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Preface

What follows on these pages is a work that Susan Sontag was actively outlining and planning in the last years of her life. Among other projects—including a third, more autobiographical book on illness, a novel set in Japan, and a collection of stories—she intended to publish a new collection of essays, “my last one,” as she used to say, before returning to fiction.

Sontag had prepared various drafts of a table of contents, arranging the pieces she had written since the publication of Where the Stress Falls and leaving space for a few essays that she had plans to write, notably one on aphoristic thinking, a subject she had been interested in for some time, as future publications of her notebooks will show. Aside from those unwritten essays, however, this volume is as close as possible to the book she meant to publish.

While we cannot know what on these pages she would have rewritten (and she would have found much to revise, undoubtedly), we have prepared these essays in precisely the manner in which we so often worked with Susan Sontag. Throughout this book, we have endeavored to restore the original version of those pieces where the published version was cut or edited at the time of first publication. We have followed the order outlined in her notes for this collection, and we have incorporated her successive corrections to the essays and the edits she made in approved foreign editions.

 

•

 

Opening with a piece on beauty in which Sontag argues for the inextricability of ethic and aesthetic values, the first section forms the part of this book that she referred to as “Forwarding” in one draft of her table of contents and is comprised of the essays she wrote as introductions to works of literature in translation. The introductions were all published prior to the books they accompanied and were therefore edited repeatedly by Sontag, with the exception of the essay on Halldór Laxness, which she was revising as late as December 2004. Read together, these portraits and appreciations of admired writers have much in common: the celebration of Russian literature and its themes, from Tsvetayeva and Pasternak to Dostoyevsky and Leonid Tsypkin’s “extraordinary mental tour of Russian reality”; the solitary nature of fiction-writing, from Tsypkin’s writing “for the drawer” to Anna Banti’s amorous dance with her character; the “journey of the soul” shared by the correspondents in 1926 and revealed in the works of Tsypkin, Banti, Serge, and Laxness; and, above all, the ongoing and self-revealing meditation on the art of storytelling, on the “truth of fiction,” on “how to narrate and to what end,” and on a particular subgenre of the novel, “a retelling of the life of a real person of accomplishment from another era.”

 

•

 

The first three pieces of the second section are political pieces on the aftermath of September 11th and on the “war on terrorism.” The first, written just days after the attacks, was published in a slightly different version by The New Yorker; the version that appears here is the original, and it is the text that was published in translation in many foreign countries. The second, a companion to and a reflection on the first, appears here for the first time in English. The third piece returns to these same questions one year after the attacks. This is the first time all three essays have appeared together in print.

The second half of this section is comprised of two pieces on photography, a coda, in a way, to Regarding the Pain of Others—the first, a short collection of musings on the subject, and the second, a searing analysis of the Abu Ghraib scandal, the response of the Bush administration, and the shift in American culture toward what Sontag termed an “increasing acceptance of brutality.”

The last years of Sontag’s life were ones of ongoing political engagement, as these pieces of journalism show. This was something she wrestled with, but as much as she wanted to find time to work on her book projects, and fiction in particular, world events prompted her to respond, to take action and urge others to do the same. She participated because she couldn’t not participate.

 

•

 

In those same years, Sontag’s literary work and political activism brought her increasing international recognition. She was awarded a number of prizes, including the Jerusalem Prize, the Friedenspreis, the Prince of Asturias Award, and the Los Angeles Public Library Literary Award, and was asked to deliver lectures at commencement exercises, universities, and book fairs around the world. The third section is a collection of some of the speeches Sontag gave at these events. In these speeches, her public voice, while expanding on the main literary and political themes of the first and second sections of this book, reflects on its role as such and enters in a compelling dialogue with the voice of the writer, championing the task and enterprise of literature (and translation), and revealing glimpses of the life of a militant reader and a passionate member of the republic of letters.

 

•

 

Susan Sontag did not have a working title for the collection she was preparing. We have chosen At the Same Time, the title of the last speech she gave, as a tribute to the polyphonic quality of this book, to the inseparability in her work of literature and politics, aesthetics and ethics, inner and outer life.

—Paolo Dilonardo and Anne Jump




Foreword

In thinking of my mother now, more than a year after her death, I often find myself dwelling on that startling phrase in Auden’s great memorial poem for Yeats—words that both sum up what small immortality artistic accomplishment sometimes can confer and are, simultaneously, such an extraordinary euphemism for extinction. Once dead, Yeats, Auden writes, “became his admirers.”

Loved ones, admirers, detractors, works, work: beyond soon-to-be-distorted or at least edited memories, beyond the possessions soon to be dispersed or distributed, beyond libraries, archives, voice recordings, videotape, and photographs—that is surely the most that can ever remain of a life, no matter how well and kindly lived, no matter how accomplished.

I have known many writers who assuaged themselves about mortality, to the extent they could, with at least the fantasy that their work would outlive them and also the lives of those of their loved ones who would keep faith with memory for whatever time remained to them. My mother was one such writer, working with one eye imaginatively cocked toward posterity. I should add that, given her unalloyed fear of extinction—in no part of her, even in the last agonized days of her ending, was there the slightest ambivalence, the slightest acceptance—the thought was not just scant consolation, it was no consolation. She did not want to leave. I do not pretend to know much about what she felt as she lay dying, three months in two successive beds in two successive hospital rooms, as her body became almost one huge sore, but this at least I can assert confidently.

What else can I say? Personally, a lot, of course, but I do not propose to do so. So in this writing, let me be one of those admirers and not a son, and introduce this last collection of her essays that she herself largely selected and shaped in her lifetime. Had she gained even some small, life-extending remission from her blood cancer, I am sure she would have added to this book, amended the essays (there was never a book she published where she did not do this), and doubtless made cuts as well. Fiercely proud of her work, she was also a stern critic of it. But these changes were for her to make, certainly not for me in the role of admirer. There will be other works by Susan Sontag published in the next few years—diaries, letters, uncollected essays—and these will be shaped by my hand and by the hands of some others. But not here, not now. This time, this last time, it is possible for me to know and thus fully honor her intentions.

Even in doing so, though, I am all too aware that the fact that this is her last book gives it a specific gravity it would not have had otherwise. Inescapably, it will be read as a summing-up, as her final words. That she did not mean these to be her final words, that, before her illness stripped her of her identity as a writer (as it did, horribly, well before she died), she was full of plans for other writings, above all for stories and a new novel, will do little to alter this impression. And not wrongly; the themes of the essays and speeches in this book do, I think, fairly represent many, though not by any means all, of the questions—political, literary, intellectual, and moral—that my mother cared most about.

She was interested in everything. Indeed, if I had only one word with which to evoke her, it would be avidity. She wanted to experience everything, taste everything, go everywhere, do everything. Even travel, she once wrote, she conceived of as accumulation. And her apartment, which was a kind of reification of the contents of her head, was filled almost to bursting with an amazingly disparate collection of objects, prints, photographs, and, of course, books, endless books. If anything, the gamut of her interests was what was hard (for me at least) to fathom, impossible to keep up with. In her story “Project for a Trip to China,” she wrote:


Three things I’ve been promising myself for twenty years that I would do before I die:

     —climb the Matterhorn

     —learn to play the harpsichord

     —study Chinese



In another story, “Debriefing,” she wrote: “We know more than we can use. Look at all this stuff I’ve got in my head: rockets and Venetian churches, David Bowie and Diderot, nuoc mam and Big Macs, sunglasses and orgasms.” And then she added, “And we don’t know nearly enough.” I think that, for her, the joy of living and the joy of knowing really were one and the same. In my admirer guise, this is what I take from so much of her work, including this book.

I used to tease my mother by saying to her that though she had largely kept her own biography out of her work, her essays of appreciation—on Roland Barthes, on Walter Benjamin, on Elias Canetti, to name three of the best of them—were more self-revealing than she perhaps imagined. At the very least, they were idealizations. At the time, she laughed, lightly assenting. But I was never sure whether she agreed or not, nor am I now. I was taken back to such conversations when, in the essay “An Argument About Beauty,” included in this volume, I came upon the sentence that reads: “Beauty is part of the history of idealizing, which is itself part of the history of consolation.”

Did she write in order to console herself? I believe so, though this is more intuition than grounded judgment. Beauty, I know, was a consolation for her, whether she found it on the walls of museums to which she was such an ardent and inveterate visitor, in the temples of Japan that she so adored, in serious music, which was the virtually nonstop accompaniment to her evenings at home while working, and in the eighteenth-century prints on the walls of her apartment. “The capacity to be overwhelmed by the beautiful,” she writes in the same essay, “is astonishingly sturdy and survives amidst the harshest distractions.” I would speculate that here she is thinking of that harshest of all the distractions that claimed her in life, her illnesses, the two bouts of cancer that wracked her but that she survived (obviously, this essay was written before she developed cancer for the third and last time).

It is sometimes said of my mother’s work that she was torn between aestheticism and moralism, beauty and ethics. Any intelligent reader of hers will see the force of this, but I think a shrewder account would emphasize their inseparability in her work. “The wisdom that becomes available over a profound, lifelong engagement with the aesthetic,” she wrote, “cannot, I venture to say, be duplicated by any other kind of seriousness.” I do not know if this is true. I do know that she believed this with every fiber of herself, and that her almost devotional insistence on never missing a concert, an exhibition, an opera, or a ballet was for her an act of loyalty to seriousness, not an indulgence, and a part of her project as a writer, not a taste, let alone an addiction.

Where it led her was to a kind of “devotee-ship.” She excelled in admiration. In another essay in this volume, “1926 … ,” a meditation on Pasternak, Tsvetayeva, and Rilke, she describes the three poets as participants in the sacred delirium of art, of a god (Rilke), and of his two Russian worshippers whom, she writes, “we, the readers of their letters, know to be future gods.” The appropriateness of such worship was, for my mother, self-evident, and she practiced it until she could no longer practice anything at all, so much was it second nature to her. This is what her essays of admiration are all about. It is also why, though she valued her work as a fiction writer far more than anything else she did, she could not stop writing them—as this book shows one last time.

In the run-up to the stem cell transplant that was her last, thin chance for survival, she would speak of her failure to write the novels and stories she had wanted to do, some of which are mapped out in her diaries and workbooks. And yet when I asked her once why she had devoted so much time to making essayistic cases for writers ranging from Nathalie Sarraute at the beginning of her career to Leonid Tsypkin, Halldór Laxness, and Anna Banti in the year she got ill (these pieces are collected in this volume), what she once called “the evangelical incentive” she spoke of as a duty, whereas fiction writing alone had brought her pleasure as a writer. But she was never able to think of herself as a writer alone, and in the essay on Banti she speaks of “militant reading.” It was that militant reader, or, as she put it elsewhere, the would-be “world-improver,” I believe, who wrote most of the essays, while the fiction languished. She knew it, of course. On her seventieth birthday, she told me that what she most yearned for was time, time to do the work that essay writing had distracted her from so often and so lengthily. And as she grew sicker, she spoke with leaden sadness of time wasted. To the end, writing of Victor Serge (that piece, too, is collected here), she identified herself with what she thought of as a previous era defined by “its introspective energies and passionate intellectual quests and code of self-sacrifice and immense hope.” That irony-less commitment always made my mother’s detractors rail at her. But irony or world-weariness would never have gotten a bookish, asthmatic girl from a family in which learning was not greatly prized through a girlhood in southern Arizona and suburban Los Angeles. “What saved me as a schoolchild in Arizona,” she wrote, “waiting to grow up, waiting to escape into a larger reality, was reading books … To have access to literature, world literature, was to escape the prison of national vanity, of philistinism, of compulsory provincialism, of inane schooling, of imperfect destinies and bad luck.”

I think she survived by taking herself with the fierce seriousness that so put her detractors off. Certainly, she felt from start to finish that to let up, to relax, would mean to falter. In her essay on Canetti, she quotes approvingly his remark, “I try to imagine someone telling Shakespeare to relax.” My mother knew how to play for keeps.

What she did not know how to do was to wall herself off from her own extraliterary commitments, above all her political involvements from Vietnam to Iraq. Much as I admire her piece on the torture photographs from Abu Ghraib (also included here along with some speeches and an interview on the so-called war on terrorism, Israel-Palestine, and Iraq), I wish it had not been the last major piece of work she under-took. I wish … Well, I wish she had written a short story. She herself was the first to insist that she did not hold her political opinions “as a writer,” adding that “the influence a writer can exert is purely adventitious,” that it was now “an aspect of the culture of celebrity.”

But it was not only the activist in herself that my mother viewed with misgiving. In this volume, as she did so often in her work, she returned again and again not to her life as a writer but to her life as a reader. In her essay on translation, “The World as India,” she notes, “A writer is first of all a reader. It is from reading that I derive the standards by which I measure my own work and according to which I fall lamentably short. It is from reading, even before writing, that I became part of a community—the community of literature—which includes more dead than living writers.” Now she has joined them. Now she has become her admirers. Much as I wish, wish beyond cogent expression, that it were otherwise. Reader, over to you.

—David Rieff
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An Argument About Beauty

Responding at last, in April 2002, to the scandal created by the revelation of innumerable cover-ups of sexually predatory priests, Pope John Paul II told the American cardinals summoned to the Vatican, “A great work of art may be blemished, but its beauty remains; and this is a truth which any intellectually honest critic will recognize.”

Is it too odd that the pope likens the Catholic Church to a great—that is, beautiful—work of art? Perhaps not, since the inane comparison allows him to turn abhorrent misdeeds into something like the scratches in the print of a silent film or craquelure covering the surface of an Old Master painting, blemishes that we reflexively screen out or see past. The pope likes venerable ideas. And beauty, as a term signifying (like health) an indisputable excellence, has been a perennial resource in the issuing of peremptory evaluations.

Permanence, however, is not one of beauty’s more obvious attributes; and the contemplation of beauty, when it is expert, may be wreathed in pathos, the drama on which Shakespeare elaborates in many of the sonnets. Traditional celebrations of beauty in Japan, like the annual rite of cherry-blossom viewing, are keenly elegiac; the most stirring beauty is the most evanescent. To make beauty in some sense imperishable required a lot of conceptual tinkering and transposing, but the idea was simply too alluring, too potent, to be squandered on the praise of superior embodiments. The aim was to multiply the notion, to allow for kinds of beauty, beauty with adjectives, arranged on a scale of ascending value and incorruptibility, with the metaphorized uses (“intellectual beauty,” “spiritual beauty”) taking precedence over what ordinary language extols as beautiful—a gladness to the senses.

The less “uplifting” beauty of face and body remains the most commonly visited site of the beautiful. But one would hardly expect the pope to invoke that sense of beauty while constructing an exculpatory account of several generations’ worth of the clergy’s sexual molestation of children and protection of the molesters. More to the point—his point—is the “higher” beauty of art. However much art may seem to be a matter of surface and reception by the senses, it has generally been accorded an honorary citizenship in the domain of “inner” (as opposed to “outer”) beauty. Beauty, it seems, is immutable, at least when incarnated—fixed—in the form of art, because it is in art that beauty as an idea, an eternal idea, is best embodied. Beauty (should you choose to use the word that way) is deep, not superficial; hidden, sometimes, rather than obvious; consoling, not troubling; indestructible, as in art, rather than ephemeral, as in nature. Beauty, the stipulatively uplifting kind, perdures.

 

•

 

The best theory of beauty is its history. Thinking about the history of beauty means focusing on its deployment in the hands of specific communities.

Communities dedicated by their leaders to stemming what is perceived as a noxious tide of innovative views have no interest in modifying the bulwark provided by the use of beauty as unexceptionable commendation and consolation. It is not surprising that John Paul II—and the preserve-and-conserve institution for which he speaks—feels as comfortable with beauty as with the idea of the good.

It also seems inevitable that when, almost a century ago, the most prestigious communities concerned with the fine arts dedicated themselves to drastic projects of innovation, beauty would turn up on the front line of notions to be discredited. Beauty could not but appear a conservative standard to the makers and proclaimers of the new; Gertrude Stein said that to call a work of art beautiful means that it is dead. Beautiful has come to mean “merely” beautiful: there is no more vapid or philistine compliment.

Elsewhere, beauty still reigns, irrepressible. (How could it not?) When that notorious beauty-lover Oscar Wilde announced in The Decay of Lying, “Nobody of any real culture … ever talks nowadays about the beauty of a sunset. Sunsets are quite old fashioned,” sunsets reeled under the blow, then recovered. Les beaux arts, when summoned to a similar call to be up to date, did not. The subtraction of beauty as a standard for art hardly signals a decline of the authority of beauty. Rather, it testifies to a decline in the belief that there is something called art.

 

•

 

Even when beauty was an unquestioned criterion of value in the arts, it was defined laterally, by evoking some other quality that was supposed to be the essence or sine qua non of something that was beautiful. A definition of the beautiful was no more (or less) than a commendation of the beautiful. When, for example, Lessing equated beauty with harmony, he was offering another general idea of what is excellent or desirable.

In the absence of a definition in the strict sense, there was supposed to be an organ or capacity for registering beauty (that is, value) in the arts, called “taste,” and a canon of works discerned by people of taste, seekers after more rarefied gratifications, adepts of connoisseurship. For in the arts—unlike life—beauty was not assumed to be necessarily apparent, evident, obvious.

The problem with taste was that, however much it resulted in periods of large agreement within communities of art lovers, it issued from private, immediate, and revocable responses to art. And the consensus, however firm, was never more than local. To address this defect, Kant—a dedicated universalizer—proposed a distinctive faculty of “judgment” with discernible principles of a general and abiding kind; the tastes legislated by this faculty of judgment, if properly reflected upon, should be the possession of all. But “judgment” did not have its intended effect of shoring up “taste” or making it, in a certain sense, more democratic. For one thing, taste-as-principled-judgment was hard to apply, since it had the most tenuous connection with the actual works of art deemed incontestably great or beautiful, unlike the pliable, empirical criterion of taste. And taste is now a far weaker, more assailable notion than it was in the late eighteenth century. Whose taste? Or, more insolently, who sez?

As the relativistic stance in cultural matters pressed harder on the old assessments, definitions of beauty—descriptions of its essence—became emptier. Beauty could no longer be something as positive as harmony. For Valéry, the nature of beauty is that it cannot be defined; beauty is precisely “the ineffable.”

The failure of the notion of beauty reflects the discrediting of the prestige of judgment itself, as something that could conceivably be impartial or objective, not always self-serving or self-referring. It also reflects the discrediting of binary discourses in the arts. Beauty defines itself as the antithesis of the ugly. Obviously, you can’t say something is beautiful if you’re not willing to say something is ugly. But there are more and more taboos about calling something, anything, ugly. (For an explanation, look first not at the rise of so-called “political correctness,” but at the evolving ideology of consumerism, then at the complicity between these two.) The point is to find what is beautiful in what has not hitherto been regarded as beautiful (or: the beautiful in the ugly).

Similarly, there is more and more resistance to the idea of “good taste,” that is, to the dichotomy good taste/bad taste, except for occasions that allow one to celebrate the defeat of snobbery and the triumph of what was once condescended to as bad taste. Today, good taste seems even more retrograde an idea than beauty. Austere, difficult “modernist” art and literature have come to seem old-fashioned, a conspiracy of snobs. Innovation is relaxation now; today’s E-Z Art gives the green light to all. In the cultural climate favoring the more user-friendly art of recent years, the beautiful seems, if not obvious, then pretentious. Beauty continues to take a battering in what are called, absurdly, our culture wars.

 

•

 

That beauty applied to some things and not to others, that it was a principle of discrimination, was once its strength and its appeal. Beauty belonged to the family of notions that establish rank, and accorded well with a social order unapologetic about station, class, hierarchy, and the right to exclude.

What had been a virtue of the concept became its liability. Beauty, which once seemed vulnerable because it was too general, loose, porous, was revealed as—on the contrary—excluding too much. Discrimination, once a positive faculty (meaning refined judgment, high standards, fastidiousness), turned negative: it meant prejudice, bigotry, blindness to the virtues of what was not identical with oneself.

The strongest, most successful move against beauty was in the arts: beauty—and the caring about beauty—was restrictive; as the current idiom has it, elitist. Our appreciations, it was felt, could be so much more inclusive if we said that something, instead of being beautiful, was “interesting.”

Of course, when people said a work of art was interesting, this did not mean that they necessarily liked it—much less that they thought it beautiful. It usually meant no more than they thought they ought to like it. Or that they liked it, sort of, even though it wasn’t beautiful.

Or they might describe something as interesting to avoid the banality of calling it beautiful. Photography was the art where “the interesting” first triumphed, and early on: the new, photographic way of seeing proposed everything as a potential subject for the camera. The beautiful could not have yielded such a range of subjects; and it soon came to seem uncool to boot as a judgment. Of a photograph of a sunset, a beautiful sunset, anyone with minimal standards of verbal sophistication might well prefer to say, “Yes, the photograph is interesting.”

 

•

 

What is interesting? Mostly, what has not previously been thought beautiful (or good). The sick are interesting, as Nietzsche points out. The wicked, too. To name something as interesting implies challenging old orders of praise; such judgments aspire to be found insolent or at least ingenious. Connoisseurs of “the interesting”—whose antonym is “the boring”—appreciate clash, not harmony. Liberalism is boring, declares Carl Schmitt in The Concept of the Political, written in 1932. (The following year he joined the Nazi Party.) A politics conducted according to liberal principles lacks drama, flavor, conflict, while strong autocratic politics—and war—are interesting.

Long use of “the interesting” as a criterion of value has, inevitably, weakened its transgressive bite. What is left of the old insolence lies mainly in its disdain for the consequences of actions and of judgments. As for the truthfulness of the ascription—that does not even enter the story. One calls something interesting precisely so as not to have to commit to a judgment of beauty (or of goodness). The interesting is now mainly a consumerist concept, bent on enlarging its domain: the more things become interesting, the more the marketplace grows. The boring—understood as an absence, an emptiness—implies its antidote: the promiscuous, empty affirmations of the interesting. It is a peculiarly inconclusive way of experiencing reality.

In order to enrich this deprived take on our experiences, one would have to acknowledge a full notion of boredom: depression, rage (suppressed despair). Then one could work toward a full notion of the interesting. But that quality of experience—of feeling—one would probably no longer even want to call interesting.

 

•

 

Beauty can illustrate an ideal, a perfection. Or, because of its identification with women (more accurately, with Woman), it can trigger the usual ambivalence that stems from the age-old denigration of the feminine. Much of the discrediting of beauty needs to be understood as a result of the gender inflection. Misogyny, too, might underlie the urge to metaphorize beauty, thereby promoting it out of the realm of the “merely” feminine, the unserious, the specious. For if women are worshipped because they are beautiful, they are condescended to for their preoccupation with making or keeping themselves beautiful. Beauty is theatrical, it is for being looked at and admired; and the word is as likely to suggest the beauty industry (beauty magazines, beauty parlors, beauty products)—the theater of feminine frivolity—as the beauties of art and of nature. How else to explain the association of beauty—i.e., women—with mindlessness? To be concerned with one’s own beauty is to risk the charge of narcissism and frivolity. Consider all the beauty synonyms, starting with the “lovely,” the merely “pretty,” which cry out for a virile transposition.

“Handsome is as handsome does.” (But not: “Beautiful is as beautiful does.”) Though it applies no less than does “beautiful” to appearance, “handsome”—free of associations with the feminine—seems a more sober, less gushing way of commending. Beauty is not ordinarily associated with gravitas. Thus one might prefer to call the vehicle for delivering searing images of war and atrocity a “handsome book,” as I did in the preface to a compilation of photographs by Don McCullin, lest calling it a “beautiful book” (which it was) would seem an affront to its appalling subject.

 

•

 

It’s usually assumed that beauty is, almost tautologically, an “aesthetic” category, which puts it, according to many, on a collision course with the ethical. But beauty, even beauty in the amoral mode, is never naked. And the ascription of beauty is never unmixed with moral values. Far from the aesthetic and the ethical being poles apart, as Kierkegaard and Tolstoy insisted, the aesthetic is itself a quasi-moral project. Arguments about beauty since Plato are stocked with questions about the proper relation to the beautiful (the irresistibly, enthrallingly beautiful), which is thought to flow from the nature of beauty itself.

The perennial tendency to make of beauty itself a binary concept, to split it up into “inner” and “outer,” “higher” and “lower” beauty, is the usual way that judgments of the beautiful are colonized by moral judgments. From a Nietzschean (or Wildean) point of view, this may be improper, but it seems to me unavoidable. And the wisdom that becomes available over a deep, lifelong engagement with the aesthetic cannot, I venture to say, be duplicated by any other kind of seriousness. Indeed, the various definitions of beauty come at least as close to a plausible characterization of virtue, and of a fuller humanity, as the attempts to define goodness as such.

 

•

 

Beauty is part of the history of idealizing, which is itself part of the history of consolation. But beauty may not always console. The beauty of face and figure torments, subjugates; that beauty is imperious. The beauty that is human, and the beauty that is made (art)—both raise the fantasy of possession. Our model of the disinterested comes from the beauty of nature—a nature that is distant, overarching, unpossessable.

From a letter written by a German soldier standing guard in the Russian winter in late December 1942:


The most beautiful Christmas I had ever seen, made entirely of disinterested emotion and stripped of all tawdry trimmings. I was all alone beneath an enormous starred sky, and I can remember a tear running down my frozen cheek, a tear neither of pain nor of joy but of emotion created by intense experience.*



Unlike beauty, often fragile and impermanent, the capacity to be overwhelmed by the beautiful is astonishingly sturdy and survives amidst the harshest distractions. Even war, even the prospect of certain death, cannot expunge it.

 

•

 

The beauty of art is better, “higher,” according to Hegel, than the beauty of nature because it is made by human beings and is the work of the spirit. But the discerning of beauty in nature is also the result of traditions of consciousness, and of culture—in Hegel’s language, of spirit.

The responses to beauty in art and to beauty in nature are interdependent. As Wilde pointed out, art does more than school us on how and what to appreciate in nature. (He was thinking of poetry and painting. Today the standards of beauty in nature are largely set by photography.) What is beautiful reminds us of nature as such—of what lies beyond the human and the made—and thereby stimulates and deepens our sense of the sheer spread and fullness of reality, inanimate as well as pulsing, that surrounds us all.

A happy by-product of this insight, if insight it is: beauty regains its solidity, its inevitability, as a judgment needed to make sense of a large portion of one’s energies, affinities, and admirations; and the usurping notions appear ludicrous.

Imagine saying, “That sunset is interesting.”
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