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Preface

This is the most personal book I have written, personal in ways I had not anticipated. For close to three decades I have been teaching a large undergraduate class called “Rites of Passage.” In this course I deal with coming-of-age narratives from medieval France up to our own moment, using a mix of famous writers such as Twain and Faulkner, along with other, less known favorites of mine, such as Tarjei Vesaas’s The Ice Palace. One of my chief reasons for teaching this course is to urge students to realize that their own experience of growing up is—surprisingly, rewardingly—mirrored in books from other times, other places. Exploring such texts with students is gratifying, for they easily see that their own college experience is itself a rite of passage.

Therefore, when I set out to write a book on two major phases of life—growing up and growing old—I figured it would be easy enough to make use of my teaching for the growing-up part, while finding the appropriate books about aging to use as the second part of the diptych. I had never worked with students on issues of growing old—a nonstarter topic, if ever there was one—but I felt confident that I could make a judicious selection of literary materials dealing with that topic, to create a balanced study. This was going to be fun, I felt.

What I failed to realize was the impress of passing time on myself. During the several years I have spent writing this book, I have moved, at a surprising speed, into the territory of old age. And I began to realize that these literary matters were disturbingly existential for me, that I was in effect doing my own crash course in learning about the challenges, travails, surprises, and (hopefully) rewards of growing old. At the far side of this book now, I am a rather different person than I was when I first envisaged this study: closer to retirement, more aware of physical decline, more attuned to my own gathering exit from much I had taken for granted, more certain that I (like peers my age) am increasingly engaged in dodging bullets. My vision has changed. I now see growing up as something far more precious and exposed, more vulnerable and fateful, than I did in the confident, breezy courses I have taught on this topic over the years. And I now feel the awful weight of Freud’s words on King Lear: “making friends with the necessity of dying.” There is little that is strictly literary in all this.

But literature is what I know best. And I realized that my most intimate feelings about these key matters of entry and exit nonetheless have their source in literature. And, of course, that is what I am arguing in this book: that literature shows us who we are; it never stops doing this. I’ve posited this view before, but never with quite the personal conviction that you’ll see in the pages ahead. This (very likely valedictory) book also constitutes something of a conclusion to my career. The ground I cover—from Sophocles and Shakespeare to Art Spiegelman and Jonathan Safran Foer—represents pretty much a roll call of the works of literature I’ve dealt with over a lifetime, but I now understand that they illuminate my own lifetime. And the personal voice I’ve allowed myself throughout this book is a voice that finds both its matter and its manner, its substance and its timbre, in the books I love. I mean this quite literally: literature frees my tongue and imagination, liberates and creates my best thinking, brings to the fore whatever gift I may have, and is arguably what is most social as well as most private about me. Literature, a term derived from the Latin for “letters,” feeds my own letter to the world. I have lived a life of privilege in the academy—working year after year with the ever young as I move through time—and this is my way of repaying the debt I owe to the great writers of then and now. At this late stage of my life, it feels like the right thing to do.


INTRODUCTION
The Riddle of the Sphinx

“What is the creature that is on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, three legs at night?” Oedipus answers, “Man.” He wins the prize, becomes king, and marries the queen, all because he understood the riddle. It is a story we think we too understand. Four legs means crawling infant; two legs means erect and upright at one’s prime; three legs means leaning on a staff or crutch or family member in old age. Man would be the creature whose legs vary in number, whose very locomotion alters, whose hardwired metamorphoses are governed by planetary rules: a morning phase, an evening phase. Only Homo sapiens goes through these transformations. Other species grow up and grow old, but they leave no record of what they encountered.

Oedipus does not say “time”; he does not say “story.” Yet that is what the riddle actually signifies: the trip through time, the universal human voyage from morning to noon, from noon to night. Oedipus’s own dark fate lies coiled, concealed, in just those passages. So, too, does our own. The human story is rich in testimony about these two central transformations, growing up and growing old, that script so much: not just our lives but our notions about education, love, maturation, wisdom. Here is the trajectory from innocence to experience, the entry/exit scheme, that frames all life. My book takes its lessons from the Sphinx, to explore these fundamental and fateful passages. How much do we actually know about these crucial chapters of our existence? Is your own story a riddle?

On the Move

Our past grows every moment we live—Proust beautifully said that we live on stilts, stilts that get longer each day of our life, stilts from which we must eventually fall—but it also grows further away, seems at once haunting and unreal. We ask: Was that I? Are those scrapbook images real? I know they are accurate, would pass muster in a courtroom, but are they real? Can I still feel the pulsing life in those frozen images? “Old men ought to be explorers, still and still moving,” wrote T. S. Eliot. As I move toward my end stage, what purchase can I possibly have on my beginning, my formation? Proust’s legendary account of a tired and depressed middle-aged man dipping a pastry, a madeleine, into a teacup and recovering—shimmering, alive, deep inside him but now rising anew, bathed in the air of long ago—his childhood: this beautiful version of retrieval has eluded me personally for some time now, and I fear it may be the same for many of my readers.

If recapturing childhood’s form is hard, the experience and story of aging—inevitably upon me, governing my field of vision—are no less resistant to analysis. Yes, I am out of childhood, but then I am in old age and hence blinded to its evolving and defining contours, even if it is the autumnal air I daily breathe. A wrinkle here, a lapse there, a failing system elsewhere: the somatic last chapter has markers. But the aging mind? The soul in its late phase? The ending that must come? The meaning of the circle that is about to close? Who can see his or her own fuller shape with any finality? How would one go about charting these terrains?

My book addresses a poverty so basic, so elemental, that we do not even realize it afflicts us: we do not possess our own lives. The signifying arc through time that each of us lives—how we became who we are, what we are about, where we are headed—that would illuminate our story is elusive indeed. Do our days and years possess a melody? Especially as we near the end, we yearn for a clearer, fuller, more dimensional record of who we are. Where to find it? The story of our lives should be our greatest possession, our central estate; yet we are all too often locked out of it. We know that time is among the grand culprits, steathily eroding event into memory and memory into ashes. But even if you recalled every single act of your life, could call them all up on some kind of screen, would you know how to put them together, what they add up to?

Hence, those are the large issues I am after. Not unlike Thoreau, who elected to live in a hut at Walden Pond in order to grab life by the throat, I seek to get at the pith of things, to take measures. Especially beginnings and endings. Growing up: What can you know about how you became you, about your formative encounters with family, others, and society, about the forces that nourished or stunted you, about the emerging shape of your life? Where would you go to learn this? And then the second half of the diptych: How can one size up the inexorable process of aging, approaching the end of the curve, with all its vexed questions: When does maturity become decline? When does decline become disaster? Does growing old signify gain or loss of worth? Wisdom or obsolescence? Clarity or murk? Again: Where do we find answers?

Neither mirrors nor diaries offer testimony about these intimate yet intractable matters, since they are unequipped to capture our becoming or our altering, our dance through time. It is strange, given the information glut of our day, how unprovided we are on this score. Consider, for a moment, Ali Baba. Visualize him at his cave, pronouncing his mantra, “Open Sesame,” and then entering those precincts to possess his hidden treasure. But what if the treasure is not coins of gold but the cave itself, the possession of one’s own voluminous life? Is that not our truest treasure? And is it not hidden? But it can be made visible. For here is the central truth of this book (and of my life): we can find our form in books. Yes, in books written by others, about others. Together we will visit—indeed, raid—the huge storehouse of life stories that go by the name of literature. I think we shall realize that this is our mirror.

Literature as Estate

It is odd that the testimony of literature is rarely invoked in these terms: as a tool of personal discovery, indeed as a purchase on our own evolving form. Too easily dismissed as something to read and process either in a mandatory way at school or as an escape before going to sleep, a living work of art actually possesses a bare-bones practicality, indeed a utility, that we need to recover: it helps us toward a richer grasp of our own estate. What you find inside this mirror of life stories is an inexhaustible treasure house of “might-have-beens” and “might-bes,” a repertoire of scenarios showing how one moves through time, how one is made up of forces beyond one’s control and ken, how events form and deform us, how one becomes oneself, how that self responds to its pact with time and conducts its pas de deux with entropy and death. This is precious. A novel of two hundred pages may package a life of seventy years; yet a novel of two hundred pages requires a day or so to read, while a seventy-year life requires seventy years. Isn’t this one profound reason we read novels? Art makes life visible.

You might ask: How can a work of literature, especially one written centuries ago, possibly shed light on me: my experiences, my formation, my running story? It is a good question, and it has some good answers. Great art lives in a way that transcends its moment, reaching something more universal, gesturing toward life experiences that are at once time-bound and timeless. The proof behind this (ahistorical) assertion is embarrassingly simple: every time you read a book that speaks to you, that engages your mind and feelings, you are encountering the truth of art. This is an exchange of inestimable value: testimony of the past traveling across the bridge of time into you the reader, hence becoming, at some hard-to-define level, your own lived experience. We are a far cry from websites or databases. We are tapping into living scripts that are big with life, into a mother lode that will nourish and grow us.

When a friend of mine was once asked, “Do you know much about Shakespeare?” she answered, “Not as much as he knows about me.” Is it possible that the great writers know us better than we know ourselves? Or that their creations might serve as touch-stones for our own self-knowledge? Yes, it is possible. Books house home truths. Harold Bloom points out that we know far more about Hamlet than we do about most of our best friends, and the young prince’s assertion that theater holds up a mirror to nature also describes the mirror that it holds up to ourselves.

Yet there is also another answer to this question about art’s relevance to our self-knowledge, and here I’d want to emphasize the actual historicity of art. What frequently shocks me most in reading older works—the trajectory of Oedipus from infant to old man, the adventures of the pícaro in seventeenth-century Spain or the plight of Shakespeare’s tragic figures, the protagonists of Balzac and Dickens and the Brontë sisters and Twain in the nineteenth century, the sacrificial victims of Kafka, the doomed ones of Faulkner—is their bite and pungency, their often disturbing relevance for our moment. Oversubscribed to notions of “progress,” we too often live with the fantasy that it was all so different then, as well as the conviction that now is unique, unforeseen, not prophesied.

But the great stories, the beggar boy and the arrogant king, the young man trying to succeed in Paris or London, the old man abandoned by his grown daughters, the white dropout kid saddled with a runaway slave, even the salesman turned into a bug or the idiot moaning for his long-gone sister: yes, such stories are drenched in specificity and local color and historical density, but they strike a chord in us in the twenty-first century as well, for we see how stubbornly their plots and crises live on in our own time, our own choices, our own dilemmas. The time travel afforded by art—a miraculously user-friendly form of voyaging in today’s tourist culture of busy airports and security checks and jet lag—accounts in part for the surprising immediacy of great books, but only in part. For it is also true that these existential depictions of growing up and growing old, whether 2,500 years ago or today, lay bare for us our own murky arrangements, those we’ve come through as well as those we’re headed toward, for it is certain that, absent terrible luck, each of us has grown up and will grow old.

We read books to widen and to deepen our own repertoire, because the performances of others (including fictive others) shed light on our own possibilities and limits. About those possibilities and limits—the self taking form, the figure achieving shape, the shape finally dissolving—we are otherwise, as I’ve said, strangely in the dark, since our education in school seems oddly outward-directed and generic in nature, anonymous even, unattuned to the ongoing private voyage we are making every minute. (The dazed look of students around the globe confirms this: whatever is happening in the classroom, whatever the subject, is distinctly not-me.) In the dark also because of natural incarceration, we are all landlocked creatures, stuck in particular minds and bodies, marooned in our specific time and place; and no matter how much information may come our way by dint of the electronic revolution that puts the world seemingly at our fingertips, only a click away, the austere fact of life is that we live and die within our own shell, doomed to our own perceptual equipment. Our eye can gauge much, but it cannot take the measure of “I.”

Literature is the great bridge that enables us to exit our precincts, that enables other places and other lives to come to us, asking us to “try it on,” “try it out.” Facts, statistics, theorems, and discursive argument address only our reasoning powers. Art operates differently; it is a beckoning mirror. It is, in the poet Baudelaire’s terms, an invitation au voyage. Put differently, literature grows us, and I am especially drawn to the unfurling organic processes in play here: not just the evolution of “characters” but our own move through time and—no less central—our move into the mirror, into the precious virtuality of art. Given my topic—growing up and growing old, how we enter and how we exit—nothing can possibly compete with literature as our source of illumination. Yes, the educators, psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, doctors, and philosophers all have their special say about these two key facets of the life curve, but only the work of art treats us to that richer, pulsating, lived experience of what it might feel like to be there, to have been there, whether coming or going or both.

Art is our second life. Scholars frequently warn us not to identify with what we read but always to remember the constructedness and historicity of our materials, so as to acquire a critical stance. A book, we are admonished, is not a mirror but rather a record of the author’s time or place or agenda or even benightedness. On this head, our job is to analyze, even to deconstruct, them. Yet at some primitive and vital level, I think the professors have it dead wrong. The act of reading can and should be a more savage and cannibalistic affair than that. We consume books to absorb their nutrients, to turn words into tissue. Our basic encounter with art is outright elemental, akin to a blood transfusion.

Having taught literature for more than four decades, I know full well that books can also bore, even put readers to sleep. But ask yourself: Why do we read novels? What draws us to browse bookstores, to bring home a book, to open its cover and start in on a several-hundred-page trip? Humans read literature in order to live more, to live differently, to have a precious vicarious experience that is available in no other way. In the stories to come you may encounter a form of drastic dislocation, an opening of self like none other. Reading literature puts you there. No other travel plan comes even close.

To be there: Kierkegaard wrote that written history’s greatest deception is its (unacknowledged) hindsight, its inevitable status as after the event, after the outcome; if you know the outcome, he said, you no longer understand the event, for you do not know how it feels to be on the front side of it, looking into the abyss, deciding what to do, making your leap or your fall. Literary depictions of growing up and growing old are rich in open-endedness, and thereby lies their authenticity. They possess no documentable truth, no bottom line, no scorekeeping, and hence offer us a taste of the possible. Not an “idea” but a taste.

Nor does literature prescribe. No writer worth reading is likely to tell us: here is the best way to grow up, to grow old. Oedipus’s life entailed considerable wreckage, but there is no villain, no false step or bad move to point to. Huck Finn ends up “lighting out for the Territory”: has he succeeded, has he failed? King Lear is close to annihilated and is plenty arrogant to boot, but we can scarcely look in, point out his errors, and redirect him. Literature records experience—not wisdom or stupidity—and it is for us to gauge what to make of it, what to learn from it. These works of art have no lesson plan, no sermon, nothing remotely resembling a “how-to” (or “how-not-to”) payload. Hence, I will not be judgmental in the pages that follow, even though I will be on the lookout for what they might teach us, how they might bear on our own lives. For growing up and growing old do have a generic character, and even the most distant tales shed light on our own doings.

Much changes throughout history, but much remains the same. The story of growing up is always a story of innocence leading to experience, of the acquisition of knowledge (of oneself, of one’s world). It is always a story about how to achieve either vision or power, how to enter or exit society, how to take or make one’s place on the stage. It is always a story of education, frequently contrasting prior beliefs with hard facts, and it is therefore invariably far-reaching, for its trials shed light on the values (open or hidden) of a culture. And it is ultimately cued to survival: of the body but also of the heart. Hence growing-up stories are about the cost of living, as the young make their way.

The story of growing old also possesses generic features throughout history. The forward drive of the young—the propulsion that fuels their trajectory—undergoes a sea change, since in old age the “territory ahead” is death. Hence, first and foremost would be the challenge to the old of the entropic force of time: one becomes weaker, one must learn to relinquish power (which one has spent a lifetime amassing). The ramifications of this drama at once natural and cultural are immense. What happens to authority? If eros goes, as it eventually must, what follows? Does love age? What have the old built, and will it remain? Are there lessons to be learned? To be taught? Is there ultimately a final harvest? Here too the great writers have much to show us. I repeat: each of us lives once as “ourself”; through art we are repeatedly invited to live as “other.”

In the discussions to come, I want to capture that fuller drama recorded by art, making it possible for us to examine the contours of fictional lives, to gauge how characters in books go through their paces, are shaped or altered by events, become who they are, cease to be who they were. In starting out, let us look again at the life and death of Oedipus, the most spectacularly benighted figure of Western culture, the man whose grasp of his plenary form was nil from morning to noon and unbearable from noon to night. Remember the ingredients of growing up and growing old: innocence, experience, entropy, harvest; these are the ingredients of Sophocles’ work, but horribly intertwined. Cast-out infant becomes king. King is cast out again. Undone by exile and age, cursed old man nonetheless becomes savior. This story of the man who confronted the Sphinx and answered its riddle limns unforgettably for us, afresh, the contours of the human trajectory through time.

The Oedipus Cycle: Morning to Noon, Noon to Night

Sophocles’ Oedipus the King scarcely seems to most of us a work about childhood. It is usually read as a disquisition on tragedy, knowledge, fate, irony, you name it. Yet in its account of a young man finding his place in the world, coming to realize the elusiveness of truth and the limits of power, it also does something that is monumental and scandalous: it speaks out loud for Western culture, as Freud helped us see, the relation between father and son as homicidal (not to mention what happens between mother and son; about daughters it says little). Oedipus exits the stage at play’s end, blind, dependent on his two daughters, but his trek is not over. If we bring the Greek playwright’s later Oedipus at Colonus into our discussion as well, so as to perceive a single master narrative, we can see that Sophocles has, cumulatively speaking, sketched the trajectory of human life: from conception and abandonment on to the threshhold of parricide and incest, thence to blindness and curse and exile and miserable old age, but closing with a radiant, socially redemptive death. Here is the fuller arc that can be said to stamp the concerns and analyses of my book: growing up and growing old as the two riddling challenges meted out to us by time.

If we are to understand Oedipus’s childhood as echoing, we must remember that this man who limps off the stage at the end of Oedipus the King has been limping for a long time prior to that, given that he was cast out as an infant, with pins put into his ankles. It is not easy to stomach the brutality of this story: a child sentenced to death because of a curse, a mother having her infant torn from her, a shepherd and a messenger swapping this baby around, so that, perchance, it lives rather than dies. It’s a harsh beginning. Can knowledge be made of this? Whereas many of the books we will study go “inside” a child’s life, Sophocles is content to give us only its terrible outline, so as to put into place the machine infernale that will twist this life into a horrid pattern. Of a child’s consciousness, there is none; Greek tragedy has little interest in the formation of children. But how not to imagine injury here? We certainly register in Jocasta’s laments how much damage oracles inflict on mothers. She too is crushed by the machinery: thinking she has experienced the worst—having her infant taken—she is of course destined for still more horror when she learns the child did not die but lived on to become her husband. One is entitled to feel that Sophocles chose perhaps the wrong tragic story to tell here, that Jocasta’s fate is more drenched in sorrow than anyone else’s. But his sights were on that little boy who survived and grew up to be a man, and then an old man.

To be sure, we never see young Oedipus as such, and from what we know of his story, he was a loving, respectful son who did everything in his earthly power to avoid the parricidal/incest curse attached to him: he fled Corinth and his adoptive parents, thinking that he was thus protecting the man and woman he had every reason to think were his father and mother, all the while running full tilt toward that dreadful crossroads where he struck down a man in anger, having no inkling that he was Laius. Sophocles achieves a mix of tragic irony and cinematic immediacy in Oedipus’s account of this faraway moment when he responded to the Oracle’s terrible prophecy:


I heard all that and ran. I abandoned Corinth,
from that day on I gauged its landfall only
by the stars, running, always running
toward some place where I would never see
the shame of all those oracles come true.
And as I fled I reached that very spot
where the great king, you say, met his death.
Now, Jocasta, I will tell you all.
Making my way toward this triple crossroad
I began to see a herald, then a brace of colts
drawing a wagon, and mounted on the bench … a man,
just as you’ve described him, coming face-to-face, 
and the one in the lead and the old man himself
were about to thrust me off the road—brute force—
and the one shouldering me aside, the driver,
I strike him in anger!—and the old man, watching me
coming up along his wheels—he brings down
his prod, two prongs straight at my head!
I paid him back with interest!
Short work, by god—with one blow of the staff
in this right hand I knock him out of his high seat,
roll him out of the wagon, sprawling headlong—
I killed them all—every mother’s son!



This sequence makes my heart beat and my skin crawl each time I read it, so magnificent and overdetermined and echoing are its words and images. Running away from fate turns out to be running toward fate. (Good-bye, human volition, human orientation, sweet belief in knowing where you’re going.) And then comes the breathless present-tense narration of the encounter itself (yes, the past is present tense, that’s the meaning of the story), as it moves inexorably into focus, like an unfurling zoom shot: herald, colts, wagon, and then … a man, a man determined to force Oedipus off the road, an old man watching from his higher position in the wagon as his wheels are about to crush Oedipus, an old man assuming his fuller form as he brings down his prod and strikes. One feels that this is the very machinery of destiny: the death battle between old and young, father and son. And so the son commits the species-defining act of libido, as Freud saw it: he slays his father. Again one is stunned by the eloquence: “Short work,” Oedipus claims, little knowing that this work will be immortal, framing not only his own entire temporal existence but that of all others to come; “every mother’s son,” the young killer exults, “I killed them all”: how can we fail to see what is damning here, that the fruits of this act will be for Oedipus the son to enter his own mother’s bed, something Freud saw as the desire of “every mother’s son”?

Yet the ironies are for us, not for Oedipus. Even at play’s end, his knowledge would seem to be about men’s limits and gods’ powers. At no point does he ponder the relationship between father and son or mother and son, as such. He is crushed by his transgressions, but he can make no sense of them, other than as a curse. They have for him no logic. True enough, Jocasta tells him it is not unusual for men to dream of sharing their mother’s beds, but she says nothing to him about murder or parricide. It took Freud, in The Interpretation of Dreams, to theorize these matters: “It is the fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct our first sexual impulse towards our mother and our first hatred and/or first murderous wish against our father.” Yet the image of a wagon with an old man bearing down on a young one, seeking to remove him from the road, from life, has a residual power that gives pause, as if to ask: Who will stay on the road? Who will move forward? Who will give way? We cannot avoid seeing a generic conflict here about the prerogatives and rights of the young versus the old, and the setting makes it amply clear that only one of them can maintain his position, can occupy the road. In this regard, final things are on show: the young must burst through and conquer, the old must yield and abandon the road. There must be blood. And perhaps motivation is irrelevant: whether the son thinks himself respectful and pious or desires murder and power counts somehow less than the bare facts themselves: yielding or fighting, dying or killing, as the grim logical outcome of nature’s station drama: growing up versus growing old, coming into strength versus moving out of strength. All living creatures are primed for this showdown.

And perhaps all young people are doomed to a benightedness resembling that of Oedipus when it comes to the forces and vectors that rule over life—maybe not to the Sophoclean tune of parricide and incest, but condemned to the murk nonetheless. We the readers can make this dark fable luminous, can see in it the dreadful work of prophecy and fate, can savor its fierce ironies and shapely horrors. We are gifted with the vision of Tiresias. But no child is born with such a gift. Agency is what Oedipus—the man who brilliantly bested the Sphinx, the man who personified the culture of intellectual daring in Periclean Athens—never has, never will have. Here is one of the legacies of the play: the imperative of the young to see clear, to understand the workings of their world. Sophocles is not soothing on this score: yes, Oedipus fully assumes his fate, his identity, at the play’s bloody end, but as for seeing clear, it is not to be done. Reason—insatiable reason, blind reason—is his sole and grand trump as he moves unstoppably, rashly (as ever) toward the damning light, but truth is doomed to be after the fact, to be ever belated and retrospective.

It has often been argued that the chief values of Western culture are adumbrated in the drive to light that fuels the Oedipus story. Nietzsche saw in this brash young man a culture hero who invaded the secrets of Nature, of the gods. Surely the most admirable feature of the play is the king’s own relentless truth seeking. Our modern era prides itself on its Enlightenment legacy of rationality and scientific progress, but no one in the twenty-first century can avoid feeling that this legacy is in horrible trouble. That old Delphic oracle still wields considerable lethal power, it seems to me, even though we tirelessly speak of liberty and agency. Even the new genetic knowledge that we are on the cusp of possessing about the “prophecy” of our bodies—none of this signals especially good things about freedom or seeing clear. Already our diagnostic prowess has outrun our ability to cure. As John Barth wrote, “The wisdom to recognize and halt follows the know-how to pollute past rescue. The treaty’s signed, but the cancer ticks in your bones. Until I’d murdered my father and fornicated my mother I wasn’t wise enough to see I was Oedipus.” Sophocles’ play is about sweet reason being a latecomer, about our understanding being always behind the curve, being the plaything of forces beyond our ken. “Be what you want to be! Be fulfilled!” we Americans like to tell our children. Oedipus’s fate suggests otherwise. You do not and cannot know who you are, where you are going, or what you have wrought. This is not a happy formula for growing up.

I give Oedipus’s story pride of place in this book in order to emphasize the mystery and benightedness that accompany growing up. Frequently I tease my students by urging them to look critically at the résumés they construct with such teleological fervor: From conception on, including my education and each position I’ve had, life has destined me for … (fill in the blank indicating the job applied for). Whereas, I suggest, if you actually remember the true checkered course of your life, you will doubtless find that the youngster at ten, the student at fifteen, the undergraduate at twenty, the professional at thirty, probably didn’t have a clue as to what was coming, as to what was being built. Yes, retrospective logic is awfully good at cramming causality and purpose into one’s life, thereby transforming the haphazard into pattern. No harm done. But it is tonic to recognize the dosage of deceit in it all. True enough, most of us are unlikely to have the monumental bad luck that Oedipus had. But all of us share in his blindness. He made the moves he thought best—running from his mother and father after learning of the curse, striking the tyrannical old man at the crossroads who wanted to run him down, accepting the crown and the bed of the queen as his rightful due after answering the Riddle of the Sphinx—and he got all of them catastrophically wrong.

But Sophocles has more in store for us as we track this fellow’s fate. Blinded, yes, but not out. Oedipus the King ends, as the Riddle of the Sphinx predicted, with an old man reduced to child status, walking now on three legs, being helped by his daughters to exit the world. Yet he is not to die but rather to be preserved for some great fate. Sophocles returns to that fate, as if he felt the original story were somehow inconclusive, that self-blinding was but a stage of this man’s trajectory, that his actual old age and dying would require another story altogether. Oedipus as old man, as seen in Oedipus at Colonus, written at the end of Sophocles’ life and the end of Athens’s status as the intact and controlling center of Greek culture, is still a proud even if feeble ex-king, but he seems shockingly angrier, less “wise,” less reconciled to his fate, than the man we glimpsed at the end of the earlier play. His anger at his sons, his repeated ireful self-defense regarding the transgressions of incest and parricide, make one wonder if “maturation” and “wisdom” are useful terms for gauging this man’s long life and trials. Sophocles is unrivaled in depicting creatural indignities: we cringe at the plight of old Oedipus—beggar, outcast, fugitive, ailing, “married to disaster,” as he himself says—brought so low, now in rags, with his “ravaged face.” The very rendition of the blind and ragged old man, utterly dependent on the help of his daughter Antigone, now coming at long last to his destined burial ground at Colonus, has an unmistakable pathos. But once again destiny is beckoning.

The play moves genuinely toward transcendence and transfiguration at the close, as Oedipus actualizes the gods’ final prophecy: his secret burial place at Colonus will be a divine protection for Athens itself. In his dying he will ultimately reclaim, in a different key, the kingly powers he possessed in his prime. At the very portal of death, the miraculous event transpires: the old man rises to his feet, without the help of his children, and begins to move with slow, majestic steps, announcing to us, “I stand revealed at last.” When we consider the horrid revelations of the earlier play—the rebuke to human knowledge, the blind committing of incest and parricide—there is something mesmerizing about this final metamorphosis, as if time and suffering and curse were now being reversed, turned into stature and power and regal strength. Of course, prophecy takes some of the credit here, and there is a Greek discourse about shrines and holy sites, but we cannot fail to see a beautiful reversal of time’s arrow, a reversal of the physiological calvary that the old must experience if they live long enough.

One recalls Pascal’s sinister words “Le dernier acte est toujours sanglant, quelque belle que soit la comédie en tout le reste.” (“The last act is always bloody, no matter how sweet the comedy is otherwise.”) All that is overturned here. At our end we become kings once again. (Ionesco would rework just this conceit 2,400 years later.) It is an arresting yet glorious image of death as our final apotheosis, our final assumption of the form and legacy we leave. I see nothing actually religious here, no prattle about the soul leaving the body and moving heavenward, but rather a decrepit old blind man getting a chance to preen and flex his muscles as exit performance, as savior of Athens. It’s a final harvest, a radiant view of the end.

But that is not how most of us remember this play or this story. Oedipus’s drawn-out miseries and misfortunes, hauntingly visible when the curtain goes up, are given immortal voice in this play as the inevitable punishment meted out by time. This blind man, who enters the stage leaning on his (death-marked, as we know all too well) daughter Antigone, images for us a destiny that has little to do with transgression or holy shrine and everything to do with the “mortal coil.” Sophocles’ chorus is worth citing in full:


Show me a man who longs to live a day beyond his time
      who turns his back on a decent length of life,
I’ll show the world a man who clings to folly.
For the long, looming days lay up a thousand things
      closer to pain than pleasure, and the pleasures disappear,
      you look and know not where
when a man’s outlived his limit, plunged in age
and the good comrade comes who comes at last to all,
not with a wedding-song, no lyre, no singers dancing—
the doom of the Deathgod comes like lightning
      always death at the last.
      Not to be born is best
when all is reckoned in, but once a man has seen the light
      the next best thing, by far, is to go back
back where he came from, quickly as he can.
For once his youth slips by, light on the wing
Lightheaded … what mortal blows can he escape
      what griefs won’t stalk his days?
Envy and enemies, rage and battles, bloodshed
and last of all despised old age overtakes him,
stripped of power, companions, stripped of love—
the worst this life of pain can offer,
      old age our mate at last.
This is the grief he faces—I am not alone—
like some great headland fronting the north
hit by the winter breakers beating down
from every quarter—so he suffers,
terrible blows crashing over him
head to foot, over and over
down from every quarter—
now from the west, the dying sun
now from the first light rising
now from the blazing beams of noon
now from the north engulfed in endless night.



It would be hard to improve on these searing lines about the fate of aging. Sophocles is merciless in his scrutiny: you look for pleasures still, as you have always done—is this not how we live?—but they are shrinking, disappearing altogether, being canceled out by time. This is what must happen if you do not have the wisdom or wit to exit the feast at the right time. It is folly. Not that you are condemned to die alone (as we all imagine); on the contrary, you acquire a grisly final companion for this ultimate phase, the death god, who will be faithful to the very end. The wisest course is not to be born, the chorus says, but none of us has that choice. Being born, our next wisest course would seem to be to go back to where we came from. Where do we come from? Can we return and thus escape the indignities slated for us? Is that perhaps what Oedipus unknowingly sought to do when he coupled with Jocasta?

But he lived on, becoming old and feeble, hobbled with infirmities. The chorus envisions them as a dreadful form of intimacy and disrobing: we are stripped of all that gave value and substance to our existence: power and love; in this naked final state, our last lover, our mate, death, comes. Bereft, without cover, we face the elements that will undo us. The winter breakers crash over and through us, flaunting their vigor and our nullity, as if the entire cosmos were now taking its ultimate revenge on the human creature who has lived too long: the dying sun mocks us from the west, for it will return tomorrow to die again, but we go down only once; the rising sun mocks us from the east, for we will not share in the rebirth of light and life; the noonday taunts us with its heat and vitality, for we are detritus; the north finally cloaks us in our last vestments: eternal night.

That is how it ends.

The Oedipus story stands as the entryway into my book. It presents the life of the young as at once enterprising and blinded, crowned and crushed. We live in the murk. Our trajectory from morning to noon is checkered, and the crossroad we come to has consequences beyond our ken. Answering the Sphinx, becoming a king: here is a luminous parable of growing up, of achieving power. Committing (without knowing it) both parricide and incest: here is the horrific rebuke, as great feats of doing stand revealed as great trials of undoing. And this same story in its later phase, from noon to night, offers a comparably double-edged portrait of old age: suffering the merciless indignities of both entropy and exile while eking away a hard life, yet rising at the very end to recovered kingship and sovereignty. There’s a worthy riddle here: does time beat us down or raise us up as we reach the end?

In the pages to come we will look at works of literature (and film) from many different times and places, representing books I know and love, devoted to the trip from morning to noon, and from noon to night. My choices are personal, and other works might come to mind or might have been chosen by other writers. In these stories we will see, once again, the trajectory of the young as they encounter and interpret life’s coercions and riddles, and we will examine the plight of the old as they near their end, as they size up their end. Hence the life story of Oedipus—saved but doomed, doing but unknowing, intrepid but undone, decrepit but triumphant—seems exemplary to me as the master narrative for launching our exploration; it will stay with us, casting a long shadow.




GROWING UP






Itinerary:
Morning to Noon

The Language of Childhood

How to write about growing up? As children, especially as young children, we are too busy actually growing up to be able to put this experience into the distanced and interpretive frames of language and narrative. Not only are the great stories about childhood always written by adults looking back, remembering, perhaps inventing, perhaps fantasizing, but childhood itself might best be understood as an adult construct, a retrospective adult project. For starters, what would be the language of childhood? The French writer Georges Bernanos, late in his life, seeking to visualize the entry of his soul into the afterlife, saw himself as child—“l’enfant que je fus”—as the deadest of his dead, yet leading the way, even though irretrievable. And on the far side of words. Is it too much to claim that language itself is the price we pay for leaving childhood, the conversion of wonder into grammar? Or could we, alternatively, see language as prize, as central attainment and means of empowerment in the process of growing up?

These matters are at once primitive and abstruse. Anyone who has seen the vibrancy of children at play senses the gap (in beauty and power) between “being” and “speaking.” And that may be the least of it, for language also heralds a regime of deferral and translation. The immediacy of experience is exchanged for the mediation of words. We exit the Garden into a realm of signs. Consider, in this regard, the young Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who saw his fundamental life crisis in just these colors. Retelling his life from the vantage point of age and retrospect (in Les Confessions), Rousseau recalls the life-altering episode of a stolen comb. A stolen comb? Yes, stealing a comb is what the child is wrongly accused of doing, but when he passionately argues that he is innocent, he is not believed. You may ask: Where’s the crisis? I repeat: He says he is innocent, he is not believed. This is no less than the entry into language as facticity, language as unreliable conduit. “There ended the serenity of my childish life,” he writes; words are a broken bridge, our hearts cannot be read.

But the other side of this equation is no less crucial: language as empowerment, language as means of comprehension and agency, language as indispensable tool for growing up. We will have occasion to see that the most “successful” figures in my study, the ones who manage best to make their way into life, whether it be by overcoming adversity or understanding the nature of culture (the culture that contains them), enlist words as one of their chief resources. We will see this writ large, as it were, in the trials and exploits of figures like the pícaro Pablos, Faulkner’s Ike McCaslin, and Alice Walker’s Celie.

Further, what would we know about the lives of others if it were not for the written record, the vital transcription of experience into language? Our most precious accounts of childhood, of the experience of growing up and making our way, come to us by way of writing. Writing not only ensures the communication of this key phase of life, it is the tool that enables us to give shape and meaning to it, to retrace it, to convert its quicksilver into cadences and form. Writing eludes (as nothing else does) time’s entropy and erasure, so that the depicted childhood of, say, Rousseau or Dickens or Proust still shimmers in its immediacy (and in its mix of terrors and errors) while those men’s bones moulder in the earth. But that is the least of it: the stories of growing up, bequeathed to us by literature, partake of the miraculous plenitude proper to narrative: they are big with time, awash in culture, so that they yield an echoing script that not only captures the child’s experience but also signals much more: the gathered familial and cultural vectors whose weave inhabits the mind of the child and the foreboding temporal curve to come, as the child leaves childhood and enters the adult scheme. Through the narratives of childhood, the accounts of the voyage from morning to noon, we access something no photo, no single utterance can express: at once an unfolding of human potential and a peculiar map of private and public destiny, interwoven.

Childhood: Romantic Construct?

And more still: we see, thanks to the optic of these books, the elemental shock that the adult world, with its peculiar rituals, routinely inflicts on the young, and this is tonic, for it is what we adults have stopped perceiving for some time now. Aided, we now see the ticket we bought long ago for admission to “reality.” As readers, as thinkers, as folks with miles to go before we sleep, we’re already positioned on the far side of this dividing line, ousted from innocence and locked into experience, as William Blake would have put it, but for a precious while—as we negotiate, say, the poetry of Blake himself or the novels of Dickens, Twain, and Faulkner—we breathe another air and grope toward an earlier self. Literature restores to us the most moving chapter of our life—the truly kinetic time when everything was mobile, the time before things made adult sense, perhaps the only time things actually made real sense.

Or did they? It is well known that our current ideas about childhood as precious are profoundly inflected by the tenets of Romanticism, which did much to single out that special time of life as special: unspoiled, innocent, closer to nature, formative, holding in potential all that we might conceivably become or destroy. This discovery of the purity and preciousness of children is doubtless related as well to the increasing socioeconomic exploitation of them as it occurred in the Industrial Revolution of precisely that time period, as if to show that the value of young lives only becomes visible when those same lives are at risk and under attack. (Blake provokes along just these lines.) Here would be a belatedness hardwired into our thinking: it is damage that instructs.

But go further back than nineteenth-century Romanticism, and you find nothing so sweet or so value-laden. There was no mystique about children then. Their (virtually invisible) fates could be arduous indeed. As we saw, Oedipus the King traces such a fate, but Sophocles is not interested in child measures, only in adult measures. One is struck, in reading literature from antiquity to the nineteenth century, by the harshness and marginality of children’s lives, and it seems essential to pay heed, today, to those earlier, sterner accounts. Shakespeare and the authors of the seventeenth-century picaresque and baroque tales and eighteenth-century writers such as Abbé Prévost and Pierre Choderlos de Laclos had little interest (or belief) in angelic children, nor did they believe that the child was “father to the man,” as William Wordsworth famously put it in the following century. Even later writers who believed in the sanctity of children—the Brontë sisters, Dickens, Dostoevsky, Twain, Ibsen—surprise us with their findings, not merely about the vicious treatment children often received but also about their liabilities, vices, and blind spots. Of course, moderns such as Kafka, Faulkner, Ralph Ellison, and Toni Morrison and figures of our own moment are acutely aware of the ideological forces that not only beset children but also “compose” them, bleed into them as the work of culture, thus making us see that the consciousness of children is inflected by all manner of things beyond their ken.

Age of Children

In examining the suite of growing-up stories to come, many of them brutal and dark, I am concerned with illuminating the coming-of-age drama that each contains. Coming of age is of course a conceptual as well as somatic or temporal proposition, and we rightly see it as a kind of education, a movement toward understanding and maturity. What kind of education, understanding, and maturity? That is what these materials so richly display. Let me first clarify that my terms “childhood” and “old age” are not strictly age-specific. Faulkner’s Benjy (in The Sound and the Fury) is only a few years younger (thirty-three) than Joyce’s Leopold Bloom (in Ulysses), who is all of thirty-eight, yet I regard Benjy as a child and Bloom as man growing old. My reasons are simple: Benjy is constructed as an idiot who possesses no powers of ratiocination and is thus permanently infantilized, but Bloom sees himself as crucially past his prime, mindful of a more vibrant but long-gone past, obliged to find gratification via substitution. Each depiction is wise in lessons for us, regarding how life is parsed at distinct phases of our trajectory. Indeed, each is cued to a past that cannot be recaptured, but Benjy does not know this and Bloom does. One is permanently arrested on the front side of life, whereas the other reflects incessantly on his belatedness. We see (frozen) childhood and (reflective) old age in these postures.

Yet I am all too aware that growing up and growing old can—indeed, must—coexist in each of us, and that sense of tandem has a special pathos of its own as we go through life remembering and experiencing and taking stock. Finally, many of us who get to old age may find that we are still children or, worse, made into children, infantilized, either by culture or by senility. So if childhood is not a calendar truth, what is it? What follows are some of the generic features that shape and cohere the story of growing up.

Rubrics for the Narrative of Growing Up

Innocence (and Experience)

William Blake titled two major poetry collections Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience, and nothing, I believe, stamps the perceptual drama of growing up more profoundly than this crucial binary. These two radically different lenses make visible how fatefully perspective shapes what we make of our lives. One thinks, initially, that we all move from innocence to experience (with whatever happy or catastrophic results that may occur), but it is no less true that we move from experience to innocence, inasmuch as experience alone makes prior innocence visible. Yet innocence also makes visible, which is what Blake’s greatest poems show us. “Out of the Mouths of Babes” is, like its folkloric sibling, “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” a window onto human foible and distortion or masquerade. It cannot surprise us that many of the books we most love move along such axes, often signaling in both directions: the child records more than he or she can know, while the sense-making of retrospect sifts and takes measures of what has occurred. Maybe that old Sphinx who tested Oedipus knew that every life is ultimately on four feet, two feet, and three feet, at the same time.

If Blake’s disturbing poems exploit innocence as optic, the great German novel of the seventeenth century, Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen’s Simplicissimus, appearing more than a century before Romantic conceptions of childhood set in, is still more brutal in its use of naiveté as lens. Once again the optics are double—the book counts on us to “know” what its character does not—but this earlier text widens the stage immeasurably beyond Blake’s late-eighteenth-century London, giving us a rare sense of what “history” (bloody history) might look like at “ground zero,” prior to all abstractions. This shattering account of a simpleton’s experience of the Thirty Years’ War, written by a man who was there, reads almost like an allegory of the soul: how can it preserve its purity and integrity in a time of horror? The novel’s punch comes from its angle of vision: to render the convulsive antics of a world out of control, as perceived by an unknowing victim.

We continue our investigation of innocence as lens with Twain’s much-beloved Huckleberry Finn. Twain enlists the vision and voice of a school dropout, an uneducated boy with zero cultural capital, to tell the story at hand. What would slavery look like to such a person? The novel’s grandeur is to be found in the evolving moral education of Huckleberry Finn as he gradually, fitfully, registers the humanity of Jim, the runaway slave whom he is helping to free, who becomes his figurative father. Huck faces a shockingly modern dilemma, a dilemma no child escapes: can one possibly get clear of the dictates of mainstream ideology, especially if those dictates are lodged inside one’s head and go by the name of conscience?

Faulkner’s Benjy is my next and, arguably, supreme instance of innocence as vision. The Sound and the Fury obliges us to negotiate the jumbled perceptions of a mind that is completed unfurnished, along cognitive lines, while the emotions rise and fall and careen in roller-coaster fashion, as he responds to the sole and enduring tragedy of his life: Caddy (his sister) is not there (in reality) but is always there (in his heart). Benjy is one of the grand readerly challenges in modern literature, but this is not some intellectual puzzle; rather, his responses to life write large for us the fate of love: our need, its beauty, its loss.

I want to conclude this discussion of childhood innocence by examining one of the most endearing characters of contemporary literature, the little girl Marjane, the protagonist of Marjane Satrapi’s poignant graphic novel Persepolis, which depicts a female child’s coming-of-age drama in Tehran in the fateful years between the shah’s expulsion and the beginning reign of the ayatollahs. A daughter of privilege, good-hearted but politically unaware, Marjane not only registers the Iranian change of regime but also embodies the dynamic of a young girl moving toward adolescence, and this combination of forces at once personal and ideological achieves a surprising pathos and poetry in the graphic format.

In all five instances—Blake, Grimmelshausen, Twain, Faulkner, Satrapi—the eyes and voice of the unknowing child become our conduit toward knowledge, toward a shock of recognition: this, we understand, is what exploitation, war, racism, terrorism, and even love actually look like, feel like. We may have known those terms forever, but we have never envisioned the world from this angle, never put on these particular glasses, never inhabited this position. A curtain goes up, and the innocent child is our teacher.

Experience (and Innocence)

Experience is the name we give to what life either shows us or does to us. At the opposite pole from innocence, it is the tally sheet that records our actual passing through, and as such, it is in frequent warfare with the expectations of innocence. All coming-of-age stories negotiate these two poles, as if they made up a magnetic field that the young traverse. Experience almost always has a pedagogical tinge to it—“this is what life has taught me” or “this is what it really was like”—and its greatest virtue is its open-eyed, unflinching acknowledgment of things as they are, rather than as they might or should be. In this light, it will be seen that our greatest works of art record the gradual accumulation of experience on the part of the young, as if the task of narrative were to put them on time’s treadmill and then show what they encounter and how they alter. Here is the schooling of life itself, an education often at odds with the precepts that are drilled into us by culture.

One of the chief aims of this book is to see how that story of coming of age alters over time and space. We begin with one of the oldest narratives we have: the anonymous Lazarillo de Tormes of 1550. This brief picaresque tale records a young boy’s brutal entry into a hard life, and it is thus a fable about adaptation, about the school of hard knocks. We already glimpse an ethos coming into focus: success, survival, i.e., what it takes not to die. Which in turn means what is needed not to starve. The first school lesson meted out by life is: fill the belly. We speak to our children about “fulfillment,” but we are rarely literal about this: fill full. You won’t grow up if you have no food.

A seventeenth-century, more sophisticated installment in this genre is Francisco de Quevedo’s The Swindler, which tracks the adventures and misadventures of Pablos, en route to becoming a consummate con man (after painful stints with starvation and abuse). The pedagogical lessons of Lazarillo are expanded. Larded with puns and wordplay (as well as considerable filth), Quevedo’s book makes the monumental discovery that wit and language can be enlisted as trumps in life’s game and that you might recoup verbally what you lose materially. We are not far from a street-smart philosophy of survival via cunning, of artistry redefined as performativity, and we recognize Pablos’s maneuvers as a tool kit for hard times, as a way of getting ahead when you have neither rank nor funds.

Our next book of experience, Balzac’s masterpiece of 1835, Père Goriot, graphs an exemplary capitalist education via the career of the law student Rastignac as he moves from the provinces to Paris. In this novel of would-be mentors advising a student, blood ties yield to the cash nexus, and selling out is the order of the day. Can you serve God and Mammon at the same time? I see this story’s daunting challenge writ large each year as my undergraduates head off to law school or business school, trying to gauge the potential trade-offs between “success” and “conscience.”

If Balzac initiates the genre of “success” as loss of ideals, Dickens amplifies and deepens it still further in Great Expectations. Pip’s trajectory from blacksmith to snob, from country boy to Londoner, is a more ambitious and layered affair, cued to the Balzacian model of selling out but also concealing copious amounts of rage and resentment that have no course but to go underground or to be sprinkled into the margins of the story. Pip’s life is a muffled one, since there is so much in it that can never acknowledge the light of day, but great writing illuminates such matters by tracking libidinal energy in all its guises, as if to say that there can be a psychic cost to material success, and though the retina cannot perceive it, art brings it to visibility.

Visibility: the novel of experience invariably sheds light on the actual—as opposed to the touted—laws that govern society and inform human consciousness. This is what Lazarillo, Pablos, Rastignac, and Pip found. It is the education and evolution that the young everywhere are destined to undergo, no matter how distant it may be from the teachings of school or Church. Recognizing the requirements of “the system” is no less central in the experiential education of my next protagonist, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. Ellison inverts Twain: instead of the serenely racist Huck, who comes to understand Jim’s humanity, the Invisible Man must discover how power truly operates in mid-twentieth-century America and what stratagems a man with black skin needs to employ if he is to succeed. At issue is the same epistemological question: Can you see the operative laws of the culture you inhabit? And if you do see them, what next?

In all these texts innocence is exposed as naiveté, as gullibility, while experience opens your eyes. This, one might demur, we already knew. But literature’s illumination of these matters creates surprising new vistas, brings to visibility the workings of culture in a way that few of us know. Through the perception of innocent children an eerie, unsettling world comes into focus: the young, we realize, often serve as fodder for the institutions of power, whether they be called Church, Throne, War, or Race. Belief undergirds power. Such are the gift and price of innocence.

Through the actions (and reactions) of the young entering culture and responding to its laws and challenges, we register a spectrum of survival skills, many of them coming at a high moral cost, as they negotiate a world they never made, trying to fathom its operation, so as to succeed. Their successes range from not starving to hustling to getting rich to opting out. They have learned. Such is the gift/price of experience.

Love

If the journey of growing up can be fruitfully understood as the journey from innocence to experience, with all the complications that entails, we have yet to discuss head-on a prime motor force that fuels humans (both young and old) in their onward march: love. By love, I mean a wide spectrum of feelings and pulsions, replete with diverse actors and positions, ranging from the familial to the sexual, from desire to abuse, from gift to wound, from sustenance to sacrifice, from individual relationship to collective experience. One can scarcely talk about human striving without bringing love into the equation, as the lives and needs of figures such as Blake’s chimney sweep, Balzac’s Rastignac, Dickens’s Pip, and Faulkner’s Benjy, discussed earlier, make clear. But in this chapter we will focus on love explicitly as the key to young destiny, whether ecstatic romance or lacerating abuse or familial injury to social and national nightmare. What is sweetest and what is most toxic about growing up is cued to the fate of love.

Falling in Love

Falling in love is scarcely the exclusive prerogative of the young—some people experience it all their lives, some never—but it will be admitted that it is often regarded as the most glorious discovery of youth, the galvanizing, life-altering threshold over which the young leap or plunge to enter into the affairs of the heart. The verb “fall” tells us that this experience costs you your balance and stability and says something as well about young love’s suddenness, its throbbing power, yet raises questions as to whether such passion can last. Great literary texts on this topic frequently display a mix of ecstasy and anxiety, for love catalyzes the life of the young, opens the door to feelings of an intensity hitherto unknown, but also alters—indeed, wrecks—prior notions of contours and consciousness. Subjectivity is jolted, personal longing may collide with social barriers or even with the otherness of the loved one, bringing to life and urgency much that had been quiescent or invisible, such as private wants or class lines or racial taboos, fatefully forcing the lover into
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