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Q: Do you succeed always?

A: Yes, I succeed thirty percent of the time.

Q: Then you don’t succeed always.

A: Yes I do. To succeed 30% of the time is always.

—FROM THE JOURNALS OF SUSAN SONTAG, NOVEMBER 1, 1964




INTRODUCTION

Auction of Souls

In January 1919, in a dry riverbed north of Los Angeles, a cast of thousands gathered to re-create a contemporary horror. Based on a book published a year before by a teenage survivor of the Armenian massacres, Auction of Souls, alternatively known as Ravished Armenia, was one of the earliest Hollywood spectaculars, a new genre that married special effects and extravagant expense to overwhelm its audience. This one would be all the more immediate, all the more powerful, because it incorporated another new genre, the newsreel, popularized in the Great War that had ended only two months before. This film was, as they say, “based on a true story.” The Armenian massacres, begun in 1915, were still going on.

The dry sand bed of the San Fernando River near Newhall, California, turned out to be the “ideal” location, one trade paper said, to film “the ferocious Turks and Kurds” driving “the ragged army of Armenians with their bundles, and some of them dragging small children, over the stony roads and byways of the desert.”1 Thousands of Armenians participated in the filming, including survivors who had reached the United States.

For some of these extras, the filming, which included depictions of mob rapes, mass drownings, people forced to dig their own graves, and a sweeping panorama of women being crucified, proved too much. “Several women whose relatives had perished under the sword of the Turk,” the chronicler continued, “were overcome by the mimic spectacles of torture and infamy.”

The producer, he went on to note, “furnished a picnic luncheon.”



One image from that day shows a young woman in flowery garb with a large carpetbag on her arm. Amid makeshift refugee tents, and with an afflicted expression on her face, she stands comforting a girl. Neither dares look at the sinister shadows approaching, invisible men with upraised arms, aiming something at them. Perhaps the women are about to be shot. Perhaps, given the panoply of available tortures, death by gunshot is the least painful option.

Gazing at this devastated corner of Anatolia, we are relieved to recall that it is, in fact, a film location in Southern California, and that the long shadows belong not to marauding Turks but to photographers. Despite press releases to the contrary, the Armenians being filmed were not all Armenians: this pair, for example, turns out to be a Jewish woman named Sarah Leah Jacobson and her thirteen-year-old daughter, Mildred.

If knowing that the picture is staged makes it less poignant, another fact, which neither subjects nor photographers could have known, does not. Though they returned home to downtown Los Angeles after playing their part in the “mimic spectacles of torture and infamy,” Sarah Leah would be dead a little more than a year later, aged thirty-three. This picture of bereavement would be the last surviving image of her with her daughter.

Mildred would never forgive her mother for abandoning her. But abandonment was not Sarah Leah’s only legacy. In her short life, she traveled from Białystok, in eastern Poland, where she was born, to Hollywood, where she died. Mildred, too, would be adventurous. She married a man born in New York who reached China by nineteen, where he traveled into the Gobi Desert and bought furs from Mongolian nomads. Like Sarah Leah’s, his precocious start was cut short; he, too, died at thirty-three.

Their daughter, named Susan Lee in an Americanized echo of Sarah Leah, was five when her father died. She only knew him, she later wrote, as “a set of photographs.”2



“Photographs,” Mildred’s daughter Susan wrote, “state the innocence, the vulnerability of lives heading toward their own destruction.”3 That most people standing before the lens are not thinking about their impending destruction makes pictures more, rather than less, affecting: Sarah Leah and Mildred, acting out a tragedy, did not see that their own was so swiftly approaching.

Neither could they have known how much Auction of Souls, meant to commemorate the past, looked to the future. It is spookily appropriate that the last photograph of Susan Sontag’s mother and grandmother should be connected to an artistic reenactment of genocide. Troubled all her life by questions of cruelty and war, Sontag would redefine the ways people look at images of suffering and ask what, if anything, they do with the images they see.

The problem, for her, was not a philosophical abstraction. As Mildred’s life was shattered by the death of Sarah Leah, Susan’s, by her own account, was also split in two. The breach occurred in a Santa Monica bookstore, where she first glimpsed photographs of the Holocaust. “Nothing I have seen—in photographs or in real life—ever cut me as sharply, deeply, instantaneously,” she wrote.4

She was twelve. The shock was so great that for the rest of her life she would ask, in one book after the next, how pain could be portrayed, and how it could be endured. Books, and the vision of a better world they offered, saved her from an unhappy childhood, and whenever she was faced with sadness and depression, her first instinct was to hide in a book, head to the movies or the opera. Art might not have made up for life’s disappointments, but it was an indispensable palliative; and toward the end of her life, during another “genocide”—the word invented to describe the Armenian calamity—Susan Sontag knew exactly what the Bosnians needed. She went to Sarajevo, and she put on a play.



Susan Sontag was America’s last great literary star, a flashback to a time when writers could be, more than simply respected or well regarded, famous. But never before had a writer who bemoaned the shortcomings in Georg Lukács’s literary criticism and Nathalie Sarraute’s theory of the nouveau roman become as prominent, as quickly, as Sontag did. Her success was literally spectacular: played out in full public view.

Tall, olive-skinned, “with strongly traced Picasso eyelids and serene lips less curled than Mona Lisa’s,” Sontag attracted the cameras of the greatest photographers of her age.5 She was Athena, not Aphrodite: a warrior, a “dark prince.” With the mind of a European philosopher and the looks of a musketeer, she combined qualities that had been combined in men. What was new was that they were combined in a woman—and for generations of artistic and intellectual women, that combination provided a model more potent than any they knew.

Her fame fascinated them in part because it was so unprecedented. At the beginning of her career, she was incongruous: a beautiful young woman who was intimidatingly learned; a writer from the hieratic fastness of the New York intellectual world who engaged with the contemporary “low” culture the older generation claimed to abhor. She had no real lineage. And though many would fashion themselves in her image, her role would never be convincingly filled again. She created the mold, and then she broke it.

Sontag was only thirty-two when she was spotted at a table of six at a posh Manhattan restaurant: “Miss Librarian”—her name for her bookish private self—holding her own alongside Leonard Bernstein, Richard Avedon, William Styron, Sybil Burton, and Jacqueline Kennedy.6 It was the White House and Fifth Avenue, Hollywood and Vogue, the New York Philharmonic and the Pulitzer Prize: as glitzy a circle as existed in the United States, and indeed the world. It was one Sontag would inhabit for the rest of her life.

Yet the camera-ready version of Susan Sontag would always remain at odds with Miss Librarian. Never, perhaps, had a great beauty worked less hard at being beautiful. She often expressed her astonishment at encountering the glamorous woman in the photographs. At the end of her life, seeing a picture of her younger self, she gasped. “I was so good-looking!” she said. “And I had no idea.”7



In a lifetime that coincided with a revolution in how fame was acquired and perceived, Susan Sontag, alone among American writers, followed all its permutations. She chronicled them, too. In the nineteenth century, she wrote, a celebrity was “someone who gets photographed.”8 In the age of Warhol—not coincidentally, one of the first to recognize Sontag’s star power—getting photographed was no longer enough. In a time when everyone got photographed, fame meant an “image,” a doppelgänger, a collection of received ideas, often but not exclusively visual, standing in for whoever it was—eventually it no longer mattered who it was—crouching behind them.

Raised in the shadow of Hollywood, Sontag sought recognition and cultivated her image. But she was acidly disappointed by the price her double—“The Dark Lady of American Letters,” “The Sibyl of Manhattan”—exacted. She confessed that she’d hoped “being famous would be more fun,”9 and constantly denounced the dangers of subsuming the individual into the representation of the individual, of preferring the image to the person it showed, and warned of everything that images distort and omit. She saw the difference between the person, on the one hand, and the person’s appearance, on the other: the self-as-image, as photograph, as metaphor.

In On Photography, she noted how easy it was, given “the choice between the photograph and a life, to choose the photograph.” In “Notes on ‘Camp,’” the essay that made her notorious, the word “camp” stood for the same phenomenon: “Camp sees everything in quotation marks. It’s not a lamp, but a ‘lamp’; not a woman, but a ‘woman.’” What better illustration of camp than the gap between Susan Sontag and “Susan Sontag”?

Her personal experience of the camera made Sontag keenly aware of the difference between voluntarily posing and exposing oneself, without consent, to the eye of the voyeur. “There is aggression implicit in every use of the camera,” she wrote.10 (The resemblance to Turkish vigilantes or the men pointing their cameras at Sarah Leah and Mildred is not accidental.) “A camera is sold as a predatory weapon.”11

Beyond the personal consequences of being looked at too often, Sontag insistently posed the question of what a picture says about the object it purports to show. “A suitable photograph of the subject is available,” her secret FBI file noted.12 But what is “a suitable photograph of the subject,” and for whom? What can we really learn—about a celebrity, about a dead parent—from “a set of photographs”? Early in her career, Sontag asked these questions with a skepticism that often sounded dismissive. An image perverts the truth, she insisted, offering a fake intimacy. What, after all, do we know about Susan Sontag when we see the camp icon “Susan Sontag”?

The gulf between a thing and a thing perceived was accentuated in Sontag’s time. But that such a gulf existed had been remarked as early as Plato. The search for an image that would describe without altering, for a language that would define without distorting, absorbed the lives of philosophers: the medieval Jews, for example, believed that the dissociation of subject from object, of language from meaning, caused all the ills of the world. Balzac regarded cameras superstitiously almost as soon as they were invented, believing that they stripped their subjects down, Sontag wrote, “used up layers of the body.”13 His vehemence suggests that the interest of this problem was not primarily intellectual.

Like Balzac’s, Sontag’s reactions to photographs, to metaphors, would be highly emotional. To read her examinations of these themes is to wonder why questions about metaphor—the relationship between a thing and its symbol—were so viscerally important to her, to wonder why metaphor bothered her so much. How had the apparently abstract relation of epistemology to ontology eventually become, for her, a matter of life and death?



“Je rêve donc je suis.”

This paraphrase of Descartes (“I dream therefore I am”) is the first line of Sontag’s first novel.14 As the opening sentence, and the only one in a foreign language, it stands out, a strange opening to a strange book. The Benefactor’s protagonist, Hippolyte, has renounced every normal ambition—family and friendship, sex and love, money and career—in order to devote himself to his dreams. His dreams alone are real, but his dreams are not interesting for the usual reasons, “in order to understand myself better, in order to know my true feelings,” he insists. “I am interested in my dreams as—acts.”15

Thus defined—all style, no substance—Hippolyte’s dreams are the essence of camp. And Sontag’s rejection of “mere psychology” is a refusal of the questions of the connection of substance to style, and, by analogy, of the connection of body to mind—thing to image—reality to dream—that she would later so profitably explore. Instead, at the very beginning of her career, she claims that the dream itself is the only reality. We are, as she says in her very first sentence, our dreams: our imaginings, our minds, our metaphors.

The definition is almost perversely calculated to thwart the aims of the traditional novel. If there is nothing to be learned about these people from excursions into their subconscious, why embark on these excursions at all? Hippolyte acknowledges the problem, but assures us that there is another attraction. His mistress, whom he sells into slavery, “must have been aware of my lack of romantic interest in her,” he writes. “But I wished she had been aware of how deeply, though impersonally, I felt her as the embodiment of my passionate relationship to my dreams.”16 Her protagonist is interested in another person, in other words, to the complete exclusion of reality, and only to the extent that she embodies a figment of his imagination. It is a way of seeing that remits to Sontag’s own definition of camp: “seeing the world as an aesthetic phenomenon.”17

But the world is not an aesthetic phenomenon. There is a reality beyond the dream. At the beginning of her career Sontag described her own ambiguous feelings about Hippolyte’s worldview. “I am strongly drawn to Camp,” she said, “and almost as strongly offended by it.” Much of her later life was devoted to insisting that there is a real object beyond the word that describes it, a real body beyond the dreaming mind, a real person beyond the photograph. As she would write decades after, one use of literature is to make us aware “that other people, people different from us, really do exist.”18



Other people really do exist.

It is an astonishing conclusion to reach, an astonishing conclusion to need to reach. For Sontag, reality—the actual thing shorn of metaphor—was never quite acceptable. From the time she was very young, she knew that reality was disappointing, cruel, something to be avoided. As a child, she hoped her mother would stir from her alcoholic stupor; she hoped to dwell, instead of in a humdrum suburban street, upon a mythic Parnassus. With all the power of her mind, she wished away pain, including the most painful reality of all, death: first her father’s, when she was five—and then, with hideous consequences, her own.

In a notebook from the 1970s, she maps the “obsessive theme of fake death” in her novels, films, and stories. “I suppose it all stems from my reaction to Daddy’s death,” she notes. “It seemed so unreal, I had no proof he was dead, for years I dreamed he turned up one day at the front door.”19 Then, having noted this, she exhorts herself, condescendingly: “Let’s get away from this theme.” But childhood habits, no matter how accurately diagnosed, are hard to break.

As a child, facing an awful reality, she fled into the safety of her mind. Forever after, she tried to creep back out. The friction between body and mind, common enough in many lives, became for her a seismic conflict. “Head separate from body,” a schema from her diaries announces. She noted that, if her body were unable to dance or make love, she could at least perform the mental function of talking; and divided her self-presentation between “I’m no good” and “I’m great”—with nothing in between. On the one hand “helpless (Who the hell am I …) (help me …) (be patient with me …) feeling of being a fake.” On the other, “cocky (intellectual contempt for others—impatience).”

With characteristic industry, she strove to overcome this division. There is something Olympian about her sex life, for example, her effort to emerge from her head into her body. How many American women of her generation had lovers, male and female, as numerous, beautiful, and prominent? But reading her diaries, speaking to her lovers, one leaves with the impression that her sexuality was fraught, overdetermined, the body either unreal or a locus of pain. “I have always liked to pretend my body isn’t there,” she wrote in her journals, “and that I do all these things (riding, sex, etc.) without it.”20

Pretending that her body wasn’t there also allowed Sontag to deny another inescapable reality: the sexuality of which she was ashamed. Despite occasional male lovers, Sontag’s eroticism centered almost exclusively on women, and her lifelong frustration with her inability to think her way out of that unwanted reality led to an inability to be honest about it—either in public, long after homosexuality ceased to be a matter of scandal, or in private, with many of those closest to her. It is not a coincidence that the preeminent theme in her writing about love and sex—as well as in her own personal relationships—was sadomasochism.

To deny the reality of the body is also to deny death with a doggedness that made Sontag’s own end unnecessarily ghastly. She believed—literally believed—that an applied mind could, eventually, triumph over death. She lamented, her son wrote, “that chemical immortality” that “we were both, though probably just barely, going to miss.”21 As she got older and managed, time and again, to beat the odds, she started to hope that, in her case, the body’s rules could be waived.

To “pretend my body isn’t there” betrays a shadowy sense of self, and to remind oneself that “Other people really do exist” is to reveal a more paralyzing fear: that she herself did not, that her self was a tenuous possession that could be misplaced, snatched away, at any moment. “It is,” she wrote in despair, “as if no mirror which I looked into returned the image of my body.”22



“The aim of all commentary on art now,” Sontag insisted in an essay contemporaneous with The Benefactor, “should be to make works of art—and, by analogy, our own experience—more, rather than less, real to us.”

That famous essay, “Against Interpretation,” denounced the accretions of metaphor that interfered with our experience of art. Weary of the mind (“interpretation”), Sontag had grown equally skeptical of the body—“content”—that the mind’s hyperaction blurs. “It’s very tiny—very tiny, content,” the essay begins, quoting Willem de Kooning; and by the end of the essay, the notion of content comes to seem preposterous. As in Hippolyte’s dreams, one is left with no there there: the nihilism that, in Sontag’s definition, is the essence of camp.

“Against Interpretation” betrays Sontag’s fear that art, “and, by analogy, our own experience,” is not quite real; or that art, like our selves, requires some outside assistance in order to become real. “What is important now,” she insists, “is to recover our senses. We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.” Assuming a numbed body desperate for stimulation, Sontag suspects that art might be the means of providing it; but what, without “content,” is art? What should it make us see, hear, or feel? Perhaps, she says, nothing more than its form—though she adds, a bit disconsolately, that the distinction between form and content is “ultimately, an illusion.”

Sontag devoted so much of her life to “interpretation” that it is hard to know how much of this she believed. Is all the world a stage, and life but a dream? Is there no distinction between form and content, body and mind, a person and a photograph of a person, illness and its metaphors?

A weakness for rhetorical pizzazz led Sontag to make statements whose phrasing could trivialize profound questions about “the unreality and remoteness of the real.”23 But the tension between these purported opposites gave her the great subject of her life. “Camp, which blocks out content,” was an idea she could only ever half endorse.24 “I am strongly drawn to Camp,” she wrote, “and just as strongly offended by it.” For four decades after the publication of The Benefactor and “Against Interpretation,” she vacillated between the extremes of an always-divided vision, journeying from the dreamworld toward whatever it was—her opinions varied wildly—that she could call reality.



One of Susan Sontag’s strengths was that anything that could be said about her by others was said, first and best, by Susan Sontag. Her journals betray an uncanny understanding of her character, a self-awareness—though it slipped as she aged—that anchored a chaotic life. Her “head and body don’t seem connected,” a friend observed in the sixties. Sontag answered: “That’s the story of my life.”25 She set about to improve herself: “I’m only interested in people engaged in a project of self-transformation.”26

Though she found the effort exhausting, she vigorously set to work to escape the dreamworld. She would banish anything that fogged her perception of reality. If metaphors and language interfered, then she, like Plato expelling poets from his utopia, would cast them out. In book after book, from On Photography to Illness as Metaphor to AIDS and Its Metaphors to Regarding the Pain of Others, she moved away from her earlier, “camp” writings. Instead of insisting that the dream was all that was real, she asked how to look at even the grimmest realities, those of sickness, war, and death.

Her thirst for reality led to dangerous extremes. When, in the 1990s, the need to “see more, to hear more, to feel more” brought her to besieged Sarajevo, she was bewildered that more writers were not volunteering for a trip she described as “a bit like what it must have been to visit the Warsaw Ghetto in late 1942.”27 The trapped Bosnians were grateful, but wondered why anyone would want to participate in their suffering. “What was her reason?” an actor wondered, two decades later, amid another horror. “How would I, now, go to Syria? What do you have to have inside of you to go to Syria now and share their pain?”28

But Sontag was no longer forcing herself to look reality in the face. She was not simply denouncing the racism that had horrified her since she saw the pictures of the Nazi camps. She came to Sarajevo to prove her lifelong conviction that culture was worth dying for. This belief propelled her through a miserable childhood, when books, movies, and music offered her an idea of a richer existence, and brought her through a difficult life. And because she had committed her life to that idea, she became famous as a one-woman dam, standing fast against relentless tides of aesthetic and moral pollution.

Like all metaphors, this one was imperfect. Many who encountered the actual woman were disappointed to discover a reality far short of the glorious myth. Disappointment with her, indeed, is a prominent theme in memoirs of Sontag, not to mention in her own private writings. But the myth, perhaps Sontag’s most enduring creation, inspired people on every continent who felt that the principles she insisted upon so passionately were precisely those that elevated life above its dullest or most bitter realities. “Je rêve donc je suis” was not, by the time she got to Sarajevo, a decadent catchphrase. It was an acknowledgment that the truth of images and symbols—the truth of dreams—is the truth of art. That art is not separate from life but its highest form; that metaphor, like the dramatization of the Armenian genocide in which her mother participated, could make reality visible to those who could not see it for themselves.

And so, in her final years, Sontag brought metaphors to Sarajevo. She brought the character of Susan Sontag, symbol of art and civilization. And she brought the characters of Samuel Beckett, waiting, like the Bosnians, for a salvation that never quite came. If the people of Sarajevo needed food, heating, and a friendly air force, they also needed what Susan Sontag gave them. Many foreigners opined that it was frivolous to direct a play in a war zone. To that, a Bosnian friend, one of the many who loved her, answers that she is remembered exactly because her contribution was so oblique. “There was nothing direct about people’s emotions. We needed it,” she said of Sontag’s production of Waiting for Godot. “It was full of metaphors.”29
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CHAPTER 1

The Queen of Denial

Until she died, Susan Sontag kept two home movies that were made with such ancient technology that she never was able to view them. She cherished these talismans because they contained the only moving images of her parents together: when they were young, embarking on adventurous lives.1

The shaky footage shows Peking, as the Chinese capital was then known: pagodas and shops, rickshaws and camels, bicycles and trams. It briefly shows a group of Westerners standing on the opposite side of a barbed-wire fence from a gathering of curious Chinese. And then, for a couple of seconds, Mildred Rosenblatt appears, looking so much like her daughter that it is no surprise that they were later mistaken for sisters. Her handsome husband, Jack, turns up for a couple of seconds, so badly lit that it is hard to see more of him than to note the contrast he forms—tall, white, in foreign clothes—with the Chinese onlookers.

The film was made around 1926, when Mildred was twenty. The second was made around five years later. It begins on a train in Europe, and then moves to the upper deck of a ship. There, a group of passengers—Jack and Mildred and another couple—is tossing a ring over a net, laughing. Mildred is wearing a summery white dress and a beret, smiling broadly and talking to whoever is behind the camera. A game of shuffleboard begins, and about halfway through the film, thin, gangly Jack appears in a three-piece suit and a beret of his own. He and the other man vigorously compete, and then their friends start making faces and horsing around as Mildred leans on a doorway, nearly breathless from laughter. Together, the films are less than six minutes long.



Mildred Jacobson was born in Newark on March 25, 1906. Though her parents, Sarah Leah and Charles Jacobson, were born in Russian-occupied Poland, both reached the United States as children: Sarah Leah in 1894, at seven, and Charles the year before, at nine. Unusually for Jews in that age of mass immigration, Mildred’s parents both spoke unaccented English. And—ironically for the most Europeanized American writer of her generation—their granddaughter was perhaps the only major Jewish writer of that generation with no personal connection to Europe, no experience of the immigrant background that defined so many of her fellow writers.

Though born in New Jersey, Mildred grew up on the other side of the continent, in California. When the Jacobsons moved to Boyle Heights, a Jewish neighborhood east of downtown, Los Angeles was a town on the cusp of becoming a big city. The first Hollywood film was made in 1911, around the time the Jacobsons arrived. Eight years later, when Mildred and Sarah Leah appeared in Auction of Souls, the city was already home to a large-scale industry. The nascent film colony attracted sleaze: Mildred loved to tell people that she had gone to school with the notorious gangster Mickey Cohen, one of the early kingpins of Prohibition-era Las Vegas.2 And it attracted, and exuded, glamour: Mildred would always strike people as beautiful, vain, and sophisticated in a Hollywood way. Susan once likened her to Joan Crawford; others would compare Susan to the same diva.3

“She was always made up,” said Paul Brown, who knew Mildred in Honolulu. In that city of hippies and surfers, where she spent the last part of her life, she stood out. “Her hair was always done. Always. Like a New York Jewish princess who wears Chanel suits and was too thin.” She retained her Hollywood mannerisms all her life. She answered the phone with a throaty “Yeeeeees?” and forbade her daughters to cross the living room rug until expressly summoned by a manicured hand.4 Mildred “had this better-than-thou attitude, like royals,” said Paul Brown, who saw her difficulty in dealing with the real world. “Like somebody who didn’t know how to find the light switch.”5



When she sailed off to China, beautiful Mildred seemed headed for a dazzling destiny. Her shipboard companion was Jack Rosenblatt, whom she had met while working as a nanny at Grossinger’s. This was one of the giant summer resorts of the Catskills, the “Jewish Alps.” For a middle-class girl like Mildred, Grossinger’s was a summer job. For someone like Jack, Grossinger’s was a step up.

Like thousands of poor immigrants, Jack’s parents, Samuel and Gussie, had squeezed into the Lower East Side of Manhattan, then perhaps the most notorious slum in America. Born in Krzywcza, in Galicia, a part of Poland under Austrian rule, the Rosenblatts were markedly more plebeian than the “middle-class and suburban” Jacobsons, who were “nothing at all like first-generation Jews,” Susan once told an interviewer.6 In private, she said that her father’s family was “horribly vulgar.”7

Perhaps Samuel and Gussie’s disregard for learning made their granddaughter look down on them. Born in New York on February 1, 1905, Jack had a fourth-grade education. He dropped out of school at ten, and headed to work as a delivery boy in the fur district, on the West Side of Manhattan, where his energy and intelligence were soon noted. He had a flawless photographic memory: his daughter’s memory would likewise be exceptional.8 Elevating him from the mailroom, his superiors shipped him off to China when he was just sixteen. There, he braved the Gobi Desert on camelback, bought furs from Mongolian nomads,9 and eventually set up his own business, the Kung Chen Fur Corporation, with offices in New York and Tientsin. It was the beginning of a busy life: in the eight years they were married, Jack and Mildred built a prosperous international business, went to China several times, traveled to Bermuda, Cuba, Hawaii, and Europe, moved house at least three times, and paused to have two children.

When Susan Lee Rosenblatt came into the world on January 16, 1933, the couple was living in a smart new building on West Eighty-Sixth Street, in Manhattan. That summer, the family moved to Huntington, Long Island; and around the time Judith was born, in 1936, they were installed in a suburban idyll in Great Neck. This was the town immortalized as West Egg in The Great Gatsby, and Jack Rosenblatt’s arrival there was a testament to the success of a slum dropout. In class terms, Great Neck was as far from the sweatshops and the tenements of the Lower East Side as it was from China. It was the kind of ascension that might have cost a lifetime of hard work. Jack Rosenblatt achieved it by the time he was twenty-five.



A rise that rapid could only have been accomplished by a driven man; and Jack knew he had to hurry. When he was eighteen, two years after his first journey to China, he had his first attack of tuberculosis. In literary terms, as Susan later wrote, this was “a disease apt to strike the hypersensitive, the talented, the passionate.”10 In nonliterary terms, it would fill his lungs with fluid and drown him.

To all appearances, the man Mildred met at Grossinger’s was vigorous and athletic, rich and about to get richer. But the spots on his lungs gave her pause; his mother had brought him to Grossinger’s, in fact, in the hopes that the country air might bring relief.11 Mildred realized that their life together might not be long. Perhaps she reasoned that his infection might not blossom into full-fledged tuberculosis: the bacillus could linger harmlessly for years. But there was, as yet, no treatment. (Penicillin, discovered in 1928, would not be widely available until after World War II.) But Mildred was passionately in love with Jack. In 1930, they married and headed to China, setting up shop in Tientsin.

The major port closest to Beijing, Tientsin, now usually written Tianjin, was one of the “treaty ports” forced upon China after its defeat in the Opium Wars. There, foreign traders could operate outside of the constraints of Chinese law; for them, Susan wrote, this meant “villas, hotels, country clubs, polo grounds, churches, hospitals, and protecting military garrison.” For the Chinese, it meant “a closed space, bounded by barbed wire; all who live there must show a pass to enter and leave, and the only Chinese are domestic servants.”12

These servants were always chief among Mildred’s memories of China. As the land was being devoured by Japanese invasion and civil war, the newlywed Rosenblatts were enjoying a golden age. “She loved the lifestyle,” her friend Paul Brown remembered. “The servants. Having someone cook and serve. Just living like that in the beautiful clothes and the beautiful things, the embassy parties.”13 For the rest of her life, Mildred would distribute Chinese knickknacks to favored friends. “She had some things that were just amazing,” Brown said. “Beautiful Chinese stuff made with little Chinese hands.” But her romantic memories were not to everyone’s taste: “Even as a child,” her daughter Judith wrote, “I was disgusted at her stories of all the people who waited on her for this and that in China.”14

It is unclear how long the Rosenblatts were actually in China. They could not have lived there full-time. Tientsin is so far from New York that when Jack came back in 1924, the crossing from Shanghai to Seattle took sixteen days; the entire trip, nearly a month. Customs records find them entering New York nearly every year of their marriage, sometimes from beach destinations where they were presumably on vacation.15 It would have been difficult to travel to China even once a year. It was an exhausting trip, even for people in good health: hard on Jack, with his weak lungs; hard on Mildred, who purportedly made it twice while pregnant.

But it was China that forever occupied Mildred’s imagination. The house in Great Neck, where Susan spent her earliest infancy, was stuffed with Chinese memorabilia. “In China the colonialists came to prefer Chinese culture to their own,” she wrote. “Their houses became little museums of Chinese art.”16 This interior decoration became another ambiguous heritage. “China was always everywhere in the house,” Judith wrote. “Mother’s way of putting down the present, reminders of her ‘glorious’ past.”17



Jack’s energy manifested itself in another area as well. Susan remembered a mistress,18 and Judith described him as “a playboy.”19 Perhaps this, too, reflected his tortured awareness that his time was short: determined, as his daughter Susan would be, to make the most of it. Did Mildred know? It is hard to imagine the girls could have learned from any other source. Did she mind? Sex, as her later career demonstrated, was not among her interests. Like many people who lose their parents in childhood, Mildred wanted to be taken care of; it is not a coincidence that the servants were what she remembered most fondly from China. And Jack Rosenblatt took good care of her.

She was less interested in—or less capable of—taking care of others. Along with her elegant furniture, she imported from China parenting precepts that reinforced her natural inclination to keep children out of sight. “In China, children don’t break things,” she would say, approvingly. “In China, children don’t talk.”20 Chinese or not, these ideas reflected the mind-set of a woman who was by no account maternal, one who was not eager to exchange her adventurous life with her husband for the drudgery of child-rearing. “Our mother,” Judith said, “never really knew how to be a mother.”21

When parenting became a chore, Mildred could simply sail away. “Somehow the myth has gotten out that it was relatives” who took care of the girls, Judith said, when Jack and Mildred were abroad. But “the relatives all had their own troubles.” And so, from a very young age, the girls were dumped on Long Island with their nanny Rose McNulty, a “freckled elephant” of Irish German extraction, and a black cook named Nellie. These women mothered Susan and Judith. But a child wants her mother, and though she rarely spoke of her publicly, Sontag’s journals reveal a fascination with Mildred.

As a child, Susan saw her as a romantic heroine. “I copied things from Little Lord Fauntleroy,” she wrote, “which I read when I was 8 or 9, like calling her ‘Darling.’”22 Her letters read more like those of a concerned parent, or a passionate spouse, than those of a young daughter. “Darling,” she breathed when she was twenty-three, “pardon if I make this short because it’s late (3 am) + my eyes are watering a little. Be well + be careful + be everything. I’m mad about you + miss you.”23

“She was clearly in love with her mother,” said Susan’s first girlfriend, Harriet Sohmers, who met Mildred around this time. “She was always criticizing her about how cruel she was, how selfish she was, how vain she was, but it was like a lover talking about a person that they were in love with.”24



Mildred’s vanity, her attention to hair and makeup and clothes, had a psychological counterpart, too: she prettified ugly realities so insistently that her daughter Judith described her as “the queen of denial.”25 Susan was often frustrated by her mother’s determination to skirt unpleasant topics, and one year, after calling her mother to congratulate her on her birthday, noted the following conversation:


M: (re her recent colon biopsy—negative)—

I: “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

M: “You know—I don’t like details.”26



She only told her daughters she was going to remarry after the ceremony. She didn’t tell Susan when her grandfather died, saying only: “I don’t think he enjoyed the idea of becoming a great-grandfather.”27 (Susan was pregnant.) She didn’t tell Susan when her father died—and when she did, she lied about both the cause of his death and the site of his burial. (Decades later, when she tried to find his grave, she was thwarted by this misinformation.)

Another example of not getting bogged down in details comes in a memoir Susan wrote as a young woman—the only dusting of fiction the slightly changed names.


One evening when Ruth was three years old, her guests particularly enjoying themselves, and her husband much more pleasant than usual, Mrs. Nathanson felt the first labor pains for the birth of her second child. She had another drink. An hour later she walked into the kitchen where Mary, who was helping to serve, was working, and asked her to undo the hooks on the expensive maternity dress she was wearing. Laughter and the sound of breaking glass could be heard from the living room as Mrs. Nathanson fell to her knees and moaned.

Don’t disturb anybody.

Joan was born 2 hours later.



Rather than seeing this as lying, Mildred saw omitting details as courtesy, tact: a consideration she extended to others and expected them to extend to her. “Lie to me, I’m weak,” Susan imagined her saying. She was, she insisted, too fragile for the truth, and believed that “honesty equaled cruelty.” Once, when Susan attacked Judith for speaking honestly to her mother, Mildred seconded the reproach: “Exactly,” she said.28

“Susan spent a huge amount of her life trying to figure Mother out,” Judith believed.29 Susan saw how Mildred’s superficiality shaped her own personality: “Born to, growing up with M.—her absorption in the surface—I dived straight into the inner life.”30 But she did not see how Mildred’s superficiality had itself been shaped: how and why she had become “the queen of denial.”

A quick glance at Mildred’s early life reveals a series of reversals that would have shaken a much stronger personality. She was just fourteen when Sarah Leah died of ptomaine poisoning. For the rest of her life, Mildred “very rarely” spoke of Sarah Leah, but her daughters suspected that the wound was deep. Judith remembered going with Mildred to see the “beautiful little cottage” in Boyle Heights where she lived before her mother’s death: Mildred sobbed upon finding it, and the neighborhood, ruined.

Susan recalled a journey Mildred made from China across the Soviet Union, then under the reign of Stalin. She wanted to get off the train when it reached her mother’s birthplace. But in the 1930s the doors of the coaches reserved for foreigners were sealed.


—The train stayed for several hours in the station.

—Old women rapped on the icy windowpane, hoping to sell them tepid kvass and oranges.

—M. wept.

—She wanted to feel the ground of her mother’s faraway birthplace under her feet. Just once.

—She wasn’t allowed to. (She would be arrested, she was warned, if she asked once more to step off the train for a minute.)

—She wept.

—She didn’t tell me that she wept, but I know she did. I see her.31





She had another reason to weep on that train. On October 19, 1938, at the German American Hospital in Tientsin, Jack Rosenblatt had succumbed to the disease that had stalked him for nearly half his life. Like Sarah Leah, he was thirty-three.

Rather than sailing straight across the Pacific, Mildred concocted an almost perversely complex itinerary. Bundling a houseful of Chinese furniture onto a train, she plunged straight into Manchuria, the puppet state from which the Japanese were invading China, and crossed the Soviet Union and all of Europe before boarding a ship for New York. It was on this journey that she paid her only visit to her mother’s birthplace in eastern Poland.

“She brought all this shit back with her,” said Judith. That luggage included the remains of Jack Rosenblatt, who was buried in Queens upon her return. In New York, Mildred seemed at an utter loss. “I tried to conceal my feelings when I came back from China,” she confessed under Susan’s questioning. “It was the way my father brought me up. Aunt Ann’s death—didn’t tell me.”32 Susan and Judith were not allowed to attend the funeral; it was months before Mildred got around to telling them that their father was dead. After she finally told Susan, she sent the first-grader out to play.33

In Illness as Metaphor, Susan’s examination of the lies surrounding sickness, she quotes Kafka: “In discussing tuberculosis … everybody drops into a shy, evasive, glassy-eyed manner of speech.”34 The disease was, like cancer and later AIDS, a shameful one, and Mildred told Susan that her father had died of pneumonia.35 As Susan grew older, Mildred hardly rushed to fill in the “details,” and went to lengths to erase her husband’s memory. As a result, Susan knew almost nothing about Jack Rosenblatt: “I don’t know what his handwriting was like,” she wrote thirty years later. “Not even his signature.”36 In the 1970s, preparing to visit China for the first time, Susan jotted down some notes on her father. In them, a woman devoted to facts got his birthday wrong by more than a year.37



Mildred was thirty-two when Jack died. She was widowed, and returned to the life of the middle-class American housewife she had seemed determined to avoid. But she would never complain. Instead, for the next half century, she would present a lovely face to the world, stepping out of the room when things got awkward, medicating her sadness in secret, with vodka and pills. It is no wonder that China, where she had lived the great adventure of her life, would haunt her forever after.

It haunted her daughter, too. Far more than France, with whose culture she would later be identified, China was the site of Susan’s earliest and most powerful geographic fantasies. China was a “landscape of jade, teak, bamboo, fried dog.”38 It was also the possibility of another origin, another life: “Is going to China like being born again?”39 China exercised a powerful fascination over Susan and Judith, who, though born in Manhattan, lied to impress their classmates: “I knew I was lying when I said at school that I was born there,” Susan wrote, “but being only a small portion of a lie so much bigger and more inclusive, mine was quite forgivable. Told in the service of the bigger lie, my lie became a kind of truth.”40

She does not say what the bigger lie was. But her stories about China were her first fiction, one to which she returned again and again. In the early 1970s, during her abortive career as a filmmaker, she sketched a screenplay featuring a prosperous couple in the British Concession in Tientsin. The tubercular father “loves the game of making money,” though his “slum background” gives him a “sense of social inferiority.” The couple are fawned on by servants, and protected by barbed wire from a distasteful China where people pee in the streets. “Wife: crazy,” Susan writes of the mother. On the next page she asks: “What about Mildred (poor Mildred) nutty as a fruitcake?”41



What remained of that time, and of Jack Rosenblatt, was a couple of unwatchable film reels and the “set of photographs” that showed Susan’s father alive. But she had nothing to help her imagine him dead. Without facts—a date, a cause of death, a funeral, a grave, or any visible sentiment—Susan “didn’t really believe” he was gone.42 “It seemed so unreal. I had no proof he was dead, for years I dreamed he turned up one day at the front door.” This fantasy evolved into the “theme of fake death” she discovered in her own work, a recurrence of miracles and the “Jack-in-the-box haunting of one person by another.”43

Can the word “Jack” be coincidental? This “unfinished pain”44 haunted her forever after, figuring repeatedly, her son wrote, “in the inwardly directed talk of her final days.”45
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CHAPTER 2

The Master Lie

In 1949, shortly after Susan entered the University of Chicago, she was chatting with a group of fellow freshmen in the dining hall. One, Martha Edelheit, mentioned that summer camp had saved her from “total insanity” while growing up. “Camp,” Susan replied, “was the worst thing that ever happened to me.” Martie went on to describe the progressive institution she attended in the Poconos, Camp Arrowhead: “That’s the camp I was sent to!” Susan exclaimed. “I ran away.”

Martie was amazed to realize who was sitting across from her: the girl who ran away from Camp Arrowhead had been a myth of Martie’s childhood. At the time, Martie was seven and Susan six. “The whole camp was awakened in the middle of the night because this child was missing,” Martie recalled. State troopers were summoned. “It was terrifying.” Now, all those years later, that legendary girl had unexpectedly resurfaced. “She hated it,” Martie remembered. “She absolutely hated it. She didn’t want to be there. Nobody would listen to her.”

This escape was a response to a pair of unbearable traumas: her father’s death—by the summer of 1939, had Mildred even told her?—and her longing for her absent mother. “I always tried to get her attention,” she said of her mother, “always did something to get her attention, to get her love.”1 Yet “her mother dumped her in this camp so that she could do whatever she needed to do,” Martie said.2

For a recently widowed woman who had just crossed half the planet, the need for a break was understandable. But Mildred had been dumping Susan almost from the time she was born. The fear of abandonment—and its corollary, the urge to abandon those she feared were about to abandon her—became a hallmark of Susan’s personality.



Mildred had to adapt to sharply different circumstances. She had money. The Kung Chen Fur Corporation still threw off a monthly allowance of no less than five hundred dollars, the equivalent of over eight thousand dollars in 2018. But the business suffered in the hands of Jack’s younger brother Aaron, who had a reputation in the family for incompetence. The war, too, took its toll. After a few years, this income began to dry up.3

Mildred was not destitute, but her husband’s death meant fewer possibilities for escape. She seemed constantly to be trying to find a new life, and was incessantly on the move. She sold the house in Great Neck and moved to Verona, New Jersey, where she briefly lived near her father, in Montclair—perhaps too near, since before long she decamped to Miami Beach, where she and her daughters spent the year of 1939–40. Not long after, she returned north, to Woodmere, Long Island. A year later, in 1941, she moved to Forest Hills, Queens, where she remained until heading across the continent, in 1943, to the desert resort of Tucson. She would stay in the West, where she had grown up, for the rest of her life.

This itinerancy—which marked her daughter’s life, too—had a devastating chemical counterpart. While mourning her husband and trying to find a new life for herself, Mildred had succumbed to alcoholism. She never mentioned the problem to Susan or, it seems, to anyone else; careful as ever to maintain appearances, she would sip a tall glass of vodka over ice and ask visitors: “Would you like some water?”4 Unable to deal with the world, she spent much of her time supine in her bedroom, leaving household concerns, including her children, to Nellie and Rosie.

“My profoundest experience is of indifference,” Susan wrote years later, “rather than contempt.”5 Indolent Mildred seems only to have sprung to life when there was a man around: “We had a lot of uncles,” Judith remembered.6 “We didn’t always know their names …. One was called ‘Unk.’”7 But when there was no man, one of Susan’s friends recalled, “the mother would literally take to her bed and say to Susan, ‘Oh my God, my precious, I couldn’t live through the day without you.’”8

When an “uncle” was around, or when Mildred couldn’t be bothered, she shut off. “M. didn’t answer when I was a child,” Susan wrote in her journals. “The worst punishment—and the ultimate frustration. She was always ‘off’—even when she wasn’t angry. (The drinking a symptom of this.) But I kept trying.”9



Mildred may not have known how to be a mother. But with her beauty and her devotion to appearances, she knew how to draw the eyes of men, and enlisted her daughters in the cause. She was delighted when people mistook her and Susan for sisters—welcoming Susan and Judith when they made her look younger, banishing them when they “dated” her.10

While still very young, the precocious girl discovered how to make Mildred see her. “One of the things I felt pleased my mother was an erotic admiration,” Susan wrote. “She played at flirting with me, turning me on; I played at being turned on (and was turned on by her, too).”11 Whenever there was no “uncle” around, Susan played the role. “Don’t leave me,” Mildred would implore her. “You must hold my hand. I’m afraid of the dark. I need you here. My darling, my precious.”12 Her mother’s mother, she also became Mildred’s husband, forced to compete with the suitors swarming around the beautiful young widow. By flirting, she wrote, “I somehow triumphed over the boyfriends in the background, who claimed her time, if not her deep feeling (as she repeatedly told me). She was ‘feminine’ with me; I played the shy adoring boy with her. I was delicate; the boyfriends were gross. I was in love with her; I also played at being in love with her.”13 Whenever things went wrong with men, Mildred always had Susan.

Her mother ascribed “magical powers” to her, Susan wrote, “with the understanding that if I withdrew them, she’d die.”14 She burdened the child with this terrible responsibility; but in another foreshadowing of Susan’s subsequent relationships, Mildred also wielded the threat of abandonment, shoving Susan aside when somebody more important came along. Susan lived “in constant terror that she would withdraw suddenly and arbitrarily.”15 From Mildred, Susan learned to kindle erotic admiration by periodically removing her attention.

This was Susan’s “profoundest experience,” she said. It created a sadomasochistic dynamic that recurred throughout Susan’s life. In the house she grew up in, love was not given unconditionally. Instead, it was extended temporarily, only to be dropped at will: a winnerless game whose rules the girl learned far too well. Mildred’s “need” for Susan forced her daughter to protect herself. As much as she wanted her mother to need her, she also despised the “misery and weakness” Mildred showed, and when her behavior became unbearably pathetic, Susan had no choice but to step back.16 “When she needed me without my having tried to elicit anything from her,” Susan wrote, “I felt oppressed, tried to edge away, pretending I didn’t notice her appeal.”17



In later life, and for a variety of reasons, Susan denounced “labels.” She declined invitations to be included in anthologies of women writers. She told Darryl Pinckney not to dwell on blackness and Edmund White not to dwell on gayness: she believed that a writer should strive to be so individual as to become universal. But though few were as forcefully individual as Susan Sontag, she remained, almost to the point of caricature, the adult child of an alcoholic, with all of their weaknesses—as well as their strengths.

Cancer, Susan would later insist, strikes people regardless of their sterling character, or their degree of sexual repression, or the elaborate euphemisms they employ to deny it. Cancer is simply a disease. And there is a common saying that alcoholism, too, is a disease—because it has symptoms. As in any other pathology, these follow predictable patterns.

Predictable, too, are the ways it affects the children of alcoholics—but these were not fully understood until Susan was much older. “I wasn’t ever really a child!” Susan wrote in her late twenties.18 This single exclamation sums up the core of the problem. “When is a child not a child?” asked an early specialist in this syndrome, Janet Woititz. “When the child lives with alcoholism.”19

Susan was given to understand that she held her mother’s life in her hands, and children like her typically try frantically to be perfect—Susan was “exceptionally well behaved,” her mother said20—terrified that they cannot live up to those responsibilities. Aware of her failings, the child of the alcoholic is plagued by low self-esteem, always feeling, no matter how loudly she is acclaimed, that she is falling short. Unable to take love for granted, she becomes an adult dependent on affirmation from others—only to reject that affirmation when it is given.21

Indeed, many of the apparently rebarbative aspects of Sontag’s personality are clarified in light of the alcoholic family system, as it was later understood. Her enemies, for example, accused her of taking herself too seriously, of being rigid and humorless, of possessing a baffling inability to relinquish control of even the most trivial matters. But “the young child of the alcoholic was not in control,” Woititz explained. “He needed to begin taking charge of his environment.”22 Such children are often liars: aware that they cannot tell others how things really are at home, they construct elaborate masks, then take refuge in these same fantasies. Parents to their parents, forbidden the carelessness of normal children, they assume an air of premature seriousness. But often, in adulthood, the “exceptionally well behaved” mask slips, and reveals an out-of-season child.



Mildred, “the queen of denial,” would flee reality, and so would Susan. But her flight was more productive. The “resident alien” at home,23 she wanted nothing more than to escape. Among her earliest memories was the desire to flee. “Whose voice is the voice of the person who wants to go to China?” she asked. “A child’s voice. Less than six years old.”24 She imagined “a teeming world of oppressed coolies and concubines. Of cruel landlords. Of arrogant mandarins, arms crossed, long fingernails sheathed inside the wide sleeves of their robes.”25

Part of this was longing for her father. But the novelistic phrasings of these imaginings were thanks to her mother. Mildred made Susan want to escape, and gave her the means to do so. In a rare but essential example of maternal solicitude, Mildred taught her daughter to read. “She would put her name on a chalkboard,” Paul Brown remembered. “She would say ‘Susan,’ and point to her. She would sound it. Then she’d put another word on. Then when she got that other word she’d put another word on and then another word. Then she started verbalizing. Susan was reading when she was two or three.”26

Reading gave Susan a way to recast reality, to aestheticize it—as when Little Lord Fauntleroy inspired her to call her otherwise unfathomable mother “darling.” When she needed to escape, books let her close the door: “When you didn’t like something,” Mildred wrote, “you’d just go into your room and read.”27 A happier child might never have become such an accomplished reader. Mildred encouraged her to take up residence in a fairy-tale world.



“Absolutely intimidated” by Susan’s precocious intellectualism,28 her mother, like so many after her, feared Susan’s judgment. When, for example, she was ambushed reading Redbook, a magazine for middle-class housewives, Mildred would shamefacedly shove it beneath the bedcovers.29 Loath to embarrass her, Susan wordlessly agreed not to see. “I,” Susan wrote, “obligingly, do my best not to look, not to record in consciousness or ever consciously use against her what I see.”30

“I grew up trying both to see and not to see,” she wrote.31 Pretending not to see her mother, she eventually became actually unable to see her, veering between “slavish thralldom”32 and its opposite. “My mother was a horrible person,” she told a friend after Mildred’s death.33 “I had no mother,” she told another, with whom she discussed alcoholism at great length. “What I had was this ice-cold—it was just depressing. I always tried to get her attention, to get her love. I had no mother.”34

This was as much of a caricature as Susan’s childish notion of her as a romantic heroine. “She was never able to know what goes on in another person,” one of her lovers said. “I mean the sensitivity that we exercise in everyday life all the time. Like ‘What are you thinking, what are you feeling, where are you in this?’ Susan was not sensitive.”35 Unable to see the disappointments that led her mother to seek reprieve from real life, she seems not to have made the connection between “the master-lie about how and what [her mother] is”36 and what she herself was. She denounced the feeling of “fraudulence” the lie gave her. But though she tried to distance herself (“I hate anything in me—especially physical things—that’s like her”), the connection, even disowned, remained.37 Another lover told Susan she was “ruled by a family image of myself: being my mother’s daughter.”38
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CHAPTER 3

From Another Planet

Among the fragments of memories Susan conserved from the period after her father’s death was a question that gives a recognizable glimpse, in the five-year-old Sue Rosenblatt, of the future Susan Sontag: “Do you know the difference between the trachea and the esophagus?”1

Other fragments also suggest Sue’s state of mind. She remembered her uncle Sonny’s taking her far out into the water, leaving her a mild but enduring phobia; she recalled a spider in a backyard tent and the stink of urine in the basement of an insane asylum.2 Her anxieties may also have manifested as the asthma that appeared at this time. This disease is often triggered by emotional turmoil, and the experience of suffocation, terrifying enough for an adult, can only be more so for a child: the first disease in a life that would be full of them.

To “the asthmatic’s recurrent nightmare of being interred alive”3 she added another, her mother’s inability to face difficult situations. In an unpublished memoir fictionalized only by changing the names, she wrote that during her asthmatic attacks Mildred “was always most inadequate, not being able to bear watching her daughter push off the sheets that covered her, and kneel on top of the bed, stretching toward the ceiling in the effort to find breath.”4

Mildred could not stay in the room. But she was not indifferent to Susan’s illness. In 1939, for the third time in little more than a year, she uprooted herself and her family, including Nellie and Rosie, and bundled them into a train to Florida. Of Susan’s few memories of this time was a question she asked along the way: “Mother, how do you spell pneumonia?”5

She was trying to put her mind around the incomprehensible disease that, Mildred had told her, had killed her father: tuberculosis was as yet unpronounceable. But as she was gasping for breath, the knowledge that her disease—like his—was seated in the lungs must have been scary. And though she wrote almost nothing about her time there, in Miami Beach she would have occasion to grow better acquainted with lung diseases and with an institution, the sanatorium, that would resonate throughout her life.

Of Florida she remembered “coconut palms and white houses decorated with imitation-Moorish stucco”6 and a visit from her grandma Rosenblatt, who told her that there was no Santa Claus.7



Miami’s humidity was bad for asthma, and the family stayed less than a year. Mildred dragged them back to New York in 1940, and they alighted, temporarily, in Woodmere, Long Island. Just past Idlewild Golf Course—today John F. Kennedy International Airport—Woodmere does not seem to have left an impression on Susan. But in Forest Hills, where Mildred moved the family in 1941, Susan herself left an impression.

Walter Flegenheimer, an older classmate at PS 144, where Susan spent fifth and sixth grades, was accosted on the playground by a younger girl who demanded to know whether he and a friend were enrolled in the “Intellectually Gifted Children” program. She had arrived too late in the school year to join and breathed a sigh of relief when she heard they were. “Can I talk to you?” she asked. “Because the kids in my class are so dumb I can’t talk to them.”

Sue was funny, and her wit attracted the older boys. They became pals, Flegenheimer said, and were surprised to discover she was two years younger. “She was certainly our equal intellectually—and we were smart.” They hung out on the playground and visited the Rosenblatts’ apartment, where they got a glimpse of “a very glamorous lady,” Mildred, “strikingly more sophisticated than the other mothers I was familiar with.”

“I don’t recall her being particularly interested in or talking about literature or writing,” Flegenheimer said. What he did recall was her overwhelming charisma. Sue was “always on”—sometimes “trying a little too hard” but with a “star quality” that made it obvious that she was destined for greatness.


When I was in my twenties and thirties I used to look for the name Sue Rosenblatt in some context, because I knew she’d become famous. And then after I didn’t find Sue Rosenblatt, I went: “Oh, I guess she didn’t become famous.”8





On the playground of PS 144, Sue was not yet talking about books. But as her opening salvo to Walt reveals, she was already aware of herself as a misfit. Bored at school, unhappy at home, in fragile health, she aspired to better things. But the woman who would inspire bookish girls everywhere had few models when she herself was a bookish girl.

The feminist critic Carolyn Heilbrun has written that, until very recently, the only women deemed worthy of biography were “royal women or women celebrated as events in the lives of famous men.” Women whose importance resided in their own achievement were invisible. “Only the female life of prime devotion to male destiny had been told before; for the young girl who wanted more from a female biography, there were, before 1970, few or no exemplars.”9 Even a writer of such apparently unquestionable eminence as Virginia Woolf was, in the 1960s, dismissed by one of the deans of American criticism, Lionel Trilling.10 His own wife bitterly joked that no matter how substantial her own accomplishments, her obituary would inevitably read: “Diana Trilling Dies at 150. Widow of Distinguished Professor and Literary Critic Lionel Trilling.”11

In the memoirs of women intellectuals of Sontag’s generation, one great exception was mentioned time and again. In 1937, Eve Curie published Madame Curie, which Susan read soon after, when she was seven or eight. “That made me want to be a biochemist and win the Nobel Prize,” she said. (Her failure to do so was less poignant than Eve’s, whose mother, father, husband, sister, and brother-in-law all won Nobel Prizes—her mother, twice.) “I didn’t know it was supposed to be difficult for women,”12 Susan later said.

This “supreme heroine of my earliest childhood”13 held a lifelong fascination. In her last decade, she considered writing a novel about her.14 The lofty and intimidating Madame Curie made Sue wonder whether she had the kind of intelligence rewarded with Nobel Prizes. But she realized early on that her own brand of intelligence—“trying a little too hard”—was a great strength. “I did think that I could do whatever I set my mind to (I was going to be a chemist, like Madame Curie), that steadfastness and caring more than the others about what was important would take me wherever I wanted to go.”15



From reading, Sue was also deriving an idea of social duty as socialist heroism. In Forest Hills, she read a comic book about the Canadian doctor Norman Bethune, a Communist who served in the Spanish Civil War before traveling to China, where he died, an exemplary martyr of socialist internationalism, in the service of Mao.16 And she read two books about desperate prison escapes, Lewis Lawes’s 20,000 Years in Sing Sing and Victor Hugo’s great drama of injustice and redemption, Les Misérables. At nine, she told an interviewer, she “lived for months of grief and suspense” in her five-volume edition of Les Misérables. “It was the chapter in which Fantine is obliged to sell her hair that had made a conscious socialist out of me.”17

There was another reason for her identification with the oppressed. During the family’s years in Forest Hills, a hitherto unimaginable catastrophe was sweeping the Jews of Europe; and if the full extent of the Nazi horror would not be understood until after the war, the Jewish community certainly knew its outline. The city was swelled with thousands of refugees, including Sue’s friend Walter Flegenheimer, born in Germany.

During her life, her attitude toward her background would prove as unsettled as her attitude to other aspects of her identity. She told the Israeli novelist Yoram Kaniuk that she was “first a Jew, second a writer, and third an American.”18 This “shocked” Kaniuk, because “there had been nothing about her that he associated with Jews.” Others agreed. “Susan didn’t come on Jewish,” the film scholar Don Eric Levine said—allowing that “insofar as she was trying to come on Jewish, she was trying to come on as Hannah Arendt.”19 Jarosław Anders, a Polish writer who traveled through Poland with a group of American writers, remembered John Ashbery’s crying at Auschwitz. “She did not. And she talked about it, about this manipulation of history, and this hiding of certain aspects of Jewish suffering, but it was an intellectual challenge for her, and an issue, but not a personal one.”

Sometimes, as with the Israeli Kaniuk, she emphasized her Jewish background. At other times she downplayed it. She told an Italian friend that the first shul she ever set foot in was the suitably opulent Great Synagogue of Florence—though her stepfather founded a synagogue in the
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1-3. In two talismanic films that Susan kept all her life but never was able to view, her parents, Mildred and Jack Rosenblatt, frolic shipboard on their way home from Europe. For Mildred, her short time with Jack was a carefree golden age of adventurous travel and obsequious servants; for Susan, his early death in China was an unassimilable loss. She would only know him as “a set of photographs,” including these.
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[image: Susan and her beautiful mother, Mildred Jacobson. All her life, Susan would be fascinated by this unattainable figure, who grew up in the shadow of Hollywood and whom Susan alternately worshipped and loathed. To treat Susan’s asthma, Mildred moved Susan (bottom, right) and her sister, Judith (bottom, left), to Arizona, where she met her second husband, the wounded flying ace Nat Sontag. ]
4-5. Susan and her beautiful mother, Mildred Jacobson. All her life, Susan would be fascinated by this unattainable figure, who grew up in the shadow of Hollywood and whom Susan alternately worshipped and loathed. To treat Susan’s asthma, Mildred moved Susan (bottom, right) and her sister, Judith (bottom, left), to Arizona, where she met her second husband, the wounded flying ace Nat Sontag.
[image: ]
[image: Marie Curie gave generations of brainy girls one of their only role models and instilled in Susan the desire to win the Nobel Prize. Richard Halliburton’s thrilling tales of true-life adventure inspired her to see the world (bottom); and through Thomas Mann (top), whom she met during his California exile, “all of Europe fell into my head.”]
6-7. Marie Curie gave generations of brainy girls one of their only role models and instilled in Susan the desire to win the Nobel Prize. Richard Halliburton’s thrilling tales of true-life adventure inspired her to see the world (bottom); and through Thomas Mann (top), whom she met during his California exile, “all of Europe fell into my head.”
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[image: With Gene Marum (bottom, left) and Merrill Rodin (bottom, right), Susan visited Thomas Mann in Pacific Palisades and began to explore the gay subculture of Los Angeles, including venues like Club Flamingo, where tourists went to see the “fairies.” They were in constant danger of raids by cops in search of undesirables. Club Flamingo was closed in 1951.]
8. With Gene Marum (bottom, left) and Merrill Rodin (bottom, right), Susan visited Thomas Mann in Pacific Palisades and began to explore the gay subculture of Los Angeles, including venues like Club Flamingo, where tourists went to see the “fairies.” They were in constant danger of raids by cops in search of undesirables. Club Flamingo was closed in 1951.
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[image: The underground gay world was intertwined with the avant-garde works of artists like Djuna Barnes, Kenneth Anger, and Maya Deren (clockwise from top left), who gave Susan an alternative to the suburban world of baseball and barbecue in which she had been brought up. And in Robert Hutchins (bottom), just thirty when made president of the University of Chicago, she found a notion of learning as a tool to remake self and society.]
9-11. The underground gay world was intertwined with the avant-garde works of artists like Djuna Barnes, Kenneth Anger, and Maya Deren (clockwise from top left), who gave Susan an alternative to the suburban world of baseball and barbecue in which she had been brought up. And in Robert Hutchins (bottom), just thirty when made president of the University of Chicago, she found a notion of learning as a tool to remake self and society.
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[image: Susan met her first great love, Harriet Sohmers, at Berkeley. For a while their affair banished “the incipient guilt I have always felt about my lesbianism—making me ugly to myself—I know the truth now—I know how good and right it is to love.”]
12. Susan met her first great love, Harriet Sohmers, at Berkeley. For a while their affair banished “the incipient guilt I have always felt about my lesbianism—making me ugly to myself—I know the truth now—I know how good and right it is to love.”
[image: At Chicago, Susan, age seventeen, got engaged to a professor named Philip Rieff after knowing him for little more than a week; the marriage was celebrated at the Big Boy in Glendale, California. At nineteen, she had her only child, David, and began writing a landmark book about Freud that Philip would publish under his own name.]
13-15. At Chicago, Susan, age seventeen, got engaged to a professor named Philip Rieff after knowing him for little more than a week; the marriage was celebrated at the Big Boy in Glendale, California. At nineteen, she had her only child, David, and began writing a landmark book about Freud that Philip would publish under his own name.
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[image: Susan sketched a problem that would beset her all her life: “Head separate from body.” Both body and head fit awkwardly into the traditional heterosexual family Philip expected; and when, eighteen months after David’s birth, Mildred (bottom, left) finally met him, she exclaimed: “Oh, he’s charming. And you know I don’t like children, Susan.” ]
16-17. Susan sketched a problem that would beset her all her life: “Head separate from body.” Both body and head fit awkwardly into the traditional heterosexual family Philip expected; and when, eighteen months after David’s birth, Mildred (bottom, left) finally met him, she exclaimed: “Oh, he’s charming. And you know I don’t like children, Susan.”
[image: ]
[image: In Jacob and Susan Taubes (top), a charismatic guru and his doomed wife, Sontag discovered new ways of thinking about living “among the ruins,” including about marriage in the shadow of war and Holocaust. In 1957, Susan (bottom right, in Spain) left her husband and young child and sailed to Europe. There, during a year of intellectual and sexual exploration, she reencountered Harriet (bottom left, in Greece) and girded herself to leave her husband. ]
18-20. In Jacob and Susan Taubes (top), a charismatic guru and his doomed wife, Sontag discovered new ways of thinking about living “among the ruins,” including about marriage in the shadow of war and Holocaust. In 1957, Susan (bottom right, in Spain) left her husband and young child and sailed to Europe. There, during a year of intellectual and sexual exploration, she reencountered Harriet (bottom left, in Greece) and girded herself to leave her husband.
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[image: Back home, Susan filed for divorce, and a “maddened” Philip stalked her, dragging her and her young son into the tabloids. The experience left deep wounds on Susan, who soon entered a relationship with Harriet’s ex, María Irene Fornés. Irene had never read anything but “the newspaper, Little Women, and Hedda Gabler” but was, in Susan’s opinion, a genius, and sexually volcanic: “She could make a rock come,” Harriet said. Susan caricatured her own neediness in a cartoon in her journals.]
21-23. Back home, Susan filed for divorce, and a “maddened” Philip stalked her, dragging her and her young son into the tabloids. The experience left deep wounds on Susan, who soon entered a relationship with Harriet’s ex, María Irene Fornés. Irene had never read anything but “the newspaper, Little Women, and Hedda Gabler” but was, in Susan’s opinion, a genius, and sexually volcanic: “She could make a rock come,” Harriet said. Susan caricatured her own neediness in a cartoon in her journals.
[image: ]
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[image: Freshly arrived in New York, Susan was fascinated by the emerging new art scene. She was filmed by Andy Warhol for a “Screen Test,” spurring reflections on how the camera reduces a person to an image of a person. And she wrote an essay about “happenings,” a new non-commercial form pioneered by Allan Kaprow (bottom, second from left), part of a movement that rejected a society too in thrall to money, trashy celebrity, and glib fame: the commodification Warhol celebrated. ]
24. Freshly arrived in New York, Susan was fascinated by the emerging new art scene. She was filmed by Andy Warhol for a “Screen Test,” spurring reflections on how the camera reduces a person to an image of a person. And she wrote an essay about “happenings,” a new non-commercial form pioneered by Allan Kaprow (bottom, second from left), part of a movement that rejected a society too in thrall to money, trashy celebrity, and glib fame: the commodification Warhol celebrated.
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[image: Brilliant, unlucky Alfred Chester (shown here with his Moroccan boyfriend) was the first to include a portrait of Sontag, whom he called “Mary Monday,” in fiction. In the fall of 1963, she published her first novel, The Benefactor, at Farrar, Straus, whose publisher, Roger Straus, would become her own most enduring benefactor; his favorite author was Susan Sontag. A year later, she became notorious when “Notes on ‘Camp’” appeared in Partisan Review, the house organ of the New York intellectuals. ]
25-26. Brilliant, unlucky Alfred Chester (shown here with his Moroccan boyfriend) was the first to include a portrait of Sontag, whom he called “Mary Monday,” in fiction. In the fall of 1963, she published her first novel, The Benefactor, at Farrar, Straus, whose publisher, Roger Straus, would become her own most enduring benefactor; his favorite author was Susan Sontag. A year later, she became notorious when “Notes on ‘Camp’” appeared in Partisan Review, the house organ of the New York intellectuals.
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[image: In 1963, Robert Silvers and Barbara Epstein started The New York Review of Books, with which Sontag would be associated for the rest of her life. Soon after, she began a brief relationship with Jasper Johns, who said, “I don’t think I could have easily connected my feelings about my work to the Supremes. Her ability to make such connections was very attractive.”]
27-28. In 1963, Robert Silvers and Barbara Epstein started The New York Review of Books, with which Sontag would be associated for the rest of her life. Soon after, she began a brief relationship with Jasper Johns, who said, “I don’t think I could have easily connected my feelings about my work to the Supremes. Her ability to make such connections was very attractive.”
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[image: The artist Joseph Cornell, who loved divas, discovered one in Sontag, and sent her little gifts: a feather, a quotation from John Donne, a nineteenth-century letter in a calligraphic Greek hand. They only met once, in his house on Utopia Parkway in Queens. “He was fascinated by photography,” she said. “He was fascinated by stars, he was fascinated by the romance of the performer.” ]
29-30. The artist Joseph Cornell, who loved divas, discovered one in Sontag, and sent her little gifts: a feather, a quotation from John Donne, a nineteenth-century letter in a calligraphic Greek hand. They only met once, in his house on Utopia Parkway in Queens. “He was fascinated by photography,” she said. “He was fascinated by stars, he was fascinated by the romance of the performer.”
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[image: Many artists replied to the bombast and cruelty of the world in works united by what Sontag called “the aesthetics of silence”: the nearly empty canvases of Mark Rothko; the silent musical compositions of John Cage; or the cinema of Ingmar Bergman, in whose Persona one character went mute in response to the atrocities of the modern world—Auschwitz and Vietnam.]
31-32. Many artists replied to the bombast and cruelty of the world in works united by what Sontag called “the aesthetics of silence”: the nearly empty canvases of Mark Rothko; the silent musical compositions of John Cage; or the cinema of Ingmar Bergman, in whose Persona one character went mute in response to the atrocities of the modern world—Auschwitz and Vietnam.
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[image: The excitement of the early sixties soon gave way to a generation’s nightmare, the Vietnam War, which laid bare the brutality of the American empire. Susan was arrested protesting the draft in New York and traveled to Sweden to make a film about American deserters from Vietnam. She ended up making two Bergmanesque films that sought to avoid the mystifications of narrative but only succeeded in mystifying viewers, and even the actors who played in them: “We kept asking each other, out of the corner of our mouth: ‘What is this about?’” ]
33-34. The excitement of the early sixties soon gave way to a generation’s nightmare, the Vietnam War, which laid bare the brutality of the American empire. Susan was arrested protesting the draft in New York and traveled to Sweden to make a film about American deserters from Vietnam. She ended up making two Bergmanesque films that sought to avoid the mystifications of narrative but only succeeded in mystifying viewers, and even the actors who played in them: “We kept asking each other, out of the corner of our mouth: ‘What is this about?’”
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[image: In 1965, Diane Arbus photographed Susan and David; perhaps no picture conveyed their symbiosis as well as this one. Following Arbus’s suicide in 1971, her retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art become the most visited photography exhibition in history. Among the seven million visitors was Sontag, who was fascinated and repulsed by what she saw as people displayed as freaks. Her highly ambivalent reactions to Arbus extended to Arbus’s medium itself and resulted, in 1977, in her great collection On Photography.]
35-36. In 1965, Diane Arbus photographed Susan and David; perhaps no picture conveyed their symbiosis as well as this one. Following Arbus’s suicide in 1971, her retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art become the most visited photography exhibition in history. Among the seven million visitors was Sontag, who was fascinated and repulsed by what she saw as people displayed as freaks. Her highly ambivalent reactions to Arbus extended to Arbus’s medium itself and resulted, in 1977, in her great collection On Photography.
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[image: When Paul Goodman died in 1972, Sontag called him “quite simply the most important American writer.” She sympathized with his ambition: “There is a terrible, mean American resentment toward a writer who tries to do many things.” When he died, she was recovering from her breakup with the indolent Neapolitan duchess Carlotta del Pezzo, one of the “four hundred lesbians” of European high society (shown here with Susan a decade later).]
37-38. When Paul Goodman died in 1972, Sontag called him “quite simply the most important American writer.” She sympathized with his ambition: “There is a terrible, mean American resentment toward a writer who tries to do many things.” When he died, she was recovering from her breakup with the indolent Neapolitan duchess Carlotta del Pezzo, one of the “four hundred lesbians” of European high society (shown here with Susan a decade later).
[image: ]
[image: Depressed about the loss of Carlotta, Susan traveled to Cannes, where she attended the festival and met another member of the “four hundred,” the Rothschild heiress and Resistance heroine Nicole Stéphane (top). At Cannes, the former “Miss Librarian” found herself hobnobbing with (bottom, from left) Louis Malle, John Lennon, Yoko Ono, and Jeanne Moreau.]
39-40. Depressed about the loss of Carlotta, Susan traveled to Cannes, where she attended the festival and met another member of the “four hundred,” the Rothschild heiress and Resistance heroine Nicole Stéphane (top). At Cannes, the former “Miss Librarian” found herself hobnobbing with (bottom, from left) Louis Malle, John Lennon, Yoko Ono, and Jeanne Moreau.
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[image: Sontag identified “the obsessive theme of fake death” in her work. Through her friendship with Peter Hujar (left), one of the great photographers of the era, she began to move away from it. In Palermo, Hujar photographed his boyfriend, Paul Thek, in a crypt full of desiccated bodies: “Bodies could be used to decorate a room, like flowers,” Thek marveled. Susan and Nicole went to Israel during the Yom Kippur War; her third film, Promised Lands, was full of the bodies, the physical evidence of suffering, that she had skirted in her previous work.]
41-42. Sontag identified “the obsessive theme of fake death” in her work. Through her friendship with Peter Hujar (left), one of the great photographers of the era, she began to move away from it. In Palermo, Hujar photographed his boyfriend, Paul Thek, in a crypt full of desiccated bodies: “Bodies could be used to decorate a room, like flowers,” Thek marveled. Susan and Nicole went to Israel during the Yom Kippur War; her third film, Promised Lands, was full of the bodies, the physical evidence of suffering, that she had skirted in her previous work.
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[image: In 1975, just forty-two years old, Susan was diagnosed with stage 4 breast cancer; she was not expected to survive. After the grueling treatment, she flew to her mother in Honolulu. Her hair had gone completely white, and her mother sent her to a hairdresser, who gave her a makeover. The resulting hairstyle—all black but for a streak of white—became one of the most iconic of the age. Back home in 1978, she wrote Illness as Metaphor, a reflection on cancer; when it was published, she was photographed in FSG’s offices.]
43-44. In 1975, just forty-two years old, Susan was diagnosed with stage 4 breast cancer; she was not expected to survive. After the grueling treatment, she flew to her mother in Honolulu. Her hair had gone completely white, and her mother sent her to a hairdresser, who gave her a makeover. The resulting hairstyle—all black but for a streak of white—became one of the most iconic of the age. Back home in 1978, she wrote Illness as Metaphor, a reflection on cancer; when it was published, she was photographed in FSG’s offices.
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[image: In an unpublished essay, Sontag criticized Jean-Paul Sartre (top left), whose mind she called “one of the most fertile, lavishly gifted of the century,” for destroying that mind with amphetamines; she never mentioned her own decades-long use of the same drug. She also attacked Hitler’s filmmaker, Leni Riefenstahl (bottom, center); in turn, Sontag, like one of her heroines, Hannah Arendt (top right), would be criticized by feminists as an “exceptional woman,” exempted from the social and economic barriers that held other women back.]
45-46. In an unpublished essay, Sontag criticized Jean-Paul Sartre (top left), whose mind she called “one of the most fertile, lavishly gifted of the century,” for destroying that mind with amphetamines; she never mentioned her own decades-long use of the same drug. She also attacked Hitler’s filmmaker, Leni Riefenstahl (bottom, center); in turn, Sontag, like one of her heroines, Hannah Arendt (top right), would be criticized by feminists as an “exceptional woman,” exempted from the social and economic barriers that held other women back.
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[image: Joseph Brodsky, Russian poet and Nobel laureate: “I was always impressed by how he enjoyed impressing people, enjoyed knowing more than they did, enjoyed having higher standards than they had,” Susan said. In his favorite city, Venice, Susan met the dancer and choreographer Lucinda Childs, who starred in her last film, Unguided Tour. She would love Lucinda (here photographed by Robert Mapplethorpe), for the rest of her life, and would speak of Brodsky on her deathbed.]
47. Joseph Brodsky, Russian poet and Nobel laureate: “I was always impressed by how he enjoyed impressing people, enjoyed knowing more than they did, enjoyed having higher standards than they had,” Susan said. In his favorite city, Venice, Susan met the dancer and choreographer Lucinda Childs, who starred in her last film, Unguided Tour. She would love Lucinda (here photographed by Robert Mapplethorpe), for the rest of her life, and would speak of Brodsky on her deathbed.
[image: ]

[image: As a public intellectual, Sontag participated in countless panel discussions, including this one (middle), in 1982, when she said that “Communism is Fascism with a human face.” The next year, in Woody Allen’s fake documentary Zelig, Susan Sontag played the role of the ubiquitous commentator “Susan Sontag” (bottom). Later, as president of PEN, Sontag was involved in supporting Salman Rushdie, under attack from Islamic fundamentalists, by organizing readings like this one, alongside (top, left to right) GayTalese, E. L. Doctorow, and Norman Mailer.]
48-49. As a public intellectual, Sontag participated in countless panel discussions, including this one (middle), in 1982, when she said that “Communism is Fascism with a human face.” The next year, in Woody Allen’s fake documentary Zelig, Susan Sontag played the role of the ubiquitous commentator “Susan Sontag” (bottom). Later, as president of PEN, Sontag was involved in supporting Salman Rushdie, under attack from Islamic fundamentalists, by organizing readings like this one, alongside (top, left to right) Gay Talese, E. L. Doctorow, and Norman Mailer.
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[image: She largely abdicated that role during the revolution sparked by AIDS, which demanded that gay public figures eschew metaphor, and speak about themselves more directly (bottom). She never acknowledged her enduring—and enduringly fraught—relationship with Annie Leibovitz (top, right). “You’re good, but you could be better,” Susan told her. “I would have done anything,” Annie said, to please Susan.]
50-51. She largely abdicated that role during the revolution sparked by AIDS, which demanded that gay public figures eschew metaphor, and speak about themselves more directly (bottom). She never acknowledged her enduring—and enduringly fraught—relationship with Annie Leibovitz (top, right). “You’re good, but you could be better,” Susan told her. “I would have done anything,” Annie said, to please Susan.
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[image: The siege of Sarajevo, the longest in modern history, began in 1992. At great personal risk, Susan (with David [top, center] and the director Haris Pašović [top, left]) traveled there and put on a play, Waiting for Godot, without electricity and lit only by candles (middle), and with starving actors to whom she smuggled precious rolls of bread (bottom). It was art-as bullfight, played in “the world of plague victims which Artaud invokes as the true subject of modern dramaturgy.”]
52. The siege of Sarajevo, the longest in modern history, began in 1992. At great personal risk, Susan (with David [top, center] and the director Haris Pašović [top, left]) traveled there and put on a play, Waiting for Godot, without electricity and lit only by candles (middle), and with starving actors to whom she smuggled precious rolls of bread (bottom). It was art-as bullfight, played in “the world of plague victims which Artaud invokes as the true subject of modern dramaturgy.”
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[image: Susan with the cast of Godot. (Top row, left to right:) Milijana Zirojević, Nada Đurevska, Susan, Admir Glamočak, Izudin Bajrović. (Second row:) Irena Mulamuhić, Ines Fančović, Velibor Topić. (Foreground:) Sead Bejtović. “You couldn’t fool the audience,” said Topić. “You don’t know if you’re going to be alive in five minutes or ten or the next day. So you can’t fool them. I’ve played in front of wounded people, I’ve played in front of blind children, in the hospital, on the second floor, while people were having their legs cut off on the ground floor, people who were literally losing their lives, screaming, while I was playing.”]
52. Susan with the cast of Godot. (Top row, left to right:) Milijana Zirojević, Nada Đurevska, Susan, Admir Glamočak, Izudin Bajrović. (Second row:) Irena Mulamuhić, Ines Fančović, Velibor Topić. (Foreground:) Sead Bejtović. “You couldn’t fool the audience,” said Topić. “You don’t know if you’re going to be alive in five minutes or ten or the next day. So you can’t fool them. I’ve played in front of wounded people, I’ve played in front of blind children, in the hospital, on the second floor, while people were having their legs cut off on the ground floor, people who were literally losing their lives, screaming, while I was playing.”
[image: In 1998, after twenty-five years of being free of cancer, Susan relapsed; by 1999, when this photograph was taken, she had recovered, but would never be entirely well again. In 2000, she published her final novel, In America, and on September 11, 2001, she was in Berlin, transfixed by images of horror on CNN. She wrote a short piece for The New Yorker that violated her own principle: “You have no right to a public opinion unless you’ve been there.” The three paragraphs about 9/11 became the most controversial she ever wrote.]
53. In 1998, after twenty-five years of being free of cancer, Susan relapsed; by 1999, when this photograph was taken, she had recovered, but would never be entirely well again. In 2000, she published her final novel, In America, and on September 11, 2001, she was in Berlin, transfixed by images of horror on CNN. She wrote a short piece for The New Yorker that violated her own principle: “You have no right to a public opinion unless you’ve been there.” The three paragraphs about 9/11 became the most controversial she ever wrote.
[image: ]
[image: On her final trip abroad, in March 2004, Susan visited South Africa with Nadine Gordimer, who said, “Wherever Susan was, the walls seemed to expand.” Weeks later, she would be diagnosed with the cancer that would kill her. After her death, the square in front of the theater in Sarajevo was renamed in her honor.]
54-55. On her final trip abroad, in March 2004, Susan visited South Africa with Nadine Gordimer, who said, “Wherever Susan was, the walls seemed to expand.” Weeks later, she would be diagnosed with the cancer that would kill her. After her death, the square in front of the theater in Sarajevo was renamed in her honor.
[image: ]
[image: Sontag wrote searchingly of the history of fake or staged photographs, including these images of war—taken at Antietam, Berlin, and Iwo Jima—and how knowledge that they are staged obliterates their authority, and the authority of all photography.]
56-57. Sontag wrote searchingly of the history of fake or staged photographs, including these images of war—taken at Antietam, Berlin, and Iwo Jima—and how knowledge that they are staged obliterates their authority, and the authority of all photography.
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[image: In her last book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag explored themes she had pursued all her life, about the obscenity, and the necessity, of looking. She traced the history of images of suffering from Goya through the modern day and showed how authentic pictures of horror, like a Vietnamese girl fleeing a napalmed village or a Cambodian woman and her infant child about to be murdered, could create a moral context for putting a stop to those horrors.]
58. In her last book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag explored themes she had pursued all her life, about the obscenity, and the necessity, of looking. She traced the history of images of suffering from Goya through the modern day and showed how authentic pictures of horror, like a Vietnamese girl fleeing a napalmed village or a Cambodian woman and her infant child about to be murdered, could create a moral context for putting a stop to those horrors.
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[image: In 2004, already undergoing treatment for her terminal cancer, Sontag wrote her final essay, “Regarding the Torture of Others,” in response to images emerging from Abu Ghraib of Americans torturing Iraqi prisoners—and photographing themselves doing it. Like all her writing on photography, the essay showed how a subject that might have seemed intellectual or abstract—the separation of the person from the image of the person, of the thing from its metaphors—could break people’s bodies, and make them scream.]
59. In 2004, already undergoing treatment for her terminal cancer, Sontag wrote her final essay, “Regarding the Torture of Others,” in response to images emerging from Abu Ghraib of Americans torturing Iraqi prisoners—and photographing themselves doing it. Like all her writing on photography, the essay showed how a subject that might have seemed intellectual or abstract—the separation of the person from the image of the person, of the thing from its metaphors—could break people’s bodies, and make them scream.
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Prof: Gotta Be Sneak to See My Son

By ALFRED ALBELLI

An author and sociology prof with an international reputation in the hlghest
levels of academic ivy, complained in Supreme Court yesterday that he had to lie in

wait, like a thief, just to
steal glimpses of his 9-year-
old son.

The plaint was vowed by Philip
Rieff, now on the faculty of the
University of Pennsylvama, to
Justice Louis Capozzoli in an ac-
tion brought by Rieff to gain
custody. of his boy, David, from
his ex-wife, Susan Sontag Rieff.

Rieff, formerly of Harvard and
once a Fulbrlgh’c scholar at the
University of Munich, is the au-
thor of several solemn tomes, in-
cluding “Freud: The Mind of a
Moralist.”

But he has had no luck, he ad-
mitted, in convincing his former
spouse of his competence as a
father. She has not let him see
the boy “in a companionable way”
since David was returned to her
Sept. 15 from a summer stay with
the father.

“Only Fleeting Glances”

In fact, Rieff complained, he
had obtained only “fleeting
glances” at ‘his son on three oc-
casiong since then, and each
time by lying in wait outside the
school the boy attends, or near
the apartment house at 350 West
End Ave. where Mrs. Rieff lives.

The Rieffs were married in
California in 1951 and divorced
there in 1958, with the mother
getting custody of David. The
father maintained he was en-
titled to visitation rights, which
he says, his ex-wife now denies

him,
““The mother has threatened to
take the child to Paris,” added

T (NEWS foto by Bill Meurer)
Susan Sontag Rieff in court
corridor with son, David
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Li‘cense Denied
to Flamingo Club

Acting on recommendation of
the Sherifl’s Office, the Board ol
Supervisors yesterday refused to
grant au entertainment license
to the Flamingo Club, 1027 N La
Brea Ave.

Capt, P. L. Sutton, Sheriff’s
aide, reported the club is a gath.
ering place for undesirables.
Counsel for the club contended
the shows being presented are
no longer objectionahle.
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have the musique of a domestigue peace at home, peace in
thy walls, peace in thy bosome, never hearken efter the
masique of sphears, never hunt after the knowledge of
higher secrets, than appertaine fo. thee.
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