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introduction

Unextinguished

Susan Sontag’s Work in Progress

BARBARA CHING AND JENNIFER A. WAGNER-LAWLOR

Susan Sontag (1933–2004) holds a unique status in the United States as both a female public intellectual and a celebrity, an unlikely combination that garnered her both scorn and adulation. Refusing the shelter and specialization of the academy, she proclaimed an interest “in everything” and demonstrated it by working in theater, literature, and film and by writing about photography, painting, dance, travel, illness, and politics. She earned many professional laurels—the MacArthur Foundation genius grant in 1990 and initiation into l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in France, to name only two. At the same time, Sontag’s volatile blend of art and activism inflamed many critics, most notably after her response to the September 11, 2001, attacks on Manhattan’s World Trade Center and the Pentagon and to the American foreign policies, including war, that followed. Likewise, her penchant for the magisterial statement, combined with her readiness to revise her own ideas, left her open to charges of empty trendiness and attention seeking.

Four years after her death, Sontag retains her power to provoke. The twelve essays that make up this volume not only ask how Sontag kindled, and even created, an aura of awe and scandal during her forty years in the public eye; they also articulate and advance the ongoing debates about Sontag’s achievements and legacy. From her first journal pieces to her last, posthumously published essays, she entered into age-old debates about the status of art and what, if anything, art does in the world. Sontag believed in art as a potential and ideally potent encounter with truth and beauty. She supplemented that traditional reverence with a devotion to what she called “seriousness,” a quality linking the aesthetic, the ethical, and the political in an attentive person’s experience of the world. She explored the role of art not only in essays on a range of subjects but also through her own creative work in various genres.

As a critic her favorite task was to admire. As an artist she borrowed freely and unashamedly from those she admired (and faced plagiarism accusations several times). Several of the essayists in this volume ask what Sontag’s devotion to film, theater, and literature contributed to these genres and how her criticism of them advances our understanding of them. Likewise, many of the essays raise the question of Sontag’s originality although the emphasis throughout is on what Sontag accomplished through admiration. Moreover, Sontag was a much admired “original” in another sense, a beautiful woman, an artist, and a public intellectual in an era of astonishing social upheaval. What does her public status tell us about the role of women in art and culture? What, if anything, are her contributions to feminism? Sontag’s writing and lectures, her public image and the care that she took in being photographed, her reticence about her private life, particularly her bisexuality: all these figure into the debate.

Taking as their purview the full range of Sontag’s creative and cultural output, the essays here offer new analyses of Sontag’s private and public affairs. They tell us why the sensibility that Sontag embodied and articulated—a way of engaging with the world and with art that was simultaneously aesthetic and ethical—really matters and will continue to matter. As we will argue in this introduction, because Sontag’s work was so committed to inspiring engagement, it was never done. It was, and will be, work on and in progress. What Sontag said in praise of Roland Barthes can apply equally to her own work: “Along with the backward look of grief comes the awareness that confers upon his large, chronically mutating body of writing… its retroactive completeness” (WSF, 63). The wide-angle perspective on Sontag’s work will take a long time to fully come into focus, but certain trajectories and stages already emerge. In this introduction, we want especially to zoom in on Sontag’s status as a woman writer and her activist’s commitment to the “seriousness” of art as an offspring of her passionate embrace of the “erotics of art” (AI, 14)

Scandalizing and Prizing

The title of our volume, The Scandal of Susan Sontag, emulates Sontag’s style of provocation. As she asserted in one of her last lectures, literature “incarnates an ideal of plurality, of multiplicity, of promiscuity” (AST, 149). In a 2003 lecture, she describes the work of literature similarly: “One task of literature is to formulate questions and construct counterstatements to the reigning pieties…. Literature is dialogue; responsiveness” (AST, 204). Promiscuity, accumulation, dialogue, collection: all of these are terms in which Sontag described the work that literature does, that art does, that learning does, that writing does. It is important to understand that this promiscuity is not a scandalous spectacle for Sontag’s audience but rather a scandalizing activity that involves them: Sontag is talking about what art does to us and for us. That promiscuity defines Sontag’s public role: it’s the source of her “erotics of art”; it’s the motivation of her lifelong meditation on “a new sensibility,” the characteristics of which evolved over her almost five-decade career. It also explains her ongoing arguments with herself. The promiscuity of Sontag’s intellectual and artistic endeavors creates the kind of scandal we evoke in our title. Sontag’s promiscuity is intentionally transgressive, it risks the embarrassment of a fall, and it is designed implicitly or explicitly to discredit what for her was the greatest sin, laziness in all its manifestations: lack of will, lack of movement, lack of commitment, lack of interest, lack of seriousness, lack of imagination, lack of sympathy, lack of hope for social and political transformation.

Sontag was promiscuously engaged in all sorts of work. But work, for Sontag, need not exclude pleasure. Her promiscuity creates the kind of intellectual jouissance characterized by her much admired confrère Roland Barthes: both critics exuded an unbounded curiosity, an “avidity,” to borrow one of Sontag’s characteristic terms, that was sometimes exhausting to those around her but inexhaustible to her; “only the exhausting,” she said, “is truly interesting” (USS, 59). Similarly, discussing Godard’s late films, she describes the pleasure she takes in them as work: “There are so many different kinds of pleasures you can get…. let’s say, the pleasure of being puzzled or even of being frustrated. I don’t understand everything that he’s doing now, and it’s very interesting also not to understand” (CSS, 28).

Sontag’s own life offers many examples of “scandalizing” promiscuity, such as her obsessive collecting. Books may have been the primary and most representative prize: “Bookhunting, like the sexual hunt, adds to the geography of pleasure—another reason for strolling about in the world” (USS, 121). Reading books created another layer of collectible experience. We could say of Sontag what she says of Benjamin, that “learning was a form of collecting, as in the quotations and excerpts from daily reading which Benjamin accumulated in notebooks…. Thinking was also a form of collecting, at least in its preliminary stages” (USS, 127). Writing likewise takes the form of collecting. Citing Benjamin, she notes that “the most praiseworthy way of acquiring books is by writing them” (USS, 125). Thus writing, too, was an obsession, affording her a vehicle for “mental travel” that taught her how to step over, to transgress, to “travel into the past… and to other countries…. And literature was criticism of one’s own reality, in the light of a better standard” (AST, 179).

The multiple and overlapping possibilities of endless writing and endless accumulation encompass not only collecting objects and experiences but also a more abstract pursuit of the new, the life changing, or the mind altering. In other words, promiscuity involves motion and emotion, a literal and figurative concept informing Sontag’s view of literature and even language itself. She wrote about the etymological truths of “translation” as a form of “ferrying” or “bringing across,” a way of traveling through “the geography of our [linguistic] dispersal” and arriving, at least temporarily, at communication. At the same time, the truth she sought in her own work mirrored what she described as “the truth of fiction”: that it “depicts that for which one can never be consoled and displaces it with a healing openness to everything” (AST, 88). This openness to everything, unsurprisingly, inspired Sontag to work in multiple genres. Whereas her favorite literary genre, the novel, is ruled by the generic imperative to reach “the sense of an ending,” Sontag’s signature genre, the essay, is ruled by a different imperative: a resistance to the ending. When she chooses in her essays and fiction to call her journeys “trips”—the trips to Hanoi, to China—that choice signals a “mental tripping” that was positive, in the 1960s sense of “mind altering,” but the choice also signals, precisely to the degree that these trips turn out to be consciousness and also conscience altering, “scandalous” trips, public stumblings or missteps that dramatically alter Sontag’s perspectives, and, ideally, the perspectives of her audience as well. Her 1968 trip to Hanoi in particular initiated a turn in Sontag’s thought that shifted her attention to politics, action, and national identity in a way that her earlier aesthetic did not so explicitly articulate.

The Work of Art, the Art of Work

In an early, undated journal entry, Sontag worried that “I’m not sure what purpose my work serves” (“On Self,” 55), but as the years passed, the purpose of her life became work. As David Rieff tells us in his pained memoir of his mother, during the last year of her life she never referred to “my work,” but to “the work” (SSD, 76; his emphasis), a telling shift of language as her interests shifted from establishing herself as a writer to exploring the ways in which writing transcends self and becomes work for us all to move forward. Indeed, Rieff makes it clear that “the work” fueled his mother’s avid search for a cure to her cancer: “when she spoke of remission she was banishing death, at least enough to go back to work, back to planning the books she would write in the future, back to collecting books and prints, back to traveling” (SSD, 93). But at the same time she hoped that “the work” would offer a wider cultural and political curative of its own.

As we begin to assess the work, life, and image of Susan Sontag, we should particularly heed her insistence that art’s crucial role is “extending the life.” In her late essay on Victor Serge, “Unextinguished,” she underscores Serge’s assertion that writing offers what she would call a “zone of freedom,” whose center is the self, but whose horizons are forever expanding outward:

“Later [she is quoting Serge here], with the enrichment of the personality, one discovers its limits, the poverty and the shackles of the self, one discovers that one has only one life, an individuality forever circumscribed, but which contains many possible destinies…. Writing then becomes a quest of poly-personality, a way of living diverse destinies, of penetrating into others, of communicating with them… of escaping from the ordinary limits of the self.”

(AST, 77–78)

As Rieff touchingly reveals to us, Sontag approached the threat of mortality and unconsciousness with a terror matched only by her will to stay alive and to continue writing, which for her were the same thing. For writing must “remind us that we can change” (AST, 154), and as such it comes to be a particular kind of work: inherently and “preeminently an ethical task,… which is to extend our sympathies; to educate the heart and mind; to create inwardness; to secure and deepen the awareness (with all its consequences) that other people, people different from us, really do exist” (AST, 177).

Ultimately, this commitment to work led Sontag, at the end of the twentieth century, to address the role of popular culture in her life and thought more openly and more dismissively. In fact, she had never paid popular artists the respect of extended public attention: there is no essay on, say, Jim Morrison to sit beside the many essays on European writers. But then there is no essay on Sontag’s favorite writer, Shakespeare. She had nothing useful to say about him, she explained (CSS, 198), implying at the same time that Shakespearean scholars and critics already have said something useful. But popular culture clearly hasn’t attained the same embarrassment of choice, and Sontag, usually brave enough to risk embarrassment, didn’t tread here. In “Thirty Years Later… ,” her late-career postscript to the essays collected in Against Interpretation, she proclaims “Certainly, there’s hierarchy. If I had to choose between the Doors and Dostoyevsky, then—of course—I’d choose Dostoyevsky. But do I have to choose?” (WSF, 270–71).

Of course, she did choose; every time she wrote an essay on Godard or Godot, she made her choice and reinforced the hierarchy. Her untitled prose poem, written as a liner note to Patti Smith’s 2002 anthology Land, reveals much in this respect. A sort of unintentional burlesque, jarringly yoking high and low diction, the piece condescends to the audience as it offers a pseudoerotics of art. An obscure Latin quotation anchors the poem, which Sontag immediately translates, something she never does in other venues. Without the cachet of the classical language, her description of a Patti Smith concert could come from a high-schooler’s diary: “Hic dissonant ubique, nam enim sic diversis cantilensis clamore solent. Here all voices are at variance, as different songs are being roared out simultaneously…. Women were sassier and felt sexier. Because of you, precious friend. The music spread everywhere. In the mouth. In the armpits. In the crotch” (liner notes). In sum, Sontag never saw popular culture as anything but a respite from seriousness, play in contrast to the work of art. As early as her 1969 essay on the Cuban revolution she praises recreational drugs, sex, and “listening to music” precisely because they are “unproductive.”1

Although Sontag clearly welcomed occasional respite, work had her abiding devotion. In her essay on Artaud, Sontag describes the relationship between artists’ lives and their work:

In the view initiated by the romantic sensibility, what is produced by the artist (or the philosopher) contains as a regulating internal structure an account of the labors of subjectivity. Work derives its credentials from its place in a singular lived experience; it assumes an inexhaustible personal totality of which “the work” is a by-product, and inadequately expressive of that totality. Art becomes a statement of self-awareness—an awareness that presupposes a disharmony between the self of the artist and the community…. any single “work” has a dual status. It is both a unique and specific and already enacted literary gesture, and a meta-literary declaration… about the insufficiency of literature with respect to an ideal condition of consciousness and art. Consciousness conceived of as a project creates a standard that inevitably condemns the “work” to be incomplete.

(USS, 16)

In retrospect, this passage also describes her own work. The inevitable aim is incompleteness, an ongoing project that will be both “inexhaustible” (USS, 16) and “unextinguishable.” “Incompleteness,” she argues, “becomes the reigning modality of art and thought, giving rise to anti-genres—work that is deliberately fragmentary or self-canceling, thought that undoes itself” (USS, 17).

Work forever in progress also figures as a way of life in the 1973 short story “Debriefing” (collected in I, Etcetera) in which Sontag fictionalizes her relationship with Susan Taubes, a friend and fellow writer who committed suicide in 1969.2 Completing the work of mourning, the narrator simply returns to her work, her writing: “You’re the tears in things, I’m not. You weep for me, I’ll weep for you. Help me, I don’t want to weep for myself. I’m not giving up. Sisyphus, I. I cling to my rock, you don’t have to chain me…. Nothing, nothing could tear me away from this rock” (IE, 52). While Sontag has often alluded to her own melancholy temperament, forged, like Benjamin’s, “under the sign of Saturn,” work in this passage is a natural object, a tear-stained rock that tethers the writer to this even more intractable rock, earth. As Camus concluded in his essay, which transformed Sisyphus from a victim of the Gods to an existential master of his fate, the struggle “toward the heights” gives Sisyphus’ life and work meaning—even as the struggle also includes the downward motion. Moreover, as Sontag’s continuation of the Sisyphus theme demonstrates, in choosing life over death, we identify with Sisyphus and take on the work in progress of rolling the rock.

One “scandal” of Susan Sontag that our volume’s title refers to is this Sisyphean commitment to undoing and redoing, complete with missteps and misstatements but also replete with a utopian commitment to change. An etymological connection between stumbling and standards (whether ethical or artistic) inheres in the very definition of “scandal.” In fact, among the first definitions that the Oxford English Dictionary offers is “perplexity of conscience occasioned by the conduct of one who is looked up to as an example”; it goes on to compare scandal to travel and downward motion, as in “to trip morally.” In Sontag’s own vocabulary, the word “scandal” seems to be one of several antonyms of the word “aesthetic”—and also akin in a surprising way to Sontag’s concept of the “useful.” In other words, in her sense of “scandal” lurked her activist political visions for the work of art. This passage from Illness as Metaphor, for example, contrasts the innumerable nineteenth-century associations between tuberculosis and artistic insight with our own attitudes toward cancer: “Cancer is a rare and still scandalous subject for poetry; and it seems unimaginable to aestheticize the disease” (20). In other words, while cancer does lend itself to metaphor, it cannot be easily exempted from moral judgments in the way that artistic creations have traditionally isolated themselves. Cancer, like corruption, violence, and oppression, is a force that Sontag works against. While here Sontag argues that the metaphors used to think about cancer harm cancer’s victims, her use of the word “scandalous” is approving, expressing the moralist’s relief that some things remain too serious for detached contemplation and so serious that they require action.

In this respect, the work became increasingly uninterested in an ironical pursuit of “fragmentary” and “self-canceling” forms of incompletion; that is to say, her writing turns decisively away from the kind of formal experiments that produced her unsatisfactory first novels, The Benefactor (1963) and Death Kit (1967). These are dead ends, youthful narrative disguises of what Sontag finally allows to emerge from her thought and writing: faith in art, and a commitment to changing the world with art that few could have predicted when Sontag wrote “Notes on Camp” in the 1960s. Furthermore that engagement resonates in our new century in ways that Sontag herself appeared not to have anticipated, though by a 1995 Paris Review interview, speaking as both a writer and reader, she proclaims: “I can’t care about a book that has nothing to contribute to the wisdom project.”3

That “project,” we argue, is the work in progress that Sontag wills to her readers. In her 1964 “Notes on Camp,” the various figures she includes in “the pantheon of high culture” embody intellectual, historical, and spiritual genius: “Socrates, Jesus, St. Francis, Napoleon, Savonarola” (AI, 286). But as she imagines future entrants, now in a 1988 interview, she broadens her perspective dramatically: “We are required to continue to make an effort to invite people in who are willing to do the work and to accept the difference in their own lives and their own consciousness that these loyalties will imply. It is a question of recruitment just as you recruit people into a religious order” (CSS, 249). Indeed, the language of Western religion pervades her life and work, shaped by her graduate work in theology and comparative religion, her own manner of pilgrimages, an attachment to the parsing of good and evil, an optimistic belief in miracle working, and a reverence for literature that rendered a broad range of texts sacred.

A Woman in Progress

Early in her career, Sontag did little to call attention to her singularity as a woman writing in the male-dominated world of New York intellectuals—perhaps because others did it for her.4 The trivializing misogyny of this attention is worth noting, however. In his 1967 memoir Making It, New York intellectual Norman Podhoretz dubbed her “the dark lady of American letters,” a “position,” he claimed, that had been filled by Mary McCarthy in earlier decades. This patronizing nickname has been reiterated and varied ever since without much conscious reckoning with the implicit insult even though we all know that Shakespeare preferred the fair-haired boy. Similarly, in 1968, Irving Howe, also writing about the New York intellectuals, coined a backhanded compliment with a metaphor that compared Sontag’s work to a kind of womanly handicraft, characterizing her as a “publicist able to make brilliant quilts from grandmother’s patches.”5

While Sontag’s gender preoccupied these commentators, until the early 1970s she wrote in the classic humanist mode, using “he” as a universalizing pronoun even in the intimate pages of her journals. One such entry, dated November 19, 1959, is interspersed with talk of her “homosexuality” (her word) and discovery of the orgasm—yet it now startles by its almost self-obliterating inattention to gendered language, as well as by its (unintentionally?) sexualized characterization of her writerly desire: “The only kind of writer I could be is the kind who exposes himself.” In her breakthrough essay “Notes on Camp,” though, she distances herself from the homosexual tastes she is anatomizing with the use of “one.” While nearly all contemporary theorists of camp focus on the essay as an expression of sexual identity,6 it took Sontag years fully to come out, and whether she was ever open about her woman-centered sexuality is a matter of debate. By 1972, she was writing feminist-themed essays such as “The Double Standard of Aging” in The Saturday Review, although the closest she came to airing her own concerns as she neared her fortieth birthday was this wet-blanket pronouncement: “no one escapes a sickening shock upon turning 40.”7 In 1973’s “The Third World of Women,” published in The Partisan Review and based on her responses to a questionnaire created by the editors of the Spanish quarterly Libre, she retains her impersonal tone as she argues for nonsexist usage, such as avoiding the universal “he,” and dubs English grammar “the ultimate arena of sexist brainwashing” (186). In response to a question about sexual liberation, she remains aloof, almost pedantic: “the question is: what sexuality are women to be liberated to enjoy? The only sexual ethic liberating for women is one which challenges the primacy of genital heterosexuality” (188). Subtly disavowing her own challenges to “genital heterosexuality,” Sontag states that “I would never describe myself as a liberated woman…. But I have always been a feminist” (204).

In the decade immediately following these feminist essays, Sontag took few explicit actions to improve the status of women or to undermine what Adrienne Rich calls “compulsory heterosexuality.” The essays themselves never appeared in any of Sontag’s subsequent collections, and she went on to publish her groundbreaking books Illness as Metaphor and On Photography in the late 1970s. In retrospect, her films and fiction of the period suggest a struggle over what form Sontag could give to her work on feminism. While the short stories in I, Etcetera offer a mosaic of autobiographical elements, the sexuality on display is tritely normal: a married couple consulting a psychiatrist about their precocious son in “Baby” and a woman enjoying a fling with an appealing waiter on her European travels in “Unguided Tour.” Brother Carl (1971), her second film, can be seen as a struggle to speak and embody the kind of liberation for which Sontag argued in “Third World of Women,” yet like the heroes of her first two novels, Carl, the title character, is male, a former dancer who won’t speak. Intriguingly, he is a sort of kindred spirit or brother to Anna, a speechless child whom he finally brings to language. Although the setting is Sweden, Sontag seems to have cast her own silenced childhood into the film; dark-haired Anna and Carl look like a young Susan Sontag cast among Nordic blonds (see fig. 1), and in her preface to the screenplay (published in 1974), Sontag insinuates that the story chimes with a momentous incident in her life. The book is dedicated to one “Carlotta del Pezzo,” or “the (female) Carl of the piece” (our translation). Sontag further hints that this is a screenplay à clef when she recounts an exchange between herself and Laurent Terzieff, the actor who played Carl. After he had read the script, he “observed… that in the tormented history of Martin and Carl I was evoking the legendary relationship between Diaghilev and Nijinsky. I told him he was right [but]… I wasn’t telling the truth” (ix). Instead, she says, these two are “emblems of the dramaturgy of silence (or voluntary mutism) that has been a recurrent theme in my life and in my novels as well as my films” (x; emphasis added).

Sontag elaborates on the connections between her life and her work when she introduces her interest in working miracles. Discussing the miracles that close the film—Carl’s unsuccessful attempt to resuscitate Lena and his success at bringing Anna to words—the filmmaker reveals that she, too, has attempted to work a miracle. She doesn’t say what it is, only that after shooting the film, she traveled to Rome to discover that her attempted miracle had failed. She closes her preface to the screenplay by averring that, nevertheless, “failure has not destroyed my belief in miracles” (xvi). The arduous task of speaking out is still underway, and the miracle may still be worked.8

[image: Image]

Figure 1 Actress Pernilla Alfeldt as Sontag look-alike in Brother Carl. Source: Bröder Carl, 1971, distributed by Sandrew Meteronome and used by permission of Sandrew Meteronome.

In the 1990s, Sontag began to speak out more explicitly. In a preface to her lover Annie Leibovitz’s 1999 collection of photographs, entitled Women, she notes that women are “a minority… by every criterion except the numerical” (WSF, 238). In her creative work, she takes angry women as a theme in both the play Alice in Bed (1993) and in her novel The Volcano Lover (1992). While the novel’s title seems to refer to its main character, Sir William Hamilton, and his love for Vesuvius, the epigraph, again in Italian, puts the emphasis on women: “Nel petto un Vesuvio d’avere mi par” (“I have a Vesuvius in my heart”). The quotation comes from Mozart’s Cosi Fan Tutte, often translated (although Sontag doesn’t translate it at all) as All Women Are Like That or Thus Do All Women. More importantly, using plain English in the novel’s last paragraph, she connects the epigraph to her own status as a woman. As she awaits her execution, the Neapolitan revolutionary Eleonora di Fonseca Pimentel recalls:

I did know about power, I did see how this world was ruled, but I did not accept it. I wanted to set an example…. But I was afraid as well as angry, in ways I felt too powerless to admit. So I did not speak of my fears but rather of my hopes. I was afraid my anger would offend others, and they would destroy me…. Sometimes I had to forget that I was a woman to accomplish the best of which I was capable. Or I would lie to myself about how complicated it is to be a woman. Thus do all women, including the author of this book.

(VL, 419)

In her afterword to Alice in Bed, Sontag characterized it as a play “about the grief and anger of women” and as a culmination of sorts: “I think I have been preparing to write Alice in Bed all my life” (117). Her heroine, the invalid Alice James, sister of “the greatest American novelist” (114), achieves an imaginary “triumph” when she takes a mental trip to Rome (that site of miracles, again). But Sontag closes in an exhortatory mode: “the victories of the imagination are not enough” (114). Similarly, in her preface to the Leibovitz collection, Sontag rather cheerfully notes that “men, unlike women, are not a work in progress” since equality, that ongoing work, is a long way off (WSF, 239).

This increasing focus on women’s victories, whether exceptional or typical, can be linked to Sontag’s increased willingness to advocate bisexuality by example rather than precept. Perhaps prompted by the revelations in Carl Rollyson and Lisa Paddock’s unauthorized biography, she was discussing it with journalists in mainstream magazines such as the Guardian and the New Yorker. In 2000, she told her unnamed interviewer in the Guardian that she had been in love with “five women. Four men.” But the “work in progress” she alludes to in her preface to the Leibowitz photographs involves much more than an exemplary avowal of erotic adventures. As Sontag’s earliest writing about feminism makes clear, women also must engage in the work and develop the will to travel a critical distance from popular and high culture notions of “the beautiful.”9

A Collection of Voices

In the essays that follow, these facets of Sontag’s personality and career—her promiscuous intellect, her ambivalent sexuality, her increasingly fervent exploration of the aesthetic as the political and the political as the moral, her peculiar and contradictory impulses toward private reticence and public provocation—come under review. It’s fair to say that each of these essays is written in the spirit with which Sontag came to so many of her subjects: admiration. Sontag’s own essayistic admirations are hardly noncritical or naïve; rather, they take up their subject in the spirit of wonder and reflection that the word “admiration” originally connoted. And while the essays here range in stance from the personal to the partisan and in tone from the eulogistic to the academic to the elegiac, what underlies each is an appreciation of Sontag’s work as a whole, acknowledging the intellectual “promiscuities,” the willingness to reside in contradiction that seems at one time her weakness, at another her greatest strength as a critic. What scandalized Sontag in others was a moral or political certainty born of resistance to change, indeed, resistance to thinking; what scandalized others about Sontag was precisely her will to think again, and think forward.

Our collection of responses to Susan Sontag opens with Terry Castle’s essay “Some Notes on ‘Notes on Camp,’”  adapting Sontag’s playful, fragmentary form to suggest that Sontag, late in her career, disavowed her interest in camp for several reasons. First, she no longer needed to keep the private scandal, the “wounding secret of her homosexuality,” that camp covered up; second, she had come to see herself as a follower not of the epigrammatical wit Oscar Wilde but rather of the novelistic moralist George Eliot. Most intriguingly, Castle suggests that Sontag’s sympathy for camp stemmed from a “family romance” in which her early promotion of camp tastes compensated for her estrangement from her parents; camp stands, then, as a form of revenge against the homophobia many parents feel toward their gay children. In later reconciling herself to her sexuality, Sontag can also let go of both the guilt and the defensive strategy; the “sympathy modified by revulsion” that Sontag claimed was necessary to describe camp thus gives way, concludes Castle, to a more complex and far-reaching sympathy and a revulsion focused more on ethical failures than on the wry failures that console the camp sensibility.

Conversely, Wayne Koestenbaum’s appreciation of Sontag, “Susan Sontag, Cosmophage,” which closes this volume, cites a sentence from The Benefactor, her first novel, to praise her for coming out “forcibly” and “repeatedly”: “I am a homosexual and a writer.” Equally attractive to him are her “hot lexical choices,” which allowed Sontag to zero in on “what matters” over the course of her long career, even if what mattered shifted many times.

Dana Heller’s “Absolute Seriousness: Sontag and Popular Culture” looks at Sontag’s image as a sort of lightning rod for contemporary debates about the role of intellectuals in American public life. While the Absolut Vodka ad featuring Sontag is Heller’s prime example, she also looks at Sontag as a reference point in popular films, such as Bull Durham. Most hopefully, she finds that new technologies of popular culture such as YouTube have the potential to activate the “seriousness” so important to Sontag’s legacy.

Barbara Ching’s  “‘Not Even a New Yorker’: Susan Sontag in America” revisits some of the themes of Castle’s essay in its attention to an underlying note of shame sounding in Sontag’s relatively rare “personal” writing and interviews. The obfuscation is not sexuality this time but rather Sontag’s embarrassment over and embrace of her roots in provincial America. Through journeys away from home, however, to the world of the intellect and to Europe, Hanoi, and beyond, Sontag rediscovers a connection between American ideals, the vocation of literature, and her own work. By carefully reading the images and metaphors Sontag uses in her autobiographical writing, Ching shows how Sontag recuperates an admiration for the political and personal freedoms promised by her own country.

In a turn from the life to the work, Jennifer A. Wagner-Lawlor offers one of the first extended analyses of The Volcano Lover and In America. Like Heller and Ching, she explores Sontag’s legacy of hope by reading her last two novels as utopian narratives that center not on voyages to ideal societies but on provoking the reader’s desire for alternative ways to live. This hope for a shared future animates the plots of both novels, as does Sontag’s interest in evoking the communal emotion of sympathy. In these last novels, Sontag’s ethical and aesthetic sensibilities coalesce around a commitment to working toward a better world.

The struggle between silence and expression finds its way into more than just Sontag’s writing: in the only piece on Sontag’s film work, E. Ann Kaplan traces the early explication—in Sontag’s essays and even more impressively in her films—of an “aesthetics of silence” that is “touched by trauma,” historical and, as we’ve seen, personal as well. Kaplan connects Sontag’s resistance to interpretation to her extraordinary role as a female “public intellectual” and, even rarer, a woman filmmaker. The visual medium offered a space to explore “the pure, untranslatable, sensuous immediacy” of life without language. Kaplan thus suggests that film offers Sontag the most direct way of combining “emotions and form” in a way that will both frustrate our willing acceptance of the false images of Hollywood convention and encourage us to attend to the silences that permeate our real lives. In this context Kaplan clearly postulates a connection with Sontag’s female perspective (recalling Castle’s essay) that was remarked in its time but is only interpretable in retrospect: we can see the same radical insistence on the primacy of affect and sympathy that would form the ethical foundation of Sontag’s later politics and inform so much later thought and critical work.

The relationship between form and content undergirds Julia Walker’s essay, “Sontag on Theater.” Tracing the metaphor of theater through much of Sontag’s critical work—most notably, the articulation of self as performance in “Notes on Camp” but also through the theatrical pieces she authored—Walker argues that the theatrical “predominates over Sontag, the essayist, the novelist, and even the activist.” Together these theoretical as well as theatrical pieces reveal Sontag’s “unwavering belief,” Walker asserts, “that, at its best, art has a cathartic power to inspire its audience to take moral and political action”—and that drama and performance most effectively satisfy “social, aesthetic, and phenomenological problems” not resolved by other expressive genres, including, contra Kaplan’s argument in the previous essay, the medium of film. The figure of “the actor” becomes critical for Sontag, Walker concludes, as a certain kind of “self-authorization” always at work in her life.

Craig J. Peariso’s “The ‘Counter Culture’ in Quotation Marks: Sontag and Marcuse on the Work of Revolution” also looks at Sontag’s role in debates about intellectuals and cultural change. He places Sontag’s early essays on the new left and the new sensibility in the context of countercultural theory, especially Herbert Marcuse’s concerns about the “repressive desublimation” that affluent permissive capitalism enables. By reading Sontag’s essays in Against Interpretation (1966) with Marcuse, Peariso calls attention to the interplay between these theorists of radicalism in order to restore complexity to the 1960s cultural landscape.

The scandal of the “unsayable” is also what attracted Sontag to some painting—most notably to Howard Hodgkin, whose collaboration with Sontag is explored by Leslie Luebbers in “A Way of Feeling Is a Way of Seeing: Sontag and the Visual Arts.” The two artists began a firm and fruitful relationship in the publication of their limited-edition artist’s book, The Way We Live Now (1991), which, according to Luebbers, is the product of their common advocacy of “a way of feeling” that “is a way of seeing.” Hodgkin’s ambition to “paint representational pictures of emotional situations” aligns with Sontag’s championing of sensory experience in art and also with her conviction that great art touches both the horizon separating expression or representation and also the inexpressible. Both Hodgkin and Sontag therefore share a stance “against interpretation,” a refusal to separate form from content any more than body from mind, resisting, too, any easy autobiographical readings of the paintings. So distanced, the work of art is set apart as an “articulate symbol”; as such it is “transparent” not toward any particular “meaning” but precisely the “strangeness” of the work itself. The work of art is an expressive artifact gaining meaning as it is perceived by an observer.

The question of form and content is approached from another direction in Jay Prosser’s engagement with Sontag’s “Against Interpretation.” Beyond explicating that famous manifesto, Prosser draws out its implications for the experience of art. Sontag’s rejection of interpretation, he argues, does more than clarify her view that an interpretation is a process of translation that “displaces the material, the thing, or what Sontag calls the world”; Sontag also redescribes interpretation as a “hypertrophy” of the intellect “at the expense of energy and sensual capability—like the cancer Sontag didn’t yet have.” Prosser traces Sontag’s remarkable rejection of the displacement of the body by language and interpretation into her later works on metaphor and illness. Her attack on the way metaphors of illness distance one from a “real” experience of illness thus evolves directly out of her earlier position but, like all of Sontag’s work, has implications well beyond aesthetics. Indeed, Prosser argues, Illness as Metaphor is a defense of life “in itself,” on its own terms, not on the terms that language offers instead.

It is fitting that the next two essays in the volume should take up, more explicitly, the “posthumous life” of the iconic Susan Sontag. Nancy K. Miller takes up precisely that iconic stature by exploring the way the final photographs of Sontag, taken by celebrity photographer and lover Annie Leibovitz, complicate the “self-idealizations” that the critic, according to her son, “lightly assent[ed]” to having cultivated. Even accepting, as Miller does, Leibovitz’s defense for publishing her “personal” photos (“I don’t have two lives”), it is another question entirely, Miller argues, whether “some of kind of new knowledge, or vision,” either about Sontag or about Leibovitz or even more abstractly about “celebrity,” accompanies this decision. Is Leibovitz’s memorial project an act of unseemly predation, as Rieff suggests in his homage to his mother? Or is there a story, an argument, in or through these photographs that we can reconcile to Sontag’s own compelling writing about images and the body, about illness, about mortality and the “unextinguished,” and about art’s role in representing all those conditions of life and death?

And Sohnya Sayres reviews Sontag’s essays from the last decade of her life, finding in them a remarkable consistency of perspective and ideas even from her earliest work. Despite the fact that Sontag writes to the occasion, in accessible prose for more popular vehicles, she writes as an aestheticist and social philosopher whose thought takes shape through the venerable concerns about the good, the true, and the beautiful. From those concerns, Sayres draws a portrait of Sontag engaged upon a project to discover “how we live now”: that is, to ask how we do live morally and aesthetically in a world saturated with glittering, fragmentary pieces of knowledge.

It may seem to some readers that Sontag’s final scandal was her turn to some kind of aesthetic piety, but Sontag would likely brush away this last charge as a postmodernist piety of its own. As this introduction has argued, Sontag came to see as impoverished—indeed, scandalous—a view of art work that has no ambition to extend the experience of its audiences; no interest in exposing the hydra-headed perversions, personal and political, of bad faith; and no avowal of art’s potential for continuing to drive human(e) progress. Our hope is that these essays, which cover a scandalizing range of topics, begin to highlight myriad possibilities for continuing Sontag’s work of art, critique, and public criticism. As the journals continue to appear in the coming years, we will all learn more about the life and the work and about her central project: to keep alive the dialogue with, and the responsiveness to, the promiscuous richness of art and experience.
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chapterone

Some Notes on “Notes on Camp”

TERRY CASTLE

These notes are for George Eliot.

Rereading my abstract for this essay (composed last year for a conference), I confess to feeling a bit bemused—particularly by the cool, bureaucratic, indeed “abstract” tone I chose to adopt for it:

Susan Sontag’s essay “Notes on Camp” (1964) remains—in the minds of many—her defining work. With good reason: it is an uncanny, bravura accomplishment and helped to set in motion a host of intellectual and cultural transformations that would come to fruition over the next four decades. For reasons worth exploring, Sontag herself came to dislike the essay and in later years took umbrage at anyone who mentioned it or wished to discuss it. I hope to examine both the uncanniness and the umbrage: why “Notes on Camp” remains unforgettable (one still knows sentences from it by “heart”) and why it evoked in Sontag such self-distancing and contempt.

What is held at bay in this careful little statement—and the holding at bay, I realize, is both precarious and more than a little Sontagian—is precisely any hint of the personal: any sense of the roiling, arm-flapping, flowing-scarved, silver-maned emotions that Sontag—the writer, the speaker, the monstre sacrée, the semi-or-briefly-or-not-quite-friend—automatically evokes in me. True, I mention a certain susceptible reader, an unnamed “one” who supposedly knows lines from “Notes on Camp” by heart—but even there, I see, I’ve put the word “heart” in campy (if vaguely incriminating) quotation marks. I’m particularly struck by the abstract’s oddly fraught vocabulary: the words “uncanny,” “dislike,” “umbrage,” “wish,” “hope,” “unforgettable,” “self-distancing,” and “contempt” might suggest something more histrionic than the usual panel-discussion fare. Still, the thing keeps the lid on well enough to qualify as “academic”—i.e., to deaden the reader with charmlessness and official-sounding phrases.

But dispassion be damned: I find I can’t talk about “Notes on Camp” without “getting personal” at once. Camp, after all, is itself bound up with the personal—with the freaks of individual taste, with unusual or flamboyant modes of self-presentation. Human beings can be camp, of course; what makes them camp, Sontag argues, are precisely certain exaggerated “personality mannerisms.” The film world offers many examples. Among Sontag’s icons: the haunting androgynous Garbo; the flamboyantly feminine Jayne Mansfield; the “great stylists of temperament and mannerism,” such as “Bette Davis, Barbara Stanwyck, Tallulah Bankhead, Edwige Feuillière.” (I’ll come back to this interesting little pantheon in a moment.) Though not an actress or performer in the ordinary sense, Sontag herself could no doubt be added to this list of “camp” lady-thespians. In person, she was as eccentric, theatrical, and mesmerizing as any of them.

But “Notes on Camp” is itself an insistently personal piece of writing—more backhanded confession, I would argue, than truly analytic accounting, more flight of self-expression than impersonal treatise. How do I know? The glib answer would be because it elicits a similarly autobiographical urge in me. However veiled, confessional impulses are always contagious, and as soon as the young author, thirty-one at time of the essay’s publication, begins to list what things are “camp” and what aren’t, I can’t help but feel she wants both to reveal herself—the books she has read, the films she’s seen, the personalities she has encountered, what she thinks is funny, what she thinks is sexy, what she thinks is dumb, who she is, in other words—and to seduce her imaginary reader into some corresponding self-revelation. I’m happy to oblige: rereading “Notes on Camp,” even now, all I want to do is to seduce back (however pathetically) by itemizing all the books I’ve read, films I’ve seen, what I think is sexy, dumb, beautiful, etc., etc. Part of the essay’s allure lies in its cataloguing mania, its strange urge to specify—an urge so intense and charged as to become a form of greeting and provocation, a complex hello to an absent yet much-desired unknown. The essay’s mock didacticism, I would offer, is only a screening device. Though it may lend the essay a superficial air of intellectual rigor and self-restraint, it also allows its author to gesture—as in a journal intime—toward a tumultuous world of feeling. This indirect yet potent insinuation of feeling—especially, I think, of feelings associated with sexuality—may explain in part why Sontag was so uncomfortable with the essay in later years. The cool, analytic, supposedly educative pose was simply a rhetorical gambit; the private content, in retrospect, too obvious, jejune, and exposed.

First, a field sighting: It’s 1995 and Sontag has been invited to the Stanford Humanities Center as a Distinguished Visitor. On the first evening after her arrival, the wealthy donors who have subsidized the visit, an elderly physicist and his wife, hold a small and select reception at their bucolic McMansion in Portola Valley. After we perambulate the Japanese garden—a terraced extravaganza with gazing balls, philosopher’s stones, and mock-Shinto shrines—and gather sedately for cocktails on the deck, one of the older male guests remarks, by way of gallant icebreaker, on the extraordinary influence of “Notes on Camp” and how much he still admires the essay. Nostrils flaring, Sontag instantly fixes him with a basilisk stare. How can he say such a dumb thing? She has no interest in discussing that essay and never will. He should never have brought it up. He is behind the times, intellectually dead. Hasn’t he ever read any of her other works? Doesn’t he keep up? As she slips down a dark tunnel of rage—one to become all-too familiar to us over the next two weeks—the rest of us watch, horrified and transfixed.

Now the offending interlocutor is a person of no little eminence himself—the inventor, in fact, of the birth-control pill. He is clearly not used to having women tell him to shut up and feel ashamed of himself. He sits down, somewhat groggily, on a sort of embroidered tuffet-thing and falls into chagrined silence. That the whole scene—the Japanese lanterns hanging in the eucalyptus trees, our pink-tinged cosmopolitans, the convenient tuffet, and Sontag’s operatic outburst—could also be described as camp of a fairly high order, seems lost on the party’s still-incensed guest of honor. For some time afterward, Sontag simply glowers—magnificently—rather like Maria Callas in the famous film clip from Tosca at the Paris Opera, just after she’s stabbed Tito Gobbi, the rotund singer playing evil Scarpia. Muori, muori!

Coming so soon after Sontag’s arrival, the episode was obviously God’s way of warning us: don’t ever mention “Notes on Camp” in front of her! Or if you must, be very, very careful. More by luck than design, sheer sycophancy saved me from similar humiliation: soon after we were introduced I made a quasi-joke about having first read “Notes on Camp” when I was nine. The remark delighted Sontag and to my mingled pride and embarrassment she repeated it later during a seminar on The Volcano Lover. (No ban from her on discussing the novels of course; she was ready to expatiate on them for hours.) My claim to precocity, I feel obliged to explain, was not entirely obsequious untruth. Certainly I have a vague prepubescent memory of rifling through a stash of magazines at my father’s house in the early 1960s and discovering an article that I now think might have been “Notes on Camp.” I just can’t be sure what magazine. It’s hard to believe it was Partisan Review, the periodical in which “Notes on Camp” first appeared in 1964. For some weird reason I keep thinking it was Vogue. But why would my decidedly un-campy father, a cold and morose space engineer, have been reading Vogue? Not that he would have been reading Partisan Review either. I’m forced to consider the possibility that I may have made this whole Sontagian “scene of reading” up. Still, the thought of having been so “downtown” at an early age—a sort a juvenile Des Esseintes—is too gratifying, I confess, for me to disavow at this late stage.

Back to Sontag and the personal. Out of what kinds of private experience might a love of camp arise? When you reread Sontag’s essay it turns out that she is spectacularly vague about the emotional dimensions of camp—what psychic determinants may go to produce the camp “sensibility” in any given individual. Instead, she leaps immediately to the sociological and an explication that is sketchy at best. The appreciation of camp, she says, is usually found in “small urban cliques,” where it functions like a “private code, a badge of identity even.” An ironically cultivated affection for camp phenomena—the bloated films of Cecil B. De Mille, Liberace’s sequined outfits, the histrionic dancing of Martha Graham, male figure skaters—can be a way, she suggests, for the socially alienated to feel part of a coterie, a select group of mock cognoscenti. Like the Black Mass of old, camp facilitates Satanic small-group bonding: ordinary aesthetic values are inverted, the bad worshipped in place of the good. You and your fellow warlocks make a heaven out of hell, and the ugly, it turns out, is the new divine. Late in the essay, of course, she links this perverse rebel-angel sensibility with male homosexuality: gay men use camp, she argues, to create ironic solidarity in the face of social opprobrium. Camp taste, according to Sontag, is simply a late and paradoxical version of “aristocratic” taste—snobbish, witty, amoral, knowing. By treating the shoddy and overblown products of mass culture as “fabulous” or “heavenly,” Sontag avers, gay men transform themselves—with an irony at once comic, self-conscious, and voluptuous—into a new aesthetic vanguard or smart set, a fey cohort of (pseudoaristocratic) patron-connoisseurs.

Now all of this is no doubt true. But it also leaves a lot unsaid—or at least spectacularly undeveloped. Indeed, Sontag’s final, seemingly throwaway comments on the “aristocratic” nature of the camp sensibility, in particular, seem to obscure certain crucial underlying psychological questions. What impulses—conscious or unconscious—make someone fantasize about being an aristocrat? Blue-bloodedness is hardly something you can choose, and besides, in most Western democratic societies the aristocratic premise itself has long been officially discredited. Yet as Freud once famously suggested, the wish for such high station is a common one and in some individuals neurotic in the extreme. For Freud the wish is linked, of course, to what he called—in the famous 1908 essay of the same name—the “family romance”: the childhood fantasy that one is of royal birth and one’s humdrum, dreary, or fallible parents merely vulgar, low-status impostors. Through some mysterious accident—some dire mix-up in the cradle perhaps—one has ended up stuck with them, but it’s obvious (at least to the child) that everyone is living a lie. How could such a dull, talentless, badly dressed, and inconsequential pair have produced such a superior being as oneself? No doubt one’s real parents are a glamorous king and queen who will one day reappear, identify themselves as such, and take one back with them to that fairy-tale place one should have rightfully occupied since birth. One’s changeling status will be revealed; one’s exalted destiny, confirmed.

Freud explained the family romance as part of the process—always difficult, often excruciating—by which the young child seeks to liberate himself or herself from parental authority. This separation typically begins in wounding and disappointment: the child’s feeling—Freud writes—that he or she has been cruelly “slighted” by the parents. The birth of a sibling, classically, can elicit this narcissistic sense of injury: one feels displaced, neglected, abandoned. Injury in turn produces rage, and, at least in daydream, a wish to retaliate. On the unconscious level the assertion of royal birth is a striking act of symbolic vengeance: an indirect yet psychologically gratifying way of “doing away with”—or at least nullifying—one’s thoughtless, inept, selfish, and no doubt malevolent progenitors. In the most extreme cases it is the functional equivalent of patricide or matricide.

Now, if Sontag were alive and kicking today, I would hesitate, I’m sure, to offer the theory I’m about to float: a fear of defenestration would no doubt inhibit me. But I do think—have always thought—that “Notes on Camp” hints, fairly flagrantly, at something that might be called the Sontagian family romance. My theory is entirely speculative and subjective—some will say absurdly subjective. But at the essay’s emotional core I can’t help but infer authorial feelings of pain and anger—an undercurrent of indignation if not, indeed, a desire for revenge. Revenge on whom or what? I have no special knowledge about Sontag’s childhood—she seldom discussed it—but given the singular eminence she achieved, it’s very hard indeed not to be struck by the oddity and unexpectedness of her early years. Like Swift’s Gulliver, she’s always seemed a sort of lusus naturae—a biographical goof or non sequitur. How did she ever get from Point A to Point B? Born in New York, okay…—but raised in Tucson, Arizona, followed by Los Angeles? Father a fur trader in China (!) who died when Sontag was five? The mysterious navy-captain stepfather whose name she adopted in place of Rosenblatt? Three years at North Hollywood High? “Sue Sontag’s” yearbook picture is beyond discombobulating. (People usually giggle when they see it.) And where, in all of this, was Sontag’s mother? No doubt because I myself hail from San Diego, the Southern Californian connection particularly confounds me: I find it difficult to associate the stunted cultural ambiance of my own smog-enhanced childhood—a pageant of Taco Bells, Mobil gas stations, and Midas Muffler shops—with anyone as epicene as the author of Against Interpretation.

Sontag once wrote, very charmingly, in the New Yorker about an extraordinary high-school visit she and a geeky male friend paid to Thomas Mann, then living out his later years in exile in Los Angeles. What I remember most about the essay was Sontag’s account of Mann’s Old World courtliness and hospitality but also the sense she conveyed, obliquely yet ferociously, of the barrenness of her early life—the intellectual, aesthetic, and emotional impoverishment of her family situation and West Coast milieu, and her extraordinary yearning, even then, to be somewhere else, to helicopter herself up and out and into a world intellectually, artistically, and emotionally refined enough to satisfy her complex needs for beauty, love, seriousness, and permanence.

[image: images]

Figure 2 Susan Sontag’s high-school yearbook photo. Source: Courtesy of Kevin Killian.

The sensitivity to camp, I think, is intimately related to childhood disappointment—to the feeling of being misplaced, misunderstood, fine but unappreciated, “wasted” on those around one. As a child, you can’t help blaming the dullness of existence on your parents, it would seem: they are the ones, after all, who seem responsible for the unglamorous setting in which you find yourself. They seem to have arranged, if not created, the whole banal mise-en-scène. How easy for an intellectually precocious child to begin thinking of her parents as vulgar and stupid. Such resentment—often exfoliating wildly in adolescence—may cast back in turn to even earlier pains, losses, and “slightings,” the archaic, mostly suppressed traumas of infancy.

In this fraught psychic context the love of camp mediates, one might venture, between childhood outrage and a more sophisticated “adult” self. From one angle, camp objects summon up the detested paraphernalia of the past—they are emblems of that world of ugliness, dishonesty, and emotional bathos one prides oneself on having escaped or transcended. Camp is indeed heimlich—excruciatingly bound up with “home” in its negative aspect, the seemingly trashy, dreary, or love-starved parental milieu. Yet camp objects are also unheimlich—precisely because of the way, like mortifying phantoms, they can stand in for the parental.

The camp sensibility grows out of revulsion and disgust: you cringe at the thought of a fridge magnet in the shape of Michaelangelo’s David; you recoil, listening to Tristan, when the onstage Isolde—fat and freaky—reminds you of your morbidly obese stepsister who lives in Van Nuys. At the same time, however, your repugnance elicits guilt. Some transvaluation of the negative emotion is necessary: some psychological revision. Hence what Sontag, in one of her essay’s more saccharine asides, calls the affection, even “tenderness” with which camp objects or experiences are rehabilitated. (“Camp taste is a kind of love, love for human nature. It relishes, rather than judges, the little triumphs and awkward intensities of ‘character.’” ) One purports to “adore” the very thing that at one time depressed, disgusted, mortified, frightened, etc., etc. “Fabulous” as she may be onscreen, who would really want Joan Crawford for his or her own “Mommie Dearest”? The appropriate real-world response to such a vile and selfish person—especially if she were in charge of looking after you—would be hatred or fear.

The homosexual theme in “Notes on Camp” is profoundly linked, I would argue, with the Sontagian “family romance” and helps, in turn, to explain the antipathy the essay evoked in its author later in life. Again, I intuit—but again, out of a kind of fellow feeling. Viewed in hindsight, the emphasis on homosexuality in “Notes on Camp” strikes me as spectacularly overdetermined—as part of a coy yet now-unmissable “coming out.” Not that many readers would have absorbed it as such in 1964: though Sontag seems regularly to have referred to her “homosexuality” in her diaries of the 1950s and early 1960s—some astonishing portions of which recently appeared in the New York Times magazine—she refused, as everyone knows, to speak publicly about her lesbian relationships until late in life. There is nothing in the way of explicit auto biography in “Notes on Camp.” The interested reader might still speculate, of course: reading and rereading the essay in the 1970s, in the first flushes of undergraduate sapphism, I inevitably lingered on what its author called the “mostly unacknowledged truth of taste”—that “the most refined form of sexual attractiveness (as well as the most refined form of sexual pleasure) consists in going against the grain of one’s sex. What is most beautiful in virile men is something feminine; what is most beautiful in feminine women is something masculine.” Breathtaking—especially for an impressionable twenty-two-year-old in Tacoma, Washington. How does she know all this stuff?

Considering the essay now, however, in light of later revelations, Sontag seems to me to signal her private investment in the homoerotics of camp quite blatantly from the start. Very hard, for me at least, not to hear an autobiographical note in the arch (and Wildean) first sentence: “Many things in the world have not been named; and many things, even if they have been named, have never been described.” The unnamed “thing” in need of description will turn out to be camp, of course—and the love that “dare not speak its name” a love of lava lamps and Doris Day films. But one feels Sontag might just as well have said “my homosexuality”—the very love, intimately embraced, that she was not to name publicly for quite a few more decades.

I think one of Sontag’s reasons for disliking “Notes on Camp” later was that it was just too obvious about her own erotic orientation: the gay “coding” and the in-jokes too blatant for comfort. (Almost all of the actresses, mentioned earlier, whom she associates with camp—Garbo, Stanwyck, Bankhead, Edwige Feullière—were either lesbian or bisexual in inclination or noted for playing lesbian characters. She might as well be semaphoring her sapphic tastes via such a listing.) By the mid-1990s, when Sontag’s relationship with Annie Leibovitz had become celebrity fodder for Time and Newsweek, the essay had already lost much of its mystery. She was no doubt annoyed by its newfound transparency: to her, I believe, it was all old news.

But at a deeper level, I believe, the older Sontag repudiated camp (and indeed her own essay on the subject) precisely on account of its symbolic registration of fierce emotions—pain, fear, abandonment, rage—and its hidden connection with real or perceived victimization. Psychologically speaking, feigning delight in the ugly and appalling is a useful response to the problem of suffering. Homosexuality—still a premier source of emotional suffering in the modern world—is often bound up with it. If it is correct to see a childhood sense of “slight” as part of camp’s psychic underpinning, it is hardly surprising that the camp sensibility should flourish among gay men and women. What sort of child, apart from one mental or physically disabled, is more likely than any other to elicit parental ambivalence or dislike? Who more likely to face neglect, mistreatment, or even outright rejection? Who more likely to associate “home” with abuse and humiliation? Most straight parents today still don’t want a gay or lesbian child, even when they say they wouldn’t mind.

There was a kind of hurt Sontag wished not to acknowledge—at least as part of her own emotional history. Throughout “Notes on Camp” Sontag contrasts the camp attitude with something she calls “moral seriousness.” (Sometimes she particularizes it even further as “Jewish moral seriousness.”) Camp “incarnates a victory of ‘style’ over ‘content,’ ‘aesthetics’ over ‘morality,’ of irony over tragedy.” At some point in the 1950s and 1960s the young Sontag consciously committed herself, or course, to this kind of seriousness—the exploration of “content,” “morality,” and “tragedy.” George Eliot, the female sage, was in the end her beacon, I think—not Oscar Wilde—and “Notes on Camp” part of the process by which she assumed the public mantle of moral authority. “Seriousness” was a way of being tough and invulnerable. She resented being seen as obsessed with camp—fixed in people’s mind as camp’s philosopher—because her essay was in the end more about exorcism than endorsement. Like the lifelong pleasure she took in chastising other people for what she saw as their moral and intellectual defects, the contempt she felt for the essay later in life grew, I think, out of a great well of self-critical feeling. Something was unbearable and at the deepest level she blamed herself.
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