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motional, inspiring, unforgettable—
such was a talk on Buddhism, textiles, and a philosophy of dying
given by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick last
March 31 at the Graduate Center.
The professor of English at the Center—
who has made public and written about
her long experience with cancer, which
was discovered to be incurable three years
ago—offered a three-tiered presentation:
as she talked, she showed slides from her
recent travels through Asian countries;
she also presented an installation of her
fiber art, in the form of a dozen or so
large stuffed figures hanging from the ceiling, clothed in different kinds of cloth,
paper, felt, and soie mariée, in varying
shades of indigo blue. Sedgwick did not
talk about the slides, which were mostly of
statues, prayer flags, and temples (I particularly remember a bronze deity wearing
a pink cap, and five beautiful squares of
green fabric flying against the sky), but
rather let them drift by as she spoke.
The lecture connected her interest in
fiber art with her deepening interest in Tibetan Buddhism—a “wild and woolly”
strand of that religion, she says—and with
her own experience of the “bardo of
dying.” She noted how the experience of
an alien, Eastern culture suddenly becoming very personal to her corresponds to
her suddenly intimate relationship with
her own mortality.
Sedgwick explained that the bardo (Tibetan bar=in between + do=suspended,
thrown) is the space between contracting
a terminal illness and death itself. Given
the present state of medicine and the nature of certain illnesses like cancer and
HIV, this space can be quite an extended
one, as there are no “cures,” only early diagnoses. Sedgwick writes in a short
handout for her talk that the bardo of
dying (like other bardos, such as rebirth,
falling asleep, or dreaming) is “electric
with spiritual possibility as well as with
pain and loss.”
The hanging figures Sedgwick created
represent aspects of her experience in the
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In the Bardo with Eve Sedgwick
Maggie Nelson, a doctoral candidate in English at the Graduate
Center, reports on a moving lecture by a renowned CUNY writer on literature, gender, and sexuality—and cancer patient.

bardo: “the disorienting and radically denuding bodily sense generated by medical
imaging processes and illness itself” on
the one hand, and “the material urges to
dress, to ornament, to mend, to re-cover,
and heal” on the other. She ranged widely, comparing Buddhist thought with critical theory, pedagogy, and psychoanalysis,
pointing out how these are all different
ways of knowing that can sometimes collapse into “things known.”

I

n talking about the forms of academia,
Sedgwick related the habit of taking
down others’ arguments with the need to
cover up or call attention to the patchiness
of our own. Further, she connected this
habit with the larger problem of how, in the
face of real dread, anxiety, and self-doubt,

we cast around frantically for identity.
Sedgwick spoke from a podium in the
rear as we in the audience faced the
screen. This increased the effect of her
voice coming from a strangely suspended
place and evoked a sense of meditation
rather than scrutiny. The large stuffed
bodies dangling in the room both obscured and framed one’s vision. When I
tried to look at Sedgwick, for example, I
would see her torso, but a translucent
blue shawl hanging from one of the figures covered her face.
Latecomers bumped into the figures on
their way to sit down. The effect was both
comic and eerie, as the swinging figures
seemed both alive and also lifeless, even
lynched. This play between the
animate/inanimate relates to the Buddhist

precept that all living creatures and objects—rocks, flowers—have souls, and
that the supreme goal is enlightenment of
ALL beings, not just humans.

I

feel tempted to call Sedgwick’s discussion of her illness “brave,” but that
word, often used to declare triumph over
or denial of fear, doesn’t seem quite right.
Is there a word for the kind of bravery
that incorporates fear, vulnerability, and
radical doubt? Perhaps the better word
is “generous.”
Sedgwick reminded us that, in Buddhism, human being-ness is a privilege in
that it is a good place from which to make
spiritual progress. Throughout “In the
Bardo” I was overwhelmed by her generosity in revealing what making use of
this privilege might feel like. To conceive
of death as a moment of “potent opportunity” demands a reorientation and retraining of our minds. As she points out,
this practice prepares us for the moment
of death, even if we suffer a more abrupt
bardo— say, we are thrown through a car
window and killed instantly.
Sedgwick’s emphasis is on how to respond in a crisis—how to develop a mode
of being in the world in which kindness,
open-mindedness, and liberation come
naturally to us. Such a practice is, as she
put it, “hard, chancy, and important.” The
intention of “In the Bardo” is clearly stated: to celebrate “coming to loving terms
with what’s transitory, mutable, even
quite exposed and ruined, while growing
better attuned to continuities of energy,
idiom, and soul.”
At one point Sedgwick noted in passing
that all the guidebooks to Asia she read
forewarned travelers to be sure to give
and receive gifts with both hands. Her
lecture was given in such a spirit, and it
was an honor to be present for it. I thank
her with both hands.
Several of Eve Sedgwick’s figural compositions
in fiber hanging were installed in the common
area of the English Program for her talk.

FOUR YEARS—NINE AWARDS
Distance Learning, continued from page 5

Rose, a marketing analyst for the U.S.
Army Reserve, points out, “It takes over
an hour to commute from Fort Totten to
Kingsborough, so this is really convenient
for people who work.” Without the hassle
of a long commute, he found that he was
“more focused in class, and at the same
time, more relaxed.”

A Pandora’s Box
Worth Opening

Wisdom of a First Lady

A

fter class is over, professors communicate with students via phone, fax,
or e-mail, and assignments can be handed in the same way. Office hours are limited to an hour, but a student who misses
a class can go back and review a videotape. The College keeps a master copy
and sends copies of the classroom discussion to Fort Totten.
In the past, courses taught off-site
tended to attract mostly adjunct faculty.
It is expected that full-time faculty will be
more often in the virtual classrooms of
distance learning.
“It’s beneficial to both students and
teachers,” Conway sums up, pointing out
that she learned much about new digital
technology in the course of teaching the
Fort Totten course. “It has made my professional life more rewarding.” And she
adds, “Not only is it new and exciting for
the faculty, but it gives us the opportunity
to reach out to a population we haven’t
been able to reach before.”

A

dministrators in the early 1970s
must have thought Pandora’s Box
was only too apt for the masthead
of York College’s rambunctious student
newspaper, with its headlines screaming
at the top of their voice.
However, since 1986, when he became
the paper’s advisor, Professor of English
Glenn Lewis has worked with his usual 35
to 40 students—either English majors emphasizing journalism or journalism minors—to turn the Pandora’s Box newsroom
into a very serious place.
“I’ve been emphatic about letting nothing
go in that is substandard. If it takes ten
rewrites, so be it,” Lewis says. His writers
and investigators, he adds, “are not learning to be student journalists; they are
learning to be professional journalists.”

All of them must finish their studies with
a 130-hour fieldwork course, and Lewis
has consistently placed York’s students in
many of the leading media internships in
the metropolitan area. And most of them
have achieved careers in journalism.
Such rigor has been reaping spectacular
recognition for Pandora’s Box lately. Most
recently, Pandora’s Box won the first-place
2000 Mark of Excellence Award of the Society of Professional Journalists for Best
All-Around College Newspaper in the
Northeastern U.S. It also won this year’s
first place award from the American
Scholastic Press Association for schools
with more than 2,500 students.
So abundant has the good news
been—no fewer than nine awards for
excellence in the last four years—that
the paper just might think of changing
its name. Cornucopia would certainly
be appropriate.

On Running for Office
“How I hate doing these things and
then they say that someday I’ll run
for office. Well, I’d have to be chloroformed first!” -–Eleanor Roosevelt
to Lorena Hickock, 1935
Graduation Advice
“Don’t dry up by inaction but go out
and do things. . . .Don’t believe
what somebody else tells you, but
know things by your own contacts
with life. If you do that you will be
of great value to the community and
the world.” –ER to graduates of the
Todhunter School for Girls, 1938
(from John Jay College historian
Blanche Wiesen Cook’s Eleanor
Roosevelt, volume 2)
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