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Letter to Tom Moore

James Hillman

Dear Tom,

   You asked me what kind of stories we need to get us into the 21st

century. Curious that I am asked such questions these days. It's a sign of

aging--people turn to old folks for advice on how to get through.

   What gets me through are biographies, even squibs of biographies, but

especially of military men. I love to read how the generals made their moves

in the saddles, with insufficient information, amidst the "din of battle,"

with drunken, maddened or timid subalterns, underpressure from Ministers,

exhausted and sore---and stillwheel all those troops around, take up

positions, and hold their ground. And how they handled retreats. I also like

to come across, in biographies, the faults and pathologies of the Great. How

Dalton who discovered the genetic aspect of color-blindness suffered from it

himself; that someone whom I did not know was a Jew or Catholic turns out to

have been that all along; that someone had a liaison with another important

person of the time; that peaks of production were followed by years of

bitter carping and triviality. Biography is full of images by means of which

I see my own life.

   Stories for the next century, since you asked, will have one main task:

maintaining the sense of story itself. Idon't mean a good plot, because good

plots that deep you turning the page occur in the easiest things like sci-fi

thrillers, yet they don't genuinely involve us in story. Solve the plot, put

the book down. No trace. I also don't mean by story the hyped-up ones that

are so litterally stories. Like Tolkien's or those that take the next

century so literalistically that they must set them in the future.

   Stories depend on story-time. So the ones we need will have to break up

our clocks. They will have to build us into a bell-jar by means of style. I

have often thought that the huge romantic novels of the 19th century,

culmination and dissipating in Gone with the Wind ( and ominous title), were

important principally because they altered our time sense. As the industrial

revolution railroaded us down the tracks of linear time, where time is

money, these thick books, like the box of chocolates with them, were doing

something utterly indulgent, moving in an utterly different time world than

the societies in which the novels were set.They were against the soeeding

spirit of the age just because they invited us into hours of sitting still,

reclining alone in quiet for "a good read." My God, just think what Herman

Melville, Jane Austen, Thomas Hardy, Henry James, Thomas Mann, Thomas Wolfe,

Marcel Proust, and William Faulkner do to our time sense!

   Literacy, imagination, and psychological sophistication are supposedly

necessary for a person to be a "reader." so the stories, some say, would

have to have those three traits to reach the reader. But I doubt this. Does

reading stories, depend on high levels of literacy? Rich vocabularies,

abilities with torturous sentences, a range of literate associations---these

can be thrown aside and still a yarn can be spun that takes one out of usual

time. The same is true for imagination in the fantastical sense of it The

story does not have to be set in the Rue Morgue, in another part of the

forest, in the past or the future in order for the reader's imagination to

step under the bell-jar of imagining. I can imagine even while reading the

newspaper---if it's a good story. Happy imagining is less the result of

imagination literalized by means of special imaginal places ( antebellum

south, Jewish shtet!) than it reflects another sense of time, story-time,

wherever it is set. It is the imaginal mode of telling: "now listen to this

one!" "here's a story for you!" or, as they used to say in Dublin, "come

here 'til I lell you."

   As for the third point necessary to make a reader and a

story----psychological sophistication---must the characters be deep and

complicated to stop time and shift it into that lingering, dwelling, mulling

which goes together with the compulsion of reading? ( Reading is a sexual

balance between compulsion of the plot to come to its end and inhibition of

story, that slowing down by fantasying, drifting, detailing, inventing made

by the style. Reading is a mating dance, compulsion and inhibition

together.)

   I am being long-winded about all this because my point is not to get to

the point. Let's inhibit the compulsion. At least this much is clear: it's

not some special content that will take us into the next century. It's

rather irrelevant what a story's about. And it's not genre that matters so

much either: mythical fantasies, heroic epics, romances, social

realism---the movies have adapted them all. What does matter is how it is

told, for that is what makes story. Style makes story because style alters

time.

   A story builds its own time. It is a "creation" mainly because it creates

time; time begins with the story: once upon a time. By means of densities,

long descriptive meanders, sudden bursts of action, alteration of sentence

forms, changes in patterns that hasten and then relax, and especially the

pauses, the rests---the very whiteness around the words--- give to a written

work its time. There is a lot more to this story-time which you, a musician

and composer, know better than I. The stories that will carr us through will

have to help us here, because as I sense the future there will be more haste

than now: Kali Yuga; faster and faster.

   Computer language, informational style, abbreviates. It is a style that

eliminates inhibition, utterly serving the one-sidedness of complsion: get

there firstest with the mostest. It is programmed to deliver. TV programs.

Computer program. But it cannot take our emotion or imgination or reflection

anywhere. There's no story in it. This gives us another clue to the kind of

style we will need. They have to strike  us first of all as a waste of time,

unprogrammatic, delivering nothing, no informational content, reall quite

useless. Neither instructional, allegorical, symbolical--at least in an

overt sense. (Again, like love-making, any story is by nature symbolical.

YOu don' have to make it so.) Uselessness might even be stressed by means of

revivalism: trotting out old words and obsolescent structures, implantiong

the ditty and bits of nonsense rhyme, truching with words that weem plain

enough but come off the page with a sparklw because of how they are placed.

And images, Lots of images. All this may give relish to reaking and keep the

reader's sense keen, especially his ear and blood rhythm. We are going to

need our sense and our blood rhythm. These may be scarce goods come twenty

more years behind the windshield.

   All these useless extras go against the American grain. cut the

adjectives say Strunk and White. Say it simple, say it plain; brevity is the

soul of wit. That's right for prose that tells you how to assemble a camp

bed. Boy-Sout prose, cleaned of redundancies, practical, purposeful, purtain

prose that lets you "get on with it.' Nothing in excess.

   The totalitarian language of Orwell's 1984, "newspeak,' also intends to

strip language down: "every year fewer and fewer words, and the range of

consciousness ever smaller." So to keep the soul alive we must cherish

excess, extravagance. Today it's a saving grace. For just this excess of

words is the fun about them, putting one into story-time where words

themselves are their own end, invisible angels that bless you and stealaway

without having solved asingle problem. With a good story, who needs a camp

bed? It's the adjectives that are the nouns and verbs of imagination.

   Entertainment is probably the word for this uselessness, this

disinterestedness as Kant called it, which holds one under the bell-jar. The

word entertainment means "holding-between." It is a once-upon-a-time

condition, and you can't get "into" a story unless you can allow yourself to

be entertained by it, to entertain its ideas, places, characters, language.

It is a condition of make-believe, suspense, a state of soul that suspends

the claims of all realities other thatn imagination, keeping one in

suspended animaion as long as the story lasts.

   What do you want from the next century? Anything very different from what

you want now? I want my imagination to keep working with images that have

nothing directly to do with me and my "problems."  I want the capacity for

animation not to shrink. As i bounce on down the metalled tracks, I want

something else jingling in my pocket besides money---and directions for how

to make it and spend it. Even more urgent" I want there to be a next

century, and this want may not be fulfilled, not just because of the nuclear

blast, but mainly because of the mind-set that makes nuclear blast possible.

This is the mind-set that has lost imagination. Its world is already dead,

things a heap of dead obuects, products, constructs, the throwaway world. No

animation anywhere, only fear and silence. This mind can't tell itself ways

out of its present predicaments that seem inexcapably to lead to the doom of

the whole planet.

   The doom may already be going on as a gradual shrivelling of sensitivity.

For, as we focus only on holocaust, we are missing the little death of a

response in us everyday. Every day a genocide, the death of a soul-spark,

every day another extinction of a biological form, a piece of the

world-soul, us. Here I think of the Russian writers, not just the dissidents

today, but through the Czarist period too, and how necessary their

extraordinary, excessive, Siberian-sized stories.

   What could help us is not a particular scenario, a special kind of story

( redemption, pacifism, resurrection, salvation), but the realization that

what happens on earth and to the earth happens first in the imagination. To

tell our history into a new story for a new century we need first to tell

ourselves stories of all kinds so as torekindle the animationg power of

images. The desperation of our earth now means that what takes place under

the bell-jar isincredibly relevant. We simply must imagine, entertain

possibilities for continuing the tale that is our planet. The most relevant

thing we can do today is put down the literalism of the world crisis and

pick up a book of "useless" literature. Gertrude Stein in Paris after the

Hiroshima blast said, " What difference does it make when the bomb goes of

if you have a copy of Time magazine in you hands. Read books, good books."

  So , to wind up: to be useful now is to entertain uselessness. The most

useless act in an instant culture ( where everything comes fast, including

the push-button doom) or in a media culture ( where words and images are

directly intentional and mainly linear and thus increase speed) is to waste

time. Yes, time must be "wasted," trashed ( before it wastes and trashes us)

set free of its headlong rush forward into the "next century," that

starryillusion in which we hide form the cataclysmic possibility. Is there

not other way out of the hurtling time capsule than cataclysm, apocalypse?

We can slowly wind down time by not getting to the point, repeating,

pausing, embellishing, meandering, complicating, trailing off.....Let me

tell you a story.

James Hillman

