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Hi, my name is Lydia Debeer and I will take you along a journey, in wake of Melting. 

As I write down these words, I am surrounded by the sound of falling water. Sitting in my favourite spot in the local library, I hear the comforting sound of the small fountain located just behind me. Although the sight is quite disappointing, the sound is perfect. Not too strong, not too soft, just right. Imagine an inverted shower head where the water flows out just strong enough to spray 30 centimetres high before gently landing on a bed of large in-water white boulders. Outside, it has been raining nonstop all day, or should I say all month, from drizzle to downpour. The raindrops fall on the building's curved plexi roof domes that act as a drum membrane, distributing the sound evenly throughout the space. The ideal place to return in thought to the walk that brought me, with several detours, to the idea that the movement of melting is the ideal metaphor for a liminal experience. Something that is in the process of melting is perpetually in transformation and is characterized by a continual change from solid to liquid, being neither one nor the other. 

With my lecture, I want to map out the zone between Anne Carson’s meditations on desire as the “melter of limbs”, and Patricia de Martelaere’s reflections on embracing the flow of life and death that make us aware of the universal human struggle with letting go. How does the human desire, or precisely the fear, to dissolve, to become one with its environment or another being in life and death, drive us towards change, shapeshifting and leaving known paths and subdivisions?
Allow me to take you with me. It is April 2022. We are in a b&b surrounded by green snow-covered hills in Tomatin. Together with my boyfriend, we drove here yesterday through heavy snowfall. We’re already completely blown away by the journey here and the desolate snow-covered flanks that met us everywhere. But Laurens, my boyfriend, turns out to be sick. He tested positive for corona and can't get out of bed. Disappointed that this also implies that we will have to leave the lodge, especially our lovely host Rachel, with whom we immediately fell in love, I venture out into the surrounding landscape before it’s too late. Our host's garden rises steeply uphill. After leaving several gates behind me, the only companions on my path are some sheep. The road winds further uphill and a breathtaking landscape unfolds. At this point, I’m leaving even the sheep behind me. In the distance, blue and white heights stand out against a trembling horizon. It is the middle of the day, and the snow that has drifted down from the previous days has given way to a brilliant blue sky. The sun is eating away at the vast snowy plains before me, and meltwater is pouring off the mossy fields to pool in small streams beside the trail. As far as I can see, there is no human being in sight, and everything related to the inhabited world is now so far away from me that they are just patches of colour. I feel such a strong desire to become one with the quietness the environment imprints on me that I would like to melt on the spot and leap down the mountain along with the meltwater.

The moment and feeling I describe felt as much like coming home as being lost. Not only did the landscape tremble under the sun's heat, but I myself pulsed between the absence of self-awareness in which I am absorbed in the landscape and a heightened self-awareness. A heightened awareness of where I stop, and the rest of the world begins. An awareness of how impossible it is to crawl out of my skin. In other words, a sharp and painful awareness of my own edge.
When reading Anne Carson's Eros the Bittersweet, I found this precise echo of that sentiment:
“ And it is only, suddenly, at the moment when I would dissolve that boundary, I realize I never can” 

In the chapter "finding the edge," Carson cites several examples from classical philosophy and literature that describe how romantic desire makes the lover extremely aware of his own physical limits and flaws in personality, just at the moment he wishes to coincide with another. 

“Reaching for an object that proves to be outside and beyond himself, the lover is provoked to notice that self and its limits. From a new vantage point, which we might call self-consciousness, he looks back and sees a hole.”
The lover loses something of himself in the movement toward the other. It makes him alert to his own limits and those of the other. It unveils an awareness of lack of something he did not know was missing. In Ocean Vuong's On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous, I find an almost identical description of this loss of self when attempting to move closer to another. 

“What if the body, at its best, is only a longing for body? The blood racing to the heart only to be sent back out, filling the routes, the once empty channels, the miles it takes to take us toward each other. Why did I feel more myself while reaching for him, my hand midair, than I did having touched him?” 

Vuong's On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous is a letter from a Vietnamese-American young man in his late twenties, nicknamed "little dog,". He has written the letter to his mother, who cannot read. The novel meanders between his family's history, starting in Vietnam, to memories of his own childhood in the opioid-stricken American town of Hartford. He shares parts of his life that he never told her before. Through reading, we witness a complex and loaded yet undeniable love between a son and his mother. The letter, which reads like a long poem, speaks fearlessly about race, class, and masculinity and leads us into the underbelly of America's intergenerational inheritance of trauma, violence and addiction. 

In her discourse on desire and sensing one's own physical limits, Carson arrives at the metaphor of melting. Traditionally, the god of eros was called "melter of limbs" and we still say ‘My heart melts’ when we want to demonstrate that something or someone awakens our desire. We melt like a piece of wax in the hands of the god of Eros in admiration or affection for someone else.

Why melting? Melting is not a fixed state; it is a consequence of heating up, of fire, that other so often used metaphor for love. Those who melt are thus in continuous motion, but that motion has an endpoint. Here, the metaphor already carries the idea that desire is not an endless feeling; it is not static, it is not linear and it is not uniform. Something that melts deforms into the object around which it melts. The substance of melted material, however, is also specific; it is not liquid or solid; it is something in between, viscous, sticky, and even constricting. Think about when you hold your finger in melted candle wax and the way the wax coils all around your fingertip. It's a lovely feeling for a moment, but soon you want to get rid of it. But, you have to wait for the wax to cool down and harden before you can remove it without making it worse. Then you can hardly ever remove the hardened shell without breaking this second skin. And even if you can remove it without breaking it, your imprint left on the material. Hidden in the attraction to touch the melted drops of a candle is also its repulsiveness and confusion.

“The viscous is a state halfway between solid and liquid. It is like a cross-section in a process of change. It is unstable but it does not flow. It is soft, yielding, and compressible. Its stickiness is a trap, it clings like a leech; it attacks the boundary between myself and it. […]  Plunging into water gives a different impression; I remain a solid. But to touch stickiness is to risk diluting myself into viscosity.”
 Jean-Paul Sartre

{There is no other animal that embodies this "cross section in a process of change" more than a butterfly. When a caterpillar retreats into the cocoon, the animal breaks most of itself down to the cell before it grows and rebuilds from there. It will do so with the exact same cells, but now it emerges as an animal that can fly. Research shows that in this transformation, "memories" remain intact; for example, the butterfly will recognize scents it learned as a caterpillar. But what does not exist, then, is an animal that is half caterpillar, half butterfly. To arrive at that beautiful animal, the animal goes back to being a non-viable mire of cells.

“'Cut a chrysalis open, and you will find a rotting caterpillar. What you will never find is that mythical creature, half caterpillar, half butterfly, a fit emblem of the human soul, for those whose cast of mind leads them to seek such emblems. No, the process of transformation consists almost entirely of decay.” – Pat  Barker }
Back to Anne Carson and her ancient poets. Not just melting is a common metaphor that tells us something about fearing the integrity of our own bodies and falling in love: 

“Alongside melting we might cite metaphors of piercing, crushing, bridling, roasting, stinging, biting, grating, cropping, poisoning, singeing and grinding to a powder, all of which are used of eros by the poets, giving a cumulative impression of intense concern for the integrity and control of one’s own body. The lover learns as he loses it to value the bounded entity of himself.”
Thus, the ancient writers see desire as an attack, something that does not leave the body unchanged. The strength of desire for the gaze, recognition, love of the other exhibits our vulnerability. In other words, once again those of Ocean Vuong: 

“Sometimes being offered tenderness feels like the very proof that you’ve been ruined.”
'Ruined', he said. The metaphor of melting and the unstoppable law of gravity has brought us to an apparent low point where it seems that in desire, there is mainly to lose and to suffer. And yet, in Vuong's words, possibly more in the whole of the book than this one quote, I also read about the way out, or at least the hope in another reality. As a queer person with a dual identity, a writer and a professor with an illiterate mother, he finds himself caught in the middle between two worlds. His book is an account of desperateness, but it asks the hopeful question: how in our diverse society amid so much pain and trauma can we heal each other without losing ourselves?

This is a question as urgent as it is timeless and one that I also see posed in Sufjan Stevens' latest album, Javelin. The record was released in 2023. Stevens dedicated it to his partner, who had passed away a few months before. Some time before its release, Sufjan Stevens revealed that he had been diagnosed with Guillain-Barre syndrome, which, among other things, prevented him from walking on his own. These are not circumstances that provide much food for hope. The lyrics read like a particularly heartbreaking farewell. I'll let him speak for himself with his opening track "Goodbye Evergreen”.
Goodbye, Evergreen
You know I love you
But everything heaven-sent
Must burn out in the end
I promised you
Just as you were in my dream
Now, let me off easy
And I'll slip down through the drain
To release my scattered brain
My enemy

Something just isn't right
I cut from the inside
I'm frightened of the end
I'm drowning in my self-defense
Now punish me

Think of me as what you will
I grow like a cancer
I'm pressed out in the rain
Deliver me from the poisoned pain

(Goodbye Evergreen, goodbye Evergreen)
(Goodbye, you know I love you)

As bleak and somber as the lyrics may be, this is not an album that will make you sink completely into depression. Almost every song begins in the simple and minimalist way that characterized his earlier album Carrie & Lowel. An album, by the way, written after the death of his mother, Carrie, with whom he had a particularly complex relationship, another link to Ocean Vuong. 
But this minimalist troubadour style is broken towards the end of each song by a bombastic set of choral singing and expressive instrumentation. Like a doorway to another, better possible reality. In Sufjan Stevens' case, that reality may certainly be sought in the divine sphere as a convinced and openly Christian. Somewhere he himself puts it in the following way: [image: Afbeelding met persoon, kleding, collage, poster
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And so Sufjan Stevens' deeply sad lyrics but hopeful music take us a little further out of the valley, gaze upward, at the hand of philosopher Patricia De Martelaere. Here we are, in search of that "blessing in disguise" that melting has to offer us. 
In her Essay Who is Afraid of Death? Patricia de Martelaere compares coping with the idea that we are mortal as learning to swim. She recognizes two forces in our human coping with death: on the one hand, a non-suicidal desire for it as a reunion or return to a state (whatever that may entail) that we now lack and, on the other hand, the fear of destroying and losing the reality we live in now. Some people are so afraid of the idea of ever having to let go that they try to commit themselves to nothing or no one in life. 
"We can hardly make ourselves so detached and independent that no loss could ever again shake our happiness - the question remains, moreover, whether such a state could be described as 'happiness' and if it is not closer to harsh complacency and indifference."

That is why for us humans, who are endowed with the extraordinary gift and curse of being able to ruminate about our own ending, it is a lifelong exercise in letting go. And learning to let go, or in other words learning to believe, is like learning to swim, says De Martelaere. Even though humans are born with the capacity to swim, we forget it at some point, and have to learn it all over again. The mere fact of "knowing" that water can carry a body is in itself not enough to immediately let go of the shore. We need to believe it. A teacher demonstrates it to us, and still we need a stick or buoy to hold on to at first. Only after overcoming the fear of the deep, step by step, do we dare to surrender to the carrying power of water.
"Water is benevolent and unmerciful: it supports you willingly and naturally, but only on the condition that you stop seeking support. The reason people drown, in a short time and in perfectly ripple-free water, is precisely because they do not stop moving uncontrollably, searching for solid ground under their feet. Only a life safety belt can save them because they cannot do without a foothold. But in the long run, and when it comes to learning to swim by oneself, a life belt becomes an obstacle: those who refuse to let go of it will never be able to be carried through the water."
Letting go is not something that, according to de Martelaere, drives us toward a particular reward nor in the now or the hereafter. Letting go, believing, surrendering to the unknown, is the reward in itself. That reward cannot be explained with words but must be experienced. Once we know how to swim, this is not a lifelong guarantee that we would not drown, unknowing of what turbulent waters or broad channels we still must swim across in our later lives. 

"The message is: go with the flow, whether it is the flow of life or death. The thing within us that fears death is the same as that which is in the swimming pool, daring not to let go of the shore. The "soul" - we might say - is that which wants to let go. That is perhaps why it longs for the wide openness of death."

And here I find myself back exactly where I started. In the Scottish Highlands, gazing in full admiration at the peaks of the Cairngorms looming in the distance. While it is still true that there, I became keenly aware of the boundary between me and the landscape, the whole experience especially brought with it an incredible peace. 

“But for now, as she turned her face towards the early sun […] there it was – the relief of a sudden nearness.”

Reading this line in the last bits of Maddie Mortimer’s novel Maps of Our Spectacular Bodies, I recognized what she meant by “the relief of a sudden nearness”. The line is referring to the narrator’s mother, whose struggle with and ultimate death by cancer is portrayed in the book. That’s how it had felt standing there. Like a rush of closeness of something yet ungraspable grazed by me. Even though I could not become one with what surrounded me, the true recognition of its sudden nearness brought me incredible relief. This is what they must call ‘a thin place’ in Christian-Celtic tradition. One of those rare places where it is believed the distance between heaven and earth is compressed and you can sense the divine. 
Detached from language or any form of contact with the inhabited world, I stood there, trembling with the desire to merge into the landscape whilst still fearful of death, but, deeply content to find myself in that liminal intersection between the two. 


I melt away
Standing on the edge 
of a newly formed burn of snowmelt 
descending from a field

Blue edges of neighboring mountains, 
midday’s undisturbed sunlight turning
what was white into green

I am ripped apart by a longing 
to reach those blue bodies in sight 
and a yearning 
to flow down the mountain flanks, one
with the freshet

With my feet soaking in the source 
of a newly formed river
I stretch my neck to gaze upon
the flowing veins of a blue rush, trembling
in the distance.

Torn 
between a lust for the tinted blue beyond
and a longing to dissolve and become one 
with the opaque surface of the melted snow

I imagine my fingertips dripping 
bright blue liquid, after I reach out 
and wade my hands through its freezing 
veins 

I rush to breathe in your kobalt mist,   
infused with beauty through the space 
between us

Staggering with want, 
I fail to notice the cold 
mounting from my feet 

As I picture how my dripping fingertips
trace a bright blue line over your spine, 
vertebrae by vertebrae 

Blue drags black with it
Blue is darkness made visible 

Bewildered by the trembling outline, 
I pay no attention to the changing 
color of my skin

Sensation slowly leaves my 
toes, feet, ankles, knees, slowly
losing myself in the possibility of you 

Skin turning red, white, then pale blue

Is it your darkness, then, that propels me forward in pursuit? 

In the interval between reach 
and grasp, I’ve been rendered numb for
my most immediate need for warmth

Midday’s undisturbed sun turning your 
blue edges into melting tongues 

Caught between sameness and difference 
I melt away
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