Marino is remembered not only by his family, attending to
the busy weekend crowd at their Birchwood Manor, preparing the horses, pausing, with a sharp turn, a look to the sky,
his mother crossing herself, kissing the silver crucifix hanging
about her neck, between the breasts that knew his suck (My
Lord and my God, she begins . . .
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