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			Introduction

			So Fierce Is the World

			
				Loneliness is as much a reality of life as night and rain and thunder, and it can be lived creatively, as any other experience. So I say, let there be loneliness, for where there is loneliness there is also sensitivity, and where there is sensitivity, there is awareness and recognition and promise.

				—Clark E. Moustakas
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			He’s dead.”

			The voice on the phone was Joshua, a friend with whom I had gotten sober years ago. Back then, in the 1990s, driving to and from twelve-step meetings held in smoky church basements across Rochester, New York, in a rickety station wagon with my drum set in the wayback, we kept ourselves focused by improvising sketch comedy and working out stand-up routines that Joshua used in his fledging act, which he’d eventually abandon in order to be a travel writer specializing in Southeast Asia. He was calling from Portland.

			“Who’s dead?” I asked, thinking who from our past may have relapsed.

			“The actor, the guy you’re writing about. Overdosed on heroin.”

			“Philip Seymour Hoffman?”

			I switched the phone to my other hand, eyes scanning the notes of an essay I was writing about Synecdoche, New York, a film starring Hoffman. There, right on my screen, cursor blinking, were two lines from a Rilke poem included in the movie: “Whoever has no house now, will never have one. / Whoever is alone will stay alone . . .”

			“But he’s sober.”

			“That’s what everyone thought, I guess.” Joshua let out a long exhale.

			Joshua filled me in on the details, about how the actor, a man three years older than I, had been found in his apartment bathroom, a syringe hanging from his arm. Hoffman had been to rehab twice in the two years prior, but largely that had been kept quiet. Until that time, his more than twenty years of sobriety were often mentioned in articles and interviews, perhaps especially because Hoffman had a penchant for playing sad, lonely, sometimes desperate, sometimes rageful men, the very people who were drunk or about to go on a weekend bender after years of sobriety. He played those roles from the inside out.

			I’m no actor, but I know those parts all too well myself.

			On the phone, Joshua and I became quiet: over decades of friendship, we’ve known too many people who, having not used for years, suddenly fell back into heroin or whiskey or coke, fell back so hard that they didn’t want to get out of it again, fell so hard, they died, or took their own lives. We were aware that addiction, that space of desolation—of feeling abandoned and like you want to abandon the world—isn’t something that is cured: you hold it at bay, and, like loneliness, as loneliness, it can come roaring back at almost any moment. Sometimes because of a crisis; sometimes because things are going well; and sometimes merely because. You never get rid of it, not wholly. You find ways to protect yourself from it.

			Later, reading the obituary for Hoffman in The New York Times, some lines from Truman Capote, whom Hoffman portrayed so unforgettably, float forward. “But we are alone, darling child, terribly, isolated each from the other; so fierce is the world’s ridicule we cannot speak or show our tenderness; for us, death is stronger than life, it pulls like a wind through the dark, all our cries burlesqued in joyless laughter; and with the garbage of loneliness stuffed down us until our guts burst bleeding green, we go screaming round the world, dying in our rented rooms, nightmare hotels, eternal homes of the transient heart.” Hoffman died alone in his apartment.

			The desolation of loneliness, like the connected problems of substance abuse and depression, comes from the feeling that the experience—when one is in it—will never end. That is why sometimes people choose to end it for themselves. If we are to keep going, push through, or slip around, I believe we must reinvent loneliness in order to survive it. I have been trying to do this my whole life.

			

			•   •   •

			Do you know you almost killed those people?” the officer—lean, middle-aged—asked me as he latched the cell door behind me. Flat, measured, his tone wasn’t accusatory, it was definitive. He didn’t wait for the answer. I listened as he walked down the gray hall and passed through a heavy door, then bolted it shut behind him. The cell cold despite its being August. Its walls: painted concrete; the light: dim. An eighteen-year-old kid, I stared at the security camera hanging from the ceiling that was trained on me. They wanted to make sure I wouldn’t try to kill myself. I fashioned an ersatz noose out of toilet paper, folded my legs, and lay across the scratched steel bunk.

			I didn’t know what the officer was talking about. That night, I’d lost hours to another blackout, and it was only his keys jingling in the lock that had led me back to consciousness. Before that moment, I had no memory of the evening.

			I first began drinking and using drugs when I was about thirteen; at fifteen people started to say I was a nice guy until I got a drink in me; it was sixteen when I began to drink so heavily that I lost hours and then whole days to blackouts. My blackouts always had a feel of time-hopping teleportation. One moment I would be taking a long slow drink from a bottle, then hours later—sometimes even a day or so—I would suddenly appear back in my body. These moments were much more than jarring, they were dangerous. Sometimes I was in my room or apartment, perhaps in the middle of a sentence; other times, I would drop back into consciousness in a completely different city from where I was when I started to drink. Once, I woke up facedown in a puddle in a dark alley behind some family-owned appliance store in Montreal, three hundred miles from home, a bloody gash opened across my forehead and nose. A few years later, someone asked me what it was like. I compared it to the sci-fi TV drama from the 1990s: Quantum Leap. My whole body buzzed and I reappeared in myself, unsure of where or sometimes even who I was.

			That night, I’d been arrested driving eastbound in the westbound lane of a major highway outside Boston. The officer, when he was booking me, had said I could be released if someone would come and pick me up and pay the bail. I was in no shape to get myself home—in fact I didn’t even have any shoes—and it was two a.m. It also didn’t occur to me until later that my car wasn’t actually in the police station’s parking lot. I hadn’t driven there, after all.

			He slid the black plastic phone on the counter over to me.

			“I don’t have anyone to call.”

			“No one will come get you?”

			I pushed the phone back toward him.

			“Then you stay here,” he said.

			They led me, handcuffed, to the cell. That was the moment when I was confronted with the fact that loneliness wasn’t some occasional situation, it had become, inescapably, my very identity.

			“Addiction is a disease of loneliness,” a recovering addict in Vancouver told the journalist Johann Hari in Chasing the Scream: The First and Last Days of the War on Drugs. What isn’t clear is whether he meant that addiction, by the very nature of the disease, isolates a person from everyone else, or if loneliness is one of the preconditions for addiction. The loneliness that I had wrestled with since I was a little kid stood at the core of my substance abuse. In my own case, I felt that drinking was a way to stop fighting the loneliness that I could neither solve nor escape, neither outthink nor outrun.

			What unnerved me about Hoffman’s death, then, was that I recognized the latent potency of loneliness and how it can continue to develop, even as it is being curbed or kept under wraps. It moves quietly and often exploits the fact that we are slow to recognize it in ourselves. His death was, for me, a catalyst. That’s why I’ve now begun to try to understand loneliness, why I am seeking out its themes and variations. I may not be able to cure it, but I can learn how it thinks, I can figure out what it thinks about, there in the dark.

			In photographs from around the time of that arrest, I am as gaunt as a self-portrait of Egon Schiele, a painter I discovered in my teens, a painter known for his own intense feelings of separateness. That marked isolation became harder and harder to hide, simply because I was drinking to slip the leash of my own self-consciousness. It wasn’t that I wanted to die. I wanted not to exist. A fundamental question of philosophy is “Why is there something rather than nothing?” My loneliness placed me in the middle of that question. That’s where it can place anyone.

			

			•   •   •

			I got sober in Rochester, New York, in the early 1990s, staying in a suburb where my parents had moved after I graduated from high school, a town a few miles from where Hoffman had grown up. That part of the country is brutal in its winters—tearing cold and endless snow and darkness that for months never abates. Or maybe that’s simply how it felt. Having not grown up there, I knew almost no one when I retreated to the area after my arrest, and the consequent loss of my job, my savings, and my license. Living at my parents’ house, I was taking classes part-time at the city’s famous music conservatory before I eventually entered rehab at the very hospital where Rod Serling, creator of The Twilight Zone, a hero of mine since childhood, had died in the 1970s.

			Rochester may have been where I dried out, but it was not a cure for my loneliness. I was left on my own to practice drums and piano hours every day, making my way into the school to take my classes, and then drift back to my parents’ house, where I stayed up for hours, hiding bottles of wine though I was supposed to be getting off the sauce. Every week, after my lessons, I went to the art-house cinema and saw whatever was playing. Sitting alone in the dark, whole worlds flashing across the screen, I fell into other people’s lives, other people’s stories. Since in being lonely we feel only the throes of emotional distance, it is through art, books, music, movies, that we can collect our glimpses of others’ lives, that we can collect those fellow travelers.

			I did not know—of course, how could I?—that during those very same years, as I was trying to grab ahold of my life before it was lost altogether, a young man from the outskirts of Rochester, somebody who had once frequented that very same art-house cinema before I hit town, would be fighting through his own addictions while a student at NYU. Not classically handsome, but compelling nonetheless because of his innate ability to convey a crushing vulnerability, he would eventually be called, frequently, “the greatest actor of his generation.” I didn’t know then either that one day, years and years later, I would watch a film in that very same theater starring this man, Philip Seymour Hoffman, that would be the saddest movie I have ever seen. How could I know then that a little while later, I would be asked to write an essay about this film, Synecdoche, New York, and that Hoffman would die of an overdose while I was in the middle of drafting the piece. He died even as I was wrapping my head around why his movie had moved me so deeply, about why and how Hoffman had become the Marlon Brando of loneliness.

			Hoffman played Willy Loman in a high school production, which as an idea sounds like a pretty damned proposition. For a teenager to play a man burdened by his whole, disappointing life to the extent that he kills himself is a kind of anticipatory empathy that most high schoolers wouldn’t be able to muster, let alone handle. I’d first read the play in high school. “An air of the dream clings to the place” was a stage direction that haunted me, as well as the line “He’s liked, but he’s not well liked.” If you feel lonely, that line cuts deep, down to the bone. I remember the class discussion of the play during my senior year: it was one of the mornings I wasn’t drunk.

			He would play Loman again, in 2012, on Broadway. Even at the age of forty-four, Hoffman had been a bit young to be playing Loman, who is supposed to be in his sixties, but at least in your middle age you get an ever-clarifying sense of the difference between the kind of loneliness that is transitory, tied to a given moment or circumstance, and the kind that arises from a particular, specific inborn feeling of distance. At only thirty-five, Arthur Miller wrote of the earliest days of developing Death of a Salesman, “I remember the rehearsal when we had our first audience. Six or seven friends. The play working itself out under the single bulb overhead. I think that was the first and only time I saw it as others see it. Then it seemed to me that we must be a terribly lonely people, cut off from each other by such massive pretense of self-sufficiency, machined down so fine we hardly touch any more. We are trying to save ourselves separately, and that is immoral, that is the corrosive among us.” The challenge, maybe it’s an imperative, is to find ways to save ourselves collectively, to throw off the “pretense of self-sufficiency” and confess, without shame or recrimination, that we need one another. First, we need to be able to learn from each other the very nature of that loneliness that Miller mentions.

			Salesman is important in Synecdoche, New York as well. When the movie opens, Hoffman plays Caden Cotard, a director for a regional theater company in Schenectady, New York. He is distracted, shabbily dressed, unshaven. The play he is developing at the beginning of the movie is Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, a drama, we are quick to note, that more or less begins at the end of Willy Loman’s life, and that sets the tone of tragic inevitability and melancholia built into the movie. The movie, in other words, begins with a death (Loman’s) and then, two hours later, ends with another: Caden’s. As Hazel, Caden’s assistant and true love (played by Samantha Morton), insists the night before she dies of smoke asphyxiation after living in a burning house for forty years, the night they finally consummate their love, “The end is built into the beginning. What can we do?” Caden advises his actors, “Try to keep in mind that a young person playing Willy Loman thinks that he is only pretending to be at the end of a life full of despair,” and insists to the lead actor, “but the tragedy is that we know that you, the young actor, will end up in this very place of desolation.” The movie was released in 2008; Hoffman played Loman on Broadway in 2012, and though he received his third Tony nomination, his friends saw that the role changed him, haunted him. He was dead two years later. “Desolation” has its roots in the Latin word for “abandon.”

			Loneliness is not the same as depression, though they are often connected, as a depressed person can, as part of a range of symptoms, feel wholly isolated, and at the same time a feeling of isolation can lead to depression. Depression is, of course, a form of mental illness, but loneliness is harder to pin down, harder to define. Clinical psychologists Jacqueline Olds and Richard S. Schwartz found that patients often are more likely to admit to depression than loneliness because depression is commonly understood to have specific biochemical causes. Loneliness, on the other hand, is disregarded as mere “emotional neediness.” In The Lonely American: Drifting Apart in the Twenty-First Century, they note, “Our first concern was the welfare of our patients: we began to notice how much of their suffering was bound up in isolation and loneliness, whatever other diagnostic labels might be applied to them. We began to notice how hard it was for our patients to talk about their isolation, which seemed to fill them with deep shame.” The authors then add, with some dismay, “While our culture has successfully destigmatized mental illness (at least a little) it has restigmatized an ordinary human emotion.” The co-occurrence of depression and loneliness can mean that the latter is seen as merely a symptom of the former. The resulting problem is that loneliness all too often is not taken as itself something serious enough to be explored on its own terms, even by clinicians, even though it is clear that loneliness can feed depression.

			A telling difference between the two states is that with depression the isolation that a person feels is not necessarily a paradoxical situation in which they feel isolated but don’t want to be. Part of the nature of loneliness is that a lonely person fights against the feelings of isolation even if the person feels helpless before them. The lonely person comes to perceive some schism between him- or herself and others that prevents meaningful intimacy. The more convinced one is of that schism, the more one feels it is an unassailable divide. There is a fundamental ambivalence to loneliness, a desire for connection that is tied to a belief—it is more than a fear—that one is inevitably going to be rejected. For that reason, loneliness entails a feeling of increasing isolation that nonetheless is matched by a longing for greater social connection, even if at some level it also fights that longing.

			Social psychologists Daniel Perlman and Letitia Anne Peplau define loneliness as “the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s network of social relations is deficient in some important way, either quantitatively or qualitatively.” They add that ultimately loneliness amounts to “a discrepancy between one’s desired and achieved levels of social relations.” One either feels that there aren’t enough relationships in one’s life or there are many relationships, but they are mostly superficial. Either way, there is a perceived lack of intimacy. The psychoanalyst Melanie Klein, an important protégée of Freud, believed that loneliness begins at the very moment when, as infants, we first can distinguish our separateness from our mothers. In other words, as we move into developing a self, the more we become who we are, the more we grow into our own, unique aloneness. “The end is built into the beginning. What can we do?”

			

			•   •   •

			What can we do about loneliness?

			This book will look at how others have wrestled with that question. In what follows, I will raise the question of whether or not loneliness, though painful, makes intimacy and empathy possible. It is a condition, not a symptom, that urges us to plumb our imaginations and drives us to know ourselves more deeply. Therein lies the possibility for hope that through its pain we might learn to navigate those feelings of isolation and become more connected to others or even more knowledgeable about—and thus more at home with—our often unquiet selves. So perhaps the more useful question to ask is: What we can do with loneliness? What can we make out of it?

			One aspect that I will explore is the possibility that existential loneliness is a central condition of being human, one that human beings have always wrestled against, what the philosopher Bertrand Russell describes in his memoir as “that terrible loneliness in which one shivering consciousness looks over the rim of the world into the cold unfathomable lifeless abyss.” While some part of me wants to suggest that ol’ Bertrand needed to relax a bit, the Romantic hyperbole points to how sharp the ache of loneliness feels—it makes us push language as far as we can in order to find the words to describe the indescribable. Arguably, some people stand closer, for a variety of reasons, to that rim of the world and glance into that abyss a bit more frequently than others do. Some people live their whole lives there; others find themselves at such places due to specific circumstances. Anyone would wish it otherwise.

			Philosophers, poets, psychoanalysts have, throughout history, taken account of how a self forms itself by splitting from the other, and how that consciousness can create a feeling of persistent separation. Friedrich Nietzsche, despite or because of his intensities, famously wrestled with his own sense of being different from everyone around him. The seventeenth-century philosopher René Descartes never described himself as lonely. Even in English, the word “loneliness” doesn’t gain its more modern connotation of separation and emotional distance until around 1800. Prior to that, the word, when it was used, was closer to meaning the condition of being alone, of being solitary. Descartes, nevertheless, did raise the specter of alienation and longing when he questioned whether or not the people he saw walking by his window were in fact some form of automatons. He reckoned they weren’t, but didn’t know to a certainty. He could only begin to know from his own experience of himself: “I think, therefore I am.” And everybody else? Well, that remains to be seen.

			Descartes’s method of extracting everything but one’s own mind to get to some foundation for knowability is built out of isolation. To know anyone, to know, really know, what is real, one needs to be alone, but that necessary distance inevitably keeps all others at bay. Even in terms of biblical stories, Adam and Eve, upon gaining self-consciousness, are driven from paradise, as if suggesting that knowledge of the self necessitates a form of exile.

			Loneliness is often thought of in terms of shame and personal failure. Yet how can that be? At an unprecedented rate, loneliness is moving across the globe. An inkling that a shadow surrounds so many of us, creating a vast gulf between people, rises up all around. The clear fracturing of our political discourse, which cuts across race, class, and gender, contributes to the feeling that one’s values are somehow alien to other people, and this breeds suspicion, or at least a wariness of sharing thoughts in daily conversation. The intensity of the ongoing, worsening climate crisis can make people feel like they have no agency in regard to the future. At the very least, rising temperatures can drive individuals into their homes in order to remain in air-conditioning or limit their movements.

			Given how widespread feelings of isolation and alienation are becoming, studies appear seemingly daily, warning that the dangers of loneliness—consequences that are emotional, physical, and mental—are increasing to record levels. Millennials report in growing numbers that they have no friends, and that there is no one that they feel like they can count on. Aging baby boomers indicate that there are fewer and fewer people they rely upon emotionally, and that the older they get, the more that pool of trusted friends and confidants dwindles.

			Everyone feels lonely sometimes, but more and more often, and more acutely, this emotional state is becoming a social problem with dire results. Beginning in the spring of 2020, as we all spent months and months locked down and socially distanced, living life on Zoom, experiences of alienation, depression, and loneliness were everywhere to be felt. The isolating conditions of the pandemic only exacerbated what was arguably already becoming a widespread emotional crisis. According to a 2020 survey by Cigna, three in five Americans report feeling always left out or that they rarely feel as though there are people who really understand them. In 2021, the Making Caring Common Project of Harvard University’s Graduate School in Education reported that 36 percent of adults described themselves as experiencing “serious loneliness.” That percentage increased even further in young adults, aged eighteen to twenty-five. In a demographic group who had grown up with a deft mastery of social media to connect to people anywhere and everywhere, the number approaches a staggering 63 percent. The consequences are alarming, not in emotional terms alone, but in regard to general health as well. In countless studies, loneliness has been shown to have connections to cognitive decline and dementia in the elderly, and there are ties to heart problems, poor immune system responses, obesity, addiction and addictive behaviors, and, of course, massive depression.

			Recently, the United Kingdom created the position of “Minister of Loneliness,” while such nations as Canada, Germany, Japan, and Australia are all also considering establishing similar posts in their respective governments. Vivek Murthy, the U.S. surgeon general under Presidents Obama and Biden, was among the first authorities at the national level to describe loneliness as having reached epidemic proportions. Moreover, although it is too early to account for the long-term intense feelings of loneliness and isolation arising from practices of quarantining and social distancing due to COVID protocols, these experiences will of course have an enduring effect on people’s feelings of self and community.

			It may be a global epidemic, but loneliness always feels personal. To make matters worse, the lonely person in the midst of experiencing loneliness feels like his or her or their insides are on display, and, for that reason, experiences that searing pain of rejection all the more personally. A great deal of the problem of loneliness is that it is so often accompanied by a sense of shame for having it. I find myself often avoiding telling people what I’m writing about, worried that it will activate other people’s judgment or pity. I find myself hiding the titles of books that I’m reading that give away the fact that I am interested in loneliness. Loneliness feels so often like some inner affirmation of emotional inadequacy. It can feel simultaneously like a confession and an accusation if we think “I’m lonely” is the same as saying “Nobody loves me.” In effect, when it comes to loneliness, to quote an old horror movie, “the call is coming from inside the house.” It becomes impossible to speak about it, which then serves to make you feel more isolated.

			This paradox underscores the importance of looking for others who feel all too keenly what Zora Neale Hurston, one of America’s great writers, called “a cosmic loneliness.” Clearly, although the feeling of loneliness is more widespread than ever, it is not a new condition. In my own life, I have sought in the work of others to find a grammar to articulate what evaded me, a vocabulary to name what made my own feelings recognizable yet also utterly unique. I have often sought the kind of undramatic acknowledgment of shared emotional distance that I find in the pictures of Walker Evans, an artist whose work spurred my interest in writing about photography as an art critic. In fact, books and films and art had always been how I had built my own community of isolatoes. Walter Benjamin once described his life as a writer as being like that of “a castaway who drifts on a wreck by climbing to the top of an already crumbling mast. But from there he has a chance to give a signal leading to his rescue.” Reading, looking at art, can be a way of scanning the horizon for any sign that one isn’t alone. That signal can also lead the way for others to find their own form of rescue. In that way, the spines of books and Blu-rays and CDs, paintings and photographs in books and museums, were the markers for voices and experiences to which I could respond.

			Art in general felt, feels, to me like evidence of other people’s searching for their own meaningfulness, as if they were calling over from their own lost valleys. The work of those I will discuss in the following pages—people such as Zora Neale Hurston, Egon Schiele, Rod Serling, Walker Evans, Walter Benjamin, and Melanie Klein—didn’t provide answers or solutions. Each enacted a distinct facet of exquisite, self-conscious loneliness. Each found a way to respond to feelings of intense alienation. Taken together, they are a disparate group of people who forged insights and perspectives in the cold fires of loneliness. They responded to the inner turmoil of their own forms of loneliness and fashioned something out of it, not simply as expression, but as a signal, a flare, so as to be of use to others. It is akin to those rare moments when you catch a stranger’s eye on a packed train and you both hold it, hold it for a moment, then look away. What’s exchanged is an unexpected gift—someone you don’t know, someone you will never know, acknowledged and affirmed, without presumption or obligation, your shared human existence. That happens without self-consciousness, but all too rarely. In the chapters that follow, This Exquisite Loneliness will look to fill that need of connection to others, across time, over great distances.

			Since in being lonely we feel only the throes of emotional distance, it is through art, books, music, movies, that we can collect our glimpses of others’ lives, we can collect those fellow travelers through the landscape of loneliness. These narrative explorations into the lives of six figures—people who made loneliness their subject as well as the context—and the corresponding excavation of my own life are marshaled to enact the very heart of the project’s argument: that attempts to know, to understand, loneliness at its core allow us to recognize that such a feeling, though always our own, is something we share, inevitably, with others. The effort to overcome loneliness both pulls it out of the shadows of ignorance, shame, and repression and reveals what makes us human. This situation is what I am calling exquisite loneliness. It is an emotional awareness sharpened by the pain of feeling excluded or isolated that can provide us with new insight into who we are and how others feel. We see what we need, we see what we love, more keenly through the experience of separateness, from feeling an intense, poignant distance and being aware of its textures as it occurs. It is like the experience of seeing a loved one standing on the platform as your train departs the station. This insight in turn provides opportunities to build and create, to learn and grow. In short, from exquisite loneliness, and through an attention to how seminal thinkers, writers, and artists have wrestled with it, comes the possibility of true, transformative empathy, directed toward others, of course, yet more important, toward ourselves.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Loneliness and Its Discontents

			
				Being alive means being in a body—a body separated from all other bodies. And being separated means being alone.

				—Paul Tillich
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			We all have friends with whom we like to talk about specific things because of shared interests and experiences. You might have a music friend or a stand-up comedy friend. You might have a shopping friend or beach or basketball friend. A few years ago, before he passed away, I used to make biannual trips up to Brookline, Massachusetts, in order to visit my friend Stanley Cavell. Stanley was a retired philosopher at Harvard and I’d shoot my black VW Beetle up I-95 to have lunch with him and talk old movies, Wittgenstein, and jazz. He had never been a teacher of mine, but we had met one summer in Santa Fe at a conference about Ralph Waldo Emerson, at which he led a seminar. Over a meal, we hit it off, bonding over the story I told him about the time Groucho Marx and T. S. Eliot had dinner together. As it so happened, Stanley lived a few blocks from where earlier in my life I had spent some of the darkest days of my substance abuse and isolation while subletting a cramped apartment in Boston’s Kenmore Square with a part-time pot dealer. That was probably part of the allure of visiting him, I confess—letting my middle-life self have an excuse to superimpose the present over the vestiges of that painful past.

			Once, over our usual sushi lunch, I asked Stanley whether he ever felt lonely. I’m not sure why I asked such a probing, perhaps uncomfortable question. He had a terrific wife, Cathleen, after all, and I knew that his kids, all of whom were a bit younger than I, regularly visited him. Maybe I asked because he’d been retired for a while and I wondered if he missed students, missed being in the classroom. Maybe I felt it was all right to ask this because at the time—he was then in his late seventies—he was writing his memoir, Little Did I Know. Between his various books and from our conversations, I knew some of his life story, of course. Stanley, too, had been a musician in college; that is, before a crisis of depression had sent him into a new direction, deep into an emotional labyrinth. First, by way of Sigmund Freud’s heady psychoanalytic theories and then by philosophy itself, Stanley had found the thread through that maze of the heart. Despite the more than forty-year age difference between us, that early-life crisis was something we had in common.

			My own interest in philosophy had never been academic. People turn to philosophy for all sorts of reasons. Some people are drawn to the fun of arguing over minute, technical details. Others to pondering heady questions. My own interest had been much more desperate, at least at first. I realized that philosophy was in some respects a conversation that had been going on for eons, a conversation of people actually trying to make sense of life, each striving to make their way out of the labyrinth and show people it was possible. Philosophy may not get you out of such places, but it gets you following something forward, and sometimes that’s what is necessary to simply not feel lost.

			“Was that why you left music? The loneliness?” I asked again. My own hours in the practice room had often made me feel walled off from others. While we chatted, I glanced through the window, looked down a block where I used to stumble along the sidewalk, a half-empty bottle of whiskey tucked into my coat pocket.

			He laughed. It was avuncular, gruff, yet, I like to think, understanding. I couldn’t quite tell if he knew what I was getting at, which, to be honest, is a not uncommon feeling I have when talking to a lot of people. As he dipped his tuna into a small bowl of soy sauce, Stanley looked at me and swirled his chopsticks for slight emphasis.

			“Richard, you really ought to read Melanie Klein.” Dabbing the corner of his mouth, he signaled for the check. That’s all he said on the matter. As usual, he was right.

			

			•   •   •

			A protégée of Freud, Melanie Klein, though not necessarily a household name, was herself a pioneer of twentieth-century psychoanalysis, and remains one of the truly great minds in the field. She wasn’t a philosopher, but her version of psychoanalysis, like Freud’s, was an attempt to learn how to live a life, consciously, intentionally, which sounds a lot like a philosophical struggle to be awake to ourselves. I had read a little of her work in graduate school, but Stanley’s recommendation came from the fact that she was one of the first people to consider loneliness as itself being a condition worth investigating from a psychoanalytic perspective. In her famous characterization of the feeling of loneliness, Klein described its pain as “the result of a ubiquitous yearning for an unattainable perfect internal state.” That is to say, it’s natural, it’s everywhere; we all, at some level, feel it. In my own case, I came to match this both with a persistent feeling of being without a place I truly belonged and with a need, when I was using drugs and alcohol, to find a way to mask that yearning even from myself. If I’m interested in finding the source of loneliness, it’s crucial to establish its psychological foundations, and Klein found that it leads us back to the very beginning of what we call a self.

			For Klein, we begin to fragment as soon as we see ourselves as separate from our mothers. We then set in motion a pattern of projecting onto others what we believe to be missing in our deepest selves. Looking at Klein’s thinking about loneliness, one is apt to see certain patterns drawn from the biblical story of Adam and Eve. Thrown from the proverbial (and preverbal) garden when we pass through infanthood, we realize that we are beings separate and distinct from first our mothers and then all others as well. In the wake of this early revelation, we become self-conscious, and a corresponding feeling of difference and separateness from others amplifies, intensifies, and so develops, along with that, the commensurate longing to get back to the paradise of being indistinguishably connected to another person, a paradise that never really existed, even in memory. Someone, we hope, will come along and make us feel complete, and restore us to a feeling of wholeness, someone who will, in effect, redeem us from our isolations; yet only in romantic comedies does it happen that someone says, earnestly, “You complete me,” and such completion becomes a persistent reality.

			Such an idea that others provide the missing parts of our fractured, fragmented selves reverberates as far back as ancient Greece: Aristophanes, in Plato’s Symposium, contemplating the nature of love, suggested that humans were once four-armed, four-legged, and two-headed animals, until the gods, out of anger, split us in two, and so we are now always searching for our other half. In real life that magical other half never arrives. Those phantom parts of ourselves that feel lost or estranged are projected onto others, and, so the thinking goes, to be wholly accepted by others is to be able to regain those lost pieces and become complete. According to that line of thinking, we are only ever merely partial versions of who and what we really are and what anyone wants is, primarily, to feel whole, a state that Klein indicates is impossible to actually achieve. For Klein, it isn’t solely emotional distance or proximity in regard to other people that determines to what degree we feel lonely. What we seek is a profound depth and intensity of connection, and best of all would be a state in which we are so completely seen and acknowledged by another that the relationship can be one of wordlessness; we wouldn’t actually need to speak. “However gratifying it is in later life to express thoughts and feelings to a congenial person,” she wrote in her last great essay, “there remains an unsatisfied longing for an understanding without words—ultimately for the earliest relation with the mother. This longing contributes to the sense of loneliness and derives from the depressive feeling of an irretrievable loss.” We call the frustration that arises from the perpetual feeling of yearning for those lost pieces of the self loneliness. Nevertheless, that yearning exists despite and beyond the feeling of irretrievable loss and is the catalyst for us coming to look at ourselves, to discover who we are, and how we came to be that way.

			Klein’s conscious interest in loneliness crystallized for her one evening in 1959, when she was seventy-six, in her quite modest, very British flat at 20 Bracknell Gardens, an affluent section of Hampstead, an area in North London. The Austrian-born Klein had first moved to London in 1926 at the beginning of her career. It had become her adopted home. Drifting into her kitchen one evening, she ran into her housekeeper, Kathleen Cutler, who had been in her employ for five years by that point. Theirs was a warm relationship.

			“Do you ever feel lonely?” she asked Miss Cutler. It was an abrupt question, especially coming from an employer who also happened to be a preeminent psychoanalyst, yet that very question was why Stanley sent me to reading Klein, whose body of work continues to help shape our understanding of the emotional lives of human beings. Shot through with these feelings, I still hope to understand my own longing, as well as learn what role loneliness plays in people’s lives as well. Why do we feel it at all? I want to learn how we might discover the language for loneliness, so we don’t feel trapped in its inexpressibility. Klein’s very question about someone else’s feelings of loneliness is a tool for collapsing that experience of emotional isolation.

			When she asked it, Klein may have been directing her question as much to herself as to her housekeeper through a deft but legible bit of projection. Days earlier, Klein had answered the phone only to hear devastating news: the young son of Lola Brook, her friend, collaborator, and former assistant, had died when the plane he was in crashed. Klein, stricken, caught up in a daze of mourning, hovered through the house for weeks, distracted by empathy for her friend and a grief over lost children that bubbled up from her own past. Two of Klein’s siblings had died when she herself was quite young, and her own son, Hans, had died in a fall in the Alps in April 1934 when he was twenty-seven. Speculation had long since been that Hans’s fall wasn’t an accident, but a suicide. Such rumors had been floated even by Klein’s antagonistic daughter, Melitta, herself a formidable psychoanalyst, who bore deep resentments about emotional injuries, both real and imagined, toward her mother.

			The question “Do you ever feel lonely?” is the sort that hangs in the air, intimate, disarmingly direct, an entreaty to vulnerability. I wonder, looking over my own life, if periodic intensity is a symptom or a cause of loneliness. By nature, it’s a way of being in the world that can make you feel out of phase. Or, despite the intensity, was the question a way of teasing out a confession? Maybe, in part, it had been that kind of solicitation when Klein asked it of Miss Cutler. She was a psychoanalyst after all, so no question about feelings and one’s interiority would ever be wholly neutral with her. But then the question itself also suggests an admission by Klein of feeling lonely herself. The very question elicits the possibility of parallel lonelinesses. It takes one to know one, in other words. When I asked it of Stanley, it was, I can admit it, an attempt to see if we had that in common, and if his being decades older than I would give me some indication of how to navigate those feelings over a lifetime. If he could admit it—someone with his experience, knowledge, and stature—then maybe I might be more comfortable with my own feelings. On the other hand, he never did answer my question directly.

			Klein, after she asked, drifted out of the room again, as if not expecting a response, or as if she were sheltering back deep within her own ruminations. With the question reverberating, she turned inward and began to write, as if writing would conjure a talisman to hold against the pain of separation and loss. It was the first step in her embarking on an important, and poignant, exploration of what it means to feel alone. Freud, der Meister, had written his magisterial “Mourning and Melancholia,” one of his profoundest essays and perhaps his most personal on the subject of grief, an essay drafted in his rooms at Berggasse 19 in the heart of Vienna, amidst the horrors of the First World War, his three sons having been conscripted into the Austrian army. On her side, Klein wrote “On the Sense of Loneliness,” in the final years of her life, an essay that wouldn’t be published until three years after her death in 1960. From her archives, we can see clear evidence in notes she made that loneliness was so much on her mind that she was planning to write an entire book on the subject. In the essay she argued how, whether we are young, middle-aged, or old, a prevailing feeling of loss is the basso continuo of human experience, and though sometimes it can be managed or diminished, it cannot ever be fully eliminated. Still, if we learn that such a feeling of loss is a truth we all share, and consequently learn the truth of loneliness, the isolation loses its edge and urgency.

			Klein’s own life story informs her theories on loneliness, which have remained central to our contemporary discussions about the feeling. Completing “On the Sense of Loneliness” a year before her death from colon cancer at the age of seventy-eight, she complained of persistent tiredness and significant pain from her ongoing osteoarthritis. Her body was much on her mind those days. Klein wasn’t one to settle into maudlin reverie on her own mortality, and so she was prompted to explore her own feeling state, to plumb its depths, and to do so through the act of writing. Reports from friends and colleagues indicate that in her final years she was feeling keenly again a degree of grief over losses and separations that had marked her life when she was younger, which would contextualize a sense of loneliness as being the very opening and closing parentheses of a life.

			It is this persistent feeling of loneliness that I want to get at, to uncover, in looking at an overview of her life. Klein herself would have recommended that, of course. As any good psychoanalyst knows, to understand the present, a person has to investigate, acknowledge, and even own their past. Klein based her ideas on the belief that our earliest childhood experiences, even the preverbal ones, help determine our emotional lives as adults. “Although psychology and pedagogy have always maintained the belief that a child is a happy being without any conflicts, and have assumed that the sufferings of adults are the result of the burdens and hardships of reality,” she insisted, “it must be asserted that just the opposite is true. What we learn about the child and the adult through psycho-analysis shows that all the sufferings of later life are for the most part repetitions of these earlier ones, and that every child in the first years of its life goes through an immeasurable degree of suffering.” Once again I hear it: The end is built into the beginning. What can we do?

			To look at the events of her life, and then later, in other chapters, to look at the lives of other people, is not simply to offer a biography of an interesting person. In reality, it is another way to find the context for loneliness and to see what some people have done to navigate that “ubiquitous yearning.” From Klein’s own words we see she herself believed “deep understanding of others is always linked with a deeper understanding of one’s self; and incapacity to do so always implies a lack of insight into one’s own processes and parts of one’s self.”

			Looking at other examples of lonely people, in whatever form, has for me come to be a way of locating myself struggling alongside other struggling selves. It is a way to learn vigilance. Loneliness, whatever else it might be, is subjective perception. This is why a person by herself in the middle of nowhere—by a lake in northern Wisconsin, say—may not at all feel lonely, yet that same person can, at another point in time, find herself in a bustling city and feel shot through with loneliness, as if the feeling is some atmosphere all around her, as if it is the very air she breathes. We would understand why someone trapped on a desert island would be lonely, yet, as most of us can attest, someone in the middle of a densely compacted city can also feel intense loneliness, although scores of people are all around, the streets fairly teeming with other souls with which to interact. We might want to think about loneliness not as merely more or less access to other people, but actually as some ratio of intimacy with others. Also, I want to ask, what if a person doesn’t desire intimacy, but actually needs it, the way one needs food, say, or sleep? To what degree is loneliness a natural response to particular experiences and events? That would mean that intense, prolonged loneliness beyond a certain point can become a form of emotional or even spiritual starvation. In any event, I feel loneliness first, wherever and howsoever it occurs, and then, if I am to understand it, I trace it back to where I can find a source. But what if I am the source? Will I find myself if I follow that loneliness all the way back? And then what? The enduring desire to be understood and accepted by others, to be in that sense completed by others, is at the heart of loneliness.

			Behind this impulse to learn about my own loneliness by way of other people’s experiences is the idea that there are at least two distinct categories of loneliness. There is acute loneliness, which arises in reaction to specific events and can, thus, fade over time. This type of loneliness is a reaction to the loss of a particular someone or to the changing of particular circumstances. Ultimately, we can think of this as a form of mourning. That might not need deep consideration to understand because it is so tied to a clear cause. The other kind of loneliness is what I am hoping to drag into the light: the kind of loneliness so deeply felt that it not only is what we might describe as chronic but is somehow the very stuff of a person’s emotional DNA. The context of a person’s life will reveal the warp and woof of that kind of feeling. Or so I hope.

			

			•   •   •

			Born in 1882, in a very modest apartment at Tiefer Graben 8, a small, nondescript street a few steps off Vienna’s Altstadt, Melanie Klein lived a childhood and adolescence that had been bourgeois—sometimes comfortably so, other times, somewhat more stringently, based on the family’s changing fortunes and tragedies. For Klein, childhood was complicated and fraught, and its conditions conspired to make her feel increasingly unfulfilled and even disconnected from others. The family’s economic stability, often quite fragile, came not through the only moderately successful medical career of her father, Moriz Reizes. In fact, periodically he had to take on side work, such as dentistry, to make ends meet. Melanie’s mother had to become a shopkeeper to help out the family. While not scandalous, such a situation in traditional, patriarchal, status-sensitive Vienna carried a degree of self-consciousness. The shop was the sort of urban catchall that sold knickknacks of various sorts, as well as plants and some small pets, such as lizards, which didn’t sit well even with Melanie’s mother, Libussa. “I know that she had a deep dislike of these creatures and that it was only through will-power that she could have anything to do with them,” Melanie later remembered. Whatever little success the shop enjoyed depended on the customers’ good feelings about Libussa’s beauty and her charm as a proprietor.

			None of this added up to a great fortune, alas. The clan’s middle-class status came from money inherited upon the death of Melanie’s grandfather. Despite occasionally needing to weather financially lean times, the family upheld the traditional Viennese emphasis on education and culture: the children read great literature, learned music, studied languages, and were taught to behave courteously in public so as to honor the parents and the family name.

			Still, this was no easy time to be a Jewish family in a largely Catholic city. While Jewish citizens were generally thriving in the 1880s and 1890s in Vienna, which had become the third-largest Jewish community in Europe, a counterforce of antisemitism was also developing both explicitly and insidiously, and setting roots in the city government. Slowly but surely laws and regulations were being introduced that constrained the rights of Jewish citizens and particularly immigrants from Eastern Europe. This was largely an environmental tension rather than a daily, personal intrusion in those years long before the wars. Years later, things would become much worse.

			Much more immediate an influence on her developing sense of self was Melanie’s relationship with her emotionally neglectful father, whom she desperately wanted to please, and with her cloying, controlling mother. These complicated interactions with her parents and the excesses of her emotions undermined young Melanie’s feelings of belonging and her self-esteem. Klein’s mother, nearly twenty-five years younger than her husband, hovered anxiously over Melanie, her youngest daughter, dictating how she dressed, whom she saw, how she behaved. At the same time, Klein’s mode of resistance was expressed through seeking her father’s approval by means of educational achievement. Already in his fifties when Klein was born—she would describe him as “an old fifty”—he came from an Orthodox Jewish family and at least some of his emotional detachment was a learned trait. The Hungarian-born Moriz, a polyglot who had an impressive facility with ten languages, had lost favor with his own parents when he opted to forgo studying the Talmud in order to train to become a doctor. His mother, devout, prayed that he would fail his exams. Perhaps divine intervention was why his practice was never so lucrative.

			For a few years during Melanie’s childhood, Moriz, in order to supplement his income, had a side job as a medic on hand at a music hall in Vienna known as the Orpheum. Each evening, he would head over to the hall to watch the dancers, in case something went wrong. Sometimes it did; often it didn’t. It was a boring job, but he never turned back to the Talmud.

			Whether because of his busyness, age, or temperament, Moriz, as a parent, never took great interest in her, or so Klein felt. She had no memories, for instance, of Moriz ever playing with her. Perhaps there’s no wonder, then, that one of her most trailblazing innovations was the use of “play therapy” as a method for understanding a child’s psyche. “It is when the child plays with the small toys,” she argued, “that we can see the expression of opposing emotions most distinctly.” The implication, according to Klein’s own later theories, is that Moriz would never have seen her complexity by way of her playing or drawing, and being unable to recognize her emotional life, he could therefore never truly know her.

			“In some ways, until the relation with my brother and me developed into a deeper one,” Klein wrote in her autobiography, “I did not feel I was completely understood, but at this time no one really thought that any special understanding of a child was necessary.” It’s an illuminating remark, since the latter half of it tries to contextualize if not even explain away the lack of attention or understanding. If it were the case that there wouldn’t be any expectation that adults would try to understand children, why would Klein remember it and make note of it unless it did bother her? Of course, the observation does serve her own interests, since so much of her reputation as a psychoanalyst arose from her own methods of exploring the minds of young children and revealing their complexities. Nevertheless, the remark only further underscores how badly she must have felt a few years later, upon the sudden death of her handsome, gifted, troubled brother, Emmanuel, the only one of her family who really could understand her on her own terms. Only he had made her feel less alone.

			Her earliest memories of her father illustrate some aspect of his tendency to push her away. Klein wrote, “I cannot have been more than three when I have my first memory connected with my father having his dinner before leaving to go to the Orpheus [sic]. He was probably in a hurry. I remember that I climbed up on his knee and he pushed me away. That is a painful memory.” Although this was clearly a minor event, the fact that it was for her such a powerful recollection indicates how it took on metaphoric importance. Each of us has had such rejections. All the same, that is why Klein sees loneliness as unavoidably a part of how we each become who we are.

			In regard to her sense of self, that memory, though seemingly mundane, served as a bedrock experience, one that certainly could be the foundation for primary feelings of loneliness, especially since it is, according to her own report, her very first memory of him. That feeling of separation is then later driven home by the deaths of so many of the people she loved, including her father, who died when she was all of eighteen. “But I think of my childhood as one of a good family life and I would give anything for one day of having it back again; the three of us, my brother, my sister and myself sitting round the table and doing our school work, and the many details of united family life,” she would write in her autobiography. “United” is quite a resonant word here. She calls it a good life, but we also see that she describes it that way in a moment of longing, lit by a flash of idealizing nostalgia, perhaps for a past that never quite existed in reality. It is a vision of the past that the rest of her life seems to stand outside of.

			Most of what we know about Klein’s early life comes from her own emotionally guarded autobiography. It isn’t that we can’t trust that source, but we do need to bear in mind that what she tells us will always be framed and refracted by way of her own feelings about herself, and since loneliness and even depression were factors in her life, her recollections will inevitably reinforce these perspectives. So when we read what she has to say about her life, we need to listen for the loneliness. It is important to pause over the ways that Klein relates her memories and how they indicate the way she imagines her relationships to other people, especially since the perception of relationships is the basis for her theories of object relations, the theories that make her such an important figure in the history of psychoanalysis. More specifically, if her understanding of loneliness is that it is always a measure of how we test the depths of our relationships, then we need to look at those relationships. That we don’t necessarily take her memories as mere snapshots needs to be a given. They are her impression of events, thus subjective, skewed. They are shaped by her imagination of who she was by way of who she became. That doesn’t mean we should dispute them or be skeptical. We ought to read what she says about her childhood as if it is a literary text in need of interpretation.

			That image of the family that Klein described was a fantasy. A woman of prodigious intellect, Klein hadn’t planned on becoming a psychoanalyst; that was something that arose out of the frustrations of her life, and a certain level of emotional isolation. She had initially wanted to study medicine, following in the footsteps of her father, but Klein’s early life was shaped by the very real sexism of the day. She was given limited choices and so an early marriage and the birth of her children prevented her from pursuing that career in medicine. Despite her desires she was pushed in the direction of domesticity.

			Social constraints arising from patriarchal pressures weren’t the only factors weighing on her. Her life before her largely loveless marriage was marked by the death of two siblings. When Melanie was a mere four years old, her sister Sidonie died of tuberculosis at the age of eight. The loss, understandably, was profound and traumatized the family, not least because she was the family favorite. For instance, Libussa, herself a beautiful woman, had felt Sidonie was the best-looking of all the children, an opinion that she didn’t hesitate to let Melanie know.

			Sidonie’s death hit Klein particularly badly. Melanie and her sister were close, of course, but in many ways Sidonie, as a warm, compassionate eight-year-old, was a formative influence on Klein. Whereas the others teased little Melanie, it was Sidonie who had taken it upon herself to help teach her youngest sister how to read and write. In a family in which learning was counted as a deep value, that was no small gesture.

			“It is quite possible that I idealize her a little, but my feeling is that, had she lived, we would have been the greatest friends,” Klein would write in 1959, at the end of her life, in the pages of her unpublished autobiography, adding, “I have a feeling that I never entirely got over the feeling of grief for her death. I also suffered under the grief my mother showed, whereas my father was more controlled. I remember that I felt that my mother needed me all the more now that Sidonie was gone.” In the years that followed, Melanie was forced to take up the psychic space of two daughters within the family, one real and present, the other a haunting absence. Given Klein’s intrinsic fiercely independent streak, that attention she took to be a form of smothering, especially when Libussa, years later, became a disruptive force in Melanie’s marriage.

			Sidonie’s death wasn’t the only tragedy to shake Melanie so profoundly in her early life. Maybe it wasn’t even the worst. When she was twenty, Emmanuel, her charming, handsome older brother—a musician, a writer, a medical school dropout, their father’s clear favorite throughout their time growing up—died, shockingly, of heart failure at the age of twenty-five, in Genoa, far from his sister. The heart problems were part of a medical condition he had had his whole life, which arose from an early bout of scarlet fever that worsened into rheumatic fever, an inflammatory disease that develops when certain kinds of infections aren’t sufficiently treated. The resulting complications caused his immune system to turn on his body’s tissues and as a consequence his heart’s valves were gravely damaged. His heart’s fragility may have been a factor in his desire to play out a Romantic ideal as he grew up. He spent his postadolescence living as a bohemian writer and musician traveling around Europe, never settling down, drinking heavily. He was also indulging in “medicinal” cocaine use, as Freud himself had done. As an alternative to committing to medical school and becoming a mere echo of his conservative, emotionally withdrawn father, Emmanuel, slim, charmingly brooding, wanted to find his way in the world through art.

			Young Melanie, to put it simply, was dazzled by Emmanuel. Since the time he and Melanie were small children, he had been the family member most supportive of her. Despite his rebelliousness and his tendency to be restless, Melanie described her brother as “my confidant, my friend, my teacher.” The affection and admiration were reciprocal. In a letter sent during January 1901 from Rome, where he was then staying for a few months, Emmanuel reproached Melanie for her suspicious-minded “super-intelligence” that caused her to be jealous of a girl, Irma, a mutual friend who was visiting him. Offhandedly, sweetly, he offered a parenthetical in the same letter: “I realize more every day that you are the most intelligent and beautiful person in the world.” Small wonder, then, that Klein would write, tellingly, when she was in her seventies, “The illness of my brother and his early death is another of the griefs in my life, which always remain alive to me.” Emmanuel’s was then the second death that Klein acknowledged she spent her life grieving.

			Every loss that Klein experienced in her later years would cause these primary instances of grief and loneliness to flare up in her mind again, and deepen her sense that the people who most understood her were given to vanishing from her life, returning her to feelings of deep isolation and alienation. Even the loss of her son Hans in 1934, about which she was so grief-stricken that she could not bring herself to go his funeral in Budapest, echoed back to her early years filled with her oldest pain. In Hans, she saw the ghost of Emmanuel. “My oldest son, Hans, who died at the age of twenty-seven when mountaineering, had, particularly in his early years, quite a resemblance to my brother,” she wrote. While she may have meant “resemblance” in the most superficial sense of his appearance, we can read her comparison as resonating with the grief she felt over both deaths. They did both die at almost the same age and at some distance from her.

			These deaths so affected Melanie that they changed her entire life’s direction. Other factors also helped her swerve away from adopting the traditional role of a middle-class housewife and mother and living out her days in the way so many women of the time were resigned to doing. A combination of living abroad, a loveless marriage, and the narrowed intellectual space that the parameters of such a life of manners and duty afforded her created a pressure that propelled her both outward and deeper inward, passing first through the flames and perils of wild depression and then into a rich, generative, and revolutionary life of the mind. That new trajectory began in 1903 with her marriage to Arthur Klein, which began even as she was still grieving for Emmanuel, who had died barely four months before, and her almost immediate pregnancy with her eldest, Melitta.

			Melanie had first met Arthur, a Hungarian student studying chemical engineering, four years earlier, when she was seventeen, and he had come to Vienna to visit family. Introduced by Emmanuel, they didn’t exactly have a whirlwind romance, and the relationship would never be described by anyone they knew as passionate. Let’s call it an efficient courtship: weeks after that first meeting he proposed to this fiercely intelligent, dark-eyed, headstrong teenager and she accepted. What prompted the engagement? It’s clear why he would have asked her—she was a catch. Even when she was merely sixteen, seemingly all of Emmanuel’s brash friends were vying for her attention. Long as the engagement was—four years—it all still smacked of a rash decision, which once made could not be unmade. In fact, over those years, they saw relatively little of each other, as Arthur was off studying or traveling as part of his apprenticeship, taking him even as far away as the United States for a time.

			What had caused her, a singular young woman well aware of her uncommon brilliance and ambition, to essentially give up a desire to study medicine even before she had really begun and marry a prickly, emotionally distant chemist? By all accounts, Arthur was bright, at least bright enough not to be immediately overwhelmed by his gifted fiancée. Letters tell us little about any wild, romantic affair, so that wasn’t the reason. Arthur’s trajectory toward a safe, stable life working as a chemist in the paper industry wouldn’t be sexy, but it would be a dependable and pragmatic option for a young woman who knew that she wouldn’t have a robust family trust to fall back on. On the heels of her father’s death from pneumonia in 1900, that concern about income was no small consideration.

			I can’t help but think that as practical as that decision to marry Arthur had been, a decision largely modeled on a turn-of-the-century Viennese understanding of marriage as primarily a contractual rather than emotional union, it also was ultimately self-denying in terms of Melanie’s restlessly searching mind and critical acumen. A born intellectual, she ended her formal schooling at the age of seventeen. Choosing a life of domestic security over the life of the mind would have the effect of causing a deep division in Melanie between her intellectual ambition on one side and her concerns about a future on the other (not to mention the weight of gender expectations), making it seem as though even she didn’t understand herself. During her father’s life, she had seen that a medical career was no guarantee of financial stability, and given the patriarchal elements of European life at the turn of the century, her career as a female doctor would be bound and constrained at every turn. At the same time, if her only stimulation were to come primarily from idle conversations about household affairs and Viennese gossip held in middle-class salons, her innate critical brilliance would make her, at best, restless, and then eventually despairing. Nevertheless, when she looked at her brother as a model, Emmanuel’s itineracy may have been his way of “living his truth,” as we’d say nowadays, but ultimately it killed him. There’s no clearer foundation for loneliness than that internal schism of a self divided against itself, if even for the sake of survival. And the inside becomes the outside; and the outside becomes the inside.

			

			•   •   •

			Our relationship to the world is circular. We both project and introject our interiority. The relationships each of us have inside us—to others, to ourselves—are mapped onto the world and onto the people around us. That is projection. And we read the outside—our environment, the people around us—and internalize its lessons. That is introjection. That continuous back-and-forth, the in and the out, is the essence of Klein’s psychoanalytic theories.

			Klein explained, “Introjection means that the outer world, its impact, the situations the infant lives through, and the objects [it] encounters, are not only experienced as external but are taken into the self and become part of [its] inner life.” The ability to recognize something in the world means that it exists in you as well, and is a way that external relationships form a mental picture in the imagination of the self. For Klein, the psyche is determined not by primary instinctual drives—sex and aggression, Eros and Thanatos—as Freudian thought has it, but by way of the relations we form to others, even beginning as soon as the first few months after birth. Hence comes her idea that the initial relationship we have to our mothers, the first, the originary relationship we have even before we enter into language, is the initial place to look at how subjectivity forms. In the infant’s mind, the mother’s giving food and warmth, which is taken as comfort, or withholding them, which is taken as persecution, serves as a real-life experience as well as a metaphor by which we begin to understand a relationship with the world.

			One classic example of the importance of early experiences providing metaphors that shape our sense of things, metaphors that we don’t realize are in fact metaphors, can be found in Klein’s ideas about an infant’s rudimentary conception of “the good and the bad breast.” For an infant, the mother is first thought of as the breast: primarily a source of nourishment, and along with that, security and pleasure. All those elements are felt inwardly as the infant’s sense of self. When the mother does not feed the baby or frustrates what it wants, the mother becomes the “bad breast.” But what is associated with the outside—the mother—is what the infant begins to internalize and that means the child begins to feel at odds with itself. At a certain point, the baby realizes that the mother is unified, that she is both the “good” and the “bad” breast, and realizes that it can feel aggression, hostility, and resentment toward what it loves. The infant discovers that it can feel bad as well as good, and even experiences the bad feelings as an attack on or denial of the good. It then comes to see that it contains both the bad and the good. The infant, to some crude degree, realizes that it’s a divided being. That ambivalence is a splitting of the self that is experienced early on. The split of the infant from the mother isn’t something that happens to a child—it is the child. That is to say of any of us, the good breast and the bad breast, c’est moi.

			“My mother had breastfed the three elder children, but I had a wet nurse, who fed me any time I asked for it,” Klein noted in her autobiography. It’s hard not to see the irony here. Melanie may have gotten the milk whenever she wanted it, but it wasn’t actually her own mother with whom she had that relationship, and this fact set her apart in her family because she had a unique relationship to her mother. It’s also hard to ignore the fact that although Klein never published her autobiography, she had intended to tell her readers this. The issue isn’t whether or not one believes in all the healthy aspects of breastfeeding; what’s significant is that Klein developed a powerful symbol for the psyche out of a child’s relationship to the mother’s breast, and then revealed that she herself was excluded from that dynamic in her own childhood, uniquely so out of all her siblings. Baby Melanie didn’t want specifically her mother’s breast in a literal way, but according to Klein, an active yearning for nourishment and sustenance begins with nursing and is a physiological foundation for how we learn to relate to another person. This yearning then transforms over time into something more profound, something existential. It becomes emotional and spiritual longing as we mature. The feelings are the initial foundations of a sense of self and continue to exist in our unconscious throughout our lives. To be clear, it isn’t a problem that Melanie had a wet nurse, not really, and yet to someone like her, the knowledge that she was the exception of her siblings in terms of being the only one not nursed by Libussa clearly stuck in her mind as symbolic of how she related to other people in the world.

			If we take loneliness to be a feeling of how we do or don’t relate to others, and how they relate to us, then this comes across as a fraught element of how Klein thought about her own childhood, and how loneliness really always stood at the center of her life. Also, it’s hard to miss the fact that her loneliness was held at bay as well as exacerbated by her family. She wrote in an essay in 1937, “The struggle between love and hate, with all the conflicts to which it gives rise, sets in . . . in early infancy, and is active all through life. It begins with the child’s relationship to both parents.” She wanted to belong, but as so often is the case with loneliness, the very situations that we expect will make us feel most at home are the very moments when we can feel all the more acutely that nagging pain of being out of step, of not belonging exactly because we expect we ought to belong. Klein learned this lesson early, and never unlearned it. In fact, she produced a complex psychoanalytic theory based on that problem of loneliness, its complicated stew of love and resentment, longing and belonging.

			The confluences of a frustrating, stultifying marriage, living abroad in Hungary because of her husband’s career, the death of her father, then the painfully early death of her brother, battered Melanie like a storm at sea, spiraling her into the deep depression with which she periodically struggled throughout the remainder of her long life. That depression was clearly tied to pregnancy, a not uncommon condition, and became quite strong when she was expecting her second child, Hans, who was born in April 1907. Klein’s mother, a master manipulator, came to live with the Kleins toward the end of that same year in order to tend to her daughter’s children as well as to help out hardworking, nervous Arthur. Beleaguered by his own neuroses and persistent stomach pains, Arthur needed assistance at home while Melanie navigated her depression through travel or by extended visits to sanatoriums in order to partake of various “cures.” Libussa helped out during Melanie’s absences and amidst her distraction, but in so doing made the family dependent on her, a situation she exploited out of her own feelings of insecurity and neediness. With a deft bit of emotional jujitsu, Libussa passive-aggressively transposed Melanie’s depression into guilt and lacerating self-doubt: “But it grieves me, dear Melanie,” she wrote to her daughter in 1906, “that you are never spared a bitter drop of wormwood—even in raptures of joy! It is your fate or, unfortunately, your disposition that there is always something that tortures you.” With an astounding and yet characteristic lack of empathy, Libussa blamed Melanie herself for the inner turmoil her youngest daughter felt. Little wonder that one of Klein’s discoveries as a psychoanalyst was an aggression toward their parents latent in the psyche of all young children.

			This depression as well as her persistent feelings of dissatisfaction, alienation, and loneliness ultimately drew Klein to psychoanalysis in Budapest. She came to this new, still-controversial science first as a patient struggling with her unhappy marriage. That loneliness was compounded with her feelings of alienation while living abroad in Hungary, sometimes in relatively provincial villages that left her with few people to whom she could really talk. Of course, the collapsing of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the cataclysmic Great War contributed to a destabilization of her sense of self in 1914, perhaps the most intense year of her life. A few months after the birth of Erich, their youngest son, and soon after the war broke out, Arthur was drafted into the army. Melanie, again racked by postpartum depression, remained at home with the loving but domineering Libussa to care for the children. Then tragedy struck again: Libussa succumbed to bronchitis in November. A drastic weight loss had preceded the onset of the bronchial infection, which Melanie always believed was caused by an undiagnosed cancer. Nevertheless, Libussa’s death was quick. The emotional fallout for Klein—feelings of anger and unresolved resentment compounded by the loss and grief of such a powerful force in her life—prompted her to seek out the structured investigations of psychoanalysis. That was one way that she thought she might find a path through so much uncertainty.

			

			•   •   •

			There’s no clear evidence indicating how she found her analyst, Sándor Ferenczi, other than that throughout Europe he had an impressive international reputation as a close associate of Freud—a favorite son, of sorts, who had accompanied Freud to the United States when he lectured at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts. Ferenczi stood at the center of Budapest’s thriving psychoanalysis scene, which at the time was almost on par with Vienna or Berlin in terms of activity. Ferenczi’s influence on her was profound. She found “he had a streak of genius,” but she also confessed, movingly, given the alienation she experienced in her marriage and the coldness of her father when she was a young girl, “I also enjoyed being in touch with somebody who was a man of unusual gifts.” Analysis can be a quite intimate experience, and it is dependent on openness and vulnerability. The sheer fact that an older man was so intent on listening to her had a revelatory effect. It also suggests why analysis for her had probably been a good idea in the first place.

			Maybe I should say about psychoanalysis that it’s important that one is open to being vulnerable; the process entails cutting through unconscious layers of defense and resistance that can so often end up trapping the very person these are meant to protect. The dismantling of psychic defenses can be powerful, and to experience that slow process of discovery often involves a great deal of trust. Then again, it can go the other way as well, as I’ve found during my own years on the couch. For instance, one former analyst of mine drifted off to sleep on two separate occasions. We didn’t use the classic setup of his sitting behind me while I was lying on a couch: we faced each other in overstuffed chairs. Because of that arrangement, I was able to watch almost in slow motion as his eyelids drooped, his shoulders eased downward, his mouth slightly parted. In a lifetime of feeling lonely, I’ve rarely felt so wholly alone as in those two moments. The overstuffed chair felt like an inflatable raft bobbing up and down in an Arctic sea. At least he didn’t drool. Well, maybe a little the second time it happened. I kept talking because I didn’t know what else to do. I did try to raise my voice, though, thinking that at least I could listen to myself, even if no one else would. I remember wondering if those sessions could be prorated.

			Klein’s experience was clearly very different from mine and she responded so well to the sessions with Ferenczi during their four years working together that she began reading all that she could on the subject of analysis. She quickly found herself to be preternaturally gifted in her sensitive, probing grasp of the insights that analysis could provide, and wanted to start trying out the ideas she was reading in Freud’s landmark Interpretation of Dreams, a book that had a transformative effect upon her. Ferenczi was impressed by both the depth and quickness of her understanding, so much so that he suggested that she begin to use Freudian theories to analyze her own children. Although this was never made explicit, Klein’s interest in the psychology of children was likely a response to loneliness. As a mother of three, she was surrounded by them, and Klein sought to understand her children in order to find a way to develop a rapport with them naturally. Watching them and how they developed could give her personal insight into how her experiences as a child led her to where she was in life. From these observations, Klein elaborated “The Development of a Child,” a paper she presented at the Budapest Psychoanalytic Society in 1919. Within a few years she became well established as a prominent psychoanalyst, first in Berlin and then in London, despite the fact that she had no formalized medical training.

			The paper, revised and later published in 1923, focused on the rich, complex psychological life of her youngest, Erich, in regard to the question of discussing sexuality straightforwardly with small children, a radical idea at the time. At four years old, Erich (called “Fritz” in the essay) had begun asking repeatedly the provocative question “Where was I before I was born?” Klein wanted to offer an answer that wasn’t evasive or prudish, but also wanted to get at the psychological and existential implications of what Erich was asking. Of all her children, she was particularly concerned about Erich, whose development, she worried, was “slow.” She hoped that by analyzing Erich she would be able to find a new way of parenting not dependent on repressing and shaming a child, a way that would ideally offer “freedom from unnecessary prohibitions and distortions of the truth.” One answer to Erich’s question, then, would be “the womb,” but that wasn’t the limit of where his thinking might lead. Klein intuited that the question was tied to his older brother and sister mentioning things that happened and telling him, “You weren’t born then.” Klein noticed that there was some pain attached to the possibility that somehow he hadn’t always existed. His question transformed into “How are people made?” Well-intentioned adults would answer with that old chestnut “The stork brings babies,” but these weren’t satisfying responses, so he kept asking. Klein was more straightforward and direct about human reproduction, but largely as a way to help him learn the difference between “stories” and empirical truth. What came to fascinate her was how stories, myths, and fantasies became vehicles by which children learned to process their emotional lives, which each day grow more and more varied and layered as their consciousnesses expand. Neither sheer entertainment nor the mechanism for learning moral behavior, the stories, especially those concocted by children in their play, are metaphoric, and are shaped by the emotions and impulses that children sort through as they try to learn what the world is and how it works.

			The application of psychoanalytic techniques to children had been largely overlooked until then. Freud’s protégés had tended to focus solely on analyzing adults, believing that young children’s minds were too unformed to be able to reveal anything about the life of their unconscious. Klein’s ideas, persuasive as they were, quickly gained momentum in various circles across Europe, and specialists across the continent began writing to her and inviting her to speak about her findings. This success and her conversations with the growing community of psychoanalysts gave her the agency as well as the confidence to move to Berlin in 1921, the buzzing center of psychoanalytic thought at that time. This move constituted the beginning of an eventual break from her husband, who was in Sweden because of his career, and gave her an opportunity to determine her own voice while it also offered a compelling affirmation of her wish to set up her own life and establish an identity separate from the repressive boundaries of being “just” a mother or “just” a middle-class housewife. She wanted to live a life freed “from unnecessary prohibitions and distortions of the truth.”

			Arthur had been skeptical of analysis, believing that it would drive a wedge into their relationship, and that schism especially would push Erich closer to his mother. For Melanie Klein, analysis wasn’t a wedge—it was a klieg light. In learning more precisely who she was, and what she was capable of becoming, she found it better to be lonely on her own than alone in her marriage. In a later chapter, we’ll see that Walker Evans’s second wife, Isabelle Storey, had quite similar feelings about her own marriage. Marriage and domestic partnerships may make it so there is a shared, daily relationship with another person, but there can arise an emotional distance that makes loneliness all the sharper because of that proximity. Some lines from Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” float up when I think of how the Kleins’ marriage must have felt: “Day after day, day after day / We stuck, nor breath nor motion; / As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean.”

			Arthur had been right about one thing: psychoanalysis did change his wife, but perhaps more because of the new intellectual possibilities that it opened to her rather than any revelations about Arthur’s inadequacies. Their marriage limped along, with long months of separation periodically after 1918 and punctuated by various fleeting infidelities by Arthur. Despite some attempts at reconciliation, the Kleins finally divorced in 1924.

			Ironically—and it’s a complex sort of irony—it can sometimes be the case that those situations and relationships that are held to be sources of emotional and spiritual sustenance and belonging—marriage, family, friendships—create the very conditions that amplify feelings of separateness. A discrepancy between cultural ideal and emotional reality can be a painful realization, and sometimes goes against all that we’ve been taught for years to believe. In that way, the shame that attaches to loneliness is not even primarily an instinctive emotional reaction, but one that is culturally or ideologically based, no matter how unconscious that foundation might be. The shame arises from a sense that we have failed these ideals. It may be instead that they have failed us.

			Disoriented by the loneliness she felt in marriage and feeling socially disconnected because of her years spent abroad in places determined by her husband’s career, Klein sought a way to understand what might be her place in the world. The fragmentation of even a deadening marriage can be traumatic. The perpetual and innate feeling of alienation she carried with her curiously had a positive effect. Klein became receptive to new possibilities for thinking about what the second half of her life might be. Psychoanalysis became her way into a wider world, a way of determining why she felt so consistently a sense of loss and of separation. It provided her the ability to find order and sense in behaviors and feelings, first as an analysand, then as an analyst herself. Klein’s insights didn’t come without a price. What made her such a quickly developing star in the field also set many people against her.

			Central to Klein’s thinking was the assumption that even as children we are complex enough beings that a burgeoning ego exists, and psychoanalysis can give us a deeper understanding of the differences between conscious choices and unconscious actions established at the beginning of our ability to think. Her attention to children and her belief that impulses of aggression and sexuality could be found even in the first year of life are what set her apart from colleagues in her still developing field. Evidence of this all too human process of a self struggling against becoming a neurotic, angry, desiring, lonely being can be traced in the unself-conscious play of little children. Other Freudians believed that children really don’t have sufficiently developed superegos, and without such mental and emotional guardrails, they’re not suited to psychoanalysis. There’s not enough friction in their minds between opposing forces of control—such as learned morality, a conscience, deference to rational authority—and instinctive impulses. Klein’s thinking about where and how we might look to see the earliest days of a full-fledged psychology in any person pitted much of the profession against her. Particularly antagonistic were Freud’s daughter, Anna, and later, Klein’s own daughter, Melitta, who, like her siblings, had been a young girl when she was analyzed by Klein. Melitta bore a resentment over Melanie’s decision to analyze her children, feeling that her mother, instead of being nurturing, protective, and maternal, had exploited her, studying her as if she were a case study or patient upon whom she could test her theories. Melitta never forgave her mother.

			Klein’s thinking about loneliness is in stark contrast to ideas developed by D. W. Winnicott, Klein’s most influential protégé. Winnicott, in his important essay “The Capacity to Be Alone,” argued that our earliest abilities to understand ourselves as separate from a mother provide the conditions for emotional maturity, an idea that we can see arose from Klein. Yet Winnicott was generally far more optimistic than Klein. In thinking of ourselves as separate, each of us remembers back to those initial experiences of feeling apart from our mothers, yet knowing the mother is still present, still nearby. That means that we can, from an early point, imagine that separation isn’t necessarily a form of isolation or alienation. It can be a disentangling from another’s self so that we can each exist on our own. With that as a foundation, we aren’t likely to see ourselves as disappearing when other people go away. We know that we’ll continue to exist. In that way, Winnicott was more focused on the possibilities of solitude that come from being alone than the pain of loneliness. Freed from a state of dependency, a person can come into their own, they can become self-reliant. This is why solitude can feel like such a healthy, restorative state.

			While Winnicott might have overlooked the pain of loneliness, Klein’s view was directed more often to understanding loss, mourning, and aggression rather than translating these feelings into a positive key. Still, in her essay on loneliness we see that her thinking offers a process for how to navigate loneliness. From the pain of emotional distance can come a psychological reaching out to others that occurs not despite but because of loneliness.

			She believed we first need to confront the pain of loneliness in order to equip ourselves with the resources to process it. As powerful and even as inevitable as such feelings often are, we need not be helplessly in their thrall. For her, self-knowledge is what might free us from our own anxieties in the face of being alone. Klein believed that we can each develop what she called a “stronger sense of wholeness” by integrating the far-flung pieces of a shattered and shattering self. The more that a person tries to do that, the more likely they can relate to others as a whole person. To see the whole, you have to first sift through the pieces. It can be painful to look at the ways that we feel alienated from ourselves—shame, frustration, even hatred, can bubble up. The pain becomes the place for growth to begin. That’s a cold comfort, perhaps, but it is a comfort, isn’t it?

			

			•   •   •

			The fact that Klein came back to the subject of loneliness and grief at the end of her life is telling. With evidence of her own mortality becoming an everyday feature of life in her late seventies, particular feelings would be stirred. In the notes for “On the Sense of Loneliness,” Klein observed, “Particularly in childhood the actual death of a sibling or a parent leaves deep marks, and the fear of death which is stirred up by such losses increases loneliness.” As consciousness of her own mortality became more marked, understandably that deepened her loneliness, as well as sent her back to the death of Sidonie, if not that of Emmanuel and even her own parents. Part of that effort to revisit and reclaim the past we see in her setting to work on her autobiography. “On the Sense of Loneliness” reflects on this gesture to the past. Klein wrote, “Another defense, particularly in old age, is the preoccupation with the past in order to avoid the frustrations of the present. Some idealization of the past is bound to enter into these memories and is put into the service of defense. In young people, idealization of the future serves a similar purpose. Some measure of idealization of people and causes is a normal defense and is part of the search for idealized inner objects which is projected on to the external world.” Writing about loneliness in her old age and finding its origins at the very beginnings of life is the opposite of sentimentality.

			Klein’s biographer Phyllis Grosskurth was suspicious of the ways that Klein in her memoir described a cold, distant set of familial relationships, and yet then expressed a wish to have those days back again. Grosskurth took that as romanticizing and sentimentality, and saw it as an attempt by Klein to reframe for an audience the resentments she felt toward her family, resentments for their dying young, for being detached or controlling. Klein’s efforts may have been in reality an outgrowth of her wanting to forgive those who died, to spare these phantoms her anger. By moving to forgiveness for all the wrongs they perpetrated, all the slights, all the hurts, and the ultimate betrayal—however irrational—that death can seem like, Klein took steps toward reintegrating all the far-flung parts of her psyche. “If we have become able, deep in our unconscious minds, to clear our feelings to some extent towards our parents of grievances, and have forgiven them for the frustrations we had to bear, then we can be at peace with ourselves and are able to love others in the true sense of the word.” If we can forgive our parents, or anyone else for that matter, the inadvertent wrongs they did us, the gift we receive is freedom.

			This is not to say that we can ever fully reintegrate all the disparate fragments and splinters of our selves that we see reflected back to us in the behavior of other people. We can never erase that first split and seam of the self separating from the mother. In the end, Klein believed each of us is the wellspring of our own feelings of isolation, going back to the very beginning of life. She insisted, “Although loneliness can be diminished or increased by external influences, it can never be completely eliminated, because the urge towards integration, as well as the pain experienced in the process of integration, spring from internal sources which remain powerful throughout life.” It would be easy to see this as bleak, even fatalistic: we’re doomed to loneliness. Yet another perspective is possible. The pain may spring from powerful internal sources, but so does the urge to try to integrate our feelings. The drive to try to feel whole, which seems incontestably healthy and enriching, grows out of the soil of that suffering. To put it another way, hope comes most powerfully when one has a need for overcoming current circumstances. The need to be whole comes only from suffering a feeling of being fragmented. Wanting to connect with others means a willingness to work toward understanding them, and to understand others is to find a way to discover ourselves. And the inside becomes the outside; and the outside becomes the inside.

			Clearly, to understand her own feelings of isolation, Klein was searching for the origins of loneliness in anyone’s life. If we’re to trace the roots of our loneliness, to find out where any of us are, we need to search back to our own individual beginnings so as to discover that first, that original, experience of separateness. Klein’s late work remains so important in part because she moved the focus from biological and instinctual drives to interpersonal relationships (contra Freudian dogma), and looked to how our earliest relationships inform the rest of our lives even at the most unconscious level. As infants, we each discover that our mother is separate from us and yet that lost memory of being a unified whole—the moment before separation, when we were so completely known that language was unnecessary—is an illusion that we chase for the rest of our lives. That means the self we become is born out of this loneliness: our identity is essentially founded on a conflict formed from that separation and the yearning to reverse that separation. It’s who we are.

			That loneliness is central to each of us, in some ways it is the very flashpoint where identity separates and becomes its own condition. As fundamental as loneliness might be, it does not mean that we’re doomed by it. For Klein, recognizing the situation, confronting it, was part of the process of coming to accept it, of working to undo its traumatic effects, and not to be constantly surprised by feelings of isolation and emotional distance.

			The enduring and yet unresolvable desire to be understood and accepted by other people, to be completed by others, is at the heart of loneliness, even though that completion is never fully possible. Yet that desire to feel whole is the reason we are compelled to reach out from our own state of separateness in order to connect with other human beings. Such ambivalence is inescapable, but it also makes caring about others so necessary. Even if we can’t be fully free of loneliness, can’t completely slip loose from the distraction it causes, or, yes, even if we cannot dodge its pain, it can provide a kind of forward momentum. Loneliness can be a catalyst that propels us toward wanting to feel whole, wanting to feel complete. Without that, we might never seek to understand ourselves better. As Klein showed, even if we cannot feel whole, we can keep discovering ourselves and our possibilities anew, if, that is, we look hard at where our feelings come from.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Racing the Moon

			
				There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.

				—Zora Neale Hurston
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			The roots of loneliness begin during the earliest days of our consciousness, and Melanie Klein showed how the struggles with our sense of self arise out of the fundamental and unavoidable fact that we are beings separate from others and these struggles continue throughout our lives. Family can be a contributing factor when it comes to loneliness, but I don’t think we can necessarily say it’s the cause of loneliness. Then again, neither is it necessarily the cure.

			The place where someone was born and the time when they were growing up and learning what to expect of relationships naturally have a role to play in our perceptions of how we relate to others and how others relate to us. It is the kiln where our emotional lives are fired. Growing up in eastern Massachusetts, in Hopkinton, where the Boston Marathon starts every April at the village green, I spent many long afternoons wandering alone in the deep woods behind our small farm, the only one in town. Following trails and stone walls marked out by New England farmers more than a century before, I fashioned my own world. In the years before the drinking began, I fought dragons and discovered lost treasure in dried-up wells; I shot at outlaws with a trusty sidearm and parried Imperial stormtroopers with my lightsaber; all while keeping a wide berth from the very real, very mean teenager from up the road who periodically set up a campsite in order to get high and avoid his abusive family for days at a time. In a few years, he would be killed in a car accident while stationed in South Korea.

			Although it became quite an affluent suburb in the years after I moved away, with one of the highest-rated public schools in the country, when I was growing up there, the town was solidly middle/lower middle class with a vaguely malevolent anti-intellectual strain. Think more River’s Edge than Dawson’s Creek. For instance, when I was in second grade, there was a kid on my school bus older than I by about two years who had a glass eye because of a skating accident that happened when he was little more than a toddler. When I knew him, he was an average kid, neither big nor small, neither loud nor quiet. There was nothing altogether distinct about him other than that one eye that never moved. One day, the big kids discovered that they could make his false eye fly out of his face if they hit him hard enough on the back of the head. No matter where you were on the school bus, no matter what you were doing, you could hear that sound of an open palm slapping against his thick brown hair and the base of his skull. This became a weekly ritualized form of torture: the prosthetic would hit the bus floor, then roll back and forth as he scrambled after it. Because his parents couldn’t afford to replace it, he had to keep slipping the eye back into the shadow of his socket, all chipped and with hairline cracks spidering across the white space around the artificial iris. This went on for years.

			The pain of loneliness can so often be what generates a rich, imaginative life, an alternative perception; if you have to contend with loneliness, it may not only be a suffering. You simply create a world where you are the sole living person and then you try to vanish into this other reality. You can do that as a kid. I was eight when other kids started to avoid me, saying I had “too much imagination.” I used that imagination to fill the woods with people and possibilities. Everything was a story, a story that would include me because I had created it for me to be a part of something, even if mostly in my own mind. Every shame became a strength and every brutality melted into victory against the forces of imagined evil. For a while that time ambling in the woods sufficed: I was enough for myself. That direct engagement with the self, with no fear of shame or abandonment, no struggling to please others, is what makes isolation feel restorative and generative when it creates the conditions for solitude. In other words, stories we create with ourselves, for ourselves, can be a way of redeeming loneliness. It’s when we hit the limits of the stories we can invent for ourselves, about ourselves, that we move back into loneliness.

			“It is mighty cold comfort to do things if nobody cares whether you succeed or not,” Zora Neale Hurston once wrote to a friend. Memory and experiences close down the wide-open world of fantasy, and the urge to know others and to respond to their unforeseeable responses to what we think grows keener. In the end, the “I” is not enough for most of us. You can come up with stories, but you also need to share them with someone, or else they simply vanish. Memories, thoughts, stories need to be anchored to something. There was only so much I could discover by myself in those woods behind our house.

			

			•   •   •

			
			Like the dead-seeming, cold rocks, I have memories within that came out of the material that went to make me. Time and place have had their say.” So begins with an intense, undeniable beauty the memoir of one of America’s great writers, Zora Neale Hurston. I read her 1942 autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road, for the first time years ago, shortly after I got sober, when a black-haired Irish opera student turned movie ticket–taker and occasional junkie pulled it and a Tom Waits CD out of her torn army-surplus knapsack and pressed them into my hands for safekeeping.

			“I’ll be wanting these back, then,” she said, crushing out a cheap cigarette against the icy pavement as she slipped onto a bus for Syracuse. I never saw her again. Decades later, I still have the book and CD tucked away, in case she ever shows up.

			When the teacher is ready, the student appears, runs an old Zen saying. That was the right book for me at the right moment. Despite the incommensurable differences between our lives, I was struck, immediately, by how Hurston was able to form an entire worldview out of her own pain of isolation. I also noted how she described aspects of the self in geological terms, as if she were digging through centuries to get at the bedrock. What had she found? Our memories come from the weight, fire, and pressure that form who we are. Trace our memories far enough and we find out what our lonelinesses are made of.

			Hurston’s hometown, Eatonville, located outside Orlando, was one of the first towns in the United States to be incorporated and run by African Americans. She described it as “a pure Negro town—charter, mayor, council, town marshal and all.” Zora’s handsome father, John Hurston, a rugged, physically commanding Baptist preacher with a gift for lyric turns of language—perhaps the one gift he passed down to his daughter—would even become a three-term mayor in the town. Eatonville had been a defining place for her, and although she would be forced to leave it as a teenager, it stayed with her for as long as she lived. The town and its habits, its inhabitants, all pressed knowledge and lore into the topographic folds of her mind. On benches and apple boxes and milk crates sat people at Joe Clarke’s store, the “heart and soul” of the town. When it was really humid, they gathered on the porch, shirts loosened, shooing big Florida flies, and fanning gently their foreheads. Inside and out, people talked and gossiped, telling tales large and small, real and invented.

			While a young girl, Hurston listened as people sat around the general store and “passed this world and the next one through their mouths. The right and the wrong, the who, when and why was passed on, and nobody doubted the conclusions.” The hold of those conversations on her was undeniable, and she saw, firsthand, how talk and especially storytelling were the very bonds that could keep a group of people together. Talking and listening; listening and talking. She would return to these interactions, and Eatonville itself, in her work throughout her career. For instance, her first stop in collecting African American folklore for the book that was to be titled Mules and Men was her hometown.

			“I hurried back to Eatonville because I knew that the town was full of material and that I could get it without hurt, harm or danger,” she wrote in the introduction to the book, published in 1935. Eatonville had had “a say” in the shape of her imagination and in her pursuit of gathering those narratives that would offer her a sense of herself as well as the culture that formed her imagination. She was so defined by Eatonville as a specific locale that in her autobiography she claimed to have been born in the town, even though her family actually moved there from Alabama when Hurston was two years old. Perhaps that’s not so strange: I was born in Duluth and my family moved to Massachusetts when I was three. Nevertheless, every last part and piece of me feels like it clambered out of the rocky soil of New England. In that sense, hers is a lie that tells the truth.

			Natural images are clearly how Hurston tried to understand herself. As a little girl, Hurston, born in 1891 (though she would later alter that date), believed that the moon followed her, and her alone, every night, its bright gaze always over her shoulder, seeing her home. The other children didn’t count, she believed, in regard to her special relationship. The moon was her special friend; the moon loved her. On the other side of the world, years later, Walter Benjamin would write about the value of getting lost in a city the very same way one gets lost in a forest. Getting lost helps you find that, although a place can swallow you up, you can discover an ability to map your way out by reading every twig snap or every street sign as a message directed toward you. For Hurston, the moon was part of her map for finding herself everywhere at home.

			Catching wind of Zora’s feeling that she had a special relationship, Carrie Roberts, her hometown “frenemy,” challenged her to a footrace in the moonlight. The rules were straightforward: Zora and Carrie would each run as fast as they could in opposite directions and whoever the moon followed would be the proof of which girl really had a connection to the moon. As you can imagine, the race didn’t determine anything. How could it? Each girl looked up and saw the moon behind her, of course. The argument then prompted other of their friends to point out that it followed them as well. The moon wasn’t Hurston’s moon, after all, and little Zora experienced that disillusionment as a loss, and an aching recognition that she couldn’t look to the night sky for verification that she was altogether unique and special.

			“The unfaithfulness of the moon hurt me deeply,” she confessed. It was as if she had lived out some real-life fable or folktale. We could write this off as the sweet but fantastical imaginings of a little girl, yet Hurston did remember this moment and wrote about it forty years later, much as Klein had done with her memory of her father’s rejection. The race had some lingering, crucial resonance in Hurston’s mind, possibly because beneath the childlike charm of the tale there is a real, consequential question: What happens when we feel like even the natural world can withdraw its affections, can change the angle of its attention?

			In the wake of that footrace and its disappointment, Hurston nonetheless came to an important realization, one that created a possibility of empathy for others: she learned she wasn’t the only one wanting to have a real friendship that made one feel special because of the connection. She took surprising comfort in the thought that she was one of any number of children who needed to feel they played a role in giving the moon some direction in where it might go. She wasn’t alone in her loneliness; it wasn’t she alone who needed confirmation that she didn’t fit in because she was special. This realization of parallel lonelinesses came about because of her friendship with Carrie, even if it had been a bit of jealousy that spurred it on. This early moment may be why friendship would become an important consideration in how Zora understood her life. The difference between Zora and her childhood friends was apparent: she could take that longing and fashion a story to tell about it. That way, she would be the one to give other people the means for locating themselves in the world. Zora knew, no matter what the moon did or didn’t do, that she was unique in all the world. There had been a sign, after all, an uncommon sign, a mystical sign, that she would live an uncommon life.

			

			•   •   •

			When the visions of the future first came upon her, Zora Neale Hurston was seven years old. One by one, like a series of still photographs flickering across her mind, they appeared to her amidst a hot Florida afternoon when she had fallen into a strange sleep while sitting alone on her neighbors’ porch. Little Zora, after she had mischievously filched an egg from one of her family’s hens, had gone to the neighbors to hide from her parents. While waiting for the coast to clear, she nodded off, but it was no ordinary nap. The visions that came to her, twelve in all, she later described as “pronouncements”: they revealed to her the shape her life would take, and they would return to her at various moments over the years so as to not let her forget what was coming in the future.

			Much of what she saw consisted of emotionally resonant images without obvious immediate meaning: a large fish swimming away, a train racing into the distance as she ran after it, a white house in need of painting that she sensed would be one day the source of great pain. At the end of the sequence of images appeared a house with two faceless women standing in front, one tending unfamiliar flowers, and this, she believed—no, she knew—would eventually be where her journey ended.

			From these visons, she grasped how much of her life would be spent alone, saw her family split apart, knew she would periodically wander without friends or direction. They also showed her that she would make things out of her isolation and distance, things that would be of use to others one day. Although Hurston was still a child when they first visited her like spirits of what’s to come, these revelations formed her deepest sense of self for the rest of her life.

			“I consider that my real childhood ended with the coming of the pronouncements,” she wrote in Dust Tracks on a Road. “True, I played, fought and studied with other children, but always I stood apart within. Often I was in some lonesome wilderness, suffering strange things and agonies while other children in the same yard played without a care. I asked myself why me? Why? Why? A cosmic loneliness was my shadow. Nothing and nobody around me really touched me. It is one of the blessings of this world that few people see visions and dream dreams.” The gift of the vision was also a burden. It would be a recurring theme in Hurston’s life: her gifts made her feel forever apart. What we don’t know is whether the experience of these images created the loneliness or if that cosmic, existential loneliness, felt so deeply by a sensitive, gifted young girl, was the precondition that made her visions possible—visions that caused her to feel all the lonelier because they marked her as different. Other kids didn’t have that.

			

			•   •   •

			Stories, Hurston would learn, would be the frame within which she could locate herself in the midst of others. From there, she could help others find themselves as part of a larger social and cultural group, one bound together by narratives. “There is nothing to make you like other human beings so much as doing things for them,” she once insisted. This belief was the engine of both her work as an anthropologist and as a novelist. That compassion, that self-directed empathy, was the counterforce she would use to negotiate her cosmic loneliness. Although the feeling of being unique could have been the cause of her loneliness, it also pushed her outward in order to find an answer to that emotional isolation by reaching toward other people.

			The desire to identify with others was important to Hurston, and her first real experience with this wouldn’t come until she moved to New York in 1925. Before that were many complicated, turbulent years. Hurston began college slightly late in life, at the age of twenty-eight. Previously she had worked here and there across the South (from Jacksonville, Florida, to Baltimore, Maryland) as a maid, nanny, and waitress. In a slightly more glamorous position, for a period of eighteen months beginning in 1916, when Hurston was twenty-four, she was even the assistant to the lead singer in a traveling troupe of performers specializing in the work of Gilbert and Sullivan. We know her boisterous blonde boss only as “Miss M.”—Hurston never disclosed her full name—and she paid Zora the then impressive sum of ten dollars a week. Hurston was the only African American attached to the troupe, but she found herself readily accepted, and came to feel like she belonged, that she was a part of a community. The actors and crew joked with her, teased her, and relished her Floridian idioms, given that the others were all mostly northerners. “They teased me all the time just to hear me talk,” she later remembered. “I was a Southerner,” she explained, “and had the map of Dixie on my tongue.” In truth, the ribbing didn’t make her feel separate—it made her feel included. The joking showed that even though she was distinctly herself, they still treated her as a member of the troupe. An outside insider would be a role that Hurston would seek to develop more fully as part of the collection of writers who made up the fabled Harlem Renaissance. It would also be very likely what led to her becoming a forgotten figure in the last years of her life.

			This job with the troupe, a highlight of her life in her twenties, ended only because Miss M. became engaged and decided to leave acting behind for a more stable, though less glamorous, middle-class life. Hurston had loved the connection to theater during that year and a half, and she learned a great deal. She read, she talked about plays and art and music with people who had devoted their lives to an aesthetic experience of the world. It kindled in her a feeling for literature and narratives and drama, as well as the desire to go back and take up her formal education, first at Howard University and then, crucially, at Barnard College in New York City. After her move to New York, her life took on a new shape, a new trajectory, leading her, almost by chance, into her life as a trailblazing anthropologist and one of the most important writers in American literature.

			The feeling of belonging, emotionally, socially, and intellectually, that Hurston experienced, however briefly, as being even merely an ancillary part of that theater troupe came after years of feeling listless and lost. That was why it was so life-changing, that is why it remained such an important time in her development. We see why when we contrast it with what had come before. As I mentioned, her early life had been complicated and painful, as the visions had predicted it would be. Her mother died. Her father turned from detached to cold. She ran out of money. Out of necessity and contingencies, she was forced to leave school at fifteen and enter the working world in 1906. Having left behind her family because of a deep hatred of her stepmother and her father’s rejection of his old family, Zora had to make her own way in life, without the direct help or guidance of parents or teachers.

			Hurston’s mother, Lucy, had died when Zora was thirteen, and that had been a powerful blow. For a girl to lose her mother as she is entering puberty would only intensify that feeling of being suddenly without a guide or model to help facilitate that disorienting move into womanhood. I think of Klein’s observation about how early grief and lifelong loneliness can be connected: “Particularly in childhood the actual death of a sibling or a parent leaves deep marks, and the fear of death which is stirred up by such losses increases loneliness.” Even though Hurston shared with Klein the experience of a devastating and unexpected death that transformed the very fabric of the family, what’s different is that Hurston, by the time her mother died, already thought of herself as lonely and unique. From the visions that had come upon her that day on the neighbors’ porch, Hurston had already seen the signs that her life would be full of transience and impermanence. I wonder if her premonitions had made that grief surrounding her mother’s death all the worse. Knowing something was coming but she could do nothing about it must have intensified a feeling of guilt. At the very least, the visions would begin to show her that her life would never be fully in her control. Still, Lucy Hurston’s death was a loss that would alter everything.

			“Mama died at sundown and changed a world,” Hurston wrote years later, in her middle age. Coming as it did after weeks of failing health had driven Lucy Hurston to her bed, her death irrevocably changed Zora’s world, which had been built around her mother’s sense of family being a centering force, which Lucy’s supportive, encouraging nature kept in place. In the end, the center did not hold.

			There still isn’t a clear understanding of why Lucy died at the age of thirty-nine. She had given birth to nine children, and perhaps that had weakened her constitution. Or perhaps it was a result of having to raise the large family, essentially on her own, while her husband was so often away because of his career, and so often, whilst he was gone, he was taking up with various other women, a fact Lucy surely knew. In her autobiography, Hurston indicated that in the months before she died her mother had begun to talk very regularly about death in general and about her own mortality in particular. And so perhaps depression was a factor in Lucy’s decline—a self-fulfilled prophecy. In any event, in September 1904, Hurston’s mother did weaken and take to her bed, and then, quietly, with a last, slow breath, died at sundown one evening in the middle of the month.

			Quite often grief, especially around the death of someone taken too soon, creates complex emotional responses in the bereaved: grief, of course, but also indifference, anger, and guilt. These emotions, powerful as they are, find various modes of expression or they latch on to a variety of methods for dealing with their intensity. With the death of her mother, Zora felt a staggering amount of guilt, the weight of which she would carry for her entire life. Ostensibly, she believed there was an undeniable reason for why she deserved to feel that way: she had failed her mother. In her last hours, Lucy had made one request of Zora: when she died, she wanted her daughter to make sure that devout mourners, no matter how well intentioned, didn’t undertake the small rituals of bereavement so common in the South at that time: covering both the clock and the mirror in the bedroom, changing the position of the body to meet the sun in the east, pulling away the pillow from beneath the head of the deceased. Although some people could call these superstitions, that’s both condescending and beside the point. Rituals are necessary for processing grief and acknowledging the death of a loved one. They’re small actions, but they are also specific ways of feeling like we have some agency in the face of death, and with them we have done something, even if only symbolically, to help the loved one leave our lives. So these aren’t superstitions so much as rituals that involve us with the process of dying; they give us purpose in the moments after a death, at the very point when otherwise anyone might give in to despair. These are acts of devotion.

			When the time came, in the moments after Lucy had passed away, a group of female parishioners from Reverend Hurston’s church swept into the room and began to undertake these rituals, one by one. Hurston reports that she tried to stop the women, imploring them, but they pulled her from her mother’s bedside. Zora felt that she had failed her mother and had not been her voice at that crucial moment when she needed her daughter most. Maybe that’s why she felt guilt. Or maybe it was because she hadn’t really taken her mother seriously when she talked about dying, and so Hurston redirected the feeling that she had been a bad daughter onto her inability to stop the mourners performing their necessary rites. Maybe it was because of the visions she had had that death would alter her life and tear her family apart, and so perhaps she felt she could have changed things and protected her mother. Or maybe that guilt is actually what all of us feel, at some level, when we lose a loved one. The guilt we feel for what we didn’t do or say. The guilt we feel, sometimes, for continuing to live in the face of so much loss.

			The death of her mother was for Zora like being cast into the outer dark. “That moment was the end of a phase in my life,” Hurston would write. “I was old before my time with grief of loss, of failure, of remorse of failure.” With her devoted, nurturing mother gone, her neglectful father had ideas about how to handle his willful, imaginative daughter with whom he had so little connection. To begin with, within weeks of the funeral Reverend Hurston sent Zora away to Jacksonville to enroll at the Florida Baptist Academy, the boarding school that her brother Bob and her sister Sarah attended, even though she was technically too young to be a student there. Although she doesn’t ever say it, it would be hard not to see Hurston as feeling like she was being punished for failing her mother. This way, loneliness would come like a form of rejection, one that she believed she deserved.

			At the new school, Hurston never quite fit in. By and large the Florida Baptist Academy faculty accepted her, even liked her, mostly, but she had a tendency to bristle against what she saw as the unearned authority of certain teachers. They frequently pulled her aside for a bad attitude and for talking back, and she was routinely spanked, lectured, or sent off on her own. A talented student, she thrived in regard to her studies, that is, except for arithmetic. She had always been far ahead of her peers in Eatonville, in terms of her scholastic aptitude, but her storytelling and flights of fancy had rapidly set her apart. Still, she always kept her visions a secret. At the Florida Baptist Academy she got along with many of her peers, but she was seen as arrogant and self-fond, given her smarts and keen imagination, as well as cloying and gawky. To the slightly older girls in the school, she was never really more than a latecomer tagging along. As smart as she was, she was socially awkward—she said the wrong things, spoke too often or too loudly, she laughed in the wrong places, her clothes were odd and ill-fitting, her shirttails perpetually untucked.

			We often grow into our aloneness, and school can be where we learn its particular textures because of the intense socialization that occurs during that time of our lives. I had, in part because of my own loneliness, changed schools more than most—a private school in a different city for a year in sixth grade, a Catholic school in yet another town for the latter years of high school (despite my having been raised an Episcopalian), and then five undergraduate colleges. I always transferred into these various schools, so was always out of step with the other students, their friendships and jokes already well established by the time I tried to catch the rhythm and cadence. Coming late to a school, you can feel like you are speaking a second language: you understand the grammar and rules of social interaction, but you never develop the internal, instinctual feel of what to say or when or how to say it. It feels like you speak only in translation. Once during mass at Catholic school, the priest pressed the host into my hand. I locked up, not knowing what to do. Rather than raising the bread to my mouth, I dipped my head down to my palms, held at waist level. The boy next to me narrowed his eyes.

			“That’s not how you do it,” he hissed. In a stage whisper and without turning my head, I explained, “How would I know?—I’m not Catholic.”

			“You are now,” he said. That’s the mark of loneliness—the further in you get, the further out you feel. Within a year, I was skipping mass in order to drink cheap vodka alone in a back hallway.

			In one of those forehead-smacking misjudgments of adolescence, I periodically started to fake a kind of narcolepsy—pretending to sleep through homeroom or lunch so I could hide out, simply by closing my eyes. It strikes me now that that was the opposite of insomnia.

			I wonder now if throughout my life I would leave a place, transfer to a new school, because I felt alone, or because I wanted to go to a new place so that I could blame my feelings of isolation on the circumstances of being perpetually new and unknown. Being lonely often means learning how to hide the loneliness while nevertheless remaining in motion so no one catches you feeling that way.

			The Florida Baptist Academy was never home for Hurston. “School in Jacksonville was one of those twilight things,” she wrote. “It was not dark, but it lacked the bold sunlight” that had been so characteristic of her life in Eatonville. Twilight: an area, call it a zone, that is neither in nor out, neither now nor then.

			Her stay at the school also presented Hurston with her first experiences with racism. Life in Eatonville was such that she had few interactions with white people. For that reason, she hadn’t had to feel the sting of being identified as “other” because of skin color or be hyperaware of the possibility of violence directed at her. She hadn’t had to develop what W. E. B. Du Bois called double-consciousness, “this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.”

			In Jacksonville, she suddenly had to deal with the “funny ways” of whites and their strange looks shot in her direction as she passed. Where in Eatonville she had been a young girl with a big presence, suddenly she had to negotiate whites only signs in certain stores, segregated trolley cars, and a persistent sense that she was not only not a somebody, but in the new city she was a nobody who was “a little colored girl.” That said, Hurston was not one to let the prejudiced views of others work their way too deeply into her if she could help it. Or at least that’s what she told herself: “Sometimes, I feel discriminated against, but it does not make me angry. It merely astonishes me. How can any deny themselves the pleasure of my company! It’s beyond me.” It is an attitude that comes across as a bit of a charmingly confident swagger, as well as a form of emotional self-defense.

			In the end, school was not the place where she could make a new life for herself. For her, it became “a jagged hole where [her] home used to be.” In that place, she was a kind of prosthetic “I”—looking real, but feeling hollow. Over time she might have acclimated, but we’ll never know. By the end of the year, Zora was expelled, but not because of bad behavior. Zora had to leave the school because her father stopped paying tuition. In fact, the school itself had to cover her travel costs so she could get back to Eatonville when the term was concluded.

			Home itself was unfortunately no longer home, either. While Zora was away at school, her father had quickly, and somewhat scandalously, remarried, within a matter of a few months. It was her oldest sister, Sarah, her father’s favorite child, who learned the news that Mattie Moge, a woman barely six years older than Zora, had become their father’s gorgeous new wife. Understandably bearing anger and resentment born of grief over her mother and their old life as well her father’s “o’er-hasty marriage,” Zora couldn’t abide her stepmother. The feeling was mutual. Mattie was anxious to establish herself as the main focus of her husband’s life and that left little room for anyone else. By all indications, John Hurston was consciously remaking his life around his new marriage, leaving little time, money, or even affection to be spared on the children he had had with Lucy.

			Although she returned to Eatonville after being forced to leave the academy, Zora didn’t remain long at her father’s house. With her mother gone, it had no heart anymore and thus was no longer home. All that was left in Eatonville was a remote father and a resentful, hostile stepmother. In time, a brutal, bloody fistfight between Zora and Mattie brought their animosity violently to a head. After that, there was no turning back or mending fences, and for the next few years Zora roamed from one sibling’s house to another’s, working whatever jobs she could pick up. These would come to be known as Hurston’s lost years, and what little we know tends to come from Dust Tracks on a Road, which though brilliant is often a bit loose with facts, to put it mildly. Some scholars call it as much a work of fiction as nonfiction. Did Hurston really have those visions, for instance, or have a race to prove the love of the moon? I don’t have reason to doubt her on those kinds of details, even if she neglects to mention she was really born in Alabama, not Eatonville, yet also never sets the record straight about her age, which she “adjusted” by about a decade when she went back to finish high school. Even so, the possibility that she might have invented some stories and tales in order to represent her emotional life seems the sort of thing a writer is prone to do. Scholars need to investigate facts—writers must heave truths into language. “I did not want to write it at all, because it is too hard to reveal one’s inner self, and still there is no use in writing that kind of book unless you do,” Hurston insisted in a letter to her friend Hamilton Holt, then president of Rollins College. Wrote Valerie Boyd, movingly, in her compassionate and definitive biography of Hurston, “Every so-called lie in Hurston’s book is an avenue to the truth.”

			We do know that these years after she finally left Eatonville were difficult, lonely ones, and she would later describe herself as being “bare and bony of comfort and love” throughout this period of her life, as she moved from place to place, never quite settling down. Eatonville would never again be her home. It would only ever be the place she was from. There’s a difference. Although she set her first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine—a loosely autobiographical narrative about a philandering minister named (you guessed it) John, which was published in 1934—in Eatonville, she was part of the town only in her imagination. Even when she would periodically return, she would be out of step, out of phase, her cosmic loneliness being her one constant companion. Rather than being trapped by it, she would cultivate this outsider status because it gave her a perspective that no insider could ever attain. She could see in and out at the same time. That perspective becomes an important aspect of an exquisite loneliness.

			Rootlessness often accompanies loneliness. Sometimes it’s the cause of that feeling of being separate. Other times, it’s the result of feeling estranged from places that might otherwise be expected to convey a stability of identity. She was orphaned not only by her mother, and cast out by her father, but Eatonville itself was no longer the place where she found her grounding. It’s ironic then that a troupe of musical theater performers traveling from place to place had given her a new feeling of direction and purpose that led her back to school and then into the literary world.

			Hurston began what would be the rest of her life by finally finishing high school and then enrolling in 1918 at Howard University in Washington, D.C., a famed institution that she later described as “the capstone of Negro education in the world,” though even there she wouldn’t find a home. She would last at Howard only a few years, because along with her studies, she juggled working a number of jobs to afford tuition with a desultory marriage, one that she hardly ever mentioned later in her life. Howard was pivotal, as it was there that Hurston began making her first tentative steps into writing, steps building to a path that led to New York City, to the heart of Harlem itself.

			At Howard she met Alain Locke, the brilliant Harvard- and Oxford-educated philosopher who acted as one of the primary architects of the movement that would come to be known as the Harlem Renaissance. Locke fought racism and discrimination at every rung of the academic ladder, from his time as a Rhodes Scholar up through his move to Howard. Dapper and effete, quiet-spoken but dazzling in his focus, he was an intellectual to his very core. He was all the things that John Hurston had not been.

			Zora met Locke at Howard more through fate than by chance. He was the faculty adviser of The Stylus, the school’s student literary magazine, and as competitive as it was to join the club that edited and published the university-wide collection of student writing, Hurston readily found her way into its ranks. In May 1921 she got her first taste of success: in The Stylus, she published a few poems, as well as her first story, “John Redding Goes to Sea.” It was a solid piece of student writing, replete with crucifixion imagery, family drama, and the protagonist’s frustrated dreams of leaving behind his hometown for the wider world. In other words, although good, it wasn’t an immediate sign of a neglected genius. By the same token, it was what struck the match for Hurston’s ambition and drive. Instead of swapping stories on a storefront porch in Eatonville, she could write the stories down. That way they’d not disappear, but would sink roots deep into the lives of the people who read them.

			Locke wasn’t quite a mentor of hers, but he helped her immensely in those early stages in becoming a writer. As a major step in establishing the reputation of the movement, Locke would go on to publish in 1925 the landmark collection of stories and essays The New Negro, and amongst the work he assembled he included “Spunk,” a story by Hurston, his former student. Before that, he had sent along “John Redding Goes to Sea” to his friend Charles S. Johnson, a sociologist and then editor of the influential magazine Opportunity. The journal had been founded in 1923 under the aegis of the National Urban League, with an emphasis on presenting articles on the sociological realities of everyday African American life. Under Johnson’s stewardship, it expanded to include literary work as well, and that only widened its reach beyond academics and specialists. At the height of its influence, the journal had more than eleven thousand subscribers, and roughly 40 percent of its readership was white, indicating how wide a cultural impact Opportunity ultimately had.

			After reading “John Redding Goes to Sea,” Johnson wrote to Hurston and asked if she had other work. What she sent—the stories “Drenched in Light” and “Spunk” and the play Color Struck—he published, and in turn these pieces were awarded prizes for being some of the best work published in the pages of Opportunity. Ordinarily, getting published in a literary magazine can feel gratifying, but it isn’t necessarily life-changing. For Hurston, on the other hand, everything changed, and quickly.

			Opportunity was a vehicle for Johnson, who, after all, was intent on launching a movement. He knew it would take a tactical gathering of minds and talents in order to shape and direct social and cultural forces. To do that he needed to boost the signal of compelling African American voices and make them part of the spectrum of frequencies that constituted high culture. Opportunity, he believed, would offer the means for doing exactly that. In the pages of the magazine, Johnson made clear his editorial ambitions from the beginning:

			
				It hopes to stimulate and encourage creative literary effort among Negroes; to locate and orient Negro writers of ability; to stimulate and encourage interest in the serious development of a body of literature about Negro life, drawing deeply upon these tremendous resources; to encourage the reading of literature both by Negro authors and about Negro life, not merely because they are Negro authors but because what they write is literature and because the literature is interesting.

			

			Johnson believed wholeheartedly that Opportunity could provide the forum for these voices so that they could speak their experiences with an undeniable intensity and passion to a reading public. At the same time, to make a splash, you need to throw something big, big like a party.

			Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the Harlem Renaissance may have been fed and sustained by lively salons at various apartments, but it was born out of swanky functions hosted by Johnson and the aptly named Opportunity. Johnson had the truly inspired idea of holding fancy dinners to celebrate the contest winners, thereby providing an occasion for forging networks and connections between and among African American artists and thinkers as well as with philanthropic (and largely white) patrons of the arts. These were grand affairs held not in Harlem but at the edge of Midtown Manhattan, where, as is still the case, the deepest silk-lined pockets gathered and mingled. The first of these events took place in 1924 at the Civic Club, a stately building designed in the French style and built at the end of the nineteenth century. Over a hundred people attended that first gala, from progressive-minded members of Manhattan’s social elite and bright literary stars to up-and-coming figures of the art scene. Eugene O’Neill, H. L. Mencken, and Carl Van Vechten were but a few of the prominent white authors who were there to throw around their weight and extend their already considerable influence. The dinner went over so well and caused so much buzz for the journal that a year later Johnson planned a second dinner, a bigger, flashier one, ostensibly to celebrate the winners of various literary prizes sponsored by Opportunity. For Hurston, it would be a night like no other.

			In May 1925, Johnson, in a spectacular ceremony, gathered together over three hundred guests at the specifically if unimaginatively named 5th Avenue Restaurant. It was a snazzy and sprawling establishment located at the corner of Twenty-Fourth Street, near Madison Square Park and the famed Flatiron Building, and was the sort of place known for its croquettes and coq au vin. In true Jazz Age fashion, the joint was jumping with fast music and strong drinks, smart talk and smarter outfits. The dining room glittered with social and cultural stars, from Paul Robeson and Fannie Hurst to James Weldon Johnson, Carl Van Doren, and the ubiquitous Van Vechten, and yet that night, at the center of it all, Hurston was the proverbial belle of the ball, winning more literary awards than any of her peers. It wasn’t only the awards that got people’s attention: she was more “on” that night than she had ever been before. Some people thrive in the spotlight. Hurston became incandescent. The impression she made might be a measure of how intense her perpetual feelings of loneliness were. Years of needing attention, decades of wanting an audience to whom she could tell her stories and ideas, she blossomed with the praise and affirmation she received. That night was also her introduction to a whole wide new world and, for her, it was an opportunity not to be missed. Every joke she told landed effortlessly; her wide smile dazzled and her wider eyes leapt in the reflected light from the chandelier and cocktail glasses. Sexy, witty, and wildly confident, she gorged herself on the attention, but nonetheless made sure she warranted it, and gave as good as she got. Fannie Hurst, whom Hurston befriended that night, attested that Zora had “the gift of walking into hearts,” and her gifts were everywhere apparent.

			Hurston gained a certain immediate level of celebrity in her appearance at that gala on that warm midspring evening in Manhattan, but so did Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, and Sterling A. Brown, among others. This group, individually and collectively, would effect untold change on American arts and letters by redefining what it could—even must—look like, sound like.

			

			•   •   •

			Sometimes, a life appears random, unshaped. A person drifts along like a maple leaf on a slow river. Then, all at once, spirit-crippling tragedy erupts or a great, unexpected, transformative joy occurs, and that life is altogether reframed, and looks instantaneously as if there had been an unseen force specifically directing things all along. Somehow, it seemed as if Hurston’s entire life had been guiding her to that sudden leap into the inner circles of New York’s cultural power, and in one evening she was a part of a swirling social movement, the Harlem Renaissance.

			Timing had been everything. The 1920s were the heady years of the Harlem Renaissance, when regular salons were held by vibrant personalities such as A’Lelia Walker, the daughter of a wealthy hair-care entrepreneur whom Langston Hughes, a frequent guest, dubbed “the joy-goddess of Harlem’s 1920’s.” Creating the conditions for an unparalleled cultural frisson, Walker, throughout the decade, brought together Black poets, artists, thinkers, civil leaders, and musicians to meet and mingle at her opulent West 136th Street town house. It was at such gatherings that Hurston came to know Hughes as well as Countee Cullen, W. E. B. Du Bois, James Weldon Johnson, and Bessie Smith. In this period, Hurston found the possibility of not only belonging to a vibrant community of Black literati but becoming part of a cultural movement forming its own terms and narratives for itself. “When Zora was there, she was the party,” the poet and critic Sterling Brown once proclaimed. Tall, striking, full of southern charm and intensity, she was an outsider working her way into a culture that would give her a context by which she could recognize anew where she had come from and indicate where she might go, in ways she could have never imagined.

			One thing fascinates me: although there had been no real indication ahead of time that she would shine so brightly in these circles, Hurston was clearly a natural. What in her Eatonville childhood or during her itinerant teens and twenties prepared her for such extroversion? How did this small-town southern girl slip so effortlessly into New York’s propulsive and sophisticated staccato rhythms? Maybe she learned from the Gilbert and Sullivan troupe that all the world’s indeed a stage, and she, like any good actor must, found her light.

			The night of the Opportunity gala, among all the other members of the elite whom she met, Hurston, with her charm, sexiness, and wit ablaze, made a powerful and lasting impression on Annie Nathan Meyer, the founder of Barnard College. The two hit it off so well that Meyer suggested Hurston should have a place at the college, and helped pull the strings to get her enrolled. This would be no small decision on Hurston’s part: she became the first Black student at the women’s college, though there is some indication that such a situation worried her. She wrote in her 1928 essay “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” about her days as a student there:

			
				“Beside the waters of the Hudson” I feel my race. Among the thousand white persons, I am a dark rock surged upon, overswept by a creamy sea. I am surged upon and overswept, but through it all, I remain myself. When covered by the waters, I am; and the ebb but reveals me again.

			

			She felt that she remained most fiercely authentic by virtue of her difference. No matter the weather, she felt she was herself. Maybe that’s one point of contrast between loneliness and solitude. But was she revealed to others when the waters ebbed, or to herself? We can be lost to ourselves, which is one aspect of loneliness that is wholly distinct from the restorative feeling of solitude.

			This feeling of a fixed difference, once again, didn’t dissuade Hurston. On the contrary, Meyer’s belief in Hurston provided an electric jolt to her already impressive level of self-confidence. Within a few weeks of meeting, Hurston wrote to Meyer to confirm that she had jumped into the process of applying to study at Barnard.

			
				I am tremendously encouraged now. My typewriter is clicking away till all hours of the night. I am striving desperately for a toe-hold on the world. You see, your interest keys me up wonderfully—I must not let you be disappointed in me.

				No, no the little praise I have received does not affect me unless it be to make me work furiously. Instead of a pillow to rest upon, it is a goad to prod me. I know that I can only get into the sunlight by work and only remain there by more work. But you do help me immensely. It is pleasant to have someone for whom one does things. It is mighty cold comfort to do things if nobody cares whether you succeed or not. It is terribly delightful to me to have someone fearing with me and hoping for me, let alone working to make some of my dreams come true.

			

			Such encouragement from a figure as prominent as Meyer was clearly an affirmation, but at the end of the letter, it becomes clear that it wasn’t simply the moral support or Meyer’s faith in her abilities that meant so much to Hurston, though in contrast to the memories of her emotionally withdrawn father, it must have mattered a great deal. What mattered most to her was knowing that her thinking wasn’t happening in isolation and that someone, somewhere, was listening. Loneliness is often an unshakable feeling of being invisible, immaterial to everyone around you. The racism Hurston encountered all around her of course exacerbated her feelings of being separate, unique, swirling off on her own. Work, her work, her writing and thinking, would bring the shadow of her cosmic loneliness into the sunlight and make it vanish. Without that shadow always around her, she could be seen by others. Or so she believed. For a time, it was probably even true.

			The transfer to Barnard gained momentum after Hurston, who was perpetually scrambling for money, was offered a scholarship based on the strength of her literary publications. While she had been an average student at Howard—excited by subjects and books that enlivened her, bored and distracted by classes that didn’t interest her—at Barnard, she would prove herself to be an estimable intellect. In part, that development came out of her relationship with an important mentor. Hurston quickly became a protégée of the famed professor Franz Boas, a driving force in the early days of cultural anthropology, whom Hurston, like a few other mentees, called “Papa Franz.” “Papa” was a term of endearment, clearly, but it seems a significant name for her to call her mentor, given her estranged relationship with her father. That estrangement had lasted until the Reverend Hurston died in 1918 in Memphis, when a train hurtled into his car, killing him almost, but not quite, instantly. Zora, who never lacked in resolve, hadn’t gone to the funeral.

			Boas, short in stature and possessed of an often intense countenance, had exacting standards and suffered no fools. A scar zagged across his face and gave visible testament that he was a man of steadfast convictions. He had earned the wound during his student days back in his native Germany, dueling antisemitic classmates while he was at Heidelberg University studying physics, his initial field of specialization.

			Boas was no stranger to loneliness and isolation. His first monograph related his time in 1883 living on Baffin Island, a small area lying along the Arctic Circle, while he was studying the Inuit who lived there. He’d gone during the heady days of Arctic explorations by various parties and expeditions to discover what it meant to live in that stark, frozen, often brutal place. Day after day, surviving the cold and wind, struggling to feed himself and immerse himself in the ways and ideas of the Inuit, Boas encountered what he described as “the sublime loneliness of the Arctic.” His astonishment at the ability of the people of the villages on the island to foster in their hearts an understanding of Nature not as a violent force to be battled but as a condition as beautiful as it was powerful turned into admiration. Moved by the depth and intensity of affection the various people of Baffin Island held for one another within the various communities he encountered, Boas realized that outside of deeply problematic prejudicial ideological insistences, there really were no defensible hierarchies of “primitive” cultures and “civilized” cultures. Those categorical divisions were no less than a product of institutionalized racism. Love, family, the mechanisms of belief, social interactions, the understood ways of being, are all equally complex and the values are relative to any given place and any given people. While that now would be taken to be obvious, at the time, it was a revolutionary insight that called upon the still developing field of anthropology to reconsider itself and its assumptions about how cultures might view one another. These changes were founded upon the belief that intellectual openness and generosity would be the route to discovery and productive exchange. Sadly, for some people that would still sound like a radical notion even today.

			It was Boas, a deep believer in fieldwork, who first encouraged Hurston to head up to Harlem in order to collect stories about African Americans, and it was he who later, in 1927, helped secure grant money for her to travel across the southern states in her two-seater Nash coupe, which she dubbed “Sassy Susie,” in order to gather the stories and tales that she would publish as that watershed collection of African American folklore, Mules and Men. Packing a pearl-handled pistol for protection and occasionally spending a night or two sacked out across the car’s bench, Hurston found the trip to be intellectually productive as well as emotionally significant. In Mules and Men, she explained the perspective that anthropology offered her. “I couldn’t see [culture] for wearing it. It was only when I was off in college, away from my native surroundings, that I could see myself like somebody else and stand off and look at my [culture].” If she could tell the stories that move people, the stories, real and imagined, that get them to feel deeply and that would allow her to feel deeply the lives of others, she would not, could not, be so alone. Hurston would find a toehold for her old world within the space of her new one, and in so doing, she wouldn’t be an outsider, a stranger, anywhere.

			Hurston once described the methodologies of research as being “formalized curiosity.” The objectivity of the anthropologist is not far from a feeling of being a perpetual outsider—standing apart, observing subjects from afar. In essence, this term “formalized curiosity” could be used to describe the relationship of exquisite loneliness to feelings of isolation. Rather than simply being vessels for the feelings, unable to control which way its winds blow us about, we might find ways to look at loneliness objectively, but still from inside it. Hurston reinvented those feelings of separateness because she wanted to know more about the emotional condition so many of us deny, run from, or feel shamed by. Maybe what I’m doing is offering a cultural anthropology of loneliness.

			More specifically, Hurston longed for this perspective on the specifics of African American culture, to take its roots and threads as seriously as other researchers and writers took white culture and history, and to feel deeply how her story intertwined with stories of other African Americans who so rarely saw their experiences represented outside of their families and neighborhoods. James Agee and Walker Evans, in doing their ethnographic fieldwork for Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, feared that because of decades of exploitation and racism, Black sharecroppers would, understandably, be too suspicious of white journalists to share openly. Hurston, in contrast, could enter the homes of Black families and respond to their circumspection and hesitancy with a compassion and an intimacy arising from a shared background of experiences.

			Hurston sought to discover the unique elements of African American culture of the South and to bring together the narratives that helped form her selfhood since her days growing up in Eatonville. She called folklore “the boiled-down juice of human living,” and to put these stories into print, to make them part of larger conversations, would be to reveal the central ways that African Americans helped determine American consciousness. By bringing this rich body of narratives about African American life in all its textures and possibilities into widespread recognition, Hurston wanted to reveal folklore’s vital and vitalizing place in the discussion that America was having with itself. That impulse of Hurston’s is a key to why people read books and make art: in order to see themselves.

			Extending Boas’s thinking, Hurston’s work in gathering these stories together would show that if there is no cultural hierarchy, then African American folktales of the rural South were as significant as small engines of knowledge and moral value as any Eurocentric novel or poem, something even her friends and colleagues—such as Locke—needed to be convinced of. “Folklore is the arts of the people before they find out that there is any such thing as art,” she insisted.

			Hurston wasn’t simply reporting back from across the South. She wasn’t solely presenting records and information. She was establishing the context for her own artistic contributions. From that base of cultural knowledge, she could ground her own fiction in a tradition that made room for her and her voice. In turn, her stories would represent in the present those people who all too infrequently had been represented in Western culture and the arts. In these contributions, she would find a way to be necessary to others. Hurston needed to be standing apart from others in order to find herself. Anthropology was her means of accessing a perspective from outside herself. That widened view that anthropology offered would create the foundation for the profound empathy that would characterize her greatest literary work. Its exploration of a longing to be seen, a desire to be known by other people, is what led her back into herself.

			Distance and proximity remained as recurring metaphors for Hurston. Their Eyes Were Watching God, the novel that she published in 1937 and that would one day, two decades after her death, become certifiably canonical, opens with one of the most compelling passages in all of American literature. With lyric intensity, it traces a sense of isolation and perpetual longing as lying at the center of who each of us really is.

			
				Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board. For some they come in with the tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, never out of sight, never landing until the Watcher turns his eyes away in resignation, his dreams mocked to death by Time. That is the life of men.

				Now, women forget all those things they don’t want to remember and remember everything they don’t want to forget. The dream is the truth. Then they act and do things accordingly.

			

			While we can read this opening as a testament of strength in women—how could we not see it as that?—there is also no denying its melancholic emphasis on distance and the feeling of being a castaway, even from one’s own life. Janie Crawford, the novel’s protagonist, never fully loses what she describes as her cosmic loneliness, but throughout the novel she seeks out relationships that can let her navigate it and help her relieve the longing she feels to be grounded in place rather than being a ship at sea. She marries three times, and each relationship is doomed, but nonetheless she continues. Again, it is not despite but because of her experiences of loss and profound loneliness that Janie realizes that the very struggle to discover who she is produces a self that is worth knowing. The novel ends, “[Janie] pulled in her horizon like a great fish-net. Pulled it from around the waist of the world and draped it over her shoulder. So much of life in its meshes! She called in her soul to come and see.” In the book, Janie, like Hurston herself, focuses on a vision and indicates that life is a narrative that a person creates for herself in order to bring sense to events and to find the possibilities of existential meaning amidst a life of loss and longing. Such a narrative weaves a net of belonging thrown from inside us out to the world itself. Or so I want to believe.

			The difficulty of narratives of self-discovery is that, again and again, we can lose the plot and drop the thread, and thus we can be lost in a labyrinth anew. Despite her best efforts, Hurston herself would never resolve this problem of how to craft life into a satisfying, lasting narrative. She would marry three times and divorce three times, with two of the marriages lasting only a few months. And, in her lifetime, she would ultimately be cast out by her fellow writers, in part because they felt she, in the end, was not radical enough and in part because people stopped listening to her, perhaps her greatest fear.

			

			•   •   •

			The connection between Langston Hughes and Hurston had begun in 1925, in no small part because of the soirée thrown by Charles Johnson and Opportunity, which offered a point of introduction for each other as fellow young lions to be reckoned with. In the months that followed, amidst converging social circles, literary salons, and friendly dinners, the two kept meeting and became fast friends. They had things in common, including a principled belief that folklore, vernacular, and the blues were all valid and valuable resources of cultural wisdom and aesthetic possibilities that could also be points of resistance open to Black artists against acquiescing to white bourgeois sensibilities.

			These shared values led to long talks and deepening connections. Hurston and Hughes conspired to write a blues-based opera together and even worked together to launch a small experimental magazine, Fire!!, named for a short story by Hughes. Fire!! appeared in November 1926 and lasted for all of one issue. The opera never came about. Young artists often look to collaborate together not only to spread their contacts but because ideas flash out of intense conversations about art and social movements. Despite these false starts, they still hoped for an opportunity to bring their respective energies together.

			A chance meeting on the street outside the train station in Mobile, Alabama, in July 1927 led to the two writers’ sharing a monthlong road trip through the South. Hughes had been on tour, doing readings and talks in various spots, and Hurston was on another of her folklore research trips, having stopped in Mobile to interview Cudjoe Lewis, the last known survivor of the Atlantic slave trade.

			“Miss Hurston was on a collector’s trip for one of the folk-lore societies,” Hughes would later report. “Blind guitar players, conjur men [sic], and former slaves were her quarry, small town jooks and plantation churches, her haunts. I knew it would be fun traveling with her. It was.”

			The two sat side by side in “Sassy Susie,” swapping theories on music and art, telling stories. Hughes had never learned to drive, and so Hurston stayed at the wheel as they drove from town to town, state to state. They had flat tires and good food. They met people like George Washington Carver and had all the funny mishaps that people do on the road, such as Hurston tearing the back of her skirt outside Charleston, South Carolina, so badly that her “little panties were panting right out in public.” They even caught a concert in Macon, Georgia, by none other than Bessie Smith, a singer they both fairly worshipped. They realized they were staying in the same hotel as the famed performer only when they heard her inimitable voice coming through the walls as she warmed up for the show.

			Close before, Hurston and Hughes became even closer as, during the trip’s endless conversations, unfolding over miles and miles and hours and hours, their platonic bond deepened even further. In a letter from 1929, she told him matter-of-factly, “Langston, I am nothing without you. That’s no flattery either.”

			The friendship was irreparably damaged, however, as they attempted to collaborate on a play titled Mule Bone in the early 1930s. Unable to agree on how to best represent Blackness and unable to come to common ground on what it meant to be a Black writer, they even quarreled over how to handle the demands of the play’s producers.

			The relationship splintered for artistic and emotional reasons. Henry Louis Gates Jr. would describe their schism as “the most notorious literary quarrel in African American cultural history.” For Hurston, the break with Hughes was a rupture more traumatic than either of her divorces. In 1939, eight years after the friendship had ended, the Harlem Renaissance poet Arna Bontemps relayed to Hughes in a letter what Hurston confided to him: “The cross of her life is the fact that there has been a gulf between you and her. She said she wakes up at night crying about it yet.” Hughes was unmoved.

			Hurston had had inklings that her fame and her social circles were fragile. Her failed friendship with Langston Hughes, for instance, gave her a signal that even the most profound relationships could be fleeting. In an important way, the break acted as a signal that no matter how it felt, belonging to a group of writers was not permanent; that friendship, no matter how powerful, was not necessarily enduring. The dissolution of their friendship came before her greatest achievements—her novels, her memoir, her widespread acclaim—but it still was a harbinger. She would again be on the outside, all as her visions had predicted.

			

			•   •   •

			One of the central figures of the Harlem Renaissance, Hurston died in July 1960. Not in Harlem, not in New York, the center of the center of it all; she died in St. Lucie County Welfare Home, a nursing facility in Florida, a year after a devastating stroke had forced her into care. She had left the Northeast a decade before. Despite all she had done, at the hour of her death she had been all but forgotten by the literary world. A brief stint in Hollywood working for Paramount never amounted to anything. Publishers wouldn’t touch her work, her books swiftly went out of print, and with no platform to drum up writing work, she had run out of money. She had fallen so quickly out of literary favor that in the years prior to the stroke she had been working, once again, as a maid, then as a librarian, and finally as a substitute teacher. “There are years that ask questions and years that answer,” she wrote in Their Eyes Were Watching God. And which were these, her final years?

			The reasons Hurston had dropped into obscurity were numerous, and often not fair—a perceived conservatism in regard to her views on segregation; the antagonism by male writers of a younger generation (James Baldwin, Richard Wright, and Ralph Ellison); a sneering resentment from some of her peers that she pandered to a white audience. Even a trumped-up charge in 1948 by a hostile neighbor alleging that she sexually abused a ten-year-old boy hammered away at Hurston’s reputation. The speed with which her public light disappeared so completely during her lifetime, within only a few years after her greatest achievements, is still dismaying. Only through the efforts of Alice Walker in the 1970s and then others, including Oprah Winfrey, was Hurston’s work reclaimed and the author herself redeemed. All this led to her becoming one of the most widely read, and most acclaimed, of twentieth-century authors born in the United States.

			“She lived carelessly, at least at the time I knew her,” wrote the novelist Fannie Hurst, one of Hurston’s dearest friends in the 1920s and 1930s, in a short piece published in The Yale University Library Gazette. With melancholy and irony, Hurst noted, “Her zest for life was cruelly at odds with her lonely death.” Hurst added a solemn coda as much for herself as for any reader and any despondent friend of Hurston: “But death at best, is a lonely act.” Hadn’t Hurston, in her own way, often insisted that living, too often, was itself a lonely act?

			Writing fiction was for Hurston a way of building a world for her to live in and for her to be recognized by others. Perhaps that is why she tended to choose work over love. Her novels drew from her experiences with troubled relationships, as these were persistent conditions throughout her life, as the visions had foretold. “I had always thought I would be in some lone, arctic wasteland with no one under the sound of my voice. I found the cold, the desolate solitude, and earless silences, but I discovered that all that geography was within me. It only needed time to reveal it,” Hurston wrote in her memoir. What Hurston did, ultimately, in building her sense of her fated loneliness around those twelve visions from childhood was to create a mythology, a story for herself, one that would allow her to endure those feelings of isolation and alienation from others.

			Hurston shows us that loneliness, though painful, can be the motivation for people to create their own ways of moving forward. Her stories—the ones she wrote, the ones she gathered in her anthropological research—don’t cure loneliness or show it to be something that vanishes by force of will. Nevertheless, even until the end of her life she worked at giving other people a sense of what living, really living, with loneliness might entail—in all its cosmically personal yet turbulent beauty. Stories—what we tell others, what others tell us—are the means for locating ourselves as part of a larger whole, part of a wider community. If, at its core, loneliness is an affliction of perception, then it is, in a sense, a story of how we relate the world to us and how we relate to the world. In other words, if loneliness is a story we tell ourselves, we might actively revise that narrative or, like Hurston, gather together tales, experiences, and anecdotes in order to weave new ones, ones that give us a space to live our lives in.

			During her own lifetime Hurston was more and more pushed to the sidelines, and then for decades after her death, her work slumbered in obscurity, her voice again disappearing into an Arctic silence. Arguably, when we needed it, that voice came back to us, and she was rediscovered. Certainly, that was the case for me, when that Irish girl placed Dust Tracks in my hand and then stepped onto the bus, exhaust hanging heavily in the cold afternoon light. What did the life of a Floridian author, dead years before I was born, have to do with a newly sober drummer standing on a street in Rochester, New York? Maybe a lonely life keeps resonating, keeps ringing out, until another lonely person turns an ear in that direction, at the exact right moment. Maybe that’s what we do to learn the ways of an exquisite loneliness: we listen.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			How to Get Lost

			
				Who knows what true loneliness is—not the conventional word, but the naked terror? To the lonely themselves it wears a mask. The most miserable outcast hugs some memory or some illusion. Now and then a fatal conjunction of events may lift the veil for an instant. For an instant only.

				—Joseph Conrad
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			A few years ago, I found myself invited to Berlin for several months as part of a fellowship at the American Academy, along with eleven other writers, artists, composers, historians, sociologists, and political scientists. When I was originally invited, Nancy—my beloved—and I thought she would come with me for some part of the stay, perhaps the first and last months, as much time as she could get away from work. Our first-ever serious trip as a couple had been to Germany for ten days when we were still students. Moving across the country by train—from Berlin to Munich to Heidelberg to Frankfurt—had been a really romantic time. It had also offered an important insight for us about our long-term compatibility: we could travel well together. Not every couple can say that. The fellowship would have been an exciting way to go back and really dig into Berlin, and get to know it. Life, however, as it will, intervened. Work couldn’t spare her as much as we had hoped and then in early spring her mother suddenly became ill—the early insistence of what we would discover was cancer. Nancy would manage only two short visits during my seven months away. I was on my own in a distant country.

			

			•   •   •

			Every weeknight at the academy, the twelve fellows, plus spouses or partners, were meant to have dinner together and retire to the library of the grand villa where we were all staying for after-dinner drinks and further talk. The house, stately, sprawling, full of parquet floors, a grand piano, and with impossibly high ceilings, was originally built in 1886. It’s located at the far outskirts of the city, along the edge of the Wannsee, a beautiful, picturesque lake dotted with villas and yacht clubs. The Wannsee is also one of the largest inland swimming areas in all of Europe and is featured in the 1930 silent film documentary cum drama People on Sunday, in which a group of young workers from the center of the city head to the lake for an afternoon of carefree fun. That depiction sits in contrast to the more infamous historical significance of the area for being the site of the Wannsee Konferenz in January 1942, where plans for coordinating the horrifying protocols of the Final Solution were presented by Reinhard Heydrich, Adolf Eichmann, and other high-ranking Nazi officers. One afternoon while I was there, during a bitterly cold February when the water had frozen solid, the ice more than a foot thick, I walked from the villa to the center of the lake, families and young lovers skating by on all sides, and watched the sun slowly set beyond the house where those horrific documents had been so neatly signed. As clouds rolled in, I stayed an hour, standing there, looking, snow falling around me, and then made my way back in the dark. It’s the coldest I have ever felt.

			Evening after evening at the academy, the chat in the library was entertaining. Sometimes it was light, sometimes it was profound; sometimes it was about music—from Schubert to Sam Cooke to Radiohead—sometimes it was about economics or legal history. I think I was the only one who never had a nightcap. I would have an espresso and occasionally glance out the night-backed windows, nodding my head or furrowing my brow, while people talked. Sometimes, at the edge of the woods, you could glimpse a huge wild boar, the size of an oil drum.

			Later, when the others went off to their rooms to sleep or read, I would slip out, alone, my thoughts humming along, into the cool night air and make my way to the mostly empty streetcar that took me to various deep corners of that wide city. As I walked, at times some lines from an essay by the critic Susan Sontag about Walter Benjamin would float into my mind: “The need to be solitary—along with bitterness over one’s loneliness—is characteristic of the melancholic. To get work done, one must be solitary.”

			How would we define the melancholic? Freud argued, in distinguishing between specific grief and generalized loss, that “in mourning it is the world which has become poor and empty; in melancholia it is the ego itself.” Perhaps that was the reason for my nightly wandering: it was to find a way to bring the world into the space of emptiness.

			It’s a paradox of the chronically lonely: one feels, deeply, a compulsion to be alone, but that feeling is often accompanied by a resentment directed toward that compulsion. It might be a way that we make a distinction between solitude—choosing to be alone—and loneliness—a sense that you don’t have a choice in the matter. If I don’t have a choice, what is it that makes me lonely? I ask myself.

			In a funny way, I only know myself as lonely. Over time, the feeling becomes a self-defining characteristic. We know ourselves as lonely by way of our loneliness. Coming to know the self is inevitably a lonely prospect. Is then the work that Sontag mentions the reason for the melancholic’s being solitary or the excuse? And is work necessarily writing, the work of thinking, the work of exploring the self? Could it also be any kind of work that we throw ourselves into, that, with its magnitude, distracts us from ourselves? Is it then a means by which we can repackage the loneliness so it feels less like a failure or shame? What can I build with loneliness? What can we build to invite others in?

			

			•   •   •

			I walked and thought. On cold nights, my breath hung around my face.

			In Berlin new buildings seemingly grow up through old ruins, the scars of the Second World War. Whole blocks that survived Allied bombing stretch down long streets, and memory—no matter if they are memories of one’s own or someone else’s, someone long gone to the decades—clings to every brick or inch of pavement.

			As I walked late at night through the streets of Berlin, I thought often of the writer and fellow introvert Walter Benjamin, one of the finest, most nuanced, most influential minds of the twentieth century, and perhaps one of the most haunted as well. Though he lived all across Europe, Berlin remained his, even after he was exiled from it. Benjamin served as kind of Virgil for me as I passed down Straßen and Gaßen, his work a map of emotional specificity leading me through the historic memory of a place as complex as Berlin. “Memory is not an instrument for exploring the past,” he felt, “but rather a medium. It is the medium of that which is experienced, just as the earth is the medium in which ancient cities lie buried.” If memory is the medium, then loneliness is the instrument.

			That metaphor of the buried cities became, in time, literal. Benjamin’s original home in Berlin, Magdeburger Platz 4, was destroyed during the Second World War, as were most of the homes where his family had stayed when he was a boy. They were buried under rubble, and then, later, new buildings and homes were erected in their place. Sometimes, history is made of the traces that aren’t left behind.

			Born in 1892, Benjamin, a quintessential Jewish intellectual, spent most of his adult life moving from place to place, and yet, regardless of his living conditions and contingencies, he remained entirely productive, writing criticism, philosophy, essays, and, at times, even fiction. That’s a nearly dazzling testament to his powers of concentration. Nothing escaped his eye.

			Here’s an example of a description of the Berlin of his childhood: “But when, in winter, the gas lamps went on in the early evening, you at once had a feeling of sinking, becoming aware, in this gentle gliding, of the ocean depths below the surface that heaved opaque and sluggish below the glassy surface of the waters.”

			“Everything which fell under the scrutiny of his words was transformed, as though it had become radioactive,” the German theorist Theodor Adorno, a wholly unsentimental and dismayingly incisive cultural critic, wrote in a portrait of his friend Benjamin. Consider the telephone. Or consider the way Benjamin considers it. When Benjamin was a boy, this was the old kind: hard, metallic, black, the receiver cupped in one hand and pressed against the ear, the mouthpiece in the other hand and held a little below the mouth. You had to crank a handle several times to create a connection. Benjamin’s father cranked so frenetically, even violently, that his son worried for the operator on the other end. Benjamin, in writing about the telephone, noted that this was in the days when the device was still kept in the back of houses, before it became not only a clear status symbol, but also an increasingly necessary interface between his respectable, even stately father—a former banker turned art and antiquities dealer—and his father’s clients. At that point, the phone drifted to a point of pride and place of convenience, the center of the front hall, where any guest could see it and where its ringing could be heard throughout the entire home. For those of the younger generations, it became “a consolation for their loneliness,” and for “the despondent who wanted to leave this wicked world,” it became “a last hope.” For the forsaken, “it shared its bed.” Throughout his life, Benjamin would be, in turn, each of these things—lonely, despondent, forsaken—and so as a boy “each day and every hour,” the device was his “twin brother,” the voice calling him, interrupting whatever was going on in the house, for good or ill, intruding upon whatever he was thinking about, and thereby disrupting his own consciousness of time and space and obligation. Sometimes a phone isn’t just a phone, I guess. We see again that Benjamin wanted that contact with the world, but also only begrudgingly stepped out from his loneliness.

			Whatever the subject, Benjamin wrote as if searching for the way to bring the fullness of his experiences, experiences shaped by his ongoing feelings of loneliness and melancholy yet guided by an often stunning critical intellect, into language, but always being frustrated. Seemingly everything was grist for his theorizing: Paris streets, Kafka’s parables, photography, and “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”

			He wrote almost compulsively and across genres and categories: everything from essays and short stories to reviews, aphorisms, and radio programs for children. Was there a common through line moving across all this work? A central question he wrestled with? There are themes, for sure—the politics of art and aesthetic ideas, the problems of defining genre, the philosophy of history, the impact of technology on our understanding of our circumstances. There are the grand pronouncements. For instance, he insisted, “There is no document of culture which is not at the same time a document of barbarism,” and, even more chillingly, “The only historian capable of fanning the spark of hope in the past is the one who is firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he is victorious. And this enemy has never ceased to be victorious.”

			Yet is there something in that ranging across culture and spirituality, aesthetics and politics, that held all his thinking together? Arguably, his need to locate himself amidst change, a need sometimes arising from gradual developments, sometimes from cataclysmic upheaval. “What is ‘solved’?” he wrote. “Do not all the questions of our lives, as we live, remain behind us like foliage obstructing our view?” Arguably, he sought to find the hidden life of every made thing in order to see himself, and help others see themselves, clearly, humanely, at places where the sociological, the political, and the spiritual all might overlap in the lives we might hope to lead.

			Despite or maybe ultimately because of his perpetual intensity, his life seemed to move inexorably toward a desolate end. In flight from the Nazi occupation of France after the German Wehrmacht had swept into the country and seized control in June, Benjamin died on September 26, 1940, by his own hand, in Portbou, a tiny Spanish border town at the edge of the Pyrenees. He had hoped to pass out of France into Spain at this checkpoint, but on that day the officials had blocked entrance to refugees. Benjamin’s lifelong struggles with his health had left him and his weak heart unable to attempt to take a rugged, mountainous route, and yet staying in the town hazarded his being deported back to Berlin, which was surely all but a death sentence. A self-administered overdose of morphine was his final, despairing effort to escape capture by the Nazis. He left a note for Henny Gurland, one of the people with whom he’d been traveling, that said it all: “In a situation with no escape, I have no other choice but to finish it all. It is in a tiny village in the Pyrenees, where no one knows me, that my life must come to its end.” Gurland destroyed the note, and only later wrote it down from memory so it could be included in Benjamin’s archives as a testament of his last hours. The note is heartbreaking enough, but the added detail of his predicament makes the note devastating. He died in a place where he had no friends, where he was alone. For all he knew, it meant that his death, late at night in a small, guarded hotel room, in an obscure fishing village, would be only one more instance of silence. It is hard to imagine a lonelier death.

			Through Benjamin I had come to realize how memories, and thus lives, cling to places and things. I wanted to get to the core of his early life, in order to learn what I could about his methods of living with loneliness and melancholia, which reverberate implicitly as well as explicitly through even his most abstracted and rarefied moments. It was because of the lingering echoes of his experiences of such cultural and historical density—haunted by Benjamin’s hauntedness—that, night after night, from early winter to early summer, I stepped off the tram and went up through the station to the wide sidewalks of the streets to wander. I wandered to see unfold lives I would never really know, lives glimpsed in the windows and apartments, bars and cafés, in the doorways past which I would walk, alone, in my heavy, dark coat. Benjamin’s ghost seemed everywhere.

			“Un triste,” Susan Sontag had deemed Benjamin, using the French, a language with which he had a powerful affinity. A melancholic. No matter what he wrote, that texture of melancholia pervaded every word and letter, and it was clear that he felt untethered, long before the Nazis came to power. The flâneur, Benjamin wrote, the solitary, cosmopolitan stroller, moving alone, flowing through the pathways and alleys and streets of a city, “is someone abandoned in the crowd.” We need no better definition of the practical experience of loneliness than that: inside, yet outside; within, yet without, simultaneously. Moving along Berlin’s streets, I felt that myself, night after night, far from home, but with a deepening perspective of what “home” means. It’s a common experience when one is staying abroad for any length of time: the tension between the feeling of belonging and the feeling of longing. One never feels more like a product of one’s home country or region. That experience of moving through the streets and alleys of a foreign city at night gave me the sense of what exquisite loneliness feels like. My time in Berlin provided me with a perspective on emotional and social isolation that I didn’t usually have when I would feel utterly alone. It was a particular kind of experience because the loneliness was so specifically bounded by time—I knew, in a few months, I’d be back home in Connecticut with my wife and our two formerly feral cats, surrounded by my books and signed first editions. I realized, too, that the feeling was tied to the particular experience of living in a different country.

			Different forms of loneliness have different textures, different registers, and these were external, readily discernible, circumstantial factors, which is unlike the condition of what Hurston called “cosmic loneliness” that is wholly inborn. Yet those factors reveal insights about more common and more painful and more insidious feelings of separation in everyday life. Sometimes, distance can show us what is nearest to us.

			In the same way that Hurston came to see her own culture more clearly once she removed herself from it, Benjamin revealed his loneliness most powerfully in writing about it from a distance. Throughout 1932, with the Nazi regime coming to power in Berlin, the city where Benjamin had grown up as the oldest son in a well-to-do family, pressure was building on Jews, writers, and intellectuals. Benjamin, primarily a politically minded freelance writer with no permanent staff position and no teaching appointment at any university, watched as his professional writing opportunities, one by one, shrank away, stretching his already limited financial resources to the breaking point. He first fled, by means of a ship out of the port of Hamburg in the spring of 1932, to Barcelona and Ibiza; then in July he settled into the Hôtel du Petit Parc, a small hotel in Nice, along the Mediterranean in the South of France. There, despondent over his future, enduring a painful divorce, alienated from his home, he took certain steps in arranging his own suicide, including putting together his will. But he didn’t kill himself—not then, anyway.

			It has never been clear why, when the moment came, Benjamin changed his mind. Gershom Scholem, the German Israeli preeminent scholar of Jewish mysticism, writing about Benjamin’s “fever crisis” in his memoir about their relationship, acknowledges there are more questions than answers. Even Scholem, one of Benjamin’s dearest friends, couldn’t say for sure if Benjamin “had considered and prepared for it over a long period of time or whether he had impulsively resumed the suicide plans of the last year.” Scholem conceded that the incident “will remain as much of a puzzle in his life as his sudden cancellation of this plan after he had made all the arrangements for it.” Too often, loneliness keeps it secrets. Or maybe it is better to say that secrets are a manifestation, even an expression, of loneliness. An expression of silence is still an expression.

			That hadn’t been the first time that the idea of taking his own life had drifted through Benjamin’s mind. In diary pages that he kept in the spring of 1931, there are clear markers of the extent of his depression. In an entry dated May 4, and evidently written a little after midnight, Benjamin confessed to profound exhaustion brought about by financial and emotional hardships, and this had the effect of turning him inward as well as toward his past because his future seemed at best murky, if not unendurable. “On the assumption that what lies ahead of me is not worth making much of a fuss about, I will concentrate on the past.” The diary was meant to serve as one attempt to draw the past into view. This premise—or we could call it a promise—became the DNA of all of his thinking in the years left to him.

			“I feel tired,” he told himself in the diary he kept while on a trip through the South of France. “Tired above all of the struggle, the struggle for money,” he continued. Even in his diary he admits he at least had enough to keep himself afloat on the trip. What he felt was clearly a pervasive spiritual malaise, as he wasn’t worried about money alone. He admitted he was “tired also of aspects of my personal life with which strictly speaking—apart from my economic situation—I have no reason to be dissatisfied.” What is most discomfiting is his ambivalence, the different opposing forces at work in his psyche: repose and exhaustion, insight and distraction. As he noted:

			
				The very sense of tranquility that has taken possession of me inwardly to a degree that has always been rare with me leads me to probe more deeply into the life I am now leading. And then this fatigue. It not only dredges up memories from the past; what is crucial is that of the events in my past which surface in my memory from time to time, it is the factors that make them moments of my life, make them mine, that have become clear, whereas previously I never gave them a thought. Last, this fatigue combines in a strange way with the causes of my dissatisfaction with my life.

			

			Benjamin concludes the paragraph with the most pointed language he musters. “And to take the full measure of the ideas and impulses that preside over the writing of this diary, I need only hint at my growing willingness to take my own life.” This line lets us know that a year later, his brush with suicide was not a “fever crisis,” but was an ongoing idea with which he struggled. “This willingness is not the product of a panic attack,” he went on to write, “but profound though its connection is with my exhaustion from my struggles on the economic front, it would not have been conceivable without my feeling of having lived a life whose dearest wishes had been granted, wishes that admittedly I have only now come to recognize as the original text on a page subsequently covered with the handwritten marks of my destiny.” Once a person invokes suicide, it becomes hard to tell which is the wish and which is the destiny: life? death? Maybe in this case, both are both.

			The ambivalence suggests Benjamin was talking himself either into or out of killing himself, especially since a diary is primarily a space not intended to be read by others. Writing things down, privately, gives the opportunity for the diarist to track his or her own thoughts and feelings. It offers a way of seeing around the foliage that obscures our ability to see who we are. At the very end of a brief, somewhat hermetic essay from later in 1931, Benjamin offered an aphorism clearly tied to his struggle with his exhaustion: “The destructive character lives from the feeling not that life is worth living, but that suicide is not worth the trouble.” In 1931 and then in that lovely hotel flanked by palm trees in Nice, Benjamin didn’t find it worth the trouble to take his life.

			As an alternative, and hoping to recover himself and to begin developing new contacts, Benjamin made his way to Paris by the spring of 1933, first staying at the Palace Hotel, 1 rue du Four, in the Sixth Arrondissement, the part of the city where the thinkers of the day were to be found in cafés and restaurants arguing, smoking tight cigarettes, and reading newspapers, novels, or large books of philosophy, as well-dressed waiters floated from table to table.

			Distanced from those close relationships he had enjoyed in Berlin, and finding himself a bit at the side of Paris’s intellectual energy, Benjamin felt perpetually isolated. Paris was (and remains) an extremely expensive city, and he was eking by on small savings and the smallest of freelance writing assignments from niche literary and political journals. Still, he tried circulating in the various circles he encountered. Socially, he wasn’t awkward, but he was memorable in various forms of personal intensity. Patient and loyal, he was, as they say, a “strong cup of coffee.” It was clear to anyone within seconds of meeting him that Benjamin was the sort who seemed like he must have fashioned his mother’s umbilical cord into a necktie so he would make his appearance in the delivery room smartly dressed. He was known to speak distinctly, as if reciting complete paragraphs. So many pictures of him as an adult seem as if he was caught, lips pursed, mulling over an additional semicolon. When he walked, his stance was upright, his stride stiff. When he joked, he made dry asides, but rarely laughed heartily, and even in his childhood photographs, those of him all decked out in a school uniform or wearing a kitschy, broad-brimmed hat, you would swear he was the only twelve-year-old to be already sporting a bushy caterpillar-thick moustache. His was a face biding its time until it could wear thick, round frames.

			Cut off from Berlin, the city that was so important to his sense of who he was, Benjamin drew deep into his consciousness that isolated identity of being fugitive and perpetually outside. In the various circles moving around Paris’s literary scenes, Benjamin found other refugees with whom he could talk, including the photographer Gisèle Freund, the writers Alfred Döblin and Joseph Roth, and the philosopher Hannah Arendt, who would become his dear friend and a crucial figure in his intellectual life during what were to be his remaining years. Arendt would herself, after the war, come to see loneliness as a component of a dangerous tendency. In 1951, Arendt ended the massive opus The Origins of Totalitarianism with a discussion of loneliness because she believed that this emotional state, endemic in modern life, gives rise to the possibilities of tyranny.

			“What prepares men for totalitarian domination in the non-totalitarian world is the fact that loneliness, once a borderline experience usually suffered in certain marginal social conditions like old age, has become an everyday experience,” Arendt wrote. In some cases, people, driven by pain and the need to discover clear mechanisms for belonging somewhere, anywhere, seek the consolation of ideology so that they escape, at whatever costs, the crushing feeling of inexistence that accompanies loneliness. The personal becomes the existential becomes the political becomes the personal. And so it goes. In other words, the kind of loneliness that hovers at the edges of society is not a simple form of solitude. This is another reason we need to find ways not only to recognize our loneliness but to own it as well. We may not be able to cure it, but we can understand how it works in ourselves, and in others.

			Benjamin, with his critical, skeptical, questioning temperament, was always separating himself from large, encompassing movements. He would never be moved by loneliness toward totalitarianism. Although by turns as interested in Karl Marx as in mysticism, Benjamin’s thinking was never systematic or orthodox. He wore his Marxism like a baggy suit. What did the other Marx, Groucho, answer when he was asked by the Friars Club why he was resigning? “Because I don’t want to belong to any club that would have me as a member!” Fair enough. Maybe Groucho was also, in his way, a melancholic. In any case, apart from being a key activist during his early years as a student at the grand old Albert Ludwig University in Freiburg, where he became deeply involved in the German Youth Movement, a federation of groups that opposed World War I, Benjamin was never a joiner. That is also perhaps why conversation among expats and exiles at coffeehouses frustrated him—it was too accommodating. All one had to do to join in was be on the run. Worrying about how bad things were in Germany—and no one would deny they were catastrophic—was not enough of a basis of conversation for the always heady Benjamin.

			These encounters with fellow fugitives in cafés did little to assuage his longing for a sense of home, and as money ran lower and lower, he moved to smaller, dingier, more depressing apartments. Yet it was the past that called him. No matter what, the sights, the sounds, the objects, the places and spaces of Berlin were together the foundation—the very Ursprung—of his sense of identity. He could never become French, and yet, back in Germany, many of his peers were being dragged from their beds and sent off to camps. The Nazis not only took his city, they took his friends, his home, his ties to the very culture that had fostered his fine mind.

			Correspondence helped ease his loneliness, and he was perpetually writing letters to such friends as Adorno, Scholem, and Bertolt Brecht. They encountered their complicated perspectives, more often than not, especially after 1933, via the post. Benjamin, by and by, disliked the company of émigrés, feeling such groups and cliques were thrown together by circumstances. These were contingent associations rather than friendships drawn together by shared intensities of urgent interest. The bonds that most mattered to him were the relationships he had with Scholem, Adorno, Brecht, and others, friendships that not only were sustained by letters but actually flourished in correspondence. As a person who lived in his head, he existed perhaps most fully on the page. Even Adorno, the astute critical theorist who himself escaped the Third Reich by immigrating to the United States, once offered an explanation of why Benjamin was such a brilliant but conflicted letter writer. Thinking of his friend’s gift for correspondence, Adorno believed that “the letter form” was ideal for Benjamin because “it predisposes to mediated, objectified immediacy. Letter writing simulates life in the medium of the frozen word. In a letter one can disavow isolation and nonetheless remain distant, apart, isolated.” Correspondence was a bridge for Benjamin between his perhaps necessarily lonely condition and those who most mattered to him, all of whom he was separated from geographically.

			Letters can work this way, as can phone calls, and perhaps even email and social media: as the means for overcoming the limitations of a person’s immediate surroundings. If that’s the case, then, shifting from Benjamin to our current moment, why does loneliness remain so persistent, despite the ever-proliferating number of social media platforms? Adorno’s comments reveal, prophetically, some perspective about today’s social media and why it isn’t satisfying as a form of vivid, lasting connection. Whatever the platform, social media in its barrage of images and videos and tags simulates life—it crafts a performance. These forums and platforms so often provide the space for performances of belonging and happiness and contentedness. These performances—in the form of pictures, and “likes,” and posts—are constructed in myriad parallel isolations yet are often tailored to prove to someone (maybe everyone) that you’re actually always at the center.

			There is of course a growing feeling, a building suspicion, that although technology can make it seem like the world is shrinking, feelings of alienation and emotional distance increase proportionally at the same time. Some of that feeling is functional. Even if we know what friends are doing half a world away because of what is on the virtual wall of their Facebook page, we are not directly interacting with them. That is all to say, technology and social media aren’t the cause of loneliness—in fact they can create a respite or a means of connection for those who are alone—but they can create alternatives to social interaction that slowly starve us. It’s like trying to subsist on cake and soda alone. You won’t starve, but your body will shut down from malnutrition and diabetes and what all else.

			Technology, the internet, and social media: these things may not necessarily cause loneliness—the research isn’t too definitive, even if we generally have a feeling that all those means of connectivity don’t help mental well-being. Again, at best, the internet provides a simulation of connection and immediacy. In the short term, that might do, but over time the limitations, the distance, the inauthenticity, becomes more and more apparent. In the months that we were apart, I would Skype with my wife every other day to dull the feelings of separation. At first, I was amazed at how well these video calls worked to give me a sense of continuity. I could almost feel like I was there or she was with me, in my small apartment in the villa. Almost.

			Over time, by degrees, I realized that it could never be more than a stopgap. Her image would be in my mind, but it was a one-dimensional image. It was her voice, but as good as the connection was, there was a barely perceptible realization that the voice was electronically compressed and processed. As the weeks passed, Skype made the ability to see her and talk to her a kind of ironized proximity. Later she would tell me that no matter how much she missed me, the sound of the Skype claxon became the saddest song in the world. When she heard it, she knew she would get to see just how far away I was.

			More and more often, at this point, we face screens all day, rather than the faces of other human beings. But while the reservations about all this social networking—even that trope of the “network” brings people closer to thinking of themselves in technological rather than organic terms—do warrant attention, it may also be that the procreant urge toward social media also flows from a fundamental dread of loneliness. It can be hard to see the fear for all the desire. The stand-up comedian Pete Holmes once had a bit about social media, explaining that he was going to give up Twitter, Facebook, and all the rest so that he could simplify his life and then get a service that every hour texted him the message “You’re not alone.”

			Of course, for Benjamin, correspondence was an altogether different practice from what most of us do with emails and the like. It was slower, took more time. It wasn’t public. More important, the letters worked as a forum for his thinking, yet were directed outward, toward others, specific others. It was thinking, but with an addressee in mind. Letter writing was a conversation, but one that was always an act of deliberation, intentional and considered, the give-and-take stretched out over weeks and months. Depth, not surface, was the texture Benjamin had in mind. Scholem, in his foreword to the collection of Benjamin’s correspondence that he edited along with Adorno, mentions that they wrote each other for more than twenty-five years. Benjamin wrote family, editors, writer friends, women he was interested in romantically, former lovers, admirers, and people he admired. As much as that worked to maintain connections and important relationships, correspondence often dulled what he felt was the urgency of his thinking and the possibilities that arise only in the give-and-take of conversation. The letters, though necessary, often made the distance somehow quantifiable. If loneliness is, at its core, a feeling of a lack of connectedness, the slowness of a response back leaves that anxiety about isolation hovering.

			On the other hand, Benjamin was famously patient, and confessed that he had a predilection or inclination for seeing everything that mattered to him approaching from a distance. He liked waiting long hours in train stations and women seemed the more beautiful as they approached from a distance; he was devoted to giving presents to people because he loved that anticipation of knowing well in advance the pleasure they would get upon receiving the gift. Correspondence fit exactly within that economy of desire: anticipating people’s receiving his letters and his hopeful anticipation of a reply. One method of dealing with loneliness is setting up conditions of connection. Benjamin would extend, as much as he could, that opening between isolation and a frustrated desire for deep connection. He was always reaching out.

			In a letter, Benjamin told Scholem that he had never been as lonely as he was during that time in France. Grinding poverty can have that socially isolating effect on you, especially in the midst of a grand city. Even in our contemporary moment, researchers have demonstrated there are undeniable links between low income and profound feelings of social isolation. As Benjamin’s 1931 diary clearly showed, it creates conditions for depression. For Benjamin, raised as he had been, his ever-limited income created a very real experience of material alienation. Growing up in an affluent Jewish household in Berlin and its outskirts, Benjamin enjoyed an idyllic childhood. Raised thinking that there would be cultural and therefore financial support for his work as a critic and scholar, he hadn’t anticipated that there would be a shift in intellectual life with the rise of fascism. In other words, he lived to see the opportunities for intellectual pursuits shrink and close. How could he not read that as the world indicating it no longer valued what he believed to be so vitally important? He was cast out of the world he grew up in because he couldn’t help but pursue a life of the mind. That is probably the worst feeling of loneliness: to live in a time that simply doesn’t want you. Hurston had undoubtedly experienced that, too. Benjamin’s feeling became even more marked when the Nazis made hating his Jewishness as well as his intellectualism a policy of the state. Sometimes, in that way, loneliness can be imposed upon people by outside forces.

			Benjamin resented his loneliness, but needed it all the same in order to think, in order to write. Sontag ascribed that cruel irony to Benjamin’s melancholia. It may be in reality a specific aspect of loneliness, if we think of Hannah Arendt’s powerful description of loneliness, which she offered near the conclusion of The Origins of Totalitarianism.

			“Loneliness is not solitude,” she insisted. “Solitude requires being alone whereas loneliness shows itself most sharply in company with others. . . . All thinking, strictly speaking, is done in solitude and is a dialogue between me and myself; but this dialogue of the two-in-one does not lose contact with the world of my fellow-men because they are represented in the self with whom I lead the dialogue of thought.” Arendt argued that solitude can transform into loneliness when we become estranged from ourselves, perhaps by our own resentment. This feels like an abandonment of the self, by the self. “What makes loneliness so unbearable,” she concludes, “is the loss of one’s own self which can be realized in solitude, but confirmed in its identity only by the trusting and trustworthy company of my equals.” Loneliness, being a problem with perspective, disrupts that feeling of being able to hold on to the disparate, fleeting parts of a self by seeing them through other people. No wonder that a feeling of invisibility so often comes along with loneliness: you cannot see yourself being seen.

			Benjamin needed the company of others, of friends, but perpetually found himself pushed away from the conditions of belonging: from Berlin by historical forces of antisemitism and the dominance of fascism; from his fellow exiles by his own inability to settle for the relationships that were at hand. This was not a new feeling. Even as early as 1927, Benjamin had confessed to the brilliant Austrian writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal, almost twenty years his senior, “Given my activities and interests, I feel that, in Germany, I am completely isolated among those of my generation.” To be unique, singular, is to court a feeling of isolation. That isolation, painful as it was, was where Benjamin could find what he needed. Was it the only way? It’s one way.

			In any case, in the end, he avoided the cafés where he could meet up with people if he had wished to. Instead, Benjamin, an insatiable reader and an avid book collector, drifted through a cold and damp Parisian winter and spring, thumbing books he couldn’t afford at Sylvia Beach’s shop, Shakespeare and Company, books by James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, and others among the modernist fare that composed the store’s inventory. Books, as they had always been, would be his immediate companions, keeping alive his conversations with vivid ghosts. Was this better than nothing? It was what he had.

			

			•   •   •

			The question of how to carry the details of home with you is a crucial one for anyone constantly on the move. This is especially true for anyone in exile. In 1932, Benjamin, knowing he might never see his home city again, began working away at a collection of biographical sketches about his childhood organized around specific objects and places in order to hold them in his mind. The essays were first grouped together and then later became known as Berlin Childhood around 1900. Composing the book was an obvious strategy for surviving a painful, destabilizing present: look to a moment when you, or the world you lived in, seemed whole and stable. Even his collecting of books, a tendency I share with him, was a way to drag the past into the present, and to transform everything. “To renew the old world—this is the collector’s deepest desire when he is driven to acquire new things,” he wrote in a now famous essay, “Unpacking My Library,” first published in 1931. Throughout his adulthood and his wanderings, he didn’t want to escape to the past, but rather conjure the past back to life. If the present didn’t value what he valued, didn’t care about what he had put at the center of his life—literature, art, philosophy—he would find a way to create a bridge between a previous period and the one he was then living through. For me, collecting arises from wanting to be part of a conversation that goes on outside time or place. In books, we can move beyond the constraints of circumstance and geography and seek out a company of voices.

			There were literary voices Benjamin had in mind. Amidst the loneliest years of his life, from the early 1930s until his death, the idea of writing about objects as a means for bringing the past to vivid life arose out of the thinking about memory he had already been exploring for years. In an essay from 1929 titled “The Image of Proust,” Benjamin rehearsed his own interest in writing memories by writing about Marcel Proust’s magnum opus Remembrance of Things Past, paying critical attention to the famous madeleine that tumbles the author backward into memory. The small cookie, “one of those short, plump little cakes called ‘petites madeleines,’ which look as though they had been molded in the fluted scallop of a pilgrim’s shell,” is what propels Proust into a space between dreaming, living, and thinking. Or perhaps it is the sensation of the tea-soaked biscuit touching his tongue and consequently “at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory.” What Benjamin finds so moving is not a sudden image appearing in Proust’s mind, but the formation, the actual weaving of memory and the accompanying joy. Memory is an elegy directed toward an object vanished into one’s past, but also a celebration, a hymn, to those moments that the mind assembles. That is one tonic against melancholy, according to Benjamin. Proust “conquered the hopeless sadness within him . . . and from the honeycombs of memory he built a house for the swarm of his thoughts.” Reading Proust’s account, Benjamin believed that the cost of forgetting can yield the joys of remembering, the sheer happiness of calling back into mind that which was otherwise lost in time.

			“What was it that Proust sought so frenetically?” Benjamin asked, mostly of himself. “What was at the bottom of these infinite efforts? Can we say that all lives, works, and deeds that matter were never anything but the undisturbed unfolding of the most banal, most fleeting, most sentimental, weakest hour in the life of the one to whom they pertain?” In essence, what Proust did, Benjamin felt, what Proust found latent within the everyday life of ordinary things and banal experiences, was potentially a response to loneliness, a counterforce to melancholia. If, as Benjamin believed, Proust’s work “has as its center a loneliness which pulls the world down into its vortex with the force of a maelstrom,” then we can see why the itinerant German critic had such a profound response to the French novelist and why he wanted to replicate Proust’s method for excavating memory, to the extent he could, by beginning with specifics and particulars dredged from the past. As insights intensified by a sense of melancholic urgency, Benjamin’s essays in Berlin Childhood around 1900 are perhaps the finest writing ever produced by one of the greatest cultural critics who ever lived.

			A thimble from his mother’s sewing kit; a telephone; socks folded together so as to look like a single pocket; the butterflies he had hunted with a net when he was a child. All these things and more, each drawn from his memories of his comfortable, secure childhood, became the subjects of his very short essays—each a few pages at most—and yet also served as opportunities for reclaiming the past and thereby redeeming his feelings about the present in which he felt so lost. The objects provided specific, concrete means by which he could find his way back through the eddies of memory to particular feelings. They were totems of belonging and safety. For instance, of the thimble, he recalls in touching specificity that “held up to the light, it glowed at the end of its shadowy hollow, where our index finger was at home. For we loved to seize upon the little diadem, which in secret could crown us.” It’s a child’s fantasy articulated by an adult, this sense of the secret life of an object. Writing was the way to hold that memory, so to speak, up to the light, in order to discover what it could reveal.

			The thoughts and remembered experiences were fleeting, fugitive. With his home being a distant place, they drifted in and out of the mind, and couldn’t be fixed in time. Still, these thoughts would cluster and hover around objects like butterflies. No matter what, even if he could again touch how he felt, he couldn’t hold on to those feelings indefinitely. That meant he would at least be able to resolve the longing by running against his limitations. To discover he couldn’t regain the idealized past, he had to descend into the reality of its irreconcilable distance.

			In writing about collecting butterflies as a little boy, for instance, Benjamin seemed to be describing the very act of writing down recollections: “They would flutter toward a blossom, hover over it. My butterfly net upraised, I stood waiting only for the spell that the flowers seemed to cast on the pair of wings to have finished its work, when all of a sudden the delicate body would glide off sideways with a gentle buffeting of the air, to cast its shadow—motionless as before—over another flower, which just as suddenly it would leave without touching.” Nearsighted even as a child, he must have had to stand awfully close to be able to make out the butterfly amidst the petals.

			Like a butterfly hunter, a writer waits, poised, while certain thoughts and insights almost alight on what elicited them, before moving on. Writing down life experiences, like catching butterflies, requires patience and precision. Benjamin continues: “The old law of the hunt took hold: the more I strove to conform, in all the fibers of my being, to the animal—the more butterfly-like I became in my heart and soul—the more this butterfly itself, in everything it did, took on the color of human volition; and in the end, it was as if its capture was the price I had to pay to regain my human existence.” Clearly, this was a transcendental experience. The more he stared at the insect, watching it, learning its patterns, the more human the butterfly became, and, likewise, young Walter became more like a butterfly. The intensely meditative state let him slip out of his sense of self, let him escape being fixed to a single identity.

			Of course, it’s easy to forget while reading these forty-six essays and vignettes included in Berlin Childhood that Benjamin is remembering, and not reporting any given moment as it was occurring. In essence, the longer he turned over and over in his mind a recollection—that of the hunting of butterflies, say, but also more generally remembering—the more he stepped outside his present circumstances. Letting the details, one by one, come into his mind (the edges and ruffles of the pale yellow wings of the brimstone butterflies) and fill his imagination—seeing the fields, hills, and forest paths of Brauhausberg, outside Berlin, where his parents’ summer house was—the more he disappeared into the memory.

			This process of disappearing into another place, another state of being, returns again, as for instance in an earlier draft of the essay “The Mummerehlen.” Benjamin tells of how as a child he would paint with watercolors, and “the colors I mixed would color me.” In the essay, he relates the old fable of a painter who brought his friends over to see his latest work. “This picture showed a park and a narrow footpath that ran along a stream and through a grove of trees, culminating at the door of a little cottage in the background. When the painter’s friends, however, looked around for the painter, they saw that he was gone—that he was in the picture. There, he followed the little path that led to the door, paused before it quite still, turned, smiled, and disappeared through the narrow opening.” Benjamin, too, found that he would be “suddenly displaced into the picture,” when he was painting. “I would resemble the porcelain which I had entered in a cloud of stars.” But in writing, didn’t he step into his memory, didn’t he disappear into that story he told of a bygone moment? And in writing these essays, didn’t he invite us not only to read his work but also to watch as he enters into the story? The act of remembering even changes the memory itself. Memory is never static, unchanging. It wears the colors of whatever moment we are in when we are remembering. For Benjamin, in part because he needed it to protect him from his homesickness, his present self became part of what he remembered, and in that way both the past and the present are changed. Still, the action of writing it all down, fretting over the language, wrestling with the words in the right pattern in order to capture what he wanted to say, forced his mind to travel back for the sake of precision. The struggle of writing happened only in the moment he was doing it, and was ultimately what returned him to the present. As fate would have it, that present was what he hoped to transcend. It’s a complicated paradox that gives him a moment outside time—and a moment is as long as it could last. Perhaps his drive to keep writing was really the effect of his need to keep reopening the process. In his brief essays and sketches, he built a space he could step into so as to find himself. Loneliness created the torque, the tension, to propel him into that space.

			Again, it makes sense that objects and things from his childhood would become the focus of Benjamin’s short collection of studies, his object lessons in loneliness. Melanie Klein had observed that “in normal development, when feelings of loneliness are strongly experienced there is a great need to turn to external objects, since loneliness is partially allayed by external relation.” Describing them as “individual expeditions into the depths of memory,” Benjamin took the essays to be a way of reaching out toward those objects from his past that might ground him in the present much as they had done when he was a boy.

			More than most other children, his home had been especially important for him. It had been a place of consolation. He hated school—it was too strict, too controlling, and he fit in not at all. He resented having to salute the teachers, dreaded the inevitable corporal punishment, felt above the lessons, and found his classmates uncouth and smelly. All in all, he was a bit prissy, but to be fair he had been taught in his home by tutors until the age of nine. In a pattern that I could recognize because I had done the same at my Catholic high school, Benjamin, whenever he got to school, frequently found himself overcome by a desire to get his fill of sleep. Sleep was a way out of the frustration and loneliness, the body and the brain working together (for once) to attempt to restart his day into a new reality.

			That does seem to be a common experience amongst the chronically lonely—a time during the formative years when the promise of friendships to be developed at school, a shared experience of growing up together, actually is a period of having to endure on a daily basis the degree to which you aren’t the same as others. The mathematics of socialization and its mores don’t seem to add up. It was true of Hurston and Klein, and me, as well. As rigid as Benjamin might have found the Kaiser Friedrich School to be—he resented its “sad, spinsterish primness”—friends from his childhood, Alfred Cohn and Ernest Schoen, would later recall it was far more progressive than Benjamin ever admitted. He wasn’t long at that particular school, as poor health changed the direction of his life. That predicament would be a precursor to his death, almost forty years in the future, in the trek across the Pyrenees to Portbou, when his health impaired his escape from the Nazis to such an extent that it put him in danger of being captured.

			As a boy, the eldest of three children, he was sickly and frail, with recurring, disabling fevers that would come on with painful dark spots stealing across his skin and a bit of nausea rising. At thirteen, he was banished to bed for months, forced to have his temperature repeatedly taken and bitter medicine, teaspoon after teaspoon, poured down his throat. The doctor forbade reading and as the fever ran its course, all young Walter could do was lie there. Lie there and think and dream and wait. He counted the rings of sunlight that moved across the ceiling and “rearranged the rhomboids of the carpet in ever new groupings.” He missed 173 hours of school whilst in bed, deep within the crisp white sheets, waiting for his mother to come in and sing to him and comfort him.

			Benjamin, as an ungenerous fate would have it, didn’t publish the entirety of the collection in his lifetime. Pieces of it appeared, here and there, in various magazines and newspapers, and sometimes under one of the pseudonyms he periodically used. Ironically, in that in a very real way it helped prolong his life, the book wouldn’t appear until ten years after his death, under the title Berlin Childhood around 1900. In regard to his oeuvre, the book provides a counterpoint to his more densely theoretical writing, such as his doctoral thesis, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, or the crucial essays “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” and “Goethe’s Elective Affinities.” It isn’t a light, frothy book, and it has all the markers of having been produced by a reader steeped in a history of the Sturm und Drang of German Romanticism. Seemingly any small object, any city site, could be the vehicle for reverie and insight into how anything, drenched in imagination and longing, becomes a kind of poem. Anything could light up “paths to the world’s interior. The cue could come from anywhere.” He called these Denkbilder, “thought pictures.” Often, the paths they light up are ones that are walked alone.

			The book is no less fiercely perceptive than those more philosophical and theoretical acts of cerebration characteristic of Benjamin’s critical work, yet there is a telling difference. Berlin Childhood gathers evocative, personally insightful brief essays built out of close observations of his past that he deeply hoped others would want to read. Through them, readers could find their own ways to a home rooted deep within them, a home from which they finally could not be exiled because it lived in memory. Wherever they went, those memories could travel with them, he would prove to his readers and, mostly, to himself. Making these essays, Benjamin acted out a hope that they would call forth a sorrowful, even wrenching, nostalgia infused with such bittersweet pain that they might paradoxically protect him from the worse feelings of loneliness that were encroaching everywhere. With Berlin Childhood, Benjamin demonstrated that memory can be more than nostalgia; it can be the means for understanding that loneliness ebbs and flows, and that there are times that exist outside those feelings of isolation, especially if we are not in a place we think of as home.

			Not everyone comes upon this form of negotiating that pain. While the world he knew was coming apart around him, Benjamin, in crucial moments, sought to keep the flame of meaning alight by conjuring up his past—much like his contemporary the celebrated Jewish author Stefan Zweig would later do in his memoir of fin-de-siècle Vienna, The World of Yesterday. Zweig had begun writing as he quit the city in 1934, in the wake of Hitler and his party taking full control of Germany the year before. Realizing that in due time the virus of German fascism would spread and overtake first Austria, then much of the rest of Europe, Zweig knew real, mortal danger was imminent for him and all that he cared about. He didn’t want to wait to see what he knew would inevitably happen to Vienna.

			Zweig, possibly the most translated author of his time, wrote The World of Yesterday in transit over several years, as he moved first to France, spent time in Belgium, and then England; moved briefly to Connecticut, in order to do research at Yale’s library, and then to Ossining, New York, before finally arriving in South America. Zweig, too, took his own life, in Brazil, 1942, just shy of a year and a half after Benjamin died. In Petrópolis, in the state of Rio de Janeiro, Zweig may have escaped the Nazis, but not his sense that the world as he had once known it had become completely undone. Lotte, Zweig’s wife, sent the completed manuscript of The World of Yesterday to his publisher, and the next day the two exiles intentionally took fatal doses of Veronal, a heavy barbiturate. With a note to friends Zweig revealed the couple “liked this country enormously but it was always a provisory life far from our home, our friends and for me with sixty years the idea to wait still for years of this terrible time became unbearable.” In the opening pages of The World of Yesterday, he describes things more urgently: “The actual home which my heart chooses, Europe, is lost to me, since it is suicidally rending itself apart for a second time in fratricidal warfare. Against my will, I have become witness to the most terrifying defeat of reason and the wildest triumph of brutality within the chronicles of time.”

			In the end, the act of memory that was The World of Yesterday didn’t redeem the past. For Zweig, it brought up close how much had been lost. The despair of a life to be spent in exile and isolation because of the fact that, as he wrote in his suicide note, his “spiritual home, Europe, [had] destroyed itself” was simply too much. He and Lotte died lonely and isolated from friends and family, but still they died together, lying side by side in bed; he in an elegantly knotted tie, hair combed to the side, she in a kimono, her cheek resting on his shoulder, their hands entwined. Is that necessarily a better death than Philip Seymour Hoffman’s overdosing, alone, in a New York apartment? One was chosen, the other accidental. In any case, both were full of pain and longing for a feeling of home.

			

			•   •   •

			Writing the pieces that make up Berlin Childhood around 1900 allowed Benjamin to guard himself against homesickness, a distinctive form of loneliness and melancholy propelled by an interior insistence that one is longing for a home, a place of belonging. Perhaps it’s a form of the yearning that Klein had believed was the very engine of loneliness. Heimweh, the Germans call it, and ultimately Zweig and his wife died of it. Benjamin believed writing about his childhood, entering into it via imagination, would act as a kind of vaccine, an inoculation, he called it, against the pain and discomfort of this so-called sickness. Then, two years earlier, in 1931, Scholem had noted that deep strain of loneliness coursing right below the surface throughout Benjamin’s essays, warning his friend in a letter: “You are endangered more by your desire for community, even if it be the apocalyptic community of the revolution, than by the horror of loneliness that speaks from so many of your writings. To be sure, I am willing to stake more on that horror than on the metaphors you use to cheat yourself out of your vocation.” In essence, writing became the means of redeeming his isolation, and Benjamin—a trailblazing theorist of media, a subtle Marxist cultural critic, a writer who reenvisioned the duties of the scholar and the translator as being both political and spiritual obligations—described himself as “a castaway who drifts on a wreck by climbing to the top of an already crumbling mast. But from there he has a chance to give a signal leading to his rescue.” Writing is that signal light, shone out from such bright distances; it is that attempt to survive before being swallowed by the cold, dark sea.

			Benjamin’s essays and criticism were his attempt to make himself a home out of history. They were acts of hope, the hope of remaking alienation and estrangement with the help of memory and the objects from his childhood. His was a profound ambivalence—he sought the generative, centering possibilities of solitude but found himself adrift in emotional isolation. He was able to foster a perspective on his feeling of an intrinsic, existential isolation through his attention to more occasional, circumstantial feelings of emotional distance. He is, thus, in many ways the best example of this form of “exquisite loneliness.” Found among his notebooks is a relevant line: “loneliness as a process of self-poisoning, whose anti-toxins lie in the creative attitude.” Again, he puts it in terms of health and the body. Again, we see the interconnectedness between the pain of isolation and the opening of imagination as a response for surviving it.

			Rather than try to reform these feelings via imagination, as Hurston did, or rationally understand and explain them in order to mitigate the intensity of emotional isolation, as Klein did, Benjamin attempted to map the recurring presence of loneliness throughout his life. In that way, he revealed how emotional distance clings to real places and particular things. Confronting that distance, he clarified his relationship to the present, and that is how he pressed on, despite the loneliness, until massive historical forces and the limitations of his own body came together. Then, one late September night in 1940, he stopped.

			Despite the fact that he killed himself, there’s much hope and strength to draw from Benjamin and his life. The loneliness was there, the longing, the pain, and all along, too. And although it got to him and almost undid him in Nice, and elsewhere, the loneliness never fully overwhelmed him. It prompted him to reach out, further and further. It forced him to think more, write more. The final reason he took his life is—or should be, indeed, must be—beyond our ability to judge. That is the essence of its tragedy.

			Interestingly, Benjamin never did write a straight memoir or substantive autobiography as, in contrast, Hurston or Klein or even Zweig would do in their lifetimes. It was as if he had a lyric rather than narrative sense of time and experience. Every moment was separate, distinct; each had its own structural integrity. He found himself by reflecting back what was around him, the objects, the sights. When he did talk about himself, it was always a bit sidelong, deflected or refracted by way of his descriptions of objects, or directed, focused on things rather than in forthright statements of feelings. It makes it difficult, then, to feel as if we can ever get to the quick and the core of this man. He confided that he was always “at such a loss when someone demanded of me similarity to myself.” We see the objects, we know the landscape, we read the often densely theoretical and intensely abstract thinking, but at all points, even in his most descriptive moments, some emotional distance remains. We can’t fault his tendency to think by way of fragments and suggest that that was the reason for his feeling isolated. Klein and especially Hurston told stories, crafted narratives that wove together sequences and events. They were as lonely for having done that as Benjamin was in his way. We can’t say, If only he thought differently, he would have been better off. He wouldn’t have been who he was. We all have our ways, perhaps, of forging sense out of the facets and fragments of these lives we lead, led by chance, shaped by hope. He sought to identify loneliness and its impact by its traces. Yet since loneliness can be chronic, we need to revisit those memories again and again, finding new aspects we had not noticed before.

			His impulse to write down the memories of his childhood didn’t arise out of a desire to linger over happy memories. The solace came in fleshing out the memories that were the DNA of who he became. As the world changed all around him, he could have some power in holding on to his identity by pinning down the impressions from childhood that echoed in his imagination. Through this process, Benjamin found that acknowledging and clarifying the memory of the past becomes how we might navigate the rough waters of loneliness. Motivated by his isolation and homesickness, he knew, through his version of exquisite loneliness, that he would need to anchor the essence of home in his imagination. Held in the mind, these moments carry us through to the future via the past. That is why I walked the streets of Berlin, night after night. I wasn’t hunting ghosts. I was looking for hope.

			One night, on a warm evening in late May, a little past midnight, I walked past Berlin’s Sony Center. Restaurants, shops, a cinema, a conference complex—the Sony Center is a massive, neonized, Cyber Age irruption in what had once been the bombed-out ruins of Potsdamer Platz, near the heart of the city. It’s the kind of place, like Times Square, that even in the dead of night seems like it’s brighter than the middle of the day anywhere else. Its vaulted roof looks like a tremendous spiderweb against the sky. After midnight, bright as it remains, the Sony Center becomes surprisingly quiet, all the workers and visitors gone home. It also lies a few steps from Berlin’s sprawling Tiergarten park, which dates back to the early sixteenth century. As I rounded the corner of the dizzying complex, a small fox, all alone, trotted out, looked left then right, and then crossed the street and disappeared into the darkness of the park’s beeches and towering oaks, their new leaves moving in the night air. I watched her, the red flash of her fur, the swish of the tail, until there was nothing left to see. A few minutes later, I took the train back to that villa along the edge of the lake and wrote it all down.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Art of Being Invisible

			
				Define loneliness?

				Yes.

				It’s what we can’t do for each other.

				—Claudia Rankine
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			During the worst period of my active addiction, I was a blackout drinker because I wanted to make myself disappear. The loneliness that I have wrestled with since I was a little kid stood at the core of my substance abuse. Where Hurston found visions as a means to navigate the pain of loneliness, I found drugs and alcohol. Even before the drinking, I had come to feel that I was a ghost haunting my own life. Looking into a mirror was like seeing a shadowy figure pass by an empty window at midnight, and the drinking and the drugs were a way to either propel myself through that emptiness or slip inside it, as if stepping into that mirror.

			Many nights during some of my worst, most vulnerable times, I roamed the streets of Boston with a flask of Jack Daniel’s tucked in my coat sleeve, asking random strangers what time it was. I never asked more than that, never tried to prompt a conversation—it was a form of existential sonar. I sent out waves that people bounced back to me, proving, at least provisionally, that I did exist. Other nights I might sit in the apartment and call arbitrarily chosen phone numbers.

			“Is Paul there?” I would ask pleasantly, my tongue slushing the last word around in my mouth like a sloppy peppermint. I didn’t actually know anyone named Paul, but, of course, that wasn’t the point.

			“There’s no one by that name here,” or, more pointedly, “Fuck off,” the voice that answered would explain. Sometimes a Paul would in fact come on the line and I would have to sputter out that I must have had the wrong name. No call lasted more than thirty seconds. I would repeat this process several times in succession, and then I would drink myself into oblivion.

			The pattern was clear: a need for connection, no matter how anemic; a frustration with the transience of that unsatisfying connection; a retreat into a state of radical, profound disconnection between myself and a world that I thought had no interest in me, i.e., blackout drunkenness. That, as became clear to me, as I am reminded all the time, was not sustainable. In the years of my sobriety, I’ve sought out new methods for understanding and reframing that recurring feeling of being outside-it-all. If I had to live with loneliness, I wanted to, needed to, discover what it had to teach me.

			What I have learned about an exquisite loneliness from Walter Benjamin is, in part, that it could actually heighten one’s sense of attention to the world’s specific details. Feeling outside of things could offer a widened perspective on what surrounds us all the time. If we try to burrow into the hidden lives of things, for instance, rather than hide out, or pretend to be asleep, or get drunk or high, there’s a chance of uncovering a sheer volume of meaningfulness. That insight can create some sense of connection between a person and their surroundings, a tether to hold on to, even when it feels like we’re hurtling ever outward. If loneliness is ultimately an affliction of perception, then the task is to find ways to work with perspective.

			In the mid-1970s, Robert Weiss, a sociologist then on the faculty of Harvard Medical School, made a distinction about forms of loneliness that echoes some of what I am explaining:

			
				Sometimes the term loneliness has been used to describe a not at all disagreeable condition in which a sense of one’s separateness from others offers “a way back to oneself.” This sort of loneliness refers to a time in which one is not only alone but also able to use one’s aloneness to recognize with awesome clarity both one’s ineradicable separateness from all else and one’s fundamental connectedness. It is a time of almost excruciating awareness in which one sees clearly the fundamental facts of one’s small but unique place in the ultimate scheme, after which one can recognize one’s true self and begin to be that true self.

			

			Weiss’s comments, published in his seminal book Loneliness: The Experience of Emotional and Social Isolation, present this experience of being alone as quite distinct from solitude. The aspect of loneliness he describes still maintains the pain of feeling separate from everyone else, and yet from out of that situation comes a deepened awareness of the self. The “excruciating awareness” he refers to is much closer to what I believe is an important category of loneliness and what it can offer in the form of what I am calling an exquisite loneliness. Painful as it may be, loneliness can offer opportunities for insight.

			During my nightly journeying across Berlin, from time to time came rushing back to me those evenings when, drunk and high, I had stumbled through the streets of Boston, milling around the then shabby (and now stringently gentrified) Kenmore Square, lying in the shadow of Fenway. I’d slip (without ID) into the Rat, a rough-hewn punk/new wave club, hustle past the homeless encampment under the Bowker Overpass, maybe pausing to score some pills or hash, then head up to Tower Records. There were clear differences between these experiences of loneliness. In Berlin, later in life, after years of sobriety, I could still feel that keen pang of wanting to belong as I drifted along, but rather than dulled and blurred, objects and people became distinct, vivid, even in their distance. I felt as if I was seeing the city—the lights, the cars, the people using small spoons to make tight circles in their espresso cups. It appeared to me with sudden acuity, as if everything was a vehicle for meaningfulness specifically because of its ordinariness.

			Once, a little past one a.m. on a brisk night at the end of March, I sat in a fairly empty S-Bahn barreling through the heart of Berlin. There were small pockets of people, but mostly, here and there, solo riders such as myself. I looked to my left and saw a nattily dressed businessman asleep, his left eye half open and lolling up and down. The light on the roof of the car flickered and I turned toward a young woman wearing combat boots, her face covered in piercings, talking to a small brown dog at her feet.

			“Blumen, Blumen,” she was saying to the terrier mix, the word for “flowers,” as she dipped her head and stroked the animal’s chin. For a moment, I imagined calling out women’s names, one after another, until she turned her head in acknowledgment. At a stop in Kreuzberg, the more bohemian part of the city, I got off and passed a ground-floor apartment with its wide window open onto the street. On a table inside, six lemons floated in a bowl full of water while wafts of cigarette smoke drifted into the folds of the curtains. A few blocks on, in an American-style diner, two gray-haired women ate toast and purple jam, a neon sign trembling above them.

			I had no specific place to go, so I kept walking, and looking. It was while walking the streets of that same city that Walter Benjamin arrived at the conclusion “Solitude appeared to me as the only fit state of man.” Berlin, Boston, Columbus, London, Buffalo, Cuernavaca, New York, Singapore: I think of all the cities I have walked deep into the night, all by myself. At night, in the corners, there’s the same thrum of loneliness. Perhaps it isn’t that urban spaces, when empty, create a feeling of palpable absence, but rather, when they are empty, we can catch the hum of the feelings of abandonment and isolation that crisscross like power lines below the paved surfaces and concrete.

			Weiss, in his theorizing, had posited that there are six key social needs that, if unmet, in part or altogether, can lead to feelings of loneliness. They are attachment; nurturance; social integration; a sense of ongoing, dependable relationships; counsel in intense, emotional situations; and a reassurance of one’s value or worth. If we combine what Benjamin and Weiss said, perhaps the key to navigating loneliness is to look at spaces, and people, the way an artist does—not as beautiful, but as rewarding attention with significance. The path to that feeling of a sense of worth can come from this: being the one who sees the everyday meaningfulness in what is perpetually overlooked due to the intensity and buzz of life in a city, no matter its size.

			

			•   •   •

			Is the essence of any city a mix of loneliness and frantic activity? Walker Evans, one of the most important American photographers to have ever lived, created a series of portrait photographs from 1938 into early 1941. The series, mostly unpublished for more than twenty years, would come to be titled Many Are Called, and it depicted a variety of people, drawn from across class, gender, race, and age. Individually and collectively, their faces acted as a personalized topography of urban loneliness. Clandestinely, never letting his fellow travelers know what he was up to, Evans took these pictures, hundreds of them, in New York’s subway trains. On their way home from work, off to see friends, headed to doctors’ offices or shopping, the people, everyday New Yorkers, were islands unto themselves. They were distracted; they were thoughtful; they were sulking; their eyes darted in anticipation; they looked into the dark of the tunnels beyond the glass windows of the subway cars; they read. They shuffled their feet. Their behavior was entirely common and, in that way, Evans felt, most real, most entirely human. “That’s my idea of what a portrait ought to be,” he would later explain, “anonymous and documentary and a straightforward picture of mankind, not of a celebrity, not journalism.”

			He would have much quicker public success with other series he produced, such as American Photographs, which would be the cornerstone of his long-vaunted reputation, yet he remained passionately invested in what he had achieved with the series of subway photos throughout his life. Over the course of the three years that he took the covert images, the handsome, stylish Evans rode the New York subway for hundreds of hours with a 35-mm Contax camera hidden in his overcoat, its trigger running down his sleeve. Periodically he would shrug his shoulder, exposing the lens between the buttons just enough that it could catch a glimpse of other travelers. With his hand tucked up in his pocket, he depressed the button—click, and again, click—allowing him to covertly capture portraits of other people in moments of stark authenticity.

			“Even more than when in lone bedrooms (where there are mirrors),” Evans insisted, “people’s faces are in naked repose down in the subway.” The implication is that people are often more evidently lonely on the subway than even when they are by themselves in their homes and apartments. Evans sought to catch such vulnerability and immediacy that we otherwise never get to share with one another. At the same time, taking such photos was itself a condition of furtive openness, a hidden vulnerability. He had to be receptive to other people’s loneliness by feeling it from the inside out.

			

			•   •   •

			In 2016, in an essay for The New Yorker, the novelist Hanya Yanagihara made a provocative claim about the art of photography and its grounding in isolation, despite how it represents things to others, writing, “To be a photographer is to willingly enter the world of the lonely, because it is an artistic exercise in invisibility.” Perhaps that is the case, that to be lonely is to feel always invisible, and to believe you are invisible is to feel perpetually lonely. And what if a photographer already lives in that world, or feels like it? So what they do is document what it is like to live like that?

			Yanagihara’s idea encourages us to think about how photography, and specifically Evans’s images, can grant us access to others and their separate interiorities. I have said that Benjamin sought to map his solitary landscape and transform the world by way of that feeling of isolation, and Evans, with a deep empathy arising from his own loneliness and his own need for intimacy, showed how photography can allow us to be invisible and yet see and really look at all those who also feel invisible. Evans believed that he had first learned how to look truly, deeply, patiently, at other people during his days as an itinerant college dropout on a grand European adventure haunting cafés in Paris in 1926, when he, a midwesterner born in St. Louis, then raised in Kenilworth, Illinois, was still in his early twenties.

			“In America, people do not look at each other publicly much. The well bred consider it staring, and therefore bad form, and they just aren’t curious,” Evans would explain years later. There, in the very coffeehouses Walter Benjamin would sit in, Evans was able to throw off, if only for a few moments, the otherwise ingrained, moralizing voice of his mother scolding him not to be caught looking at other people because it was “impolite.” So, in the cafés, he sat, and looked, and learned. In fact, Evans took that as the very engine of his art.

			“Stare,” he insisted. “It is the way to educate your eye, and more. Stare, pry, listen, eavesdrop. Die knowing something. You are not here long.” In time, Evans’s photographs would provide the means for us to see one another, to learn how we each are at our most unguarded.

			Evans wanted to work his way to the real life of others through his camera, and perhaps paradoxically it was only his own, contained isolation that could make that possible. Neither posing nor self-conscious, these lonesomes who became his subjects were authentically themselves, distracted by their own obliviousness, locked inside their own lives. In wanting to see others, really see them, Evans had first to hide himself. In contrast to Hurston, who saw her loneliness as the evidence of her being special, Evans underscored how loneliness is pervasive, persistent, how it is an essentially human quality. Evans’s camera offered a clear-eyed, unsentimental empathy in order to let others share the dailiness of contemporary isolation. The well-known critic, poet, and impresario Lincoln Kirstein, in an essay included as part of Evans’s American Photographs, the catalogue for the artist’s landmark show at the Museum of Modern Art in 1938, indicated how his friend’s gift as a photographer was that he could single out the specific, the particular, so as to suggest a shared, but often otherwise unrecognized commonality. “The power of Evans’s work,” Kirstein wrote, “lies in the fact that he so details the effect of circumstances on familiar specimens that the single face, the single house, the single street strikes with the strength of overwhelming numbers, the terrible cumulative force of thousands of faces, houses and streets.” If Evans could lay bare the truth in one person, he could point it out in, and consequently for, everyone.

			Evans worked on his collection of subway photographs as he was on the cusp of becoming nationally regarded. American Photographs, the first solo show by any photographer at the museum since it had been established in 1929, transformed his career. As impressive an achievement as that was, ultimately it would be for his landmark series of photographs of the lives of tenant farmers taken in the Deep South that he would become such a crucial figure in the history of American art. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, which appeared as a book with text by James Agee in 1941, was met with wide acclaim but meager sales amounting to some six hundred copies from that first printing. Upon being reprinted in 1960, however, the book was canonized. The project chronicled the lives of sharecroppers in the Depression-era American South, not many years after Zora Neale Hurston drove from state to state, accompanied by Langston Hughes, gathering African American folklore from the people of the same region. Not unlike Hurston’s had been, the task was to find out about Americans, how they really lived, and then bring their daily struggles into the conversation that the country was having with itself. Evans and staff writer James Agee had been assigned by Fortune, where Evans would work as a full-time photographer from 1945 until 1965, to document what they encountered on the small farms of the rural South.

			The Great Depression and its aftermath hit the southern states especially hard, and the region’s staggeringly high poverty rates in the mid- to late 1930s, not to mention its obvious racial inequities, were drawing the concerned attention of people from all over the country. In 1935, the estimated annual income of families in Alabama was a meager $194, down by almost $200 from where it had been right before the Depression began. In today’s standards, that annual income would amount to roughly $4,100.

			The government as well as thinkers, writers, newspapers, and magazines, at least those of the period’s prevailing progressivist bent, all shared a desire to document these stark economic realities and, ultimately, to show some hope for the early influence of the New Deal, which Franklin D. Roosevelt had enacted beginning in 1933. How to represent the families ethically, humanely, compassionately, and not merely as fodder for sentimentality became for Evans a crucial challenge. Born in 1909, Agee, himself a southerner, was raised in Knoxville, Tennessee. For the project, he settled on talking primarily to white families, however, because he believed that reporting on the impact of racism on the lives of Black sharecroppers would overwhelm any attention to economic hardships faced by all the families that worked the land, which was their primary focus. Well intentioned as his thinking may have been, we can see now how misguided Agee was. This general silence around race in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men is all the more reason that Hurston’s parallel project of gathering stories and folklore by African Americans as she moved through the area was so necessary.

			Evans’s austere black-and-white images worked in concert with Agee’s sweepingly lyrical text—all southern biblical in its range and register. Agee was an award-winning poet by the time they met, having received the coveted Yale Younger Poets prize in 1933 at the age of twenty-three, and his heightened sense of language is reflected in every sentence. Not only would the project become Evans’s most famous series of photographs, but the images are regarded as some of the most influential photographic images ever created. Without a doubt, they have become the definitive representation of the Great Depression. The pictures are at once intimate and honest. The people who were Evans’s subjects, posing themselves, weren’t a curiosity to be presented to readers; they weren’t, Evans insisted, merely serving as emblems of deep poverty born out of the Great Depression. Candid, and unsentimental as both a person and as an artist, Evans wanted to get at the very core of the people, of who they were. He wanted to reveal their lives and their environment, and not merely depict their struggles. He didn’t want to make them into victims or objects of pity. As Agee explained it, at least from his perspective, the decidedly lofty hopes for the project were “to recognize the stature of a portion of unimagined existence,” and, then further, it was meant to be “an independent inquiry into certain normal predicaments of human divinity.”

			In July and August 1936, Evans and Agee embedded themselves in the lives and the work and even the four-room cabins of three separate families in Hale County, Alabama. They used pseudonyms to protect the families: Ricketts, Gudger, and Woods weren’t the real names of the families described in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. The names were actually Tingle, Burroughs, and Fields. Evans and Agee worked hard to ingratiate themselves and gain the trust of the different people so that they could actually move in and live with these people, and using the cover names was a way to signal that respect for the families’ privacy. In particular, Agee deployed an endearing, disarming earnestness to full effect, and with reassurances in place, the doors of the families’ cabins opened to the pair with relative ease and openness. There were even tears shed when the assignment was over and Agee and Evans made their goodbyes.

			That deep connection was no accident, and Agee and Evans both knew that the only way that they would be able get to a certain truth of experience was if they developed a bond with the people they were photographing and writing about. It helped that the two young men had charm to burn. To begin with, they were both quite good-looking, the Harvard-educated Agee was twenty-six and Evans was thirty-two, and both had a specific physicality that called attention to itself. Some of that charm arose from their clear affection and admiration for each other. In the field, and on the road, they worked well together, complementing their respective strengths, and there was a palpable chemistry between the two that by all accounts swept out to others. It became, over time, a kind of love. Walker moved with a thoughtful grace and clear physical charisma. Agee was earnest, dynamic, and his hands gestured every bit of punctuation. He was a man who always acted like he needed others to believe what he had to say. His commitment to his views, to his perspective, came through via his intense rhetoric. According to Evans, Agee usually spoke the way he wrote: loftily, vaguely Elizabethan, frequently impassioned, with a resonant anger hiding deep, deep in the recesses. His voice was “quiet and low-pitched,” as Evans would later describe it, and he dressed simply, not only to fit in but also somewhat performatively. He wanted to have others notice the fact that he intentionally avoided putting on airs. The style-conscious Evans would, nevertheless, with a roll of the eyes, refer to his friend as being dressed “cheaply.”

			Evans was much more reserved, quiet. Coming across as refined in both dress and manner, he was methodical in all things, careful to never intrude or insist. When he was working, he wanted the camera to be all but invisible, which is why he often took photos of empty rooms—kitchens, living rooms. That way he could capture the vestiges of activity, the traces, and not disrupt things. His job, as he saw it, the job of a photographer, was to convey life, not get in the way of it.

			What Evans and Agee soon discovered was that there was no line between work and life for these people, who toiled day in and day out picking cotton beneath the blazing sun for a meager income. The tenant farmers would give up to half of their harvest of cotton and corn to the landowners as payment for the use of the property. On top of that, they were required to cover the cost of supplies and resources such as tools, fertilizer, and the seeds themselves. At best, people eked out a living, year after year. A bad harvest meant that the families would actually be in debt to the landowners.

			“The family exists for work,” Agee pointed out. “It exists to keep itself alive. It is a cooperative economic unit. The father does one set of tasks; the mother another; the children still a third, with the sons and daughters serving apprenticeship to their father and mother respectively. A family is called a force, without irony; and children come into the world chiefly that they may help with the work and that through their help the family may increase itself.” Despite the intense familial bonds necessary to cultivate the land, Agee noted the presence of loneliness as being intrinsic to the work itself, and, by extension the very lives of the family members:

			
				There are sometimes shifts into gayety in the picking, or a brief excitement, a race between two of the children, or a snake killed; or two who sit a few moments in their sweat in the shaded clay when they have taken some water, but they say very little to each other, for there is little to say, and are soon back to it, and mainly, in hour upon hour, it is speechless, silent, serious, ceaseless and lonely work along the great silence of the unshaded land, ending each day in a vast blaze of dust on the west, every leaf sharpened in long knives of shadow, the clay drawn down through red to purple, and the leaves losing color, and the wild blind eyes of the cotton staring in twilight, in those odors of work done and of nature lost once more to night whose sweetness is a torture, and in the slow, loaded walking home, whose stiff and gentle motions are those of creatures just awakened.

			

			A deep sympathy reverberates through the detail and specificity of Agee’s words. Evans’s images are immediate, forcefully direct. They appear without comment or caption. We see the family standing together; we see a pair of boots, lying on the floor; we see a small hand towel hanging from a hook near a washbasin. The families appear together. Sometimes family members are by themselves. They sometimes smile, mostly only a little; they sometimes seem concerned. What pervades the images is a stillness, which is how Evans found his way to capture their dignity and perhaps even convey that human divinity that Agee had described so profoundly. The work, in both images and words, is breathtaking, ambitious, and quietly fierce. In fact, the pictures remain so powerful that the images themselves continue to shape historical understanding. Evans’s portrait of Allie Mae Burroughs, mother of four, her eyes narrowed, her jaw set, is one of the most famous pictures ever taken. It virtually defines America of the 1930s. Wherever we are, Allie Mae, whether we pay attention or not, perpetually looks straight at us from the past.

			As hard as Agee and Evans worked on the assignment, the article and photographs ultimately didn’t appear in the pages of Fortune—the editors decided Agee’s prose was finally too grandiloquent, Evans’s photographs too poetic in their stark intensity. Rather than let all that work disappear, the pair instead made their project into an expansive book, one that would go on to become a groundbreaking act of bearing witness to the lives of those American families.

			As he settled back into a life in New York after their trip, Evans sought to create an ethnography of the present tense. After having trained his camera on sharecroppers in rural Alabama, he sought to uncover the very real, very persistent feeling of emotional distance in the big city, too. This new series developed before he would become so revered, during a time when he still felt untethered artistically. At the same time, since the series was self-generated rather than assigned by a magazine, in taking the subway as the site of his new work, he felt more like he was an artist deciding to make a statement of his own and not a journalist merely working on assignment. The photographs that would later be collected as Many Are Called—rather than being taken in the South and so far afield from his own daily experiences—reflected the sense of disconnectedness and isolation he was feeling in his own life, and so were more experimental and rawer than those in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. They were unalloyed and personal.

			

			•   •   •

			Evans, at least initially, had turned to photography in order to avoid either getting trapped in the advertising field in which his father was a midwestern executive or being stuck in the stockroom of the Wall Street firm Henry L. Doherty, where Evans held a position in the late 1920s. Years later, he would explain the context for his feelings: “I was brought up with Victorian English standards of behavior. I was in rebellion against my parents’ standards,” which meant avoiding, at all costs, what his father had done. “In round terms,” he added for undeniable emphasis, “I was damn well going to be an artist and I wasn’t going to be a businessman.” Although Evans’s dream, instead, was to enter into the life of artists, the way in wasn’t clear or easy, and he struggled both to create a place for himself in the edgy New York artworld of the 1930s and 1940s and to make enough money on which to survive.

			Evans’s restlessness presented itself early in his life. He had been to four schools during his high school years, transferring here and there (Ohio, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts) due to his own frustrated boredom with the strictures of education as well as the upheavals of his parents’ disintegrating marriage. No matter where he was, school wasn’t Walker’s strength, not because he wasn’t smart but because he was listless, out of step, and clearly suffering from depression in regard to the family’s dissolution. Precipitated by his father’s infidelity and subsequent moving in with a new family, young Walker’s feelings of stability and trust were suddenly dashed and his life seemed rudderless during the very years when he perhaps needed the most guidance. In his seventies, he would reflect on the problems of his family and the impact of the divorce: “They were having a lot of trouble with their own lives. I suppose—although they didn’t mean to—I must have felt some neglect.” He would add, tellingly, “If they were in confusion that must have been it. You see, I didn’t see much of either . . . my mother or my father at that time. And I don’t think I felt like turning to them either. I think I must have been rather alienated.”

			The fracturing of the family was geographical as well as emotional. His father stayed in Toledo, where the family had relocated for the sake of his career during Walker’s late adolescence. That move had been yet another disruption to Walker’s sense of his life during a crucial time when peer groups and friends help ease children into the inkling of their adult selves. As part of the separation, Walker’s mother and sister made New York City their new home. Heading east to Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, Evans would ride out his final year of high school essentially on his own.

			A prestigious prep school, Phillips Academy had been founded in 1778, and over the course of its history has produced two future presidents and five Nobel laureates. Even a king of Bhutan once walked the halls. Evans had gotten it into his head, despite his grades, that Yale would be the university for him, and Phillips Academy was a solid route to that goal. In the end, it wouldn’t work—Yale didn’t take him because he hadn’t been a strong enough student. Although he liked the prep school well enough, even there Evans, again—or, better said, still—feeling understimulated, had put in at best a mediocre effort. Although Yale didn’t accept him, Evans, by working some alumni connections, still managed to get into the small but exclusive Williams College, then a men’s college (as was Yale), located in the bucolic foothills of the Berkshires in Massachusetts. In that heady, privileged situation, Evans fared no better in terms of connecting with his studies. Without scandal or ceremony, he dropped out after barely a year. If he had been able to develop a consistent circle of friends, perhaps he would have stayed at any of these schools. Alternatively, had he stayed at any one of these places, he might have had the time and the range of experiences to develop deeper connections. Having myself gone to two high schools and five undergraduate universities, I can say that the habit of moving sets in and becomes the excuse for feeling out of place. In any case, accounts from classmates attest that even as an adolescent Walker was tight-lipped about his emotional life and wasn’t trusting insofar as he kept most things to himself. Perhaps his suspicion of other people arose out of how his father had behaved when he essentially abandoned Walker, his sister, and his mother. In any case, the habit established itself early: Walker was, as he would be throughout his life, a loner.

			After leaving Williams and having no real life plan in place, Evans relocated for a while to New York, joining his mother and his younger sister, Jane, who was going to high school in the city. Among other things, his passion for reading, which had taken hold to such an extent while he was at Williams that he frequently skipped classes simply to finish whatever novels were absorbing his attention, prompted him to get a job working nights in the map room of the New York Public Library. For a precocious intellectual/college dropout, working at a premier library was an ideal job to have while figuring things out. It paid some bills, was low stress, fed his habit for reading, and passed the time, but ultimately wasn’t fulfilling for his restive mind. As much as he loved reading, what he really wanted was to live the writing life, at least as that was imagined by a bookish twenty-year-old: clove cigarettes, berets, sipping European espressos, arguing about James Joyce, jotting down bons mots, and dreaming up insights. His fantasy was what prompted his year’s foray in Paris, from 1926 to 1927, where he was supported with a small sinecure from his father as long as he did some studying of some sort, and if he promised to return to New York and finally forge some kind of living. While abroad, Evans lived in a very humble pension at 5 rue de la Santé, a twenty-minute walk from the Sorbonne, where ostensibly he was taking some classes. The truth of the matter was that whether he was in Williamstown or New York City or Paris, mostly what he wanted was to be a writer, not a student. At the time, many educated people believed Paris to be the world’s most literary of cities, so between—and often instead of—attending French literature classes, he hung around in the cafés, looking, listening, scribbling things down. He was, ultimately, subconsciously, training his ability to observe people and spaces.

			“I was very poor and obscure and quite unhappy and lonely. No, it wasn’t what most people think Paris in the golden age was. Not for me. I didn’t know anybody,” Evans, decades later, would report about his time there, in terms not unlike Benjamin’s description of his own experience in Paris. Cities rarely live up to the myths that surround them. On the other hand, without demands or distractions, during those lonely months Evans was able to be keenly attentive in regard to the ambience and environment of Paris. From his earliest days there, he breathed in the city, attuning his senses to its rhythms. A year later, beginning in May 1927, he would do the same in New York, returning to his adopted home by way of a transatlantic liner but seeing it as if for the first time, and this time with a photographer’s eye. Still, the pattern of his sense of perspective was established: Evans both resented and reveled in his invisibility.

			One other thing that he brought with him was the knowledge that he wouldn’t be, couldn’t be, a writer. He never explained why he gave up, other than that he found that he was blocked, and probably because his standards were too high. There’s some evidence for how hard he was on himself. In response to a letter from his friend Hanns Skolle back in New York asking, innocently enough, how his “literary masterpieces” were coming, Evans wrote a loaded reply, one that reveals the extent of his sadness and loneliness in Paris.

			“I don’t write to you because my erstwhile dashing spirit is dormant. I am dead and disgusted. This won’t do to put on paper. My self analysis is becoming self laceration; my failures call for such violent criticism (and get it) that I am in a fair way . . . to what? More revolt, a sort of super revolt . . . but I can’t revolt against everything, including revolt. Ah, truth—I hate myself and didn’t want you to know it.” Such despair that shot through his trying to be a literary writer was more than unsustainable, it was unsurvivable. He had to find another way to become the person he wanted to be, another means of channeling his compulsive need to be creative. Photography would be that way.

			In essence, he fell into taking pictures. He’d had a small vest-pocket camera and been taking pictures for years, but it was after his return from Paris that the activity somehow took root deeply and transformed from being what he had thought was “a left-handed hobby” into his life’s calling. The depth of his passion surprised even him.

			After coming back to the United States, Evans quickly made his way into new social circles and found himself surrounded by artists, poets, and aesthetic tastemakers. Perhaps most important, he was accepted by coterie luminaries such as Lincoln Kirstein, one of New York City’s primary cultural movers even as an undergrad at Harvard; the poet Hart Crane, with whom he produced that modernist masterwork The Bridge in 1930, and who would be “lost at sea” as a probable suicide in 1932; Ben Shahn, the social realist painter; and the writer and leftist political activist Muriel Draper, known from Battery Park to the tip of Harlem as the host of many influential salons. All recognized his talent for photography and pushed him forward in exploring what he could do. Evans, despite the affirmations, never quite felt as if he belonged in that scene. In part, it was because he embraced photography of all things as the medium he used to make his mark as an artist. At the time, photography was still struggling to be considered an art form and not limited to being a form of visual journalism, and so it was difficult to be straightforwardly recognized as an artist, especially when hanging around writers, poets, and painters. More often than not, people disdained taking photos seriously.

			“It was laughed at, and misused and corrupted by everybody,” he said, contextualizing the state of the art when he began. “I mean my poor father, for example, who had a conventional attitude toward all the arts and all that decided that all I wanted to do was to be naughty and get hold of girls through photography, that kind of thing. He had no idea that I was serious about it. And respectable, educated people didn’t. That was a world you wouldn’t go into. Of course that made it all the more interesting, the fact that it was perverse, for me. That was one reason I was able to do something because I did have an eye and a mind and hardly anybody else did and I was working with a camera. That’s all.” With his not so humble yet self-effacing tendency, Evans confessed that he made his mark almost primarily because with his pictures he “did something that was not trite or vulgar.”

			To make matters more complicated, Evans, the young contrarian, quickly imagined himself in opposition to the leading New York photographers, such as Alfred Stieglitz, Paul Strand, and Edward Steichen, finding them to be simultaneously commercial and self-consciously artsy, and thus inauthentic as artists. In youthful self-righteousness, Evans set himself against what he felt Stieglitz stood for. Evans wanted to create his work “against salon photography, against beauty photography, against art photography,” all of which he felt was merely a kind of period style. Near the end of his life, speaking with his friend Paul Cummings, Evans reckoned that his desire to create what he thought of as a direct, unadorned photographic style—what others would call documentary—had come with a cost. “I was doing that instinctively because I thought that was the way I ought to be doing it but without thinking very much about it. And I also was very lonely in it because nobody thought of that or recognized it very much.” That moral imperative to do what he believed he “ought” to do was what set Evans apart and what consequently kept him always on the outside of any movement or group. Or so he told himself.

			It may be that Evans resisted these aesthetic dictates of Stieglitz and his circle to be transcendental, to create evocative, beautiful images, because, self-taught as Evans was, he wanted to reject the photographers of the day before they rejected him. There was some basis for this concern. In 1928, soon after Evans had moved to New York and only months after he’d taken up photography in a determined, earnest way, he and Stieglitz had a less than warm encounter that left a lasting mark on the novice artist. The two met through the efforts of the abstract painter Stefan Hirsch, who happened to know both men. Hirsch, besides being an active figure in avant-garde circles in New York, would have a long career as an arts educator at Bennington College and Bard College. In an avuncular way, he wanted to help his young neighbor, Evans, who was, as so many twenty-five-year-olds can be, simultaneously cocksure and preternaturally shy, get in with the great modernist master. Stieglitz, then in his midsixties, was essentially the dean of American photography and the arts, and a mentor to such artists as Paul Strand, Marsden Hartley, Charles Sheeler, and even his wife, Georgia O’Keeffe. Autocratic, but brilliant, Stieglitz was severe in his judgments. “He always spoke in a very moralizing way,” no less a personage than master surrealist Marcel Duchamp once said of Stieglitz. “He didn’t amuse me much, and at the beginning I must say he didn’t think much of me either; I struck him as a charlatan.” As stern as he could be, Stieglitz was, in his own manner, as much a center of artistic productivity in New York as Gertrude Stein was in Paris. In any regard, he remained driven in his desire to help fashion a generation of artists who would transform America’s sense of what art in the twentieth century could be. Having Stieglitz’s advice, let alone his stamp of approval, could create a dazzling career for a young photographer.

			With a note from Hirsch saying, “Look at this young man’s work,” in hand, Evans reluctantly hauled his portfolio of images from the hinterlands of Brooklyn Heights uptown to Stieglitz’s studio on Madison Avenue. I say “reluctantly” because, as I mentioned, Stieglitz represented much that Evans wanted to rebel against, not only in aesthetic terms, but in regard to the power dynamics of the artworld of the time. As seemingly bohemian as he was, Stieglitz, given his standing and influence in New York’s artistic ecosystem, still represented “the Establishment” to the burgeoning but feisty artist. In most respects, Evans was generally not a fan of authority figures, but he also saw Stieglitz and his protégés as being decadent, soft, and sentimental, more interested in taking lush pictures of clouds than rigorously documenting human life as it was lived with all due clarity. Still, it was possible that a good connection between the two could have been a major breakthrough for Evans. Possible results? A show at Stieglitz’s gallery, for instance, introductions to fancy people, and a sudden visibility in the competitive field. At the very least, miraculously, perhaps Stieglitz could have been the mentor or even father figure who would replace Evans’s own pragmatic father, who in his interests and temperament was far afield from the artworld.

			The meeting didn’t amount to much. It was anything but a moment of anointment for Evans, the novice. All gray hair and furrowed brow, Stieglitz stormed in thirty minutes late, barely taking off his coat as he passed his eyes over what Evans had brought. During the hour they spent together, Evans found Stieglitz to be exactly what he’d expected: imperious, inflexible, and inclined to surround himself with sycophants. Meanwhile, Evans suspected that Stieglitz, looking at his photographs, “was bored and tired,” as the older man muttered, gruffly, what Evans took to be a perfunctory “very good” and “go on working.” There was no encouraging macho clap on the shoulder, no “attaboy” patted out on Evans’s back. Stieglitz steamed toward his office in the back and let Georgia O’Keeffe show Evans the way out to the hall. Despite a handful of chance encounters after that, the two never really connected again, though Stieglitz did give the younger man something he would come to value: a clear target against which Evans would strive to define his own aesthetics.

			“He was undoubtedly the most insistently ‘artistic’ practitioner of all time, with the adverse effect that he forced ‘art’ into quotation marks and into unwanted earnestness,” Evans would write, damningly, decades after Stieglitz’s death, clearly holding a grudge—artistic or otherwise. “On the other hand, Stieglitz’s overstated, self-conscious aestheticism engendered a healthy reaction. We got a school of anti-art photography out of his protestations.” If Stieglitz couldn’t be like the permission-granting, artsy father Evans had always dreamed of having, the father who would initiate him from his prep school upbringing into the world of radical ideas, creativity, and social freedom, he could be an iteration of the father Evans already had: the very representation of all Evans didn’t want to become.

			Despite that discouraging meeting, Evans craved the approval of various New York figures as an artist, because such support would convey to him a feeling of permission to live an artistic life. Such acceptance is what he wanted above all else, even despite his natural iconoclasm and his distaste for movements and groups. Having a peer group was important to Evans, as it is for most people in their midtwenties, especially in the absence of a stable, supportive family structure. The help, ideas, suggestions, and challenges could affirm what he wanted from and as an artistic practice.

			

			•   •   •

			What happened with Evans, as occurs with so many who experience chronic loneliness, is that he felt that even most of the friends and peers he did have provided only fleeting, temporary relationships. Was that all necessarily a factor of life in New York, especially amongst a group of individuals scrambling to define both themselves and the very possibilities of avant-garde art or modernist art? It could be. It could also be why Evans was drawn to that life. The loneliness wasn’t a consequence of the choices he made; rather, he made choices that would normalize that isolation. Our interests, our passions, often show who we want to become, but they also expose, unintentionally, who we really are. Evans, again and again, wanted to be present, yet felt invisible. His photographs would provide the proof to others that he was there, that he existed.

			In Evans’s case, it is likely that his ambivalent sexuality was a factor in his feeling perpetually out of sync. The late 1920s and into the 1930s were a period for experimenting in aesthetics and social mores, yes, but for many people in that New York circle of artists and writers, such blurring of lines and values extended past the making of art and into all parts of their lives. “Everybody by rote went to bed with everybody else,” Evans would remember decades later, “and the result was an emotional desert and confusion.” The lasting impression was not of excitement or titillation, but the emptiness of these encounters.

			Evans, throughout the 1930s, was surrounded by gay men who were as out and in the open about their sexuality as it was possible to be in that period. The slim, handsome Hart Crane was one of these friends, of course, and his promiscuity and tendency toward risky behavior was legendary. The libertine poet would clearly have been too wild, too unrestrained, for Evans, who rarely dropped his Brahman demeanor. Besides, Crane had a taste for sailors, young sailors, and a bit of the rough stuff, which was never part of Evans’s repertoire. There was also Kirstein, and although the younger man was intrigued by Evans, to whom he was attracted, he, too, had hesitations about acting on his feelings. He found the physicality of Evans’s “suppressed nervousness” to be compelling, but his fearfulness annoying. On his side, Evans didn’t comment on his friend’s appearance—Lincoln was well over six feet and as imposing in his stature as his aesthetic judgments were biting and severe. Evans did take Kirstein as a model for several portraits, posing his broad friend as a gangster or a convict or putting him in a sexy short jacket. There is an undeniable erotic charge to those photos Evans took of his friend that is not present in most of Evans’s work. Kirstein and the chic, cosmopolitan Muriel Draper even asked each other which of them would take Evans to bed first. Kirstein demurred to his glamorous salonnière friend, though Draper herself ultimately put off Evans’s advances, finding his awkward intensities, however attractive as an affectation, off-putting and cumbersome when it came time to slip into bed. Gracefully, as the way of politely brushing him back, she told Evans she didn’t want sex to change the tenor of their friendship. She’d used roughly the same line on Kirstein and his occasional heterosexual whims.

			At first Kirstein and Evans maintained their closeness, despite the tensions of their contrasting temperaments, and Kirstein even suggested in 1931 that the two cross New England in order to take pictures of various stately homes in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts. The relationship remained platonic, as far as we know, yet the friendship, as the days and miles ticked away, all but imploded. Writing in his diary, Kirstein described Evans—cynical, contrarian Evans—as “a constipated and castrated bull dog, old and squatting before his time.” It is hard to miss the fact that Kirstein evokes sexuality and impotence here in articulating his exasperation with Evans. Kirstein remained an advocate for Evans’s work, but cooled on him as a friend, after the mid-1930s.

			Evans navigated his conflicted, complex feelings about relationships with men and women alike, including a charged encounter with John Cheever, with whom Evans had an awkward and notorious erotic dalliance, long before the day he became a celebrated novelist and short story writer. Cheever himself veiled his homosexual feelings in the form of revulsion, homophobia, and self-loathing. The two met in 1932, when Cheever, having moved from Massachusetts to New York, was essentially crashing at a boardinghouse at 633 Hudson Street. He briefly acted as a part-time assistant to the photographer, tending to the dreary but necessary finish work of the photographic prints, and then sorting and stowing them. Nine years younger than Walker, Cheever was another of Evans’s friends who found his being closed off and aloof to be a factor in why the friendship eroded over time. Be that as it may, Cheever would, in his fifties, recount for a young friend a salacious escapade with Evans in the early days, when Cheever was all of twenty-one. In a letter, Cheever explained that Evans had invited him to spend the night at his apartment. For both men, spending the night rarely meant staying over. It meant spending a specific part of the night together.

			“I said yes. I dropped my clothes (Brooks). He hung his (also Brooks) neatly in a closet. When I asked him how to do it he seemed rather put off. He had an enormous cock that showed only the most fleeting signs of life. I was ravening. I came all over the sheets, the Le Corbusier chair, the Matisse Lithograph and hit him under the chin. I gave up at around three, dressed and spent the rest of the night on a park bench near the river.” Tawdry? Well, a bit. Sordid? Pretty definitely. But, if we take what Cheever says as generally accurate—and the specificity of the details suggest his memory was clear—we see Evans’s ambivalence when it comes to sex and sexuality to be at work. In what Cheever related, Evans wasn’t exactly an ardent Casanova. Cheever may have been clumsy and inept as a lover, but he was at least enthusiastic. That had to have counted for something, especially for an unexperienced twenty-one-year-old. Evans, regardless, remained aloof. All in all, in Cheever’s anecdote, Evans comes across as quite passive, if not mostly disengaged, in what went on, even if it had been Evans who had made the initial overture.

			A few years later, Evans would have a similar experience with his friend James Agee, in a liaison that would include Agee’s second wife, Alma. There had been other ways that the two friends had channeled a mutual attraction through a woman. For instance, Evans had a brief affair with Emma, James’s younger sister, who, much like her brother, was a talkative poet who loved jazz. Still, there was another step the friends would take. Agee was immoderate in all things: immoderate in his prose, in his speech, in his politics and spirituality. He was also immoderate in his erotic appetites. He had, for some time, an idea bordering on a fixation: he wanted to get Evans, one of his dearest friends, into bed with Alma, so he could watch the two of them have sex. From that, Agee could learn from a firsthand but supposedly objective perspective something about desire, sensuality, and, ultimately, he’d know the human body better by way of one of its most intimate activities. Or so he argued in order to make his case for the ménage à trois. It’s a dubious angle to play, but we need to give him credit. It worked.

			It didn’t seem to matter to Agee that Alma and Walker could barely stand each other, and she was in no way physically attracted to her husband’s friend. Agee played upon his wife’s devotion and his friend’s curiosity, and eventually one August night in 1938, at the Agees’ small house in Frenchtown, New Jersey, the two acquiesced to Jim’s fantasies, with the three getting naked between the sheets together. The act of passion didn’t last long. Agee suddenly and profoundly realized what he’d put in motion. Caught between excitement and guilt, orgiastic desire and deep, sincere love for both of these people, Jim called out and began sobbing, subsequently crumpling into a ball in a chair in the corner of the room. Walker and Alma quietly dressed and left the room, and the three never spoke of the incident. Such is the way of the WASP. Agee would later write to Evans a letter that was not an excuse so much as a contextualization in the aftermath of his emotional experiment, offering that if Alma and Walker “happen to like each other, good: I am enough of an infant homosexual or postdostoevskian to be glad. However much you don’t, that’s all right too: I am enough of a ‘man’ not to care to think particularly,” he explained, or rationalized. Whatever else it may have been, this was no transcendent experience.

			In this story, as in the other anecdotes, we see Evans played a consistent role. He was passive. He was a passive agent, one willing to aid and abet, but always to the side of the forces that set things in motion. Granted, the stories come not from Evans himself but by way of his friends and loved ones, which might explain why he doesn’t get presented as an initiator. On the other hand, it remains in keeping with Evans’s circumspect, low-energy, clamped-down, mumbly-voiced persona that in these situations—from the romantic and erotic to the homosocial and homoerotic—he would react rather than act, that he would go along rather than get off.

			As is so often the case, what we desire, whom we love, and how we love can be what makes us feel different, and when societal forces intervene, can be what makes us feel fundamentally excluded. This can add another layer of loneliness, or be the primary cause of it, often reinforced by culturally accepted values, separating us from our loved ones and, ultimately, from ourselves. As far back as 1937, Karen Horney, a German psychoanalyst—a contemporary of Klein and a key thinker challenging Freud from a feminist perspective—observed, “Emotional isolation is hard for anyone to endure; however, it becomes a calamity if it coincides with uncertainties and apprehensions about one’s self.” Horney saw self-doubt as a crucial factor for why people who do have friends and who are happily married or in a loving, supportive relationship can still be afflicted with loneliness.

			To become suspicious of being worthy of emotional support and value and love is for self-doubt to take root at the deepest and most personal level of who we are. If we are made to mistrust our judgment in regard to love—both giving and receiving it—then we come, inevitably, to doubt every relationship, especially the one we have with ourselves. The ability to value anything becomes suspect and is dismissed. Such doubt contaminates everything. Malignant, becoming internalized aggression, it metastasizes and gives way to depression and loneliness. There arises a vast gulf preventing anyone from drawing near.

			That struggle with alienation—internal and external—manifested itself in many of Evans’s friendships and in his two marriages. No wonder he often found the assorted sexual escapades to be an “emotional desert” and not an act of liberation or exploration. Loneliness, such as Evans experienced, is an affliction of the perception of intimacy. Falling into bed didn’t help Evans find new depths of intimacy in his relationships with men or women. Potentially, it made those feelings of alienation worse. Rarely do the stories of Evans’s sex life indicate his vulnerability or any corresponding depth of connection, to himself or to his partners, which ordinarily comes from such close physical contact. He had to find other means of opening up if he was to get outside the boundaries of himself.

			

			•   •   •

			
			Do we know what we look like? Not really,” Evans once insisted. As if to discover himself, he turned to other people and their lives, and this springs from his own recurring loneliness. As we are essentially social beings, other people provide a kind of tethering of the self, through contrast and similarity of needs, wants, and dislikes. In essence, we recognize ourselves in proximity to others, which is why estrangement and social isolation not only are painful but, over time, can become disorienting.

			With this idea of proximity in mind I want to turn back to Evans’s project Many Are Called, which remained so important to him throughout his life. It was his way of getting to himself by going outside himself, not unlike what Hurston was able to do with Mules and Men. By its very nature, Evans’s series of subway photographs was quite a different project from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, even though there are some moments of overlapping intentions and hopes. In both, he wanted to bring into view lives that were largely overlooked and unacknowledged. Many Are Called is, in a variety of ways, the more personal achievement, however. To begin with, the project was not an assignment from a magazine: it sprang from Evans’s imagination and daily experiences in the city. Although Agee wrote a foreword for Many Are Called, the paragraphs he provided weren’t meant to compete with or complement the images. They would offer a context, a way in for a reader. Fundamentally, the series of photographs would be Evans’s project, and his alone.

			There’s another clear distinction between Many Are Called and what he had done with Agee in their collaborative work. Evans didn’t foresee a clear audience or purpose for the photographs, unlike the social commentary of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. At the same time, the images create the possibility of a shared, though not simultaneous, experience happening outside time. The very construction of the photographs places us exactly in Evans’s position.

			That’s true, mostly, with any photograph: we stand, when we look at one, where the photographer stood when the picture was taken. That’s the case with his photographs of street corners or signs or empty boots or the facades of New England homes. The specific difference in regard to the subway photos comes from their familiarity and immediacy. So many of us, at least once—if not often—have sat on a train or subway, looking at others, looking away. The informality of the composition and the conditions of the photograph only heighten the personal dimensions of the experience of looking at them. They are shrewder, more carefully chosen and judiciously framed moments than any old snapshots provide, but they minimize the intrusion of the technology. They are like loneliness: a simultaneous feeling of immediacy and distance.

			In 1940, the subway had been running for some thirty-six years in New York, and a single fare still cost a mere nickel. In these photographs of Many Are Called, one catches sight of the bygone relics of the fashion of the time—the dresses, the hats, the glasses. In what they wear, the people all look distinct, historically, from our current moment, of course, but the discrepancy between then and now is fairly understated. The faces, the looks on the faces, nonetheless remain the same as those we see today. More important, Evans managed to find the ways that people’s individual differences and their unfeigned disinterest are a study in the ways we are all atomized, all different, all disconnected, even if we are bound together in the underground. The faces look, they are turned away, they hover, they recede. In the shadows of the subway car’s incandescent light, Evans found a covert intimacy merely by looking. In his photographs, he tried to create anonymous connection in ways similar to how I had dialed all those random numbers or asked strangers for the time. My own behavior kept me insulated, held me trapped within my isolation, however. Evans, on the other hand, found a route through that isolation and shyness and created the possibility of connection by way of recognizing the pain of others.

			Even if Evans couldn’t resolve his own loneliness, his work has made it possible for others to see it, made it possible to experience loneliness through the eyes of another. In that way, we can feel that being alone together can help each of us redefine the experience of loneliness. Whether loneliness is intrinsic to human beings or it arises out of social and cultural structure beyond our control, we don’t need to be subject to its forces, driven further and further apart. We can look at others and come to know them, even if they remain distant. That is not nothing, not just anything. It is a choice.

			A facet of exquisite loneliness is not empathy alone, but particular sensitivity to the loneliness of others. Since we become so attuned to it in ourselves—what it looks like, what it feels like—we can see it in the faces and the postures of others. Sometimes, we can even be more aware of their isolation and alienation than they themselves are.

			The series wasn’t published until the mid-1960s, during a time when, coincidentally, Evans’s drinking had reached worrying proportions. Although there had been flashes of substance abuse throughout his younger years, especially during his heady days in Greenwich Village as a budding avant-gardiste, a graver alcoholism took root in his fifties, when going through a bottle of Russian vodka a day became a common occurrence. Or a nice amber Rémy Martin Cognac. Or bottles of red wine. Evans’s taste, in all things, was discriminating, even in its excesses.

			He went to his first rehab—though not his last—in 1965, when he was sixty-two, a year before Many Are Called was published. In both of our cases, the drinking provided a screen to hide loneliness not from others but from ourselves. Until his death at age seventy-one, Evans’s alcoholism, undermining his judgments and setting his morale to a mere shadow, dogged him through his later years and estranged many of his relationships. His second marriage, to Isabelle Boeschenstein (her last name changed to Storey with her own subsequent marriage), dissolved because she felt so isolated in their life together. Twenty years younger than Evans, the exceedingly pretty, tasteful, and somewhat provincial Swiss-born woman spent ten years with him, during the height of his fame. A textile designer, she had been twenty-six and married when they met in 1959 during her first-ever visit to New York, and he had so impressed her that she left her husband for him. “He seemed to be endowed with everything I liked: charm, taste, style, an unerring eye, humor, and intelligence.” That combination, along with his stature as a prominent artist, was intoxicating. Her head spun. Her first husband, Alec von Steiger, never had a chance. She and Walker married a year later.

			Despite the romantic beginning and the fact that it was a heady period, the marriage was always challenging. Throughout the 1960s, they were often surrounded by artists and intellectuals, ranging from Saul Steinberg to Berenice Abbott and Lionel Trilling, and the charming Isabelle was able to be a gracious host to balance Walker’s gruff, grumbling, at times snobby demeanor. Glamorous though it might have seemed, life with Walker was never fulfilling. As their years together passed, Isabelle—not to mention their circle of friends and acquaintances—watched while his drinking became more and more pronounced. Evans had made it clear to his wife that there was a list of “disagreeable subjects” that he refused to discuss, and certainly drinking was at the top. That list reached the point that as far as Isabelle was concerned it “included virtually everything that mattered in life.”

			One evening in 1969, Tania, the wife of James Stern, an old friend of Walker’s from his magazine days in the 1930s, noticed the extent to which the increased amount of drinking was shaping Walker’s behavior. After dinner, she pulled Isabelle aside, leaving the men to sherry and cigars, and made it clear to Isabelle: “You must do something before it’s too late.” For the marriage, anyway, it already was. Isabelle had thought, had hoped, that she would be the one to break the patterns of loneliness that Walker had developed when he was still a boy in Kenilworth. In the end, they proved to be too much.

			“Where was my life going? I was married, yet more and more alone,” Isabelle realized, at last, describing the final act of their ten-year marriage. She found that circumstances forced her to confront the reality of what their life together had become, the reciprocal alienation having been brought about by Evans’s deepening depressions and his drinking. There was no grand event, no crisis like a betrayal or direct abuse that forced her to leave. Still, there was nothing left. It can be like that, when all the air in the room is replaced with resentful silences.

			In some cases, the way to end loneliness is to step out of the situation. Isabelle, to save herself, left for that reason. Evans didn’t, however, and his condition—physically and emotionally—worsened. His stomach became riddled with ulcers, which is the very thing that had killed his father. The pain was exacerbated by the vodka he drank from a flask he kept in his pocket. He remained social, particularly among young Yale graduate students gathered around him in a gravitational field of his authority, reputation, and mentorship, but these connections lacked sustainable depth and intimacy. He continued his obstinate avoidance of discussing disagreeable subjects, which meant he became almost completely closed off emotionally, even more than he had always been. When he at last looked for treatment for his drinking, he made a point to avoid talk therapy or Alcoholics Anonymous.

			Bad health and bad choices made him frailer and frailer. Friends and colleagues reported late-night drunken phone calls from Evans, his voice slurred. He became increasingly abstracted, and then Evans’s assistant and flatmate in his last two years, Jerry L. Thompson, on the night before an intake evaluation at Yale–New Haven Hospital’s psychiatric unit was to be conducted, noted that the photographer mumbled a line from Dante, a line that he had been uttering with more and more regularity: “I crave oblivion.” That’s a feeling common to blackout drinkers. Finally, a day after he’d returned to New Haven after giving a talk at Radcliffe, Evans succumbed from a stroke and died, lingeringly, overnight in the hospital.

			As I often do when I am on the train moving between New Haven and New York, or when I’m on the tube in London or the U-Bahn in Vienna, I come back to Evans’s portraits of the people on the subway. Those same faces are always around, yet never close, at least not emotionally. That’s perhaps another reason so often cities deepen a sense of loneliness. We can see, literally see, scores of people all around us, people whose lives—in all their threads and complexities and singularity—we may likely never know. Many Are Called in no way serves as a record of the photographer’s alcohol abuse, which developed only decades after he had taken the pictures. The series is, however, infused with a sensitivity for loneliness that no doubt shaped his choices in making the photographs. Essentially, Evans found his own feelings of loneliness and isolation reflected back to him in the faces of fellow subway travelers. That is to say, in looking, he found himself. That sounds narcissistic, but in reality it’s an exercise in deep empathy and mutual identification. His very invisibility, his outsider, isolated status, framed each shot, and even now holds each of those moments forever on film, long after those people have left us, and the world has spun on and on.

			Art reminds us that others show us who we ourselves are and makes possible the impossible: a sharing of the intimacies of loneliness. Evans’s Many Are Called photographs—determinedly ordinary, yet unforgettably compelling—allowed him and, by extension, us, the audience, to look long and deeply at the forgotten, unacknowledged, virtually invisible faces of people around us. His photographs were not merely a way for him to document how prevalent those faces are, not simply a means for showing how people look when they feel lost to themselves. Evans sought to create a clear perception of the world and events, but even more powerfully his work explores how turning outward, how actively deepening an understanding of other people, other lives, can be a response to that feeling of separation that would otherwise make a person want to withdraw further.

			The photographs that make up Many Are Called essentially teach us how to register how loneliness appears in others, reminding us that we ourselves look that same way to others. The images invite us past the defense mechanisms of collateral self-consciousness. We discover our loneliness by recognizing it in others, and also, realizing its ubiquity, the power of its shame may drain away. Recognizing ourselves in people around us, and recognizing the wants and needs of others in ourselves, can be a method for surmounting the feelings of intense distance that assert themselves, again and again and again. So let me tell you a secret: sometimes, I glance at a random person one row over on the train, I pull my hand into my sleeve and then press a finger against my palm, saying a silent click, just like the sound of a camera. Just like Evans’s camera.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Portrait of the Artist as Misunderstood

			
				His own loneliness, magnified so many million times, made the night air colder. He remembered to what excesses, into what traps and nightmares, his loneliness had driven him; and he wondered where such a violent emptiness might drive an entire city.

				—JAMES BALDWIN
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			In 1918, in Vienna, the expressionist painter Egon Schiele died at the age of twenty-eight. At his death, a scant ten years after leaving art school, he had arguably not quite yet reached the height of his supremely estimable powers as an artist. He already had a sweeping reputation, however. Lean, darkly handsome with a great shock of brunet hair, and possessed of a gaze that looked as if it could flay people alive, he was the very epitome of the Romantic artist. At the hour of his death, he was known across Austria and beyond both as a genius and as a scandal. His friend the art critic Arthur Roessler, sitting by the painter’s deathbed, would claim to have collected Schiele’s final words: “There will always be misunderstandings between myself and others. But now praise and misunderstanding do not matter anymore.” It is quite likely apocryphal that this was the last thing the artist said, given the nature of his death, but still it gives us the essence of his experience in the world: that he died feeling misunderstood and, largely, lonely.

			From 1918 to 1919, the so-called “Spanish flu” or “Great Influenza” was an angel of death, infecting one-third of the population of the entire world and taking the lives of roughly fifty million people. There were no antibiotics, there was no clear way to resist this novel H1N1 virus, which seemed to hit everywhere all at once, with stunningly high mortality rates for people aged twenty to forty. It would begin with a cough and move to a fever and a bluing of the flesh, then a blackening of the feet. For the unlucky ones, their lungs would fill with a reddish liquid, and they’d be dead within days, if not mere hours, essentially drowning. Medical care workers did what they could, which in those days wasn’t much. There were masks and strategies for social distancing and isolation, but there were no vaccines to counteract the worst effects of the flu. Especially throughout Europe, hospitals and medicines were already stretched dangerously thin because of the devastation of the Great War and its immediate aftermath.

			The influenza outbreak was as vicious and deadly as it was lightning fast. In Austria alone, the number of cases during the early fall of 1918 mounted into the thousands in a month’s time. The virus didn’t pass quietly by Schiele’s family in the southwestern part of Vienna, specifically in the neighborhood of Hietzing. His small house sat in a quiet and affluent suburb around the corner from his atelier and only a few blocks from the grand Schloss Schönbrunn, the opulent summer palace of the Habsburg monarchy, which would come to its own end with the conclusion of the Great War, only weeks after Schiele’s death. First the flu took his wife, Edith, on October 28. She was twenty-five and roughly six months pregnant with what would have been their first child. The couple—a surprising match of contrasting temperaments—had been married barely three years. Three days later, Schiele, too, was struck down. Trying to escape the virus in his own house, he had been taken in by his in-laws, who lived at Hietzinger Hauptstraße 114, directly across the street from his painting studio. His being sheltered there came with some poignancy. Schiele’s courtship of Edith began one day in 1914 when he noticed Edith and her sister, Adele, as he looked out from his studio to the window in the bedroom of their flat across the way. He waved and flirted, they laughed and batted their eyelashes, he flashed pictures to catch their attention. And so it was: he fell in love.

			Despite his precautions, he was too late to escape the virus. Wan, feverish, his lungs filled with fluid, and his heart shattered with grief, Schiele himself slipped away. His pencil and pad in hand, Schiele was sketching until he was at last overcome.

			It’s a heart-wrenching story, yet the lingering image of Schiele is often of the wild and rebellious enfant terrible of modernism. In some ways, that, too, is a tragedy, for in his final years, his work reflected a new emotional depth that offered a more affecting perspective on loneliness and his profound feelings of being perpetually misunderstood. This new understanding seems to have arisen in connection with his marriage and the possibility of a family. Alienated from others, near the end, he had at last begun to fashion the conditions for a new sort of belonging.

			The idea of Schiele as a kind of proto glam/punk artist is of course seductive. He’s long been an icon in that way. He was that for me, during my teen years. I couldn’t be as daring as he was, as openly contemptuous of society, but I wanted to be. In high school, my chronic loneliness began to weave itself around my sense of self like a heavy ivy. One year, my hair streaked blond from the rubbing alcohol I used to combat the heavy acne covering my cheeks, crisscrossing my forehead from brow to hairline. Drinking by myself in the school parking lot before first period, I wanted to feel rebellious, but mostly I felt separated, apart. Can it be rebellion if you’re doing it alone and in secret?

			It was as a teen immersing myself in David Bowie and Lou Reed in order to figure out how to make a loner status into some kind of identity that I first discovered Schiele. Bowie, the protean musical idol of the weird, the out-of-place, and the soulfully disenfranchised, was for me the entry point to the painter’s work. Bowie, the Starman, formerly the Thin White Duke, the erstwhile Ziggy Stardust, once said, “What I do is I write mainly about very personal and rather lonely feelings, and I explore them in a different way each time.” That’s what made him the singer for me.

			Bowie had connected with Schiele’s work during his own stint in West Berlin in the late 1970s, when he moved there to refresh his musical and aesthetic influences, and, so the story goes, to escape the cocaine addiction that had him by the throat. There, Bowie, who had gone to art school in London well before he became a rock legend, threw himself into the work of German expressionist painters. “Since my teenage years I had obsessed on the angst ridden, emotional work of the expressionists, both artists and film makers, and Berlin had been their spiritual home,” he reported in an interview for the magazine Uncut in 1978. From 1977 through 1978, Bowie, between recording sessions and rehearsals, would haunt Berlin’s museums, plumbing the work of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Emil Nolde, and others for ideas and inspiration. Yet it was Schiele, an Austrian rather than German expressionist, who exerted the most influence. We see the style of the Viennese painter reflected in Bowie’s album covers from that period. The images adorning the so-called Berlin Trilogy of albums—Lodger, Low, and Heroes—all clearly paid a debt to Schiele’s self-portraits in the way the singer posed, in his facial expression, in the covers’ palette of colors or black and white. Bowie was even planning on portraying the painter in a movie to be directed by Clive Donner and starring opposite Charlotte Rampling, an opportunity that ultimately fell apart because of a lack of funding for the project. Bowie was always ahead of his time.

			It’s evident what Bowie saw in Schiele. Schiele—dapper to the point of almost being a dandy—was arrogant, he was angry, he was torn in half by his need to be noticed and his resentment toward that need. “I was in love with everything,” the painter once explained. “I wanted to look with love at the angry people so that their eyes would be forced to respond; and I wanted to bring gifts to the envious and tell them that I am worthless.” That fraught ambivalence—what might be a variation of what Susan Sontag meant in her description of Walter Benjamin’s melancholy—was the engine that propelled Bowie’s music, too. What the painter expressed was an unfiltered resentment and self-doubt that I knew all too keenly. One look at Schiele’s work and I was hooked.

			I wasn’t the only one who had this response. For instance, the celebrated contemporary artist Tracey Emin, one of the most famous of the so-called Young British Artists, has explained that her own abiding interest in Schiele had similar origins. “I first came across Egon Schiele’s work when I was a teenager. I was totally fixated by David Bowie’s album covers Lodger and Heroes, and my boyfriend at the time told me that they were being influenced by the artist Egon Schiele.” If one looks at Schiele’s work as an adolescent does, or as anyone needing to assert a sense of identity measured against social forces, there’s an anger and arrogance that come across immediately. His two recurring subjects appear to be highly charged, sensual, borderline-pornographic (to some people) images of young women or Schiele himself. With the former, the models indifferently twist and turn and lift genitalia skyward and shift asses forward, their eyes either confrontational or—perhaps in ways surprisingly more aggressive-seeming—noncommittal, even bored. So many examples of Schiele’s early work—canvases, works on paper—present figures who seem to dare the viewer to look away. Those weren’t what first fixed my attention, though.

			Beginning in 1909, Schiele took himself as one of his major subjects. He painted or drew countless representations of himself over the course of the last nine years of his life. He portrayed his body as a series of contorted, sometimes emaciated limbs and angles. His was often a cruel assault on his own body, though at times he also caught the tempestuous handsomeness so evident in the extant photographs of him. He loved and hated his body, his face, these paintings and sketches seem to testify. An ungenerous reading would be that he was merely a solipsist, if not an outright narcissist. A more understanding perspective would be that he was trying to work out his identity by way of art. For an artist in their late teens and early twenties, that need to figure out the terms of a life seems wholly to be expected. What I responded to was his insistent exploration of the self. Running through his self-portraits was a belief in the self, emphatic, demanding, that I longed for, especially in the early days of getting sober, when I was that same age.

			

			•   •   •

			What we need in adolescence, what mirrors our intensities during that period of realizing that we need to find a way to make an identity, doesn’t always carry over into our adult lives. For a long time after that period of my life, after getting sober, leaving the idea of a music career behind, getting my life on track, losing friends and loved ones to death or the vagaries of time, falling in love and getting married, I didn’t think that Schiele had much to offer me. There was never a conscious falling away from Schiele’s paintings. Perhaps, in a vague way, I had begun to see the argument some made that his rebelliousness was all drama and no substance; that the work was “emo,” as we’d now say, and angst-filled and ultimately a bit too enamored with that self-torture to have any real, nuanced emotional implications. As his importance grew throughout the 1990s and into this century, his work fetching higher and higher prices at auction, and exhibitions proliferating endlessly, I remained disinterested, sensing that his struggle at articulating his pain was a little quaint. I felt that way, that is, until one day, almost by accident, I meandered into a retrospective exhibition of his work in Vienna commemorating the centenary of his death.

			One hot afternoon in mid-July, my beloved and I had been wandering around the city looking for relief from the sun. Vienna is proud of Schiele, its controversial son, which is ironic, given how ambivalent it felt about him when he was alive. Every year, flocks of tourists dutifully seek out his paintings as well as those of his friend and mentor Gustav Klimt, painter of one of the most famous canvases in the world, The Kiss. That year alone, Schiele’s jubilee show would pull in nearly half a million visitors. Such acclaim notwithstanding, it had been mostly the promise of air-conditioning that had lured me into this massive exhibition in the heart of the city featuring his work. My expectations were in check. I thought encountering the work again would be a bit like flipping through a used record bin of albums from high school—a nice, light visitation from the past, but not much voltage.

			As I turned the corner into the main rooms of the stately Leopold Museum in the city’s MuseumsQuartier, what rushed into me wasn’t retrospection, but a nearly electric shock. My pace slowed and slowed as I stared at the figures in his drawings and paintings that were hanging on the stark white walls. Maybe it was the right encounter at the very right moment. Maybe it was the cumulative experience of seeing these images, dozens and dozens, not in a book or on a poster, but in real life, all hanging together in close proximity. Or maybe it was the fact of experiencing their intensities alongside a range of other people gathered or milling around—old, young, jaded, uninitiated—each stopping, tilting their heads this way and that. Whatever the reason, all at once, this was an entirely new encounter of what I thought I knew. Either the work had changed or I had.

			Rather than being shocked by the sexuality of the figures, of the portraits, I was touched by their corporeal frailty, their emotional immediacy. They still dared me to look away, but not looking away meant gaining an intimacy. They wanted their eyes to be met. They needed to be not looked at but seen—seen completely, deeply—by those capable of looking, really looking.

			The bodies in Schiele’s drawings and paintings often seem to hover above absent backgrounds, as if trapped, alone, in negative space, or exiled from interaction with others. In that way, Schiele wasn’t trying to present a recognizable version of himself or others, but rather it was his inner life that he was trying to bring out into the world. Schiele was an excellent draftsman, so he could render the body with an impressive, exquisite precision. Thus, when he would contort a figure, fragment it, make it flat and grotesque, it was an aesthetic tactic. A body, Schiele wanted to show, is not so much a set of physical characteristics as a medium through which a person reveals how they feel. Art, for him, was that contact zone between what the body expressed and what the artist discerns by way of their own empathy.

			“I paint the light that comes out of all bodies,” Schiele said of the portraits he created—simultaneously vivid and visceral, raw and haunting. Yet so often the body he drew was his own. In his paintings, through his paintings, he was perhaps searching for his own light, looking to make it visible to others. Art can go beyond showing us the surfaces, the appearance of people and their faces; it can reveal the interior, secret spaces in a person’s heart.

			“Painting alone is not enough for me,” Schiele said, paradoxically. What he wanted was to use the medium to get beyond what we can see. “I know that one can create qualities with colors. Within, and with your essence and your heart, you feel an autumnal tree even in summer—it is this melancholy that I would like to paint.” While many have described Schiele as a narcissist, in reality he was trying to turn his or other people’s interiority inside out, to share it with others and bring it forth into the light, thereby dismantling mechanisms of shame and self-consciousness.

			Walker Evans’s photographs teach us how to recognize loneliness by looking at other people as a way to really know it wherever it appears in our lives. In essence, Evans is an artist of the everyday, the ordinary, by which we can read what we see all around us. Instead of having to glance away to avoid self-consciousness, ours or that of other people, his photographs let us hold our eyes in place and see what there is to see. Evans’s portraits of the everyday lonely document and acknowledge the presence of loneliness. Schiele, on the other hand, was rawer, more jarring. He was a painter who felt that making art was inevitably an expression of a self that cannot otherwise articulate its interior life, and that threatens to tear itself apart within its isolation. To survive, one finds a way to strike past that isolation in order to insist on the presence of that interiority. If Evans’s photographs get us to notice loneliness in and around our lives, then perhaps Schiele’s paintings demand that we discover how loneliness appears in the very ways we love other people.

			As had been true with Zora Neale Hurston, Schiele had a vulnerability and prescient sensitivity evident from early in his life. A tremendously gifted child, he stood apart from others his age at school. “I came into endless and apparently dead-end towns and grieved,” he later said about his school years, “my boorish teachers were always enemies. They—and others—never understood me.” This last observation was a refrain throughout Schiele’s brief life. Was he excluded because of his talent and character, or did his character lead to his feeling apart from others? That’s hard to tell. Loneliness, as Melanie Klein observed, begins at the beginning of things. What were those words from Synecdoche, New York? “The end is built into the beginning. What can we do?” So it is.

			Misunderstood by everyone around him, or so he believed throughout his life, Schiele played a role: an artist, unruly and provocative, an admixture of longing for acceptance and anger for not being able to find it. Although he already showed exceptional artistic talent as a boy, his rigidly middle-class parents had simply no conception of what an artist’s life might entail and hoped instead that Egon would eventually go to work for the railways. The family lived in Tulln, a modest town on the Danube River thirty miles from Vienna, in a well-appointed apartment attached to the train station. For decades, Schiele’s father, Adolf, had been a stationmaster for the Austrian train system, and in fact there were many train engineers, conductors, and stationmasters in the Schiele family, going back to the beginning of rail use in the early part of the nineteenth century. In all the obvious ways, it looked to be inevitable that Egon, born in 1890, would end up with a similar career trajectory, although as a child he was much more interested in drawing trains than in learning about how they worked. And draw them he did, often in remarkable, painstaking, and even obsessive detail. It’s hard not to imagine that Egon’s lifelong spiritual restlessness was connected to a childhood filled with watching long lines of sooty railcars steaming endlessly past his home, the chug-chug and the squeal of the brakes thrumming in his ears.

			Everything changed when tragedy struck the family. Adolf died of untreated syphilis when Egon was fourteen years old. While that sounds salacious, such a death was not wholly uncommon. At the end of the nineteenth century, a quiet epidemic of sexually transmitted diseases moved throughout Europe, with syphilis being the most pernicious and dangerous, and the least treated. Due to social factors, syphilis hit Vienna and its environs particularly hard. Because of the moral hypocrisies and repressive social tendencies caused by Vienna’s bourgeois politesse and patriarchal rigidity, prostitution was widespread though largely unmentioned—some estimates suggest that there were as many as fifteen thousand female sex workers in Vienna itself. All of these elements contributed to the rampage of STDs. Stefan Zweig recounted in his memoir, The World of Yesterday, that at the turn of the century, “one or two out of every ten young men” had contracted the disease. One of the “cures” entailed rubbing mercury all over the body for weeks, which all too often caused sores or blindness, and even led to the patient’s teeth permanently falling out. It wasn’t until 1909 that the tide was turned against the disease, when a German physician, Paul Ehrlich, a recipient of the Nobel Prize in medicine the year before, developed a form of chemotherapy that proved to be extremely effective as a treatment for syphilis, and could be successfully and affordably manufactured in large quantities. Ehrlich and his key collaborator, Sahachiro Hata, after years of testing, produced an arsenic-based compound that could target the microbes that caused the disease, without killing infected human beings. The drug, marketed as Salvarsan, would be sold all over the world and was called the “magic bullet” that could curtail the scourge of syphilis.

			Clearly Adolf, as a young man, had had his dalliances, and these in a way cursed the family. Egon’s mother, Marie, would have two stillbirths, and some believe that possibly these were caused by Adolf’s carrying the virus. A daughter born in 1883, Elvira, would die of meningitis, a common result of congenital syphilis, when Egon was three years old. This would mean that Adolf had the disease for years before it finally killed him. Stories suggest that he contracted the disease during his honeymoon in 1877 because his chaste, seventeen-year-old bride, hiding from her new husband, was too shy to consummate the marriage. Adolf, out of frustration, or so family gossip has it, visited a local bordello. This culture of silence and shame made Vienna a lonely place, an isolating place for everyone.

			Before his death on New Year’s Eve of 1904, at not quite fifty-four years old, there was growing evidence of mental instability in Adolf—often in the form of irrational fury—brought about by the unchecked illness. There was yelling and there were moments of violence. Even at his healthiest, Adolf was a strict disciplinarian with a heavy hand, ever exacting in his sense of moral behavior and obligation in the people around him. One story relates how Adolf gathered up all Egon’s sketchbooks when the boy was barely ten and shredded them into pieces, out of his disgust that his son might become, of all things, an artist. There were other issues arising from the ravages of syphilis on the mind. For instance, Adolf, afflicted by dementia in his last years, periodically spoke to people who weren’t there. Sometimes these imaginary persons would be dinner guests. Psychiatric offices in Austria were filled with patients wrestling with similar kinds of psychotic episodes. The Schiele family had to go along with the delusions or suffer the consequences.

			Erratic behavior and sudden moments of rage from his father undoubtedly stoked Egon’s rebellious nature and his deep suspiciousness of authority and authority figures. That wasn’t the only kind of emotional stress the family experienced. In his last several months, as his body continued to deteriorate, Adolf became partially paralyzed and even attempted suicide. Depression, in Adolf as well as his family, provided a basso continuo throughout the years of his suffering.

			Unable to trust or, finally, to count on his father, Egon developed an intense emotional dependency on his younger sister, Gertrude. A strong, interdependent bond often can develop amongst siblings in an abusive family as a survival tactic. Up to his death, Gerti would remain the only family member he felt he could truly trust. His mother, too, over time, he felt distanced from. She had burned his drawings when he was a child and didn’t support his interest in art, although she was quick to take credit when people praised his talents, especially as he started to develop a bit of acclaim in his career.

			“My mother is a very strange woman. She doesn’t understand me in the least and doesn’t love me much either,” he would write in a letter in 1913.

			His sister, on the other hand, was different. That was a deep, sustaining relationship. Egon confided in her, sought her counsel. As children they snuck away together by train to the quaint coastal city of Trieste, the very location where their parents had gone for their problematic honeymoon. The essayist Jan Morris, in her book Trieste and the Meaning of Nowhere, wrote, “Melancholy is Trieste’s chief rapture.” It’s apt that the Schiele family would be drawn to such a locale. Years later, Schiele would return to that complex place for a respite after his brief time in jail. A painting he made in 1907 of the harbor in Trieste would sell at auction one hundred years later for well over one million dollars.

			The youngest of the four children, Gerti thoroughly enjoyed her older brother’s attentions and happily served as his earliest life model. In fact, a portrait of her from 1909, painted when Egon was eighteen and she sixteen, a combination of bronze-gold paint and pencil on canvas, is often acknowledged by experts as his first major work. In the portrait, she is elegant, diffident. It is a quiet, gentle rendition that somehow imagines her adolescence shot forward into a sophisticated future self. How apt that a portrait of Gerti would be the hinge between his apprentice years and the moment that he developed his own distinctive style. Her support was always everything to him.

			Still, as important as Gerti was to her brother, and despite the deep emotional wounds Adolf inflicted on Egon, it was the father who perpetually loomed in his son’s psyche. Nearly a decade after his father’s death, when he was in his midtwenties, the artist would write wistfully to his brother-in-law, Anton, a friend and fellow painter, “I don’t know whether there is anyone else at all who remembers my noble father with such sadness.” Undoubtedly, some part of him was longing for his father’s attention and approval. Egon would conclude: “I don’t know who is able to understand why I visit those places where my father used to be and where I can feel the pain.” He knew why: “Because this continues to live in me.” Such unresolved complexities linger. Sometimes they even define us.

			With his father gone, the family reluctantly, almost resentfully, gave in to Egon’s desires to leave behind the cloistered village and its cloying ways. While Adolf was alive, the family had sent Egon to two different boarding schools in hopes of setting him up for an upright, practical, middle-class career. He was such a terrible student—failing all his classes, except for sports and art—that he kept returning to Tulln. His grades were periodically so low that he would be forced to repeat courses, often making him the oldest boy in the class.

			Art was his obsession, and he had latched on to it as the one possible future open to him. The family could tell that, ultimately, he was too moody and temperamental to try his hand at anything else, and it was the one course of study in which his teachers were agreed that the boy had abundant promise. Even his early teachers didn’t realize—how could they?—that he would one day be counted as one of the most influential expressionist painters of the twentieth century. Leopold Czihaczek, his mother’s brother, became joint guardian of Egon after Adolf’s death, and he, too, worked for the railway, in the stable and lucrative position of chief inspector. Uncle Leo morally opposed the idea of art school for Egon, despite his own deep and sophisticated passion for music, shouting that Egon would end up one day pushing a cart for a living. Still, Czihaczek provided the financial support to enable Schiele to pursue his studies in Austria’s capital city, and in subsequent years and despite their troubled relationship, he offered additional loans to his struggling nephew during some of the young man’s most crucial and desperate times.

			

			•   •   •

			In those heady days of the turn of the century, Vienna was perhaps the most intellectually vibrant metropolis in the world, even as the Austro-Hungarian Empire was drawing into its twilight. Across the city, café life was flourishing. Over espressos and cakes at Café Sperl or Café Central or Café Landtmann, some of Europe’s most daring thinkers and artists, sitting in bentwood chairs and at red velvet–upholstered banquettes, talked with passion about the biggest of ideas. Such dynamic conversations birthed the ideas and theories that would propel the world into modernism. Freud’s theories were gaining footing and transforming the collective understanding of the labyrinthine human psyche; Arnold Schönberg was producing atonal masterpieces that stretched the possibilities of Western music; with the Wiener Werkstätte, guided by Koloman Moser and Josef Hoffmann, the very concept of design in everything from chairs to spoons was being pioneered as a way that aesthetic pleasure could be combined with daily activities so that ordinary life itself would be a work of art. Vienna virtually pulsed with ideas.

			Yet at the same time, these developments were essentially precise subversions of the staid investment in tradition and precedent that dominated bourgeois life in Vienna. Hidebound and stodgy, social interactions were guided by the rules of politesse, ever focused on surface and appearance, while one’s inner life was meant to be hidden away. No wonder Freud theorized the return of the repressed. Karl Kraus, a master of biting satire and a friend of Schiele’s, described Austria at the turn of the century as “an isolation cell in which screaming was allowed.” Loneliness was everywhere. In any human society, loneliness can allow people to band together, even as it keeps them separate. This had been true for Evans and Hurston in New York; this had been the case for Benjamin in Berlin and Paris. Vienna was a city full of possibility, riddled with social mores and sophisticated, complex cultural constraints.

			Though perhaps more liberally minded than his small village, this was the Vienna that Schiele, ready for rebellion and intensity, came into. What Schiele wanted above all was to be seen, and Vienna was the only place in Austria, if not all of Europe, where lay the hope that he could be acknowledged on his own terms. And if they were going to curse him, let him be cursed and an artist living in the hive of possibility that was Vienna, rather than subsisting as a civil servant in a small, backwater town.

			Thus it was that sixteen-year-old Schiele, misunderstood and prodigiously gifted, made his way to Vienna and entered the Academy of Fine Arts, the youngest student in his class to be admitted. Founded in the late seventeenth century, the academy was the same prestigious art school that, a year after Schiele matriculated, would reject Adolf Hitler’s application for the first time. While the move to cosmopolitan Vienna was eye-opening for the country-raised Egon, his time at the school was not the transformative, welcoming experience he had hoped for.

			As a student at the academy, Schiele was once again frustrated by rules and traditions. In light of its history, the school’s curriculum was grounded in long-standing but conservative models of craftsmanship, which Schiele found stultifying. Nonetheless, he had excelled in the demanding entrance exam, which consisted of several three-hour sessions over two days during which candidates developed composition exercises derived from broad themes such as “hunting” and “rain” and the somewhat more abstract “exile from Paradise.” The focus of the classes on technique, control, and general notions of craft Schiele found challenging but useful. The academy’s dedication to historicism as the only appropriate subject for art—a polemical insistence that suited the school’s deference to tradition—left the young artist feeling frustrated, hemmed in. He pushed back at every turn. As legend has it, Schiele’s principal teacher, Christian Griepenkerl, looked at one set of his student’s paintings and demanded, “Schiele, for God’s sake, do not tell anyone that you were my student!” Again, the shame of an authority figure attached itself to the art Egon produced. A few years later, with characteristically furious potency, Schiele pronounced, “Hindering the artist is a crime, it is murdering life in the bud!” Little wonder that he would leave the academy after just two years. There wasn’t a school big enough to contain him.

			In many ways, the much more significant development for the young Egon came in 1908, when he met Gustav Klimt, the most renowned, most influential painter in Austria. The young artist knew that to insert himself into the highest ranks of Vienna’s artworld, he needed to impress Klimt, who was twenty-eight years his senior. It’s a scene that echoes Walker Evans’s meeting with Alfred Stieglitz, the dean of modernism in New York City: the young, wild artist seeking entry into the brave new world of modern art. Schiele, as opposed to Evans, found the right gatekeeper. He appeared one day at the master’s studio, bedecked in his uncle’s threadbare hand-me-down shirt and dark trousers.

			“Do my drawings show any talent?” the slim, nearly gaunt seventeen-year-old reportedly asked the large, imposing Klimt, whose grand collarless smock floated around him.

			“Yes, too much,” Klimt responded, his piercing eyes trained on the young man. With a humility that only demonstrated his authority, the older man admitted that Schiele had a better natural hand than he himself did. Evidently, even in turn-of-the-century Vienna, “game recognize game.” At last, and for perhaps the first time in his life, Schiele felt seen.

			For that reason, that sense of acknowledgment, not to mention Klimt’s outsized personality and undeniable brilliance, Schiele would come to develop a deep, abiding, yet nonetheless complex relationship with the brightest star in the Viennese artistic firmament. Klimt offered the ideal alternative model of aesthetic sensibility to the one represented by Griepenkerl, Schiele’s fussy, pinched professor. In 1897, Klimt had led a group of artists, designers, and architects who sought to make a radical break from the mainstream, conservative arts institutions in Vienna, including the Academy of Fine Arts. Rather than seeking to celebrate and replicate tradition, the members of the movement known as the Secession—including such luminaries as Josef Hoffmann, Carl Moll, and Otto Wagner—wanted to create space for the new, the experimental, in order to develop a total vision of the arts that arose not from the past but from the urgencies of its moment. The movement’s name signaled their desire for an aesthetic revolution. If they were to be beholden to tradition, it would be, in Freudian fashion, a tradition they would create rather than merely transmit.

			“Der Zeit ihr Kunst—der Kunst ihr Freiheit,” or “To the age its art; to art its freedom.” Their motto still remains emblazoned on their distinctive exhibition space, built in 1898 and designed by Josef Maria Olbrich. A sphere of golden leaves perches at the top as part of the building’s roof, crowning the whitewashed, plastered structure devoted to the interweaving of truth, art, and organic life.

			Like most avant-garde collectives, after a few years the movement would fracture and splinter, but having spearheaded this crucial cultural development that resonated so deeply throughout Vienna, Klimt wielded an undeniable influence over the city. He was so substantial a figure that his circle of friends nicknamed him “King.”

			Fortunately for Schiele, Klimt became a de facto mentor and worked to bring Schiele’s art the attention it warranted, introducing the young man to the most influential of patrons, artists, and critics. He even included Schiele’s work in a show that would be the young painter’s first public exhibition. Egon wasn’t a star overnight, but the path was set.

			Both artists had a vital sense of eroticism as an intensification of all that is most human in us: it brings us most to ourselves by way of the body and sensation. Klimt, however, remained focused on the symbolic, the spiritual. What had made Klimt so radical was his impulse to use the tools of classical allegory and yet incorporate sensually charged and erotic elements. He had been commissioned in 1894 by the Austrian Ministry of Education to create a series of paintings—Philosophy, Jurisprudence, and Medicine—for the ceiling of the Great Hall of the University of Vienna. What he produced, however, was denounced as obscene. They are daring, but hardly that sensationalistic. The massive pictures, thirteen feet high and grandly realized, contain lush, sensually charged, intertwined images of women and men—backs arched, eyes flashing. There’s an attention to the suffering of life as well, with aged beings intermingling with the vivacity of Eros, and the net result is a dazzling, mythic presentation of the faculties of knowledge and experience. Horrified by what they saw, the school’s administrators felt that instead of celebrating the achievements of the university, the paintings “perverted” the institution’s values at a fundamental level. Klimt was forced to repay the sizable commission. Worse than that, however, given the University of Vienna’s prestige and visibility, its declamation of Klimt could have been catastrophic to the artist’s reputation. For many artists, such a scandal might have destroyed a career. As it turns out, a few years later, the Austrian government bought the unfinished painting The Kiss for the princely sum of 25,000 kronen, equivalent to nearly $200,000 today. Even for that price it was a steal, as it has become one of the most famous painterly depictions of love and passion in the world, emblazoned on everything from umbrellas to notebooks to socks, and becoming a staple poster adorning dorm room walls.

			Although he, too, had been deemed by some of his closed-minded contemporaries as obscene, Schiele, rather than being spiritual, was intent on representing the mortification of the body, the immediacy of corporeal limitation, in his attempts to get at the urgent, irresolvable complexities of human experience. Over their ten years of knowing each other, Schiele, a complex Oedipus, clearly played out his need for a father figure, and his need to rebel against one, in his relationship with Klimt. As early as 1910, Schiele, full of bravado, told a collector, “I went by way of Klimt until March. Today I believe I am the completely different one.” They fought, they bickered, they split, as strong-minded types, long on masculinity, tend to do. They repaired their relationship, again and again.

			Schiele’s long-held grief over the death of his father informed the relationship between the two painters. Klimt could never entirely fulfill that role, of course, nor would he have wanted to. How he did and did not fill that absence of Adolf Schiele in his son’s life became the push-and-pull of loneliness that Schiele always felt, and explains why there were both periodic breaks between Klimt and his protégé, as well as a persistent bond that stayed intact until the exacting toll of the 1918 pandemic took them from each other—first Klimt, then, almost nine months later, Schiele.

			Over the years, the two painters occasionally employed the same female life models for their sketches and paintings. In deeply problematic ways, those models sometimes became lovers. I wasn’t kidding when I said Schiele was Oedipus. In Vienna at the time, the line between being a professional art model and a prostitute was quite narrow. Although personally reticent and introspective, Klimt was a prodigious philanderer—fourteen paternity cases were brought to court after his death. It’s clear that he often took advantage of the patriarchal excesses of the age.

			In many ways, Schiele was much more complex a personality, and that comes across in the charged intimacy of his paintings and drawings. These are in contrast to the often rarefied, often heightened nature of Klimt’s work, which always has some degree of abstracted and idealized emotional distance. It is too easy to buy into the image of Schiele as the poète maudit of Viennese expressionism and subsequently limit him to that early persona, a painterly Arthur Rimbaud. Aspects of his life did indeed play into such a version: for instance, there were the prostitutes and a taste for absinthe. Was Schiele any worse about that than other men in the city, however? Probably not. In fact, he was likely to have indulged far less. He simply was more open about his relationships, in whatever capacity, with sex workers because they so often worked as models for his portraits. Primarily, he wanted to portray real life, real women, not courtly life, not aristocrats. The models he employed often came from the middle and lower social strata in the cosmopolitan city.

			The most important of these women was Walburga Neuzil, known as Wally. Born in August 1894 in the Austrian village of Tattendorf, Wally, so often cast as muse, remains at the forefront of the lore and romantic movies that swirl around Schiele’s ongoing reputation. Like Egon’s, her father had died when she was quite young, and the family—her mother and three younger sisters—was forced to relocate to Vienna when she was eleven. To help with expenses as the family struggled to support itself, Wally began working at an early age, and records indicate that in a short period of time she held a variety of jobs, from cashier and salesgirl to storefront model. From there, it was a short move into acting as a life model for various artists around the city.

			The story runs that she met Schiele in 1911 through Klimt, for whom she began modeling when she was sixteen. It’s obvious why Schiele and Klimt would want to use her as a model: her large, expressive eyes, her flowing red hair; she was open and comfortable about her body during a time when that was rare in women. The rumor was that Klimt had seduced her. There’s no real evidence that she was actually a prostitute, though many have assumed she was. We do know that she quickly became an important model for Egon in his work. Their connection went far beyond the professional, however. It went even beyond the physical. Soon after meeting, the two developed a deep, profound relationship. Although they all but moved in together, they never married, which was a fairly radical arrangement, even for a self-consciously bohemian artist such as Schiele.

			Being described as a muse feels like a slight in all the evident ways, and Wally was so much more than that word allows for. Even if she was frequently the subject of his art, she was in fact more than a mere source of inspiration. After all, he painted himself often enough, but we don’t refer to him as being his own muse. In any case, while they were together from roughly 1911 until 1914, she was without a doubt a true partner to the artist, in every sense of the word. Over the course of their time together, for instance, she helped Egon organize his records and often tended to the administrative details of working with patrons and galleries, getting work delivered and contracts signed, and paying the rent on time. She often shepherded through to completion all the necessary paperwork he was often too busy brooding or painting to pay attention to. There’s no doubt her family’s financial struggles while she was growing up had impressed upon her the need to be responsible when it came to money.

			There aren’t the records and archives that would deepen our knowledge of her as directly as we’d want. She was more than a helper, however, and definitely more than a mistress. The fact that she participated in his business dealings and was known to friends and associates in an open way points to the reality of their affection. Egon even introduced Wally to Arthur Roessler, whose opinion as critic, dealer, and mentor, alongside Klimt, was of utmost importance to the young painter. If Schiele had felt any shame about Wally, or worried there was any reason for offense, he wouldn’t have brought her to meet his friend.

			Perhaps more telling of their relationship is that Wally not only traveled with Egon, she stayed with him in 1911, a few months after their initial meeting, when he lit out for a small Gothic city nestled in the Bohemian Forest in the south of what is now the Czech Republic. Krumau, his mother’s hometown, was the place to which Schiele would flee when he found the artworld gossip of Vienna too aggravating, when he felt the closed loop of his social circle too claustrophobia-inducing.

			“I want to get away from Vienna as soon as possible,” Egon wrote in a letter to his friend Anton in 1910 about his recurring need to break away. “How ugly it is here. Everyone behaves enviously and deceitfully towards me; former colleagues look at me with dissembling eyes. In Vienna, shadows prevail, the city is black, everything is prescribed. I want to be alone.” Krumau is where he found relief.

			As a boy, he had spent summers there, visiting his mother’s family. That sentimental nostalgia was part of the feeling of escape whenever he was there. The city itself fascinated Schiele—medieval ghosts filled every window, and the sharp turns of aged streets evoked a deep melancholy in him. It all haunted Schiele quite directly. Krumau was the very place where his father had attempted suicide so late in his life. When Egon was there as an adult, hoping for an overarching view of the surroundings, he would station himself on a high embankment so he could study the ancient masonry of the various buildings and trace with his eyes the dark water of the Moldau River coursing through the city.

			Of course, such a small place was less than understanding of the nontraditional arrangement he and Wally shared in living together without being married. With rumors flying about her being a sex worker and his being essentially a wild, untamed pornographer, it wasn’t an idyllic respite for them. Even though Schiele’s main focus as an artist during their time together in Krumau was that of the cityscape, they lasted only some six months before the wagging tongues and judgmental whispering pushed them out. Soon they would try their luck in a different Austrian village. That turned out even worse for the couple.

			Schiele was hounded by judgment and criticism throughout his life. His feeling that he was never understood was probably somewhat justified. Doubtlessly, his profound sense of where the grotesque and the erotic met not only set him apart from the cloying, repressive attitudes of middle-class Europe, but also made many see him as dangerous, literally: Schiele was brought to trial in 1912 for his alleged assault on moral standards.

			The “Neulengbach affair,” as Schiele’s arrest and trial have been known by his supporters ever since, was no small matter. Schiele ran afoul of the authorities in Neulengbach, a village due west of Vienna. Once again, rather than being able to enjoy the freedom of anonymous country living, the young painter found that his radical attitudes clashed with those of a sleepy, conservative village. Tempers ran so hot that the Polizei arrested Schiele on trumped-up charges for seducing a minor who had been posing for some of his sketches. The thirteen-year-old girl, ultimately not that much younger than either Wally or Egon at the time, had run away from home one day and the couple put her up. This led to the father’s calling for Schiele’s arrest for child abduction. If he had been convicted, the painter would have been sentenced to decades in prison. As it was, the authorities held Schiele for twenty-one days while he awaited trial.

			At the hearing, the court decided there was no actual evidence to hold against Schiele on the main charge, though he was convicted of “offense against public morals” and had endangered the children who had visited his studio and who had subsequently been “exposed” to his erotic drawings. The presiding judge pronounced the work to be intrinsically immoral and punctuated the verdict by taking one of the artist’s drawings, which had been used as evidence, and touching it to a flickering candle, burning it before the collective eyes of the audience assembled in the courtroom. This sort of thing had happened to Egon before.

			To a teenager, as I was when I first discovered Schiele, having your work burned in open court sounds like winning an Oscar for bad-assery, but to an adult, it sounds much more like humiliation. That’s how Schiele felt about it. It must have called to mind when his father tore apart Egon’s sketchbooks or when his mother, prefiguring what the judge in Neulengbach would do years later, threw his drawings into the fire. Once again, this time in a court of law, Schiele had to endure an authority figure denouncing art, his art, as a wholly shameful and, in this case, depraved act. Even so grand a figure as Emperor Franz Josef referred to Schiele’s paintings as “disgraceful.” Despite all such opposition, Egon believed in what he was doing with his art as a means of discovering a new way of being, a new manner of living that balanced the vulnerabilities and possibilities of embodied selves. A life open, free, direct—a life of honesty, a life without shame. For him, making art was no mere gesture, no simple act of sensationalism and scandal crafted for the sake of attention.

			“I’ve done pictures which are ‘frightful,’ I won’t deny it,” Roessler, in his memoir about their friendship, would report Schiele as saying. “But does anyone think I liked to do this, and only in order to provoke the stuffed-shirt brigade? That was never the case.” Schiele was no mere provocateur. What he wanted was to uncover the depths of desire as well as despair, and with his work he insisted, “Yearning draws forth its own specters. I painted such specters. Certainly not for my pleasure, it was a must.” In reality, Schiele was more than the sum of the raging and cavorting that fueled his avant-gardist self-mythology.

			

			•   •   •

			It’s worth pointing out that Egon’s painting matured throughout the time he was with Wally, not in terms of his craft, but in regard to the subtlety of emotional expression. Wally remained by his side throughout the proceedings in Neulengbach, giving further credence to the view that their relationship was more than an arrangement and more than just sex. She would bring him food and art supplies, which his jailers allowed. During that month of his imprisonment, he produced thirteen watercolors. Of the oranges she brought, he would say they were the only thing that provided color and light in his cell. Most important, throughout that ordeal, Wally was his key source of moral support. “Among my closest acquaintances nobody did anything, except for Wally, whom I had only recently met and whose conduct was so noble that I was captivated,” Schiele recalled to a friend two years later. It’s clear how much that meant to him. In fact, one aspect of loneliness is the inability to depend on others in a time of crisis. In what Schiele says, we detect his dawning sense of how even one stable relationship can balance out feelings of isolation and estrangement from most of the world.

			There came a newfound psychological complexity to his portraits, not only those of Wally but those of others as well. Perhaps this was because his relationship with Wally allowed him to know more intimately, more fully, how her exterior appearance expressed the intricacies of her interior, most private soul, which is how the expressionist painter would see the body. That newly shared understanding would shape how he would represent her by way of her body, which is why his 1912 portrait of her has become so famous over the decades since it was first created. In repressed and repressive Vienna, the idea that someone’s inner self, the self that most people would take pains to hide or aestheticize, could be revealed by the face, by the body, despite someone’s conscious intent, had seismic implications. As Freud, living across town from the young man, was exploring in his own way with psychoanalysis, Schiele was confronting his audience with the unavoidable fact that we all are, each of us, a legible text, and the stories that we are, the bodies that we inhabit, may reveal more than we want; undoubtedly they reveal more than we think they do. Freud noticed this, too. “He who has eyes to see and ears to hear,” he observed, “becomes convinced that mortals can keep no secret. If their lips are silent, they gossip with their fingertips; betrayal forces its way through every pore.”

			Some of the evolution in the painter’s work after 1912 may be a result of Schiele’s natural maturation process. When he met Wally, he was still quite young, after all, and it’s hard enough to be in touch with one’s own feelings, let alone those of other people at that age. By the same token, one’s early twenties is often a time when people start to develop a deeper idea not of who it is they want to become, but of who they at last really are.

			More vital, and probably more authentic, was the tension Schiele experienced by sheer virtue of the fact that he wanted to live the life of the artist every hour of every day. He brooded intensely; he played the part of the tortured genius, with dark eyes flashing this way and that; he seemed to be on fire with creativity from the morning until late at night. Although his relationship with Wally may have offered some grounding and consistency in his life, the rumors swirling around them ultimately fed into his acute self-perception of being an outsider. Until he married Edith, he molded himself to be everything that polite bourgeois society—the world of his parents—would not allow, not out of mere rebellion, but to discover conditions of the real self. He would show people that even if they didn’t understand him, he understood them. In spite of that, the effort—ongoing, everywhere, always—took its toll on him.

			Despite the fact that they began with flirting from window to window, Edith’s entry into Schiele’s life was complicated because he was still with Wally at the time. In fact, Wally served as duenna on the first date between Egon, Edith, and Edith’s older sister, Adele. This was a surprising arrangement, though Edith’s parents never would have permitted the evening if there hadn’t been some kind of chaperone present. The parents knew of the painter’s wild reputation and were wary of a relationship developing between him and either of their daughters. What Wally thought about all of this, we don’t know. In early 1915, Schiele wrote to Roessler, “I plan to marry—most advantageously, perhaps not Wally.” This is usually taken as indication that the painter was trying to worm his way into financial security by marrying into the Harms family. And yet, although the Harmses were solidly middle-class, it isn’t exactly as if Edith’s father, a retired machinist who had worked for the railway, would be able to stake a son-in-law artist. Economics was then not the sole or even primary motivator of Schiele’s courtship of Edith.

			There are things besides money, it turns out, and even things besides love. Marrying Edith, Egon undoubtedly saw, would give him a domestic and emotional stability that he had never really had in his own life. She was altogether an evident contrast to the savvy, experienced, self-sufficient Wally. Edith was sweet, she was awkward, she was silly at times, and often sentimental. She was anything but worldly. Her family was kind and closely knit. They didn’t approve of Egon in the beginning, but that was because they were protective of their daughter. The couple weren’t exactly opposites, but they were extremely different, and evidently Schiele saw the value of having that difference in his life.

			Both were strong in their own ways. Edith told Egon that for the two of them to share a life, Wally would have to go. “Let them say what they will (I mean my family), my views are not theirs and I can consequently come to share your views and outlook,” she wrote him, secretly in the darkened bathroom of the family’s home in April 1915. “I love you, but don’t think my love is blind and that it is jealousy that makes me demand a break from Wally. No, I only want a clean start.” That’s both pragmatic and strong. “You mean more to me than my family and don’t underestimate that, for I love them very much,” she insisted, concluding, “Believe in me as I do in you and then we shall be the happiest people on Earth.” It’s a passionate, deeply felt plea.

			Egon did try to keep Wally in the picture. One night he slipped her a letter at the Café Eichberger in Hietzing explaining that although he would be marrying Edith soon, he and Wally could steal away together, privately, for a month every summer. Was Egon trying to have his cake and eat it, too? That’s how some people over the decades have read his actions, which can come across as a fairly bourgeois response. It seems at least as likely that Schiele wanted to explore what we would now see as the possibility of a polyamorous relationship with both women. These two women were quite different from each other, and each represented varying aspects of the life he wanted. Neither Wally nor Edith was willing to have such an arrangement, however.

			Wally read his note, folded it up neatly, thanked him, and quietly said that it was an impossible idea. He made no reply, other than to look off into the distance as she left the café. They never saw each other again. As fate would have it, she, too, would die from disease. After their separation, Wally volunteered to serve as a nurse in the war effort. In what is now Sinj, Croatia, she died on Christmas Day 1917, of scarlet fever.

			Despite his anger and restlessness, Schiele was actually shy, his persistent melancholy was quite a lonely vulnerability, and he was still searching for a secure feeling of belonging when he married Edith, in a sense looking to fill the gap he had fallen into when his father died. We could think of Schiele’s youthful rebelling against ideas and ideals of family as a reaction to the anger and resentment he felt toward that early feeling of connectedness that was lost. It makes sense that Schiele’s sketches would develop a gentler, less angry line, that the colors of his paintings would be less stark and confrontational. He would lose some of the resentment that he had toward the paradoxical empathy that made him reach out to people who would spurn or judge him.

			The possibility that Schiele was at the edge of a new sense of himself following his marriage to Edith in 1916 and the subsequent prospect of a real family made 1918 such a shatteringly painful year for the painter. It began in sadness and with loss. In January, a stroke had laid Klimt low, partially paralyzing him, in a way that must have reminded Schiele of his father, Adolf, in the final months of his life. Despite being hospitalized in a care facility in Vienna in order to be nursed back to full capacity, Klimt soon became an early victim of the Great Epidemic. The virus exacerbated a case of pneumonia, and in his condition, he couldn’t withstand it. As we experienced in the early months of the coronavirus pandemic of 2020, hospitals and care homes were spaces particularly vulnerable to incursions by the virus before it moved out and took hold across all sectors. Klimt, as fate would have it, was fifty-five when he died, roughly the same age Adolf Schiele was when he died from syphilis.

			The day after his dear friend’s death, Schiele, so undone by his grief, went to the morgue to draw three final, loving sketches of the man who, in acting as an ersatz father, had played such a significant role in his artistic and emotional life. Klimt had been the primary person to give Egon the permission to live his life as an artist, to show him that whatever the toll, such a life was possible. What better memento mori than a last set of sketches. “I am a human being—I love Death and Love—they are alive,” ends one of the few poems Schiele wrote. That year, 1918, was the test of how he could stoically hold both of those conditions in his mind, all at once.

			October 28 was when the worst blow came: Edith, Schiele’s young wife, carrying their unborn child, after lingering for nine days succumbed to the fever ravaging her body, succumbed to the infection collapsing her respiratory system. As she lay dying, Egon sat by her side and lovingly sketched her exhausted face. In the final picture he drew of her, her eyes are heavy, barely half open, her face rests along her chin. The mouth, her lips are soft, however: it looks as if she’s about to say something. At the end, unable to draw enough breath to speak, she wrote out her last words to her husband: “I love you eternally and love you more and more infinitely and immeasurably.” The words are filled with a hope of ongoingness. Whether this was a promise or a prayer, the message puts to rest any suspicions anyone might have that this had been merely a marriage of convenience.

			In the morning, in a shaky hand, Egon, distraught, wrote to his sister Gerti one brief line, “Edith Schiele is no more.” What else was there to say? Only two days later, the young genius himself was struck down by influenza.

			Sadly, Schiele’s widening acclaim was the precursor to the devastating events of 1918. In the early months of that annus horribilis, Schiele had begun his last great painting, one of the single most powerful of his entire career, The Family, which featured himself, a woman we might take to be Edith, and a child. Perhaps Schiele was looking to suggest in anticipation their unborn—never to be born—child. An early version of the painting was shown at the Secession in March 1918, under the title Squatting Couple. As Adele, Edith’s sister, explained the story, Schiele, upon learning of his wife’s pregnancy, added the child in the place where there had once been a bouquet of flowers, and the title The Family was added only posthumously. Various X-rays of the painting don’t indicate definitive evidence of such a change, but nevertheless the connections are there to be grasped. Despite the child in the foreground and the title, the painting remains characteristically unsentimental, even if hopeful and anticipatory. If the painting ultimately attempts to refashion early family trauma through the creation of a new and sustaining set of relationships in adulthood, it offers a new foundation for how we might picture ourselves, no matter how damaged, amongst others. Schiele made this literal by painting his subjectivity and sharing that image with others. He gained the courage of his contentments. Is that a look of resignation on the man’s face? Let’s call it acceptance. Take that as you will.

			This painting is a testament to Schiele’s emotional growth. Beyond the “bad boy” image attached to his earliest years, there was to develop before his death a much more nuanced version of Schiele, the artist for whom the body—seeing, being seen—served as a locus of intimacy and vulnerability. What a sorrowful, even cruel, turn then for this artist who so desired connection: during his final hours, before being mortally overcome by the deadly strain of influenza, visitors, to protect themselves from infection, could speak to him only by way of a mirror propped in the doorway of his bedroom as he lay in bed. The road to tragedy is paved with irony.

			While feeling alone and misunderstood may have been the backdrop for the early stages of his work, marriage and the prospect of a new family grounded his work with increased poignancy. I don’t want to oversell the idea that marriage and family somehow would have rescued Schiele from his loneliness and his overwhelming feelings of being widely misunderstood. We’ve seen in other lonely people that family isn’t necessarily any cure. With Hurston and Evans, they felt perhaps even lonelier being married. Loneliness remains an affliction of one’s perspective, no matter the circumstances.

			Schiele died too young for anyone to foresee what might have otherwise become of him, what shape his story might have taken if he and Edith had survived and the baby had been born. We know this: despite the changes in his life he was still Schiele—intense, riven. He would always be the man who once audaciously painted a portrait of himself as Saint Sebastian, his clothes rent open by arrows, his flesh pierced. We do know that something had changed for Schiele in those brief years, and much of it had to do with his having found Edith and the potential life that seemed to stretch out ahead of him. The creation of a family could allow him to recast the loss and trauma of his adolescence.

			The care and empathy that caused so much anguish in him were being cycled back to him by Edith as love and care and belief. We can imagine that in his newfound belonging, he was realizing that loneliness wasn’t the fault of his gifts, nor was it the source. His was an undeniable genius for reading the pain of others; his was an insistence on presenting his own to others; his was an understanding of a general economy arising from the fact we are so often beings caught in emotional turmoil, whether we want to confess that to others or acknowledge it to ourselves. What he made and how he made it served, at last, as his way of navigating through the world and all its demands, of negotiating each of its indifferences.

			Schiele, always significant, is now an even more important figure in the spectrum of loneliness when we think about the losses and sacrifices arising from the recent pandemic and current political and social turmoil. In other words, there are things left to learn from him. In his hands, art represented a response to grief and isolation—a way of reckoning. Art creates enduring images out of so much loss, so that the “light of the body” or the pressing qualities of one’s interior life are not merely passing and ephemeral, but can be invitations to share in intimacy and vulnerability. This invitation to shared vulnerability is what makes art so powerful a means for the transmission of empathy, and shows how not only making art but looking at any of its possible forms offers a way to navigate loneliness across time and place.

			Years ago, right before we were married, when I was finishing my coursework in graduate school and she had begun her first job at a college library, my beloved and I lived for a few months in two different states. She had been the one to move for the new job, and so she was having to make her way in a new place with new responsibilities in the dead of a particularly bleak winter. As yet, she hadn’t made many friends in the small town where she was. Being a poet, she decided to write a note of admiration to a writer whose new collection of poems she had recently read and reread, a writer she had never actually met. And she wrote it out by hand and mailed it—this wasn’t email. My beloved wanted to make it feel real that way. In the note, she cited specific lines and passages, she noted the complex lyricism and explained how much the book resonated with her. It was a way of reaching out and underlining a feeling of kinship with a poet living halfway across the country, a poet who was only a handful of years older than she was. My beloved included the poet’s book with the note and asked if she would inscribe it.

			The midwestern poet responded quickly and gratefully. The inscription began graciously: “I’m grateful to you for keeping my spirit alive.” As a general rule, poets appreciate people’s interest. It’s the last line of the inscription that has stayed with me. I’m looking at it now. “I’m lonely!” The woman had two beautiful children, had won awards and recognition, and yet she was moved to tell a total stranger how lonely she felt. Not all art, not all writing comes from a foundation of loneliness. Most of it does spring from a desire to say “I am here” and “This thing I made is the X that marks the spot.” Loneliness, if it comes, when it comes, arises from the feeling that no one listens when you say that, and no matter how you say it. Schiele added an element from which we can learn: his work said, “I am here, and you are there. That’s what we share.” Maybe that’s not nothing. Maybe it’s where we can begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			An Area Which We Call the Twilight Zone

			
				For the shape of loneliness is a hole

				Without any edges, finally

				The entire universe whistles through it.

				—Patricia Goedicke
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			For the insomniac, night is a book that will not stop being read, yet often it is neither a kind one nor a gentle one. Every shadow on the wall blooms some regret or shame or slight, and though the clock ticks and ticks, still sleep will not come. After childhood, no one can’t sleep because of fond or hopeful thoughts.

			My wife, who has fought sleeplessness since she was in high school, will still be quick to argue that I am no insomniac. Often, I stay up well past midnight, not because I can’t sleep, but because I don’t want to. Nighttime has always been a productive block of time for me, my senses sharpened because everything is quieter, as if the whole world has inhaled and held its breath for that one moment. There was even a long period of my life during which at midnight or so I would drink an espresso and then go out for a four-mile run, my beloved having gone to bed already. I didn’t do this because I was forcing myself awake, but rather because at those hours, everything felt contemplative, nearly vibrating with quiet potential. Stepping out of doors into the cool of night was like stepping into a thought.

			Inside or outside, in those later hours, then and now, I catch myself thinking of the opening of a Wallace Stevens poem:

			
				The house was quiet and the world was calm.

				The reader became the book; and summer night

				Was like the conscious being of the book.

				The house was quiet and the world was calm.

			

			There’s a word for this quiet flowing into my interiority from the outside world and then back out. There’s a term for this quiet, this meditative state: solitude. It collects in that word “calm.” In the dark, moving from streetlight to streetlight, I run past the houses and apartments, with their lights on or off, whole lives being led. I carry the calm with me.

			Solitude is something we all look for from time to time, but more often we know its other side—the pain of loneliness. Solitude is like my wordlessly running late at night. I want to be doing that, want to be wholly in my body, want to be moving through the quiet dark. It’s a choice. Loneliness, like insomnia, is not a choice, and no mere force of will can undo it. I think that’s what the insomniac feels in the middle of the night—as if they have been torn away from the world and are left drifting, unmoored, in a bed in the middle of a vast sea. I’m not an insomniac, but I know loneliness.

			Within the white spaces of many of his portraits and life studies, Schiele showed that loneliness is a “between space,” a place that is everywhere and nowhere at once, a kind of emotional twilight zone. When loneliness comes upon you, it can feel like you’re “moving into a land of both shadow and substance, of things and ideas,” as Rod Serling used to say in the opening of The Twilight Zone. It feels like a nowhere that is everywhere.

			That may be why, in February 2016, caught between isolation and solitude, home alone with our two skittish cats in our four-square brick house in Hamden, Connecticut, I conjured forth in my imagination Rod Serling, dressed smartly in his dark Botany 500 suit, cigarette between his fingers like a “does not equal” sign. That year, for the entire spring semester, Nancy, my beloved, was away on a fellowship as the Erikson Scholar-in-Residence at the Austen Riggs Center, a psychiatric facility and research institute in western Massachusetts. Nancy was staying in a small house provided by the center until that June, six months in all. When the weather allowed, she came home for the weekend, but since Austen Riggs is in the Berkshires, more than a two-hour drive away, there were many times when storms in the mountains or snow along the way in Connecticut convinced her that settling for a Skype call home was much safer than being on the road.

			As I like to tell people, when I’m alone in the house the first three days is all stinky fish and zombie movies, things she can’t really abide. Soon enough, however, the bingeing feels empty, the fish begins to reek throughout the house, and the ache of loneliness creeps in. I start to look for evidence that I actually exist and am not just someone’s memory, suddenly embodied, knocking around the house.

			During her absence that winter and spring, I decided to take on a small project to distract myself in the quiet evenings. I committed to watching every episode—one a night—of that seminal television show The Twilight Zone, which originally ran on CBS from 1959 through 1964. I first saw reruns when I was twelve and it was in syndication, usually playing late at night. Sneaking down to the family room long after everyone else had gone to sleep, I kept the sound turned low and sat mere inches from the screen. The glow from the black-and-white images flitted over my face in the darkened room. Over the decades I’ve seen every episode, and many of them I have watched numerous times, but I wanted to experience what it would be like to see this important, iconic series unfold, one episode after another. These are the sorts of ideas that come to you when you spend a little too much time alone.

			Certain elements have made The Twilight Zone so enduring, even decades after its first run on network television, spawning two series reboots and a movie: its surprising yet satisfying turns, its recurring morality, and its general eerie tenor. People tend to remember the show as being scary, or at least unsettling. It is that, but I noticed, as I watched episode after episode, that loneliness is a recurring, insistent tonality playing across its narrative frequencies, beginning with the very first episode. It resonated with the very isolation I was feeling that late winter evening when I first put it on.

			The snow was falling—it was, after all, February—when I watched “Where Is Everybody?,” which first aired on October 2, 1959. Mike, a tall, good-looking amnesiac dressed in a flight suit, wanders into what looks like a midwestern town that is entirely empty. It isn’t a ghost town, it isn’t exactly deserted—it’s as if everyone has suddenly vanished. As Mike makes his way through town he sees evidence that he has just missed people: a current movie (Douglas Sirk’s Battle Hymn) is playing in the cinema, a cigarette burns in an ashtray, coffee boils on a stove in the diner, a phone in a phone booth rings but no one is on the other end when he answers. By the end of the episode, overwhelmed by his sense of being completely, utterly alone, he breaks down. It is then revealed that Mike is actually part of an experiment intended to simulate the conditions of extreme, prolonged isolation in preparation for a trip into space, and that he’s only imagined the experience. Mike has been confined in a small compression chamber five feet by five feet for 484 hours and 36 minutes, which is what gives rise to his dream. Finally, at the climax of the episode, no longer able to handle the loneliness, he breaks. Surprisingly, in Mike’s hallucination, it isn’t he who has disappeared from the world, it’s that everyone else is gone. He doesn’t haunt the world, the world haunts him.

			

			•   •   •

			The Viennese philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, a hermetic soul who walked the same avenues as Schiele and Klein, years before he ever headed out to a Nordic fjord, once observed, “The world of the happy man is a different one from that of the unhappy man.” This line hovered in the back of my mind as I watched the initial episode of The Twilight Zone, as I watched Mike meander, with growing desperation, through the empty streets. The world of a lonely person is different from that of other people. It is bigger and emptier because of the emotional distance. Yet it can feel closer at the same time, because you can see all the ways you don’t fit in and the ways you feel separate from everyone else.

			Serling once noted, “I got the idea for [that first episode] while walking through an empty village set on the back lot of a movie studio. There was all the evidence of a community but no people. I felt at the time a kind of encroaching loneliness, and desolation; a feeling of how nightmarish it would be to wind up in a city with no inhabitants.” At the end of the episode, the medical officer overseeing the experiment explains to a group of news reporters: “There’s one thing we can’t simulate. That’s a very basic need—man’s hunger for companionship, the barrier of loneliness.” What prompted this sense in Serling, I wonder. Where did his deep understanding of that kind of cosmic, existential loneliness come from? The episode reverberates with Bertrand Russell’s description of “that terrible loneliness in which one shivering consciousness looks over the rim of the world into the cold unfathomable lifeless abyss.” Serling must have known it firsthand.

			Other episodes of The Twilight Zone, arguably most, deal directly with loneliness or the fear of being alone. There’s “The Lonely,” in which a man named James A. Corry, played by Jack Warden, is sentenced to spend decades in exile on a deserted planet. The episode was filmed on location, appropriately enough, in Death Valley. In the episode, Corry becomes emotionally dependent on a robot companion, played by British actor Jean Marsh, that the authorities provide him with in order to ease his otherwise total social isolation. He names her Alicia and essentially falls in love with her. In light of our contemporary dependence on Alexa and Siri and smartphones, it still comes across as a prescient premise.

			When he is released from his sentence by a rescue ship, Corry is forced to leave Alicia behind due to the ship’s weight restrictions. Stricken by grief, he is told, “All you’re leaving behind is loneliness.” That’s a cold comfort, yet he still leaves. Serling’s recurring sense of the desolation of emotional distance underscores the concluding narration of the episode. “On a microscopic piece of sand that floats through space is a fragment of a man’s life,” Serling intones. That’s a sentiment bleak enough to sound as if it were written by Albert Camus.

			There’s a level of irony in Serling’s use of television as his means of exploring the nature of loneliness. Although the medium was ostensibly designed to bring people closer together, instead, television, not unlike the internet, can often exile people to the isolation of their own homes—can make them domestic castaways—even as it offers the appearance of greater social connectivity by way of technology.

			Alienation and separation can be a wished-for condition, Serling acknowledges. In an episode from the second season titled “The Mind and the Matter,” a cranky office worker, Archibald Beechcroft, played by the comedian Shelley Berman, wishes he could make everyone in the world disappear—only then would he be happy. When he gains the power to do this through the aid of a self-help book that trains him to tap the hidden possibilities of his mind, everyone in the world vanishes, leaving him as the last human being on Earth. Instead of relief, he finds an empty city to be literally and metaphorically lifeless, unfulfilling. It calls to mind once again Serling’s experience of the empty studio lot. Switching tactics—and realities—Beechcroft then wishes that everyone in the city were him, and suddenly all he sees is a world full of exact replicas. These each reflect his loneliness and frustration. At last he focuses his concentration and sets the world right again, realizing that despite the pain, heartache, and annoyance people cause, he needs others after all. In episodes such as “The Mind and the Matter,” loneliness and alienation return again and again throughout the series, making it clear that these were themes that Serling felt compelled to explore from a variety of angles.

			Given his level of fame, we might think that Serling himself was the opposite of lonely. By the time he created The Twilight Zone, he was already perhaps the most celebrated writer in television history, and certainly the most recognizable one. He had a stable family of a wife, Carol, and two daughters. After the show appeared, however, making his voice and face so immediately identifiable, the fame exacted a heavy price. He died at fifty of a heart attack, in Strong Memorial Hospital in Rochester, New York. As I mentioned earlier, this is the very hospital that housed the drug and alcohol rehab center where, sixteen years later, I was sent by the courts to get sober.

			Having made his reputation working for the landmark series Playhouse 90, and creating such masterpieces of the golden age of television as “Patterns” and Requiem for a Heavyweight, Serling was a titan in Hollywood in the 1950s. He won three Emmys for writing in three consecutive years, beginning in 1956, and was nominated during that same time for another. There was no television screenwriter bigger than Serling, and he was still only in his early thirties.

			A weekly anthology of dramatic stories, Playhouse 90, running from 1956 to 1960, had become one of the most lauded programs on television, and an incubator for the talent of numerous important directors, writers, and actors. John Frankenheimer, Arthur Penn, Aaron Spelling, Jack Lemmon, Hope Lange, Piper Laurie, and Horton Foote all accomplished significant things on the show. Essentially, it provided a new ninety-minute movie every week. Not even that kind of situation was free of compromise, however, as Serling learned.

			Despite his success, most every accomplishment occurred only by way of a battle with the sponsors and the network, all of whom wanted Serling to tone down his commitment to using television as a means for exploring a moral vision. This struggle hit its apex when in 1958 studio executives and sponsors hampered Serling’s desire to create an episode for Playhouse 90 depicting the events leading to the murder of Emmett Till, an event from which the whole country has arguably never yet recovered. In fact, Serling twice tried to depict the case on screen.

			In August 1955, Chicago-born Till, just fourteen years old and visiting relatives in Mississippi, was abducted in the middle of the night from his great-uncle’s home, brutally beaten, and murdered, his body tied to a cotton gin fan, and then tossed in the Tallahatchie River. Two journalists, Simeon Booker and Moses James Newson, broke the story nationally, and thousands turned out for Till’s funeral in Chicago. Till’s mother, Mamie Till Bradley, insisted that the casket be left open and didn’t let the morticians apply any cosmetics to her son’s grotesquely disfigured body, swollen by the river water. She encouraged photographs be taken because she wanted the world to see exactly what those white men had done to her son. Mourners sobbed and screamed, shook and cursed. It rattled the country to its core. Despite that, the murderers, in one of the most infamous miscarriages of justice in American history, were acquitted of the charges.

			Serling, horrified by the violence and incensed by the verdict, felt a moral urgency to bring a dramatized version of the story onto the screen as soon as possible. The more successful of the two attempts he made to tell this story was an episode for Playhouse 90 in 1958 titled “A Town Has Turned to Dust.” Serling’s initial screenplay was a thinly veiled fictional representation of the events, yet that version was transformed as the process of making the episode unfolded. From the very beginning, Serling was forced to make radical changes. The setting had to be shifted from the Deep South to the Southwest—Drew, Mississippi, the town where Till was murdered, became instead Dempseyville, a Texas border town. The time frame had to be changed from the contemporary 1950s to the late nineteenth century; the murdered person couldn’t be an American and there couldn’t be any specific references to racial tension between Blacks and whites. Instead, the murdered person could only be “a foreigner”—in this case, he became Pancho, a nineteen-year-old Mexican immigrant; instead of dragging their victim from a home, the mob storms the town jail where he is being held. Unhappy with these constraints imposed by sponsors and the network, Serling later, in graphic, even violent, terms, made known his feelings about the pressure put on his ideas: “They chopped it up like a roomful of butchers at work on a steer.” And lest we think that these changes were dictated by the specific form of conservatism so dominant in the 1950s, the screenplay was remade in 1998 and set in the future and in outer space, as far removed from the historical reality of Till’s murder as we can imagine.

			Despite the changes the producers imposed that were meant to tamp down the message, Serling’s writing in the episode still managed to strike a chord with the audience. The New York Times described “A Town Has Turned to Dust” as “a deeply moving outcry against prejudice.” While Serling had wanted to make a specific, incisive critique on a recent event ripped, as they say, from the headlines, instead he had to adjust to creating an allegory that, in a more universal and timeless way, addressed prejudice and its consequences. The ending of the episode is a voice-over by a journalist reporting on the case, and it both underlines Serling’s social critique and is shaped by what he saw as a soldier fighting in World War II—that is, the level of cruelty of which human beings are capable.

			
				Dempseyville got rain tonight for the first time in four months. But it came too late. The town had already turned to dust. It had taken a look at itself, crumbled and disintegrated. Because what it saw was the ugly picture of prejudice and violence. Two men died within five minutes and fifty feet of each other only because human beings have that perverse and strange way of not knowing how to live side by side. Until they do, this story that I am writing now will have no end but must go on and on.

			

			In the wake of his frustrations trying to get that work onto the screen, Serling decided that the best way to keep creative control was to create his own program. That way he’d be able to develop his own opportunities for making the statements he felt needed to be made. Thus was born The Twilight Zone, changing everything.

			

			•   •   •

			Pitching The Twilight Zone as pure fantasy was ultimately a tactical ploy. Serling realized that he would more likely be able to sidestep squeamish and conservative network heads by couching social commentary in the form of science fiction and tales of the uncanny. Sometimes the unreal is the best vehicle for interrogating that which is all too real.

			The moral impulse of The Twilight Zone was and remains evident; each week, sometimes explicitly, sometimes obliquely, the program, under the veil of science fiction and uncanny takes, addressed such issues as racism, antisemitism, and the inequities of corporate America. Serling believed, fiercely, that every writer “must see the arts as a vehicle of social criticism and he must focus on the issues of his time.” The show’s recurring focus on loneliness is something that you might notice only over time.

			My idea to watch The Twilight Zone had seemed like just a whim when it first occurred to me as a way to pass the evenings while my wife was away. In the manner of Walter Benjamin’s inoculating himself against homesickness, I figured The Twilight Zone would conjure a bit of comfort from nostalgia for my childhood. What was coming across to me as I watched night after night, like a sound from a radio in the other room, was the way Serling threaded an uncanny loneliness throughout his series, a loneliness that in large part arose because of his fame.

			The loneliness was attached to his own feelings of isolation and alienation, which plagued him throughout his years in California, where he had to live because of the dictates of his career. He would refer to it as “bubble land.” Serling longed for a return to his idyllic life as the son of a grocer living in the small Rust Belt city of Binghamton, New York, a longing that only deepened, the more fame he acquired in Hollywood. His daughter Anne Serling has attested to the fact that during the height of his fame, her father would return to his hometown every summer for just an afternoon to walk the streets where he grew up, where his family’s store had been. Early on, she had noticed in him a nearly compulsive need surrounding his recurring trips to Binghamton. She saw it as “a kind of desperateness, an urge to go back, a need to touch home plate, to have things the way they were.” This need sent him, again and again, to the source, his source, to the home that he had left but that had never quite left him.

			His link to Binghamton was a deep one, and was a bit more than easy sentimentality. It had an existential, primal dimension, as he once acknowledged:

			
				In the strangely brittle, terribly sensitive makeup of a human being, there is a need for a place to hang a hat or a kind of geographical womb to crawl back into, or maybe just a place that’s familiar because that’s where you grew up. When I dig back through memory cells, I get one particularly distinctive feeling and that’s one of warmth, comfort and well-being. For whatever else I may have had, or lost, or will find, I’ve still got a hometown.

			

			Serling’s brief visits home would reactivate those feelings of childhood and belonging lying in his mind with a swirl of comfort and pain. That ache for his past was further exacerbated by the unreality of the glitz of Hollywood and celebrity. We could even say that echoing through Serling’s meditation on home, however unknowing or coincident the connection may be, is Melanie Klein’s idea that everyone longs to return to a moment before we realized, even unconsciously, that we are all split apart, fragments from a state of what we had thought was a totality.

			“On a microscopic piece of sand that floats through space is a fragment of a man’s life.” You can hear his rich baritone voice, deepened by his nearly constant smoking. In moments like these, Serling sounds like a person lost to himself, a person searching for a way to reconnect with what he knows, searching for a way to recapture who he knows he really is. In essence, all nostalgia for home reflects a desire to resolve that primary, cosmic feeling of loneliness, a wish to be tethered to something stable and real and enduring. This was true of Serling throughout his life as a writer.

			Born in 1924, Serling had a tendency to idealize his childhood, but his adolescence wasn’t without pain and loneliness, especially for someone who had grown up Jewish in central New York state. That part of the state wasn’t a total island—there was a growing Jewish community spreading out from New York City, and a thriving synagogue and Jewish Community Center in the Binghamton area helped draw people and families together. Nevertheless, to be Jewish in Binghamton in those days was to be decidedly in the minority. There were periodic slights and occasional fights because of Serling’s sometimes less than progressive classmates. In 1942, as a junior in high school, he was quite popular amongst various social groups. He became the editor of the school newspaper and in his junior year was voted co-president of his class. Quite short, he was nevertheless good-looking, confident, charming, and he could talk the proverbial blue streak, making him a natural for the debate club. Regardless of having all that in his favor, Serling wasn’t allowed to join the school’s Theta Sigma fraternity because he was Jewish. Ironically, he was also kept out of the Jewish fraternity Upsilon Lambda Phi because he periodically dated non-Jewish girls. “It was the first time I became aware of religious differences,” he would remark years later. Instead of promoting connections and deep bonds, these groups ended up mainly underlining reciprocal fears of difference. It wasn’t uncommon for Serling to find himself caught somewhere between groups, and he always felt like an outsider. Over time he developed a special resentment toward institutions that were supposedly meant to protect people’s rights but that in reality became the means of policing various kinds of social and cultural separation and stratification.

			The pain of the bigotry he’d experienced dogged him enough that he enlisted in the U.S. Army as soon as he could after his eighteenth birthday. He was bound and determined to help rout the Axis powers. Initially he had wanted to be a gunner in a B-17 bomber, fighting against the Nazis in Europe. Due to his slightly impaired eyesight, that wasn’t an option. Instead, Serling put in to become a paratrooper, despite being only five feet, four inches, slight of frame, and around 120 pounds. Ordinarily, such a build would have been a physical limitation that ought to have kept him from combat. That’s not what he wanted, though. With an impassioned plea to the intake officers, his words crackling with enthusiasm, insistence, and commitment, he drew on his debate club experiences and talked his way into the training program. It wasn’t rhetoric but rather his guts and resolve that got him through the rigors and demands of jump school in basic training. Regardless of the odds, he made the cut, overtaking a number of men who looked twice his size.

			Although groomed to jump out of planes into fierce action, ultimately his outfit was deployed to the South Pacific in order to serve as light infantry, and he was assigned to demolitions. His tour of duty, relatively brief as it had been, was harrowing and remarkable. By the end of the war, his regiment, the 511th, had a dire survival rate of one out of three, and Serling didn’t walk away uninjured. Twice he was wounded, once taking shrapnel to the knee, leaving him with a leg that would buckle without warning for the rest of his life. Despite this, he was never taken out of action, and subsequently he was awarded both a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star for bravery and for his achievements under fire.

			“It was a gray morning carved out of gray clay and shadowed by fog,” he would later write, describing that Christmas Day in 1944 when his regiment, as part of a campaign under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, at last helped liberate the Philippine island of Leyte from Japanese occupation. Coincidentally, it was the very day he turned twenty. For weeks, since before Thanksgiving, the outfit had been advancing, caught in the thick of everything and frequently under fire—crossing rivers, cutting through the jungle, cresting edges of hills—until, finally, they could claim victory. Battle wasn’t the only threat they faced. Malaria swept across the rank and file as well. The entire campaign cost 15,584 American casualties, of whom 3,504 died in combat. Although the Allies won, Serling’s pervasive memory clearly was anything but triumphant. War, he found, wasn’t a series of events, it was a condition to be endured, a situation “separated into moments of survival,” and yet “the passage of time is unheeded except to chronicle the fact that some have lived and some have died,” he observed.

			“It was not just a time—it was a mood,” he wrote in a piece published in Good Housekeeping, of all places, describing what he and his comrades had gone through, “the kind of mood that is part of the province of combat and never conveyed vicariously to the human being who has not lived physically with the tension, the violence, the anguish of protracted war.” In a time of war, even the bravest pay a dear cost.

			He was one of the lucky ones who survived, of course, and yet Serling never lost the traumas of battle; his wounds weren’t only physical. Like so many who make it through extreme situations, he returned home with acute depression and the feeling of being lost, out of place. Throughout his life, when he wasn’t enduring bouts of insomnia, Serling frequently suffered from night terrors. Routinely, he woke up screaming and drenched in sweat, haunted by the deaths he’d seen all around him during the war. The combat experiences he had, the unspeakable violence he had witnessed during his three years in the service made him feel different from the civilians around him, set him apart emotionally and psychologically from those who hadn’t gone through the same things that he had.

			It wasn’t always the immediate violence of fighting that left its mark. One experience was seeing his buddy Melvin Levy die before his eyes. One of Serling’s closest friends during his tour of duty, Levy was known for his wild humor and good nature. Given the density of fighting and the fact of being on the move, the troops received supplies only sporadically and so barely ate for days on end. One day in mid-December a squad of planes, flying low, swooped past an encampment in order to airdrop drastically needed food. The crates fell, some plummeting to earth because of torn or missing chutes. Levy was among the soldiers who had rushed out to see what was happening. Before Levy even had a chance to look up, a pallet slammed into his skull, horrifically decapitating him. Serling helped bury his friend, just hours before the unit was forced to press forward, leaving a Jewish Star of David hanging from the grave marker. These are the horrors people can never get past.

			With the war over, Serling was discharged in January 1946, and he was able to get back to upstate New York, though the transition wasn’t easy. It didn’t help matters that there were few social services in place to help veterans make the adjustment to their ordinary lives. Serling, like so many others, returned changed: wounded inside and out, full of anger and, to some extent, despair over his new perspective on what human beings are capable of doing to one another. This trauma is what fired his creative drive.

			Returning to the United States was complicated in other ways. Essentially, Serling no longer had a home. His roots in Binghamton had disappeared during his three-year absence. His father, Sam, had died at age fifty-three of a heart attack in December 1945, while Rod was still in the South Pacific. It had happened without warning: Sam, who had been driving across the state, stopped the car and dropped dead on the side of the road. Because of the chaos of the war, even months after the end had been declared, the post traveled slowly, and Rod received the news too late to be able to make it to the funeral. That meant that for the rest of Serling’s life, a lack of finality for him surrounding his father’s death remained.

			As a result of Sam’s death, Rod’s mother, Esther, bereft and alone, sold the family home almost immediately and moved to Schenectady to be with her sister, Betty. With Sam dead and Rod’s older brother, Bob, working as a journalist and living in Washington, D.C., Esther, who had staked her life as being a homemaker to her husband and sons, urgently felt she needed to find a new sense of identity. When he returned from the South Pacific, Rod, with no home or local family, discovered that his ties to Binghamton were merely emotional; his bond to the city had become, in his relatively brief if eventful absence, just a set of memories. At the very moment when he most needed to have a feeling of home in order to reacclimate to civilian life in peacetime, there was no longer a place that was his own, a place where he belonged. He felt lost.

			“I was bitter about everything and at loose ends when I got out of the service,” he confessed. That pain, despite it all, was a catalyst for him to create, to speak out, if indirectly, about the turmoil that haunted him. “I think I turned to writing to get it off my chest.” Writing for him wouldn’t be exactly cathartic; over time, it was an exploration, a sifting through the intensity not only of his experiences, but also of his new view of the world, one forged in mortar fire.

			What he most needed was focus, purpose, and direction. As it did with so many others, the GI Bill helped Serling find his way to an education. For him that was Antioch College, a small liberal arts school in Yellow Springs, Ohio, with a long history of progressivist politics and which to this day touts an impressive list of influential alumni, including Coretta Scott King, Stephen Jay Gould, eight MacArthur winners, and a Nobel laureate in medicine. Even before he’d been drafted, Rod had been accepted to Antioch, the school where his brother Bob had gone, so his matriculating wasn’t outside what he had planned to do before the war interrupted his life. The initial idea had been that he would study physical education so that after graduation he could have a career working with kids, but the changes in his psyche wrought by combat set him on a different course.

			“I felt a need to write, a kind of compulsion to get some of my thoughts down, so I began doing radio scripts,” he explained to an interviewer for the science fiction magazine Gamma as The Twilight Zone was building its audience. Serling hadn’t felt that he was destined to become a writer, so much as he found writing to be a way to respond to what he was running through his mind. “I suppose it’s part compulsion, part a channel for what your brain is churning up.” His tendency to work to the point of exhaustion suggests that “compulsion” wasn’t a word he used lightly. In an interview with CBS anchor Mike Wallace, Serling explained that he worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week, preparing The Twilight Zone. In the end, he would write more than 90 of the show’s 156 episodes.

			

			•   •   •

			It isn’t necessarily apt to call writing therapeutic, though it can be. I had turned to writing after getting sober and realizing the ways that my devotion to music fueled a disturbing level of perfectionism. Writing, as an alternative, provided a process for slowing down my thoughts and feelings in order to discover what they were. It was a means of growing accustomed to my thoughts and feelings instead of running from them.

			School was where Serling first began to harness that intensity, that drive to express the ideas he had. Antioch was good for him in that it gave him structure and purpose, and even a much-needed sense of having a place where he belonged. The very nature of college, however idealized, is that it provides a space where thinking and imagination are not only discussed but nurtured, where creativity is made to flourish in the company of other talented, striving minds. The friends he made there, the classes, the opportunities, taken together, allowed Serling to recalibrate from the horrors of war to the rhythms of civilian life and provided him the room to grow beyond the limitations of his hometown. In 1962, during a brief hiatus from The Twilight Zone, he would even return to Antioch to teach for a semester, in order to recharge his imagination. Teaching was a kind of pure activity that allowed him to focus on primary acts of creativity and writing, instead of being forced to hew his ideas close to the demands of producers and executives and what they thought would sell commercial airtime. His return to Yellow Springs was in that way another occasion of homecoming for Serling, an opportunity for him to recover what he felt was true, what was authentic, and what moved him to write. He repeatedly found it necessary to revisit key places in his life as if to rediscover his sources of inspiration. The semester teaching at Antioch also gave him a chance to reconnect with his wife and children, with whom his relationships were becoming strained because he was so often tied up working in Hollywood, surrounded by temptations of all sorts.

			It was as a first-year student at Antioch that he met Carol Kramer, a fellow student and the woman who would become his wife in July 1948. That is, she married him after Rod converted to Unitarianism. Although he felt close to Judaism as a culture, Serling had a vague feeling that the rituals and beliefs were constricting. That said, Carol, or rather Carol’s family, had been the impetus to convert—they had qualms about their daughter’s having a Jewish husband, and in fact her marriage to Rod would always be a point of contention between Carol and her parents. Antisemitism was something he had experienced his whole life, but coming from the Kramers, it was especially wounding to him. Regardless, he did find the broad-mindedness and flexible belief systems of Unitarianism suited his liberal beliefs. He had always sought a belief system that wouldn’t be based on difference and discrimination. Unitarianism, he found, helped give him a spiritual and moral framework.

			Antioch, in providing him the chance to try his hand at writing classes, ultimately set him off in the direction that would shape his whole life. Perhaps even more crucially, there was a local radio station where he quickly made his mark, helping to manage its programming. That gave him both the opportunity and the forum to try his hand at crafting radio dramas, which would be the foundation for his future body of work. The advantage of the small station was that it needed content, as we might say today, to fill airtime. By the same token, the local audience would be small enough that feedback would be immediate, but also never so widespread that his reputation might suffer if what he produced showed that he was still an apprentice. His regional successes ultimately played into his outsized expectations of himself and his ambition, and like Hurston, a writing contest would be what initially helped him get a break in Manhattan. In 1949 Serling placed third in a radio drama competition sponsored by Dr. Christian and had to travel from western Ohio to the New York studio to receive his five hundred dollars on the air. That small victory gave him just the incentive he needed, and not long after graduation, Carol and Rod drove across the country and set up their lives in New York City.

			The young couple arrived at just the right moment—the television networks, too, needed writers, and needed them desperately, as more people were watching than ever before. Sponsors were eager to attach their names to new shows and it was in everyone’s best interest to make programs as high in quality as they could in order to get viewers to invest in the latest television sets. In 1950, only 9 percent of U.S. households owned a television, but by the end of the decade it would be 87 percent. Serling—because of luck and talent—was part of that wave of new creativity that would craft the future of the medium.

			To look at it now, although it probably seemed slow at the time, Serling’s leap to the big leagues was dizzyingly quick. There were, of course, plenty of scripts that didn’t get produced, but his success rate was underwritten by his persistence. Serling possessed three strengths that, acting in concert, shot his career ahead: he wrote well, he wrote quickly, and, above all else, he was relentless. By 1956, he won an Emmy for best original teleplay for “Patterns” and was nominated for best adapted teleplay for “The Champion.” Three years later, CBS broadcast the first episode of The Twilight Zone. Although the ratings were never as lofty as those of other shows on the air, when the opening notes of that haunting, unnerving theme reverberated out through people’s TV sets, The Twilight Zone burrowed deep into the most secret corners of the minds of anyone who did tune in.

			In its way, “Where Is Everybody?,” the show’s opening episode, offers a revealing psychological insight in regard to Serling’s life: at the height of his powers, he felt most deeply isolated, and traces of that appear in his work. Remember, at the climax of the episode, Mike is revealed to be in an isolation chamber, simulating the experience of his upcoming trip into space. The town and everything in it had been just a hallucination brought upon by his intense loneliness, and a team of military scientists are watching him on a large screen as, in the sealed chamber, he falls apart emotionally.

			“Help me! Help me! Please, somebody’s looking at me. Somebody’s watching me! Help me,” Mike shouts, his face filling the screen that the team is watching. The camera then pans over the assembled audience that is in fact watching him—the military men and scientists—even as the audience at home is watching on their television sets what Serling has created. It’s hard not to think of this moment in the episode as Serling himself, however unconsciously, expressing his own feelings of desperate loneliness and that his writing was an implicit plea to others. As so much of his creativity was generated from his fundamental trauma, he still had that sense that others who hadn’t experienced the same things could never really ever understand him, and yet wanted to be saved from that social and emotional isolation. He lived his life as if in some adjacent dimension.

			Working for television provided the forum for his creative work; it gave him the space to say things and express his insights. At the same time, television is a business and it exploited his compulsive tendencies. Although it gave Serling money, success, and attention—things that did drive the sensitive and, at times, even insecure writer at a deep level—Hollywood and its vampiric tendencies forced him to keep producing content until he was creatively and spiritually drained. By the time The Twilight Zone ended in 1964, he was profoundly depleted. The network had moved to cancel the program three times. Twice, Serling successfully fought to keep it on air. As he did when he joined the service, he used his impassioned rhetoric to make the impossible possible. The third time, however, was at last too much, and he let the show slip away. Really, there was no choice.

			In the wake of The Twilight Zone, there were other projects in the 1960s and early 1970s spearheaded by Serling, but none were as accomplished, none as fully realized, as what he had already achieved. Night Gallery, which ran from November 1969 until June 1973, is probably the best-known effort. Though it would go on to achieve cult status, and helped launch the career of Steven Spielberg, in the end Night Gallery was a sort of gloomy, creaky, gothic version of The Twilight Zone. For all its ambitions, as a network production, it codependently banked on Serling as narrator to give the show some of the old magic, even as the producers ignored his creative input and increasingly brushed aside the scripts he offered them.

			In 1965, there was also The Loner, Serling’s attempt at a western. The series, set in the years just after the American Civil War, ran for just one season. Lloyd Bridges starred as a former Union soldier traveling around by himself. “In the aftermath of the bloodletting called the Civil War, thousands of rootless, restless, searching men traveled west. Such a man was William Colton,” the opening narration explained. Over the course of twenty-six episodes Colton treks across the frontier, trying to find a way to reconnect to himself after the horrors of his experiences in the war. In some ways, it was like The Fugitive, another iconic program, which ran from 1963 to 1967, but in The Loner the one-armed man was actually the Civil War and there wasn’t a mystery to be solved. Recalling some of his own feelings of loss and disorientation after World War II, not to mention the fact that he also had lit out for the West to Hollywood, Serling had obviously taken the writer’s creed “Write what you know” to heart. As a direct contrast to the long-running but formulaic TV westerns Gunsmoke and Bonanza, The Loner ended up being too talky, too contemplative, too moralizing for the genre it was trying to subvert, a genre that was then developing a much more complicated cynicism in the cinema, with Sergio Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars and The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, Sergio Corbucci’s Django, or, a few years later, Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch. The Loner never caught an audience, and Serling was too tired and too distracted to find a way to alter its vision in time to save the show. Nor, in the end, did he even want to.

			Serling had always wanted to be television’s answer to Arthur Miller, yet despite that desire, by the end of the 1960s, he increasingly found himself in demand as an advertising pitchman for beer or aspirin or radial tires or toothpaste, whoever came up with his fee. The less said about Liar’s Club, the Serling-hosted but very short-lived 1969 game show—though not short enough—the better. That work not only paid the bills for his fancy Los Angeles lifestyle, but also tickled his ego and his ongoing, very real appetite for the attention that came with being a celebrity. By the same token, being a celebrity spokesman was an empty experience, and selling appliances was never how he had wanted to serve as the voice of a generation. And so, not even ten years after the wild success of The Twilight Zone, Serling, who was a three- and even sometimes four-pack-a-day smoker and a heavy drinker with a family history of heart problems, retreated to upstate New York, to a family cottage on Cayuga Lake. He still wrote a bit, but he more or less retired from the industry, and turned instead to teaching part-time at Ithaca College. In a colossal misjudgment that smacks of a deeper resentment, he even sold off the rights to The Twilight Zone, thinking the series had no future in syndication. It was time for Serling to move on.

			

			•   •   •

			Living alongside rustic Cayuga Lake, no longer pulled away constantly by his career, Serling was able to deepen his relationship with his daughters and to strengthen his marriage to Carol, which had been tested and strained by celebrity and his professional demands during their years in California. Cayuga had always been important to him as a place of escape. He had, after all, even named his production company after the most beautiful of New York’s Finger Lakes. Occasionally he gave talks, he still wrote a few things, and there was the teaching, of course. As it so often did, teaching kept him in touch with the creative process in its purest way; by working with students coming to their own sense of what language made possible, he could focus on form, the mechanics of narrative, and the impulses that gave rise to the stories that needed telling. If his own troubles and traumas propelled his work, he knew that speaking for and with others was the way to transmute the personal pain into something that could communicate collective pain, collective grief. In 1972 he told Dwight Whitney in TV Guide, “To write meaningful, probing things for TV nowadays is an exercise in futility.”

			By 1974, not quite fifty, he hadn’t accomplished all he hoped to—his expectations for himself were beyond impossibly high. In his final interview, he remarked about his career, “God knows when I look back over thirty years of professional writing, I’m hard-pressed to come up with anything that’s important. Some things are literate, some things are interesting, some things are classy, but very damn little is important.”

			Despite that self-reproach, there had to be some feeling of contentment in moving to the Finger Lakes district, just seventy-five miles from his beloved Binghamton. After escaping the incessant, grinding demands of studios and Nielsen ratings, one hopes that Serling found some kind of balance was restored. Was he lonely? He had his family, his students, his occasional projects. Finally, he also had time, time to think, to read, time to recover what most moved him. With a turn of events that smacks of one of his own screenplays, that time reconnecting both with his loved ones and with himself was cut tragically short. By that point, genetics, exhaustion from years of overworking, drinking, and smoking exacted their collective toll. In 1975, in the middle of the afternoon on June 28, Rod Serling died of a cardiac arrest during open heart surgery.

			The drive that had pushed him so hard through most of his life undoubtedly contributed to his death. While he might be remembered for his keen social consciousness and his ability to create entertainment shot through with dread and suspense, Serling’s recurring impulse was to crash through the barriers that keep people feeling cut off from one another, separate, lost.

			“That’s a very basic need—man’s hunger for companionship, the barrier of loneliness.” Serling, in that line from The Twilight Zone’s opening episode, insists that the pull to connection and deep relationships with other people is a fundamental part of being human. That feels true at a philosophical level, but from a certain perspective, Serling inadvertently anticipated arguments by the late neuroscientist John Cacioppo, a crucial influence on the contemporary understanding of the sources and effects of this emotional condition. Cacioppo, writing with William Patrick, shows in the groundbreaking book Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social Connection that loneliness, because of the emotional pain it causes rather than despite it, actually has played a vital role in the evolutionary development of human beings. In fact, the authors draw clear comparisons between hunger or other kinds of physiological discomfort and feelings of isolation.

			“Physical pain protects the individual from physical dangers. Social pain, known as loneliness, evolved for a similar reason: because it protected the individual from the danger of being isolated.” They argue that just as the feeling of hunger prompts human beings to seek out food in order to sustain themselves, loneliness prompts people to seek out connections to others, connections that will be mutually beneficial in terms of strengthening communal and social bonds. They explained that the mechanisms are similar. “In the same way that physical pain serves as a prompt to change behavior—the pain of burning skin tells you to pull your finger away from the frying pan—loneliness developed as a stimulus to get humans to pay more attention to their social connections, and to reach out toward others, to renew frayed or broken bonds.”

			Yet new connections don’t necessarily overcome the feeling of loneliness, especially for those who suffer from it chronically. As I’ve mentioned before, it isn’t simply the number of relationships but the quality of the interactions with others that influences how we feel about the world, of course. We also often feel we are implicated in our own exclusion. Such an anxiety might be born of a perception that one’s actual relationships never go deep enough to light up the dark corners of one’s interiority. “As aversion to loneliness and attachment to other beings became almost universal,” it came to serve as “an environmentally stable adaptation.” Cacioppo and Patrick concluded that, in evolutionary terms, “the greater number of participants relying on alliances, loyalty, social cooperation, caring, and concern made it even more advantageous to play by those rules, at least within our inner circle.” The result of that imperative to rely on others has meant that in humans, generally speaking, “the feeling of being excluded became all the more terrifying and disruptive.” In evolutionary terms, to feel excluded was to feel an existential threat. In a real way, The Twilight Zone tapped into that fundamental problem as a core element of being human.

			This hunger for connection, a primal impulse, is also at the heart of an impulse to create work that will reach, and touch, others. Serling insisted on a moral response to loss and loneliness: “Human beings must involve themselves in the anguish of other human beings. This, I submit to you, is not a political thesis at all. It is simply an expression of what I would hope might be ultimately a simple humanity for humanity’s sake.” Horace Mann, the famed nineteenth-century educator who, beginning in 1852, served as Antioch College’s first president, proclaimed in a graduation speech, “Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for humanity.” Serling made television his means for trying for some kind of moral connection amongst a fragmented community, even though he had his reservations about its format. He once asked, in a mixture of rhetoric, cultural critique, and self-disparagement, “How do you put on a meaningful drama or documentary that is adult, incisive, probing, when every fifteen minutes the proceedings are interrupted by twelve dancing rabbits with toilet paper?” Fair enough. Still, he tried. He couldn’t not try.

			Essentially, by way of television, Serling was able to step into people’s homes, to meet them where they lived, and where they felt perhaps most alone. This was one advantage that television had over cinema. With films, at least in the 1950s and 1960s, people would need to go to a theater and be in the dark. Watching film was a collective, communal experience, but the audience went to a special space for that. Television, on the other hand, reached people in their living rooms, reached out to whole families gathered around the set. Or it found people, singly, alone. No matter their situation, The Twilight Zone entered the lives of the people where they actually were. In reaching out and recognizing the pain countless people were feeling—displacement, alienation, isolation—Serling was creating a gesture that might make people feel included and acknowledged. A shared fear of loneliness can be a way of feeling connected to others.

			“The place is here. The time is now,” says Serling in the opening lines of “Where Is Everybody?” He then adds, “And the journey into the shadows which we are about to watch could be our journey.” There, in that moment of connection, there, in that it could be any of us, there, in that instance of the law of substitution, there, if for no other reason, is where we can learn to free ourselves from the shame that surrounds feeling lonely.

			Mirroring Zora Neale Hurston’s desire to build narratives from within her feelings of profound isolation, Serling created a universe whose very surface reveals the loneliness that is part of its atomic code. We can call it the poetics of loneliness. Why does he do this? So that we might recognize a commonly shared anguish, and through that discover that the essence of what holds humanity together is the wish to overcome that isolation. The spiritual exhaustion that Serling felt after his time developing The Twilight Zone was in part tied to the fact that commercial forces increasingly limited his ability as a creator to connect with others and to help them feel connected, except by way of products and consumerism. As so often happens with capitalism, hunger is co-opted and then exploited. In this case, that includes even the hunger to belong.

			It’s possible that in the extended period when my wife was away and the house felt so empty, my immersion in the creepiness of The Twilight Zone was how I could externalize my own internal dread, my fear of feeling alone, feeling isolated in my aloneness. That would be a way to negotiate it by locating those feelings in something outside myself. For instance, finding it in a story I was watching would be a form of projection. At the same time, that dread was also a surprising comfort as it tied me to my lonely adolescence. If Hurston had the moon, I suppose that I had The Twilight Zone. As Benjamin had chosen to fight loneliness by returning to his childhood memories, there’s reason to suspect that, however unconscious the impulse might have been, my project to watch the entire run of The Twilight Zone called forth the stark loneliness I’d felt throughout childhood and adolescence, a familiar strain, one I have long known.

			Looked at within the context of Serling’s life, The Twilight Zone contains elements of his experiences of feeling separated from other people. He perpetually felt incomplete and unfulfilled and that his achievements only heightened that feeling rather than giving him a sense of fulfillment. As a writer, he continues to be remembered for his ongoing and profound commitment to combating bias, prejudice, and racism. So often, his work was an attempt to bring about his ideals of community. His awareness that a fear of difference arising from “the barrier of loneliness” is what fractures possibilities of belonging became the subject of much of what he created throughout his life. Yet, paradoxically, that barrier can also activate that “hunger for human companionship” that propels us to seek out others. We don’t seek out the pain of loneliness or hunger, we don’t cultivate a trauma, but when we experience these things, the question comes to us: How can we respond? The answer, and it is rarely a simple or pleasant one, comes in the form of revelation and deepening awareness. We can use that pain to understand what our all-too-human capabilities are. It was this effort to show what is at stake in developing compassion and empathy that gave Serling a profound and engaged sense of purpose. As Serling said, the response to that pain of loneliness is “part compulsion, part a channel for what your brain is churning up.”

			One of those nights when Nancy was away, after I’d watched that evening’s installment of my semester-long immersion in Serling’s series, I laced up my sneakers and went outside to go for a run around eleven o’clock. “The house was quiet and the world was calm,” as the poet said, and so I stepped out of the quiet house and into the calm world. It was March, and a late winter snow shower was moving across Connecticut. I followed the tracks of someone who’d walked up the street a few minutes before me. One recurring element that had always struck me in the opening credits of The Twilight Zone was the camera’s quick slide up into the stars after the opening narration ended and just as the distinctive music would begin. Out on the sidewalk, turning my head directly up, I stopped and began watching the large snowflakes falling toward me. Doing this, for a moment, I had the impression I was rushing away from Earth, hurtling skyward, past windows and streetlights, past the city’s nightglow and into the darkness reaching past where I could see, even as I felt pinned to the place beneath my feet. Microscopic and floating through space. Finally, after a few minutes, I lowered my head. I was grounded all over again. I rebuttoned my windbreaker, shoved my hands deep into my gloves, and moved on toward some other street, some other block.

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			Such Bright Distances

			
				It’s so effortless to let my loneliness defeat me, make me mold myself to whatever would (in some way—but not wholly) relieve it. I am infinite—I must never forget it.

				—Susan Sontag

			

			
			In my early twenties, solitude was something I cultivated as a way to survive myself, my intensities, even going so far as to spend nearly a month alone one August, in a small A-frame cabin at the edge of a pond full of muskrats and beavers in Steuben County, on the southern tier of New York, along the Pennsylvania border. There was no phone, no running water. I would get my water from a hand pump and it was a five-mile walk to the closest village, which itself had a population of barely seven hundred. For the whole time, I was without a companion or a car, or even any neighbors.

			“You’re not going there to kill yourself, are you?” Joshua asked me as I was packing to leave. It wasn’t a frivolous question: we had both known people who had gone deep into loneliness and chosen to do just that in a quiet, remote place.

			“No, I promise you. If I were, I would tell you.” I slipped another pair of faded shorts into my bag.

			“Good, because if you did kill yourself, I would never speak to you again,” he answered, before riding off on his mountain bike.

			The days at the cabin were fairly ritualized: I would spend roughly two hours each morning sitting in meditation—at the time, I was developing an interest in Zen that had come out of my first serious dives into poetry. As chaotic as my life had been, it seemed necessary to turn to examples and models that would replace that chaos with clear, specific action. Transforming loneliness into solitude wouldn’t happen by force of will alone.

			In that cabin, I’d spend hours reading poetry as well as essays by Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Later, I would walk around the pond or make the trek into town to get whatever provisions I could carry. I had brought all kinds of music to listen to, but even the gentlest, most plaintive piano sounds became intrusive. There were some crackly radio plays I found being continually broadcast on some obscure station. The hum and thrum of the old-time voices barely rose above the clicking of the cicadas. That’s what I listened to while I ate, sitting alone at the table, as the sun slid behind the nearby hills.

			The cabin was owned by a family friend, and he, too, had asked several times if I was sure I’d be okay on my own. I had wanted to bank as much serenity as I could because an indie rock band I was in at the time was poised to go on a national tour to support a new album that we thought—that we were told—would be our big break. The four of us in the band all worried that the temptations and hassles of the road, and worse yet the business of music, would play havoc with our respective psyches. We all figured out ways to brace ourselves for what was to come. Thinking of a line from Ralph Waldo Emerson, I took to the woods: “It is easy in the world to live after the world’s opinion; it is easy in solitude to live after our own; but the great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude.” I was determined to foster that “independence of solitude” in order to carry it with me. As I was there, I felt, slowly but surely, the loneliness give way to something else.

			When I returned, I thought I would be fully relaxed, unflappable. The band’s fortunes abruptly changed a few months later. It fell apart, suddenly but irrevocably, after the indie label collapsed: the tour never happened, the album all but vanished, and the members of the band scattered across the country. There was no small tearing that I felt, that we all felt. A rock band can be this group of misfits who throw themselves together to create something, to make songs with other people and see them respond in front of you while you play, and then, with luck, to offer these to other people, too. It’s a way of feeling useful. When that group falls apart, each misfit loses that opportunity for being part of something.

			With the implosion of the label, we four were shot apart into space—one to New York City, one to Tucson, one to Portland. I’ve never seen any of them again. And me? After having spent most of my life as a drummer, in the wake of that professional tumult, that final understanding that show business was more business than anything else, I left music behind for good, and headed out to southern Ohio, far from my native New England, to enter graduate school, for better or for worse. I’m the only one who left music behind.

			My time of asceticism in the cabin still does me good, decades later. Occasionally, during a bumpy flight or a tedious meeting, I can tap into those reserves. In meditation or other types of conscious, generative solitude, some forms of inner silence arise as a way of negotiating magnitudes of feeling that overwhelm language. Some part of me retains the memory—as if it is deep in the recesses of the body, hidden in a small box just behind my spinal column—even though I rarely ever meditate anymore. That level of commitment was something I could pull off as an intense young man, immersed in poetry and philosophy, living in various studio apartments. Now, deep in middle age, though not impossible, it’s much harder to sit, legs folded, listening to my own breathing without a self-consciousness creeping in that someone might walk in or call the cats or drop a pan. There’s a reason monks don’t marry. Still, I can, when need be, close my eyes and find myself sitting in that cabin, if just for a moment. Sometimes that’s almost enough.

			

			•   •   •

			It was October, months after the pandemic hit, months after we all had slipped behind our doors to shelter in place because we were “safer at home.” I was driving south from Boston on I-95, and just as I was about twenty miles from where I would turn off and head to our small cape house in Black Rock, Connecticut, I saw a billboard on the other side of the highway, facing in my direction. In the right-hand corner: a massive picture of a hurricane taken from high above the storm, the clouds whipping around in a violent circle, leaving a dark, angry hole at the middle of the image. when disaster strikes, the sign shouted in bold yellow letters, you don’t have to face it alone! The billboard stood at the edge of East Haven, an area along Connecticut’s coast that has been hit hard over the years by hurricanes—not as badly as, for instance, New Jersey, but badly enough that storms and flooding stay on residents’ minds year-round. That is, it’s a threat that people take to heart.

			My black VW Beetle crossed the Pearl Harbor Memorial Bridge, which nightly is bathed in blue light and straddles the river that forms the boundary between the two Havens. As the car moved past the very industrialized harbor opening onto Long Island Sound—all smokestacks and boats built to haul—I thought about how that particular advertisement for home insurance plays on two distinct fears. The most obvious anxiety is about natural catastrophes, which, given the dire nature of climate change, becomes an ever more pressing concern for those people living along the waterfront. The anxiety isn’t only about weather-based catastrophes, however. The advertising company is playing upon people’s fears, especially by indicating that disaster will undoubtedly strike. It’s not an issue of if, but of when it will happen. There’s no way around it, the ad suggested, disaster’s coming.

			The second fear is less obvious, though, and in that way is more insidious, and yet also more surprising. The sign seems to assume that people feel alone, or will feel alone when disaster strikes, and the insurance company will provide help, support, and solace. Health experts specify that during a viral outbreak such as that which happened throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, older people and immune-compromised people need to have someone they can be able to call upon for help if they can’t leave their homes. As society becomes more and more atomized, less and less do people feel they have others upon whom they can depend.

			I can’t help wondering about the supposition that not only do people carry the fear of natural disasters but also, just as palpably, they carry the fear that they will feel completely alone when crisis occurs, with no one to turn to. That’s just how I had felt that night in the jail cell, confronted with what I had done, unable to escape the fact that my drinking had consequences beyond my control, and, worst of all, feeling like there was no one I could call for help. I didn’t think I’d die in the cell, but I wasn’t at all sure that anyone, anywhere, would take notice if I suddenly vanished. There’s a psychological condition known as anti-mattering, the internalized feeling that your personality is determined by a perceived insignificance to others. That, conceivably, is one aspect of “the horror of loneliness” that Gershom Scholem was describing in his note to Walter Benjamin.

			The company that sponsored the billboard along I-95 assumes people know these same feelings of being alone, outcast, misunderstood, that I myself have felt periodically. More than that, the company believes that people don’t just worry about that feeling in the face of catastrophe, they expect it. There on an illuminated billboard, big as life, is an articulation of the fear and expectation.

			That the advertisers would think to manipulate one fear isn’t surprising, but what it reveals about a second, in some ways more powerful, fear is revelatory. The ad indicates that we can’t do anything about a natural catastrophe, but we can do something about feeling alone, isolated. If we do feel alone, then we have only ourselves to blame because the answers are out there, or so the ad clearly implies. The company, in essence, is promising it can save us from ourselves. It manipulates a very real, very deep feeling of dread and a corresponding sense of shame. No less a figure than the philosopher Immanuel Kant, himself a man who was lonely and misunderstood, once insisted, “Deep loneliness is sublime, but in a way that stirs terror.”

			

			•   •   •

			Exquisite loneliness is distinct from solitude. It is an important category of feeling, one that throws into relief what chronic, clawing loneliness is and why that feeling so often frustrates the kinds of easy, even condescending, suggestions such as “join a club” or “talk to strangers” that rise up as quick, self-help responses to the plight of the lonely. Exquisite loneliness is something else. It’s painful, as all experiences of emotional isolation can be; it’s recurrent, but it can be accompanied by an attention to the mechanisms that create those experiences. In other words, that anguish makes possible a perspective on oneself and one’s relationships. The pain quickens the imagination; it sharpens the emotional sensitivities to how others feel and how one feels about others.

			The various people upon whom this book has focused each experienced prolonged and recurring encounters with feeling out of place, of feeling persistently alone, and what they did, what they discovered, can give a new perspective on who we each are, who we have been, who we might become. They suffered problems that still afflict the world—pandemics, political upheaval, bigotry, war. Indeed, to a large extent, each of these people felt that culture had aligned itself against them, in the form of racism, sexism, antisemitism, classism. Surely that is part of anti-mattering. Each felt emotional distance directly, personally, as if they were wired altogether differently from everyone else. Some survived, others didn’t, yet all of them found a way to work not through loneliness but with it. Their exquisite loneliness was a creative force: the creativity arose from the pain as a means of negotiating it, framing it, recognizing its force. The discomfort gave them a reason to want to or even need to reach out. An analogy I might make is to those occasions when a person might wait to eat until they are really, really hungry, so that the food tastes all that much better. In that sense, their appetite for intimacy was made sharper, keener.

			As Walker Evans and Egon Schiele and Zora Neale Hurston show us, it’s possible to see a feeling of alienation even on people’s faces, it’s possible to read the body language of loneliness. We can observe people sitting by themselves at booths in a diner, say, slowly stirring chalky coffee with tarnished spoons as snow falls past the neon sign announcing warm pastries are now available. To recognize loneliness in the lives of other people is not enough to completely spare us from its pain, but it is a place to begin to move toward acceptance, something different from judgment. Even if we cannot finally and permanently break past our own estrangement, our own “barrier of loneliness,” as Rod Serling described it, with luck and some hope, we can come to an empathy that connects us to others.

			It is simply the case that to share about an experience deepens it. The very act of representing to another what one has seen or felt, and, in turn, wrestling with, negotiating, another’s perspective, makes the ideas, the thoughts, the feelings, dive deeper and anchor themselves. That’s part of the trick of loneliness: it’s so personal, so private, that it’s nearly impossible to share what it feels like. Along with that challenge comes the idea that no one else could understand or even relate. Part of the pain of loneliness is that it evades language. It becomes impossible to speak about it, which serves only to make you feel more isolated. So the impossibility feeds once again into that very feeling of isolation. Finding the means to represent the experience of loneliness in order to communicate it with someone else moves it from being isolation to being a story in which we can recognize ourselves. As Schiele’s paintings recognize so palpably, such is the way of intimacy.

			The condition of exquisite loneliness gave me a new understanding of the ordinary loneliness that I had felt so often for my entire life, a loneliness that has persevered despite a loving marriage, steady income, consistently engaging groups of students, and a handful of dependable—albeit emotionally complicated—friends. What I have been calling exquisite loneliness can grant a person—if only, here and there, for intervals of time—a perspective both inside and outside loneliness and a deep need to belong. While that keen, sharp pain may not be “a way back to oneself” in regard to some complete, wholly integrated self, while it may not resolve the “ubiquitous yearning for an unattainable perfect internal state” that Melanie Klein insisted was the very engine of loneliness, it can be a way into a part of us, an ongoing part, that asserts itself and yet stays somewhat mysterious even while we are in the middle of it. We learn to see it in ourselves, to see it in others; we learn how to talk about it and see it not as a failing but as a catalyst for change, for self-discovery. In it lies the deepening of our ability to identify with that most human of feelings. To recognize it, acknowledge it, is to be less afraid of it, is to dismantle the shame attached to it. Through that awareness can come an intense insight into the selves that surround us, and it can show us who and what we are.

			Because we can never be completely known by other people, no matter how close we are, there can never be for any of us a fully realized sense of an integrated self. We always have to face being partial and always have to reckon with other people’s being partial as well. In an interview, Thomas Wolfe once stated, emphatically, “The whole conviction of my life now rests upon the belief that loneliness, far from being a rare and curious phenomenon, peculiar to myself and to a few other solitary men, is the central and inevitable fact of human existence.” We are all, each of us, caught up in degrees of loneliness, at times more powerfully felt, at other times less so. Other people remain fundamentally (sometimes frustratingly, sometimes devastatingly) other, independent, different from us, regardless of how deep and intimate the relationship. To be honest, isn’t this largely why we love them?

			This separateness is the central condition of life and perhaps a foundation for love. We are spurred to know others, driven to deeper relationships, because we are not enough for ourselves. In part, we need others because they are not us: they are different even when they are similar. They help us get beyond our own boundaries of who and what we are.

			I have always been struck by the fact that “belonging” is so close to “be longing,” as if even when we feel most at home, we are still, as Klein might have said, in a state of yearning. To be at all is to be longing for something. Even if that inevitable fact of “ubiquitous yearning for an unattainable perfect internal state” is the case, is the most human part of the human condition, the question remains to what degree one actively and painfully feels that yearning.

			Klein’s formulation is somewhat less poetic than Wolfe’s, yet they share a sense that loneliness is common to lesser and greater degrees in everyone, at least from time to time, and the lonely person feels the distance in a given relationship—or all relationships, possibly—more keenly than he or she feels the connection. Ultimately, Klein saw loneliness as arising internally rather than being solely or primarily the result of external events. For that reason, it’s not the absence of a specific person that causes true loneliness, but rather that inner lack. Our capacity for loneliness may be activated by things that happen to us, but we need first to have the potential to feel that lack, as if it is expected. External relationships wear the clothes, so to speak, of our internal sense of self. Our original, idealized state, so Klein contended, was when we were infants, breastfeeding, and so maturation is an increasing series of removals from that early situation of such utter identification of mother and child. This means that the more we come to our own singular, complex identity as maturing adults, the more distant we feel from others. A feeling of wholeness can be achieved only from the inside out. What remains a problem is the consistent longing for this to be otherwise for the very reason that the self remains always partial and fragmented.

			Loneliness is not only a feeling of a gap between oneself and others—it is a feeling of an active separation. The world pulls away and I turn from it, from the feeling of rejection, and step into open space. Arguably, if indeed we are born into loneliness, then one measure of what we call living is the ongoing attempt to overcome that isolation. That’s how we develop intimacy and its profound resolve in the face of that impossible distance. The risk lies in the fact that we might fail. The reward is that we all do, at times, succeed in our attempts to throw bridges out to the unseen shores deep in the hearts of others.

			What’s the solution to loneliness? Maybe there’s no solution, but there can be responses, ones without blame or shame or self-recriminations. What we can do is find a way of tethering ourselves by fashioning things out of what we each of us feels. Serling’s statement “Human beings must involve themselves in the anguish of other human beings” in many ways is a credo for trying to understand the loneliness that is so rife, so inevitable, in the world, especially when that anguish either can be caused by loneliness or can be the cause of feeling as if you are wholly, utterly alone. It can, of course, be both. Thinkers, artists, and writers such as Evans and Hurston, Klein and Serling, Schiele and Benjamin, reveal their own anguish in the face of loss and isolation, but their work grants us access to that pain in order to find ways through our own loneliness, to create our opportunities for discovery. In that way, they provide the ties that allow us to bind ourselves to others, together, even if we float into loneliness. In the end, that’s what it’s all about.
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