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Foreword

Very beautiful and wonderful things do happen, don’t they? And we spend most of our lives in the hope of them.

– The ‘Old Gentleman’ character, The Railway Children by E. Nesbit

When someone dies, it’s these beautiful and wonderful things that people often try to capture in the form of an obituary. But it doesn’t alter the fact that, for most people, beauty and wonder are only a small fraction of one’s life.

Obituaries are meticulously planned, tweaked, polished. They have always struck me as having the feel of a resume or CV, and that’s why I find them frustrating: they did that then, had those children, led that army into battle, became that government minister, had that number-one record. Obituaries need to be an account of a life which appeals to the broadest possible audience, often ending up chaste and bland, even if the deceased was far from that (Lemmy from Motörhead comes to mind here).

Obituaries are often written by people who have rarely met the deceased and are often compiled over decades by a sequence of editors. It is not feelings but facts which are key – my father-in-law, an esteemed historian of science, once received a chilling phone call from a broadsheet obits editor checking the sequence of events in his life which they clearly felt was running out.

Two fundamental things are missing in obituaries – the element of surprise and the person themselves – and that’s where a great eulogy comes into its own.

Personally, I have always been interested in the fullest range of a life, warts and all. The lives of characters such as Judy Garland, George Harrison and Jane Birkin may well have been beautiful and wonderful on occasion but probably not all the time. And so I love eulogies because they take up the story after the obituary has been written.

There are no rules, no established form and sometimes no logic about who should deliver it. A family member? A friend? A cleric? A fellow actor? Or in Elizabeth Taylor’s case, Colin Farrell, whom she barely knew. The best ones can be unrehearsed and delivered by the most unlikely person, but work because they are unburdened by expectation. Once these restrictions are lifted, a eulogy can give us the real person.

They are also not fixed in place – they might be delivered on a Jamaican hillside, as Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry’s was, or outside 10 Downing Street in the case of Liz Truss’s tribute to Queen Elizabeth II.

They also reveal much about the person delivering the eulogy. With a famous writer, there may have been a number of potential speakers/acolytes/literary bedfellows jostling for the role, so the eulogy might have the air of ‘I was their best friend’ in their intimate tales. With comedians speaking about fellow comics, the competitive temptation to perform is rarely resisted. There can be many agendas at play, such as a reassessment of a complex personality or a repositioning of a reputation.

And of course, they’re often tinged with the bitterness, pain, resentment and confusion of losing a loved one, which can sit alongside true feelings of love. So, the eulogies in this book all have love at their heart (well, almost all).

Of course, we don’t all recollect people the same way, and eulogies can give us this multiplicity. They can surprise and shock but still reflect the person. Many of the deceased in this selection are people who meant an awful lot to me, so I have been thrilled to find words that convey how I also feel about them. Others less so. In some ways, it’s the less savoury characters who require the most skilful words, which dip, skirt and avoid.

A eulogy is defined by its ephemeral nature. It is delivered once, in person, to an audience. That gives it a charge, an urgency and a thrillingly uneditable component – once the speaker has started, no one knows what will be said. The downside of this is that, if not recorded in any way, we are reliant on memory to recall the eulogy. I spoke with the rabbi who gave the eulogy at Marc Bolan’s funeral and he could barely remember anything he said, apart from the fact that Marc ‘was in no way practising’. I spoke with two esteemed cultural figures who were among those who gave eulogies to Derek Jarman. They each recommended I contact others who had spoken to piece together the event, yet we were unable to reconstruct the full tribute. You had to be there, literally.

Of course, a eulogy is also the last word. It speaks of a life that has recently ended and the eulogist tries to do the impossible: to put the meaning of that life into words. The selection here, via revelation, gags, secrets and pure love, all go some way to pulling that off.




J. G. BALLARD

by Bea Ballard

13 December 2009

The Guardian

——————

‘I like to think of him rather like Prospero – he had ruled over his kingdom with great benevolence and kindly paternalism, and had created the most brilliant art with his magic.’

When I contacted J. G. Ballard’s daughter Bea regarding her eulogy for her father, unexpectedly, she sent me not one but two pieces of writing. On reading them, what she had done made perfect sense.

One piece, published in 2016, was titled ‘How my father, J. G. Ballard, foresaw our strange present’.

The other piece, written soon after his death, gave us the Ballard most of us were not privy to: the loving and clearly incredible father.

Together, both eulogies reflect the varied sides of the man: his past as a devoted father, and the future he predicted in such prescient ways.

The ‘strange present’ article was published in the Guardian seven years after Ballard’s death and looks at how Ballard predicted much of the reality TV revolution and how much Donald Trump owed to that. Bea clearly shares her father’s insight into media culture and where it may have led us:


I would love to know what my father would have to say about Donald Trump’s rapid political rise and his race for the White House. He would have found it fascinating. Given that he predicted a B-movie actor (Ronald Reagan) becoming president, I doubt he would have been surprised that a TV reality star ended up doing the same.

But it’s hard to imagine it happening in a world before television and social media. TV loves Trump’s soundbite style – his brashness and machismo. In the American Apprentice series, Trump sat in a boardroom similar to the Oval Office. It was a dramatic setting clearly designed to accentuate his power: the mahogany oak table, the lighting, the American flag in the background and the informed advisers conjure an image of Trump as pseudo-president.

Perhaps he was plausible as a leader to the American public because he had appeared in their living rooms for so long, playing a fictional commander.



In the other eulogy from 2009, reproduced below, Bea paints a picture not of a dystopian seer but of a single parent of three children, who provided him with great happiness, and who he, in turn, gave love and security.

When my children were young, much pointless energy was burnt off in attempting to answer the key question of all parenting: ‘How much screentime is too much?’

Ballard was blissfully free of this bourgeois anxiety and saw the TV screen as the great educator and liberator where he found inspiration for some of the greatest books of the twentieth century, and which influenced Bea’s celebrated career as a television director and producer.

——————


In 2009 the world lost one of its most original and brilliant authors, J. G. Ballard. But my siblings and I lost our father, our dearest Daddy. To the world he was this unique writer, with a huge international following, but to us he was simply a father, and the best you could ever hope for.

He had raised three of us single-handedly following my mother’s premature death when we were five, seven and nine. It was the 60s, when single fathers didn’t do that sort of thing. Most of his friends were sceptical. But he did raise us, as father, mother and much more besides. Fortunately for him, and for us, his work as a writer meant he could work from home and juggle writing with the care of us. So in between school runs, ironing school ties and cooking sausages and mashed potato, he wrote his novels and short stories – one minute conjuring up wild dystopias, the next watching Blue Peter.

It was a very liberating childhood – we were allowed to make many of the decisions, and my father let us run with our passions and our imaginations. There weren’t many rules, except get homework done, eat well, stay warm, and go to bed at a decent time. The watching of television was not rationed (unlike most of my friends) and was welcomed as an interesting vehicle of information and popular culture. So in the school holidays I became a connoisseur of daytime TV. My father was an avid TV watcher, too, and we gathered round the set together in the evenings, after supper and homework, to watch a whole mass of TV, from US crime dramas like Hawaii Five-O to comedies like Steptoe and Son, Dad’s Army, Monty Python. My father retained a lifelong passion for US crime dramas – he was a big fan of CSI. Meanwhile, I retained my passion for television and went on to make it my career.

My father wrote in his memoir, Miracles of Life, a book he dedicated to us: ‘The years I spent as the parent of my young children were the richest and happiest I have ever known.’*

Well, for us those years were supremely happy and laid the foundations for us to lead happy lives as adults. When we left for university it created a huge vacuum for my father, and one that was never really filled, but he took enormous pride in seeing us go into the world to forge successful careers and futures. Indeed, he was a devoted and adoring grandfather, often visiting my children, Pandora and Alice, and those of my sister Fay – Matthew and Isabella. By now he knew only too well how the minds of young children work and would always come laden with sweets. He even brought treats for our golden retriever – usually a large pork pie, which was demolished on the spot in one gulp.

When my husband died unexpectedly and suddenly five years ago, leaving me with two small children (in the same way my father had been left), I knew that with Daddy as my inspiration I could summon the courage to forge on alone and to give my children a happy and stable upbringing despite their tragic loss. Like a closely knit team we would make it together, just as he had done with me, my sister and my brother.

My father once said to me that seeing his grandchildren happily growing up was a huge satisfaction to him – he felt that his work was done. I like to think of him rather like Prospero – he had ruled over his kingdom with great benevolence and kindly paternalism, and had created the most brilliant art with his magic. But now that his work was done, it was time to break his staff and drown his magic book. His mission completed, it was time for him to leave his magic kingdom.

Dear Daddy, to the world you are J. G. Ballard, celebrated and legendary author. But to us, your children, you are simply our own very dearest father, our best friend and our inspiration. We miss you so much.



______________________________

* J. G. Ballard, Miracles of Life: Shanghai to Shepperton, An Autobiography (Fourth Estate, 2008)




TONY BENN MP

by Harriet Harman MP

20 March 2014

House of Commons, Westminster, London

——————

‘He proposed to Caroline only nine days after meeting her, explaining that it would have been sooner but he was quite shy.’

I have only included a handful of eulogies for politicians as they are prone to the same pitfalls as tributes to sportspeople – much to admire in what they have done in public but not always much else to dwell on. With politicians, eulogies always run the risk of never letting go of personal agendas and cross-party sparring, despite the overriding air of praise and tribute and dreadful humblebragging.

With Tony Benn, the tributes delivered to him in the House of Commons were of a very different hue. Firstly, there were literally dozens of them, with Harriet Harman’s being selected here. The Speaker of the House struggled to squeeze in all those who wished to speak in the time allotted. Secondly, they all spoke of a man who could only have been a politician.

It becomes wearing to read of contemporary politicians who see their time in parliament as ‘a good thing to put on their CV’ en route to more remunerative careers in business (arms, energy, lobbying are all popular options), where they might happily operate away from the scrutiny of public office. For many, it seems as if parliament is the equivalent of having to eat up your dreary vegetables before the indulgent pudding of the private sector beckons.

Benn, as son of a viscount, went the other way. He was so determined to serve in the Commons rather than the Lords that he helped introduce a bill to enable him to renounce his title and thus continue to represent his constituents.

The eulogies paint a picture of Benn as an unbeatable combination of the romantic and the hard-edged, the traditional and the progressive, the deeply religious with a genuine understanding of the agnostic. Rather than make him seem inconsistent, they build a character whose values never wavered and, winningly, were steeped in a side order of humour and eccentricity. We won’t see his like again.

——————


This is a parliamentary occasion to remember Tony Benn, but it was a parliamentary occasion every time Tony Benn spoke in this House, and before the House was televised, I well remember that when we saw the name ‘Tony Benn’ on the monitor we would all stop what we were doing in our offices and rush into this Chamber to hear him. All those who passionately agreed with him and those who passionately disagreed with him would be here to listen.

He was a great orator both inside and outside this House, and what made his oratory great was not just his formidable intellect – though he had that – or his great historical knowledge, though he had that too: it was that he spoke out of conviction and he always spoke from the heart.

He was first elected to this House in 1950 but was concerned that upon his father’s death his inheritance of a peerage would disqualify him from serving his constituents who had elected him to this House. On his father’s death in 1960 he was disqualified, but fought his way back to this House through the Peerage Act 1963 and a by-election.

When Labour formed a government in 1964 he became Postmaster General and then Minister of Technology, and with Labour in power again from 1974 to 1979 he became Secretary of State for Industry and then Secretary of State for Energy, and he encouraged a number of workers’ co-operatives, the most notable of which was Meriden in the Midlands, which continued to produce Triumph motorcycles for another decade.

What drove him on was his belief in the power of people, as the Deputy Prime Minister said: the power of ordinary people, through their trade unions and through their votes, to bring about change – and change for the better. His commitment was to the historic fight against social injustice, but he was never locked in the past. He embraced a myriad of new movements, like the green movement and the women’s movement. Because he believed in movements – the power of people working together to make change – he was always encouraging people and giving them the confidence that they could do that.

Everyone who ever met Tony has their own story about that, and this is mine. Back in the mid-1980s, as the only woman MP with very young children and finding it quite impossible to cope, I was sitting by myself in the corner of the Strangers caff. It was 11 o’clock at night and we were still waiting for a vote, and I was feeling terrible. Tony came and sat down next to me, and said, ‘You look exhausted. You should be at home.’ I said that I couldn’t, because I had not been let off by the whips. He said, ‘I can give you a really important piece of advice for your future. You don’t have to worry about the whips; I never do.’ So I was sent home to my family by Tony Benn, himself a great family man.

The public know him for his passion for politics, but his other great lifelong passion was his family: his wife, his children and his grandchildren. He proposed to Caroline only nine days after meeting her, explaining that it would have been sooner but he was quite shy. He later bought the bench on which they were sitting when he proposed, and it remained in their garden until the end.

He was enormously and justifiably proud of his children: his daughter Melissa, so like her mother, and his sons Joshua, Stephen and Hilary, the Right Honourable Member for Leeds Central, so like him. His legacy is not just to this House and to progressive politics in this country, but also in the values and commitment taken forward by his children and grandchildren, to whom we extend our sympathy and with whom we share the grief of the loss of a great parliamentarian and a great politician.






GEORGE BEST

by Eamonn Holmes

3 December 2005

Grand Hall, Stormont, Belfast

——————

‘The bookies are giving 7/1 that he would turn up today.’

A sporting legend’s career peak can only be very short, and how the subsequent decades unfold inevitably have a bearing on how their glory days are remembered.

A cliché about George is that he was one of the first ‘pop star’ footballers, due to his good looks, flamboyant fashion sense, immense wealth at a very young age and a love of the limelight. However, where a pop star’s legacy lives on, and indeed can thrive in the ever-renewing world of nostalgia, George Best’s footballing highlights remain in a black and white world.

After his last competitive club match (for Brisbane Lions in 1983), Best remained a fixture on chat shows and in the media, but often the focus was on his devastating alcoholism. Can you imagine anything worse than being invited onto primetime television year in, year out, simply to be greeted with a sympathetic presenter, head dipped to one side, asking, ‘So how are you, George?’, TV-speak for, ‘How long have you got?’

Best actually struggled on until 2005, when he died following complications after a liver transplant. His final years were punctuated less by recollections of his goals for Manchester United and more by a wonder at his continued survival.

His funeral was held in the Grand Hall at Stormont, Northern Ireland’s seat of government. The idea of a footballer’s funeral being held in a national parliament building indicates how key a figure he was to the people of Northern Ireland. The streets were packed with people paying their respects.

The funeral included poems read by his family and the inevitable ‘Good old Besty’ banter from Denis Law, his old Manchester United colleague, and most interesting of all, a eulogy by TV presenter Eamonn Holmes making a case for Best’s elevation to the mythical ranks of Northern Irish folklore.

Holmes had been asked by Best’s family to co-ordinate the funeral, and he delivered a eulogy very much celebrating his mythic status, with only a passing reference to football and no mention at all of his alcoholism.

Floral tributes were sent by Van Morrison, Mickey Rourke and Andrew Mountbatten Windsor – I trust the only thing these three people have in common.

An unlikely tribute following the funeral came from Fabergé, who commissioned a bejewelled George Best egg in a limited series of sixty-eight, the number of times Best played for Northern Ireland. Profits from the sale of the eggs went to the George Best Foundation, which promoted healthier lifestyles for young people. Early sales were brisk with resale auction prices of well over £20,000, although, at a most recent auction, the George Best egg did not reach its estimate and was withdrawn.

——————


Well, like so many of you today, I am here as a fan of probably the greatest footballer who ever lived: George Best.

I am lucky because I’m a fan who got close because of the job I did, and I thank George’s dad, Dicky; his son, Calum; Barbara; Grace; Julie and Ian for asking me to host today’s proceedings, mindful of that fact that although many of us are here today to say goodbye to our hero and goodbye to our icon, they are burying a son, a father and a brother. A family grieves, football grieves and a country grieves as well.

In Ulster folklore we have many heroes, many legends like Cú Chulainn, many myths. George Best will pass into that folklore, as mercurial, as magical as someone who made his dream, and as someone who made our dreams come true. As fitting company for those we have heard about in tales of old, because what mere mortal could do what he did on a pitch. The difference being that we don’t have to rely on word of mouth to bring to life his exploits on the field – there are lots of pieces of grainy footage and photographs to prove that the tales are not as tall as they seem.

We are here to celebrate his life as well. George enjoyed the Ulster humour as much as anyone, and that was very much part of what made him who he was. I think even he, on this sad day, would enjoy the story which is doing the rounds that the bookies are giving 7/1 that he would turn up today – and he certainly has.

George would always recognise that however much a genius he may have been, he was also flawed, and maybe that imperfection made us love him more.

In a country that often cannot rise above religion and politics, George Best did more than most to bring us together as a people. To make us recognise that maybe there is more that unites us than divides us.

He belonged to us all, and today, more than ever, we want to show the world how delighted we are that he came from a country of just one and a half million people and became the best footballer the world has ever seen.

George, we mourn your life cut short, but we are proud to welcome you home.






JANE BIRKIN

by the Reverend Alyson Lamb

24 July 2023

Saint-Roch Church, Paris

——————

‘The Song of Songs is unique in the Bible. It is the only book devoted to romantic love, the love between a king and shepherd-girl . . . It’s steamy stuff in places. It’s talking about sex, baby.’

Jane Birkin inspired a fevered devotion which quickly spilled over into linguistic excess and cliché, making it hard to uncover her real character and essence, with which the Reverend Alyson Lamb was tasked at her funeral.

Following her death in 2023 – no cause of death was ever announced, although Birkin did suffer a stroke in 2021 – the prurient and over-familiar accolades were doled out as expected: muse, libertine, gamine beauty, effortlessly stylish and indifferent to the conservative morals of the world she was brought up in.

I had never really understood exactly what the word insouciant meant, but it seems a perfect fit here. It’s a shorthand set in stone by ‘Je T’aime . . . Moi Non Plus’, the curious orgasmic duet she recorded with her then partner Serge Gainsbourg in 1969. It was catnip to suburban net-twitchers: posh English girl falls under the spell of louche Frenchman and produces an outrageously filthy record. A global smash, there was, of course, much gnashing of teeth in response to it, culminating in the head of the Italian record label being imprisoned for offending public morals.

Thus, her reputation was established, very much diminishing the many records and films she made in the subsequent decades, along with political campaigning and a family life.

Even the Hermès bag named after her became simply a grisly status symbol rather than anything to do with Birkin’s own effortless style. Perhaps Birkin was well aware of this, saying wearily: ‘I thought, on my obituary, it will say, “Like the bag” or something. Well, it could be worse.’

The funeral attracted a top tier of similarly stylish French cultural figures: Vanessa Paradis, Catherine Deneuve, Isabelle Huppert, Charlotte Rampling (like Birkin, an honorary Frenchwoman) and Birkin’s surviving children, Lou Doillon and Charlotte Gainsbourg. Doillon said something that might have sounded double-edged were it addressed to others, but I suspect here was without any edge to it: ‘Mother, thank you for not being ordinary and reasonable.’ Video screens were needed outside the church as the funeral attracted such a crowd.

The Reverend Alyson Lamb met Birkin when she conducted the funeral of Kate Barry, Birkin’s daughter with John Barry, the celebrated composer and her only husband – and before Gainsbourg and Paris. In 2013, Kate fell to her death from her fourth-floor apartment in Paris, believed to be suicide.

Lamb – the Anglican chaplain in Paris – reports how they grew close following this tragic event, and she clearly saw Birkin’s faith as drawing very much on a God of passion and even carnality. Birkin’s favourite passage in the Bible was The Song of Songs, the only part of the Old Testament devoted to physical love. If anybody could find sensuality within the pages of the Bible, it might well be Birkin. When Lamb says, ‘It’s steamy stuff in places,’ she could also be talking about the life she celebrated in her eulogy.

——————


‘My beloved spoke and said to me,

Arise, my darling,

my beautiful one, come with me.

See! The winter is past;

the rains are over and gone.

Flowers appear on the earth;

the season of singing has come,

the cooing of doves

is heard in our land.

The fig-tree forms its early fruit;

the blossoming vines spread their fragrance.

Arise, come, my darling;

my beautiful one, come with me.’

– The Song of Songs, 2:10-13 (Song of Solomon)

The Song of Songs is unique in the Bible. It is the only book devoted to romantic love, the love between a king and shepherd-girl. But you don’t have to read far to realise that this is not about courtly romance. It’s about physical love. ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,’ it begins. It’s steamy stuff in places. It’s talking about sex, baby.

In the Jewish tradition the Song was considered the innermost shrine of scripture. One Rabbi wrote: ‘All the scriptures are holy, but the Song of Songs is the holy of holies.’ Why so precious?

From the earliest times the Song has been understood to be about the love of God for people. And yet there is not much here about the love described in 1 Corinthians: the love that is patient and kind, forgiving and self-giving. Here in the Song the emphasis is all on passion, on the lovers’ hunger for physical intimacy, their desire to know one another in every way.

What it tells us is that God’s love is not what we might expect. God’s love is not an abstract affection, polite and remote like a distant uncle. ‘Je t’aime’, God says to us, ‘Oui, je t’aime’. God’s love is personal and passionate, perhaps scandalously so.

Like millions of others of my generation, I first heard of Jane Birkin in 1969 when the scandal of ‘Je T’aime . . . Moi Non Plus’ burst into an unsuspecting Britain.

I must have heard it on Radio Luxembourg because of course it had been banned by the BBC – too steamy for the Brits! If the lyrical subtleties of the song were lost on the broadcasting authorities, they certainly were on thirteen-year-old schoolgirls.

I remember one chemistry lesson, a group of us huddled together over an experiment, giggling wildly as we tried to imitate Jane and Serge. When the teacher asked what on earth we were doing, we claimed to be practising our French. I never told Jane that, but I think she would have giggled too.

For decades after ’69, Jane was just a shadowy figure to me. Until December 2013 when she invited me – as pastor of her Anglican church in Paris – to conduct the funeral for her daughter Kate. On meeting Jane I was struck by her charisma and physical attractiveness, but most of all by
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