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politics to our notion of ourselves, and we are certain, as we
begin history’s strangest metamorphosis, to undergo the tor-
ment of being forced to surrender far more than we ever re-
alized we had accepted.

Harper’s, February 1961

The New Lost Generation
(V6L

HIS is an extremely difficult record to assess. Perhaps it

begins for me in 1946, when my best friend took his life.
He was an incandescent Negro boy of twenty-four, whose
future, it had seemed to all of us, would unfailingly be glo-
rious. He and I were Socialists, as were most of our friends,
and we dreamed of this utopia, and worked toward it. We
may have evinced more conviction than intelligence or skill,
and more youthful arrogance than either, but we, neverthe-
less, had carried petitions about together, fought landlords
together, worked as laborers together, been fired together,
and starved together.

But for some time before his death, troubles graver than
these had laid hold of my friend. Not only did the world stub-
bornly refuse his vision; it despised him for his vision, and
scourged him for his color. Of course, it despised and
scourged me, too, but I was different from my friend in that
it took me nearly no time to despise the world right back and
decide that I would accomplish, in time, with patience and
cunning and by becoming indestructible, what I might not,
in the moment, achieve by force or persuasion. My friend did
not despise anyone. He really thought that people were good,
and that one had only to point out to them the right path in
order to have them, at once, come flocking to it in loudly
rejoicing droves.

Before his death, we had quarreled very bitterly over this. I
had lost my faith in politics, in right paths; if there were a
right path, one might be sure (I informed him with great
venom) that whoever was on it was simply asking to be stoned
to death—by all the world’s good people. I didn’t give a
damn, besides, what happened to the miserable, the unspeak-
ably petty world. There was probably not a handful of decent
people in it. My friend looked very saddened by these original
reflections. He said that it seemed to him that I had taken the
road which ended in fascism, tyranny, and blood.

So, I told him, have you. One fine day, you’ll realize that
people don’t want to be better. So you’ll have to make them
better. And how do you think you’ll go about it?
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He said nothing to this. He was sitting opposite me, in a
booth, in a Greenwich Village diner.

What about love? he asked me.

His question threw me off guard, and frightened me. With
the indescribable authority of twenty-two, I snarled: Love!
You’d better forget about that, my friend. That train has gone.

The moment I said this, I regretted it, for I remembered
that he was in love: with a young white girl, also a Socialist,
whose family was threatening to have him put in prison. And
the week before, a handful of sailors had come across them in
the subway and beaten him very badly.

He looked at me and I wanted to unsay what I had said,
to say something else. But I could not think of anything which
would not sound, simply, like unmanly consolation, which
would not sound as though I were humoring him.

You’re a poet, he said, and you don’t believe in love.

And he put his head down on the table and began to cry.

We had come through some grueling things together, and
I had never seen him cry. In fact, he went into and came out
of battles laughing. We were in a hostile, public place. New
York was fearfully hostile in those days, as it still is. He was
my best friend, and for the first time in our lives I could do
nothing for him; and it had been my ill-considered rage which
had hurt him. I wanted to take it back, but I did not know
how. I wonld have known how if I had been being insincere.
But, though I know now that I was wrong, I did not know
it then. I had meant what I had said, and my unexamined life
would not allow me to speak otherwise. I really did not, then,
as far as I knew, believe that love existed, except as useless
pain; and the time was far from me when I would begin to
see the contradiction implicit in the fact that I' was bending
all my forces, or imagined I was, to protect myself against it.

He wept; I sat there; no one, for a wonder, bothered us.
By and by we paid, and walked out into the streets. This was
the last time, but one, that I ever saw him; it was the very last
time that we really spoke. A very short time after this, his body
was found in the Hudson Bavcr He had ]umpcd from thc
George Washington Bridge. - .

Why do I begin my sketch of Americans abroad vnth thlS
memory? I suppose that there must be many reasons. I cer-
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tainly cannot hope to tell or, for that matter, to face them all.
One reason, of course, is that I thought for a very long time
that I had hastened him to his death. You’re a poet, and you
down’t believe in love. But, leaving aside now this hideous and
useless speculation, it is from the time of my friend’s death
that I resolved to leave America. There were two reasons for
this. One was that I was absolutely certain, from the moment
I learned of his death, that I, too, if I stayed here, would come
to a similar end. I felt then, and, to tell the truth, I feel now,
that he would not have died in such a way and certainly not
so soon, if he had not been black. (Legally speaking. Physi-
cally, he was almost, but not quite, light enough to pass.) And
this meant that he was the grimmest, until then, of a series of
losses for which I most bitterly blamed the American republic.
From the time of this death, I began to be afraid of enduring
any more. I was afraid that hatred, and the desire for revenge
would reach unmanageable proportions in me, and that my
end, even if T should not physically die, would be infinitely
more horrible than my friend’s suicide.

He was not the only casualty of those days. There were
others, white, friends of mine, who, at just about the time his
indescribably colored body was recovered from the river, were
returning from the world’s most hideous war. Some were boys
with whom I had been to high school. One boy, Jewish, sat
with me all night in my apartment on Orchard Street, telling
me about the camps he had seen in Germany and the Germans
he had blasted off the face of the earth. I will never forget his
face. I had once known it very well—shortly before, when we
had been children. It was not a child’s face now. He had seen
what people would do to him—because he was a Jew; he knew
what he had done to Germans; and not only could nothing
be undone, it -might very well be .that this was all that the
world could do or be, over and over again, forever. All polit-
ical hopes and systems, then, seemed:morally bankrupt: for, if
Buchenwald was wrong, what, then, really made Hiroshima
nght>' He shook his head; an old Jew-already, an old man. If
all visions of human nature are to be chstrusted and all hopes,
what about love? -

~The people:1 knew found thc ‘most:. cxtraordmary ways of
dcahng with this question; but it was a real question. Girls
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who had been virgins when they married their husbands—and
there were some, I knew them—sometimes had to have abor-
tions before their husbands returned from overseas. The mar-
riage almost never survived the returning pressures, and, very
often, the mental equilibrium of the partners—or ex-part-
ners—was lost, never to be regained. Men who had had
homosexual adventures in CO camps, or in the service, could
not accept what had happened to them, could not forget it,
dared not discover if they desired to repeat it, and lapsed into
a paralysis from which neither men nor women could rouse
them. It was a time of the most terrifying personal anarchy.
If one gave a party, it was virtually certain that someone, quite
possibly oneself, would have a crying jag or have to be re-
strained from murder or suicide. It was a time of experimen-
tation, with sex, with marijuana, and minor infringements of
the law, such as “boosting” from the A&P and stealing elec-
tricity from Con Edison. I knew some people who had a sto-
len refrigerator for which they had no room and no use, and
which they could not sell; it was finally shipped, I believe, of
all places, to Cuba. But, finally, it seems to me that life was
beginning to tell us who we were, and what life was—news
no one has ever wanted to hear: and we fought back by cling-
ing to our vision of ourselves as innocent, of love perhaps
imperfect but reciprocal and enduring. And we did not know
‘that the price of this was experience. We had been raised to
believe in formulas.

In retrospect, the discovery of the orgasm—or, rather, of
the orgone box—seems the least mad of the formulas that
came to hand. It seemed to me—though I was, perhaps, al-
ready too bitterly innoculated against groups or panaceas—
that people turned from the idea of the world being made
better through politics to the idea of the world being made
better through psychic and- sexual health like sinners coming
‘down the aisle at a revival meeting. And I doubted that their
conversion was any more to be trusted than that. The con-
verts, indeed, moved in a certain euphoric aura of well-being,
which would net last. They had not become more generous,
but less, not more open, but more closed. They ceased, to-
tally; to listen and could only proselytize; nor did their private
lives become discernibly less tangled. There are no formulas
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for the improvement of the private, or any other, life—cer-
tainly not the formula of more and better orgasms. (Who de-
cides?) The people I had been raised among had orgasms all
the time, and still chopped each other up with razors on Sat-
urday nights.

By this wild process, then, of failure, elimination, and re-
jection, I, certainly, and most of the people whom I knew got
to Europe, and, roughly speaking, ‘““settled” there. Many of
us have returned, but not all: it is important to remember that
many expatriates vanish into the lives of their adopted coun-
try, to be flushed out only, and not always then, by grave
international emergency. This applies especially, of course, to
women, who, given the pressures of raising a family, rarely
have time to be homesick, or guilty about ‘“‘escaping” the
problems of American life. Their first loyalties, thank heaven,
are to the men they married and the children they must raise.
But I know American couples, too, who have made their
homes in Europe quite happily, and who have no intention
of returning to this country. It is worth observing, too, that
these ‘people are nearly always marked by a lack of spite or
uneasiness concerning this country which quite fails to char-
acterize what I tend to think of as the “‘displaced” or “‘visible”
expatriate. That is, remarkable as this may sound, it is not
necessary to hate this country in order to have a good time
somewhere else. In fact, the people who hate this country
never manage, except physically, to leave it, and have a
wretched life wherever they go.

And, of course, many of us have become, in effect, com-
muters; which is a less improbable state now than it was a
decade ago. Many have neither returned nor stayed, but can
be found in Village bars, talking about Europe, or in Euro-
pean bars, talking about America.

Apart from the G.I.’s who remained in Europe, thought-
fully using up all the cheap studios, and nearly all, as it turned
out, of the available good will, we, who have been described
(not very usefully) as the “new” expatriates, began arriving in
Paris around 45, *46, *47, and ’48. The character of the influx
began to change very radically after that, if only because the
newcomers had had the foresight to arm themselves with jobs:
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American government jobs, which also meant that they had
housing allowances and didn’t care how much rent they paid.
Neither, of course, did the French landlords, with the results
that rents rose astronomically and we who had considered
ourselves forever installed in the Latin Quarter found our-
selves living all over Paris. But this, at least for some of us,
turned out to be very healthy and valuable. We were in Paris,
after all, because we had presumably put down all formulas
and all safety in favor of the chilling unpredictability of ex-
perience.

Voyagers discover that the world can never be larger than
the person that isin the world; but it is impossible to foresee
this, it is impossible to be warned. It is only when time has
begun spilling through his fingers like water or sand-—carrying
away with it, forever, dreams, possibilities, challenges, and
hopes—that the young man realizes that he will not be young
forever. If he wishes to paint a picture, raise a family, write a
book, design a building, start a war—well, he does not have
forever in which to do it. He has only a certain amount of
time, and half of that time is probably gone already. As long
as his aspirations are in the realm of the dream, he is safe;
when he must bring them back into the world, he isin danger.
" Precisely for this reason, Paris was a devastating shock. It
was easily recognizable as Paris from across the ocean: that
was what the letters on the map spelled out. This was not the
same thing as finding oneself in a large, inconvenient, indif-
ferent city. Paris, from across the ocean, looked like a refuge
from the American madness; now it was a city four thousand
miles from home. It contained—in those days—no dough-
nuts, no milk shakes, no Coca-Cola, no dry Martinis; nothing
resembling, for people on our economic level, an American
toilet; as for toilet paper, it was yesterday’s newspaper. The
concierge of the hotel did not appear to find your presence
in France a reason for rejoicing; rather, she found your pres-
ence, and in particular your ability to pay the rent, a matter
for: the profoundest suspicion. The policemen, mth their re-
volvers, clubs, and (as it turned out) weighted capes, appeared
to-be convmced,of your legality only after the most vindictive
scrutiny of your passport; and it became: clear very soon that
they were not kidding. about the three-month period during
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which every foreigner had to buy a new visa or leave the coun-
try. Not a few astounded Americans, unable to call their em-
bassy, spent the night in jail, and steady offenders were
escorted: to the border. After the first street riot, or its after-
math, one witnessed in Paris, one took a new attitude toward
the Paris paving stones, and toward the café tables and chairs,
and toward the Parisians, indeed, who showed no- signs, at
such moments, of being among the earth’s most cerebral or
civilized people. Paris hotels had never heard of central heat-
ing or hot baths or showers or clean towels and sheets or ham
and eggs; their attitude toward electricity was demonic—once
one had seen what they thought of as wiring one wondered
why the city had not, long ago, vanished in flame; and it soon
became clear that Paris hospitals had never heard of Pasteur.
Once, in short, one found oneself divested of all the things
that one had ﬂcd from, one wondered how people, meamng,
above all, oneself, could possibly do without them.

And yet one did, of course, and in the beginning, and spo-
radically, thereafter, found these privations a subject for mirth.
One soon ceased expecting to be warm in one’s hotel room,
and read and worked in the cafés. The French, at least insofar
as student hotels are concerned, do not appear to understand
the idea of a social visit. They expect one’s callers to be vastly
more intimate, if not utilitarian, than that, and much prefer
that they register and spend the night. This aspect of Parisian
life would seem vastly to simplify matters, but this, alas, is not
the case. It merely makes it all but impossible to invite anyone
to your hotel room. Americans do not cease to be Puritans
when they have crossed the ocean; French girls, on the other
hand, contrary to legend, tend, preponderantly, to be the
marrying kind; thus, it was not long before we brave voyagers
rather felt that we had been turned loose in a fair in which
there was not a damn thmg we could buy, and still less that
we could sell: -

“And I think that when we began to be fnghtened iny Paris,
to feel baffled and betrayed, it was because we had failed, after

all, somehow, and once again, to make the longed-for, mag-

ical human contact. It was on this connection with another
human being that we had felt that our lives and our work
depended. It had failed at home. We had thought we knew




666 R OTHER ESSAYS

why. Everyone at home was too dry and too frightened, mer-
cilessly pinned beneath the thumb of the Puritan God. Yet,
here we were, surrounded by quite beautiful and sensual peo-
ple, who did not, however, appear to find us beautiful or sen-
sual. They said so. By the time we had been abroad two years,
each of us, in one way or another, had received this message.
It was one of the things that was meant when we were referred
to as:children. We had been perfectly willing to refer to all
the other Americans as children—in the beginning; we had
not known what it meant; we had not known that we were
included.

By 1950 some of us had already left Paris for more promising
ports of call, Tangiers for some, or Italy, or Spain; Sweden or
Denmark or Germany for others. Some girls had got married
and vanished; some had got married and vanished and reap-
peared—minus their husbands. Some people got jobs with the
ECA and began a slow retreat back into the cocoon from
which they had never quite succeeded in emerging. Some of
us were going to pieces—spectacularly, as in my own case,
quietly, in others. One boy, for example, had embarked on
the career which I believe still engages him, that of laboriously
writing extremely literary plays in English, translating them—
laboriously—into French and Spanish, reading the trilingual
results to a coterie of friends who were, even then, beginning
to' diminish, and then locking them in his trunk. Maga-
zines were popping up like toadstools and vanishing like fog.
Painters and poets of thin talent and no industry began to
feel abused by the lack of attention their efforts elicited from
the French, and made outrageously obvious—and successful—
bids for the attention of visiting literary figures from the
States, of whose industry, in any case, there could. be. no
doubt. And a certain real malice now began to 'make itself felt
in ‘our attitudes toward the French, as well as a certain defen-
siveness concerning whatever it was we had .come to. Patis to
do, and clearly were not doing. We were edgy with each other,
too. Going; going, going, gone—were the days’ when we
walked through Les Halles, singing, loving every inch iof
France, and loving each other; gone were the jam sessions. in
Pigalle,-and our stories about the whores there; gone were the
nights spent smoking hashish in Arab. cafés; gone were the
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mornings which found us telling dirty stories, true stories, sad,
and earnest stories, in grey, workingmen’s cafés. It was all
gone. We were secretive with each other. I no longer talked
about my novel. We no longer talked about our love affairs,
for either they had failed, were failing, or were serious. Above
all, they were private—how can love be talked about? It is
probably the most awful of all the revelations this little life
affords. We no longer walked about, as a friend of mine once
put it, in a not too dissimilar context, in “friendly groups of
five thousand.” We were splitting up, and each of us was
going for himself. Or, if not precisely for himself, his own way:
some of us took to the needle, some returned to the family
business, some made loveless marriages, some ceased fleeing
and turned to face the demons that had been on the trail so
long. The luckiest among us were these last, for they managed
to go to pieces and then put themselves back together with
whatever was left. This may take away one’s dreams, but it
delivers one to oneself. Without this coming together, the
longed-for love is never possible, for the confused personality
can neither give nor take.

In my own case, I think my exile saved my life, for it in-
exorably confirmed something which Americans appear to
have great difficulty accepting. Which is, simply, this: a man
is not a man until he’s able and willing to accept his own
vision of the world, no matter how radically this vision departs
from that of others. (When I say “vision,” I do not mean
“dream.”) There are long moments when this country resem-
bles nothing so much as the grimmest of popularity contests.
The best thing that happened to the “new” expatriates was
their liberation, finally, from any need to be smothered by
what is really nothing more (though it may be something less)
than mother love. It need scarcely, I hope, be said that I have
no interest in hurling gratuitous insults at American mothers;
they are certainly helpless, if not entirely blameless; and my
point has nothing to do with them. My point is involved with
the great emphasis placed on public approval here, and the
resulting and quite insane system of penalties and rewards. It
puts a premium on mediocrity and has all but slaughtered any
concept of excellence. This corruption begins in the private
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life and unfailingly flowers in the public life. Europeans refer
to Americans as children in the same way that American Ne-
groes refer to them as children, and for the same reason: they
mean that Americans have so little experience—experience re-
ferring not to what happens, but to who—that they have no
key to the experience of others. Our current relations with the
world forcibly suggest that there is more than a little truth to
this. What Europe still gives an American—or gave us—is the
sanction, if one can accept it, to become oneself. No artist can
survive without this acceptance. But rare indeed is the Amer-
ican artist who achieved this without first becoming a wan-
derer, and then, upon his return to his own country, the
loneliest and most blackly distrusted of men.

Esquire, July 1961

The Creative Process

ERHAPS the primary distinction of the artist is that he

must actively cultivate that state which most men, nec-
essarily, must avoid: the state of being alone. That all men
are, when the chips are down, alone, is a banality—a banality
because it is very frequently stated, but very rarely, on the
evidence, believed. Most of us are not compelled to linger
with the knowledge of our aloneness, for it is a knowledge
which can paralyze all action in this world. There are, forever,
swamps to be drained, cities to be created, mines to be ex-
ploited, children to be fed: and none of these things can be
done alone. But the conquest of the physical world is not
man’s .only duty. He is also enjoined to conquer the great
wilderness of himself. The role of the artist, then, precisely, is
to illuminate that darkness, blaze roads through that vast
forest; so that we will not, in all our doing, lose sight of its
purpose, which is, after all, to make the world a more human
dwelling place.

The state of bcmg alone is not meant to brmg to mind
merely a rustic musing beside some silver lake. The aloneness
of which I speak is much more like the aloneness of birth or
death. It is like the fearful aloneness which one sees in the
eyes of someone who is suffering, whom we cannot help. Or
it is like the aloneness of love, that force and mystery which
so many have extolled and so many have cursed, but which
no one has ever understood or ever really been able to control.
I put the matter this way, not out of any desire to create pity
for the artist—God forbid!-—but to suggest how nearly, after
all, is his state the state of everyone, and in an attempt to
make vivid his-endeavor. The states of birth, suffering, love,
and death, are extreme states: extreme, universal, and inescap-
able. We all know this, but we would rather not know: it. The
artist is present to correct the delusions to which we fall prey
in our attempts to avoid this knowledge.

Tt is for this reason that all societies have battled with that
incorrigible disturber of the peace—the artist. I doubt that
future societies will get on with him any better. The entire
purpose of society is to create a bulwark against the inner and

669




