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Introduction


ZACHARY SEAGER



We are more connected than ever, or so we are told. We can travel to other continents in just a few hours; we can speak to friends and family whenever we want, wherever we are, at any time of day; we can even see their faces, beaming out of our laptop screens and mobile phones. We need never be alone again.


And yet, we have never felt more lonely. On the train on our daily commutes we avoid eye contact with those around us; we pass the time by listening to podcasts – to the sound of other people’s conversations – or by staring at social media and mutely pondering the lives of others. Adrift in the human ocean, we feel permanently alone.


The paradox is that the closer we have moved to other people – crammed into sprawling cities and permanently connected via the internet – the lonelier we have become. Looked at in this way, the history of modernity is also the history of loneliness.


We can counteract this loneliness by making more meaningful connections, by playing active roles in our communities, or by taking more seriously the links we already have. But we can also learn to be comfortable on our own – to be happy, even to thrive alone. Indeed, for the American poet Marianne Moore the cure for loneliness is solitude. In other words, instead of feeling deprived of the company of others, we should feel satisfied within ourselves, with the boundless world each of us contains and inhabits. After all, one can feel utterly alone in a crowd of people, but completely content, sole, at the top of a mountain – and, crucially, vice versa.


The selections in this volume show writers, artists, activists, and religious figures reflecting deeply about what it means to be alone; about why we might wish to pursue solitude; about how solitude can be balanced with sociability; and why a degree of solitude might even be necessary for a fulfilling life. But one of the striking things about this volume is the variety of approaches people have taken to solitude across history and around the world.


The classical world was wary of excessive solitude. Socrates said that the unexamined life was not worth living, but he meant examined in company – Plato’s dialogues are, after all, dialogues. Aristotle, meanwhile, believed that humans were fundamentally social. And, although he is often credited with one of the first definitions of privacy, his idea was based on the distinction between the life of the city, the polis, and domestic life – that is, the management of the household – rather than the difference between public and solitary life. He even declared that a person who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god.


At the twilight of classical antiquity, however, something changed: people started choosing to be alone. Repulsed by the corruption of the world, or merely tired of its limitless greed, certain devout men and women elected a life of solitude. Some chose to be hermits, separating themselves entirely from the society around them; others formed small, largely self-sufficient communities where they could be alone, together. In solitude they pursued rigorous programmes of prayer and introspection, and their writings influenced centuries of thought on what it meant to be human.


Eventually, during the Renaissance, people began to pay increased attention to individuals – to their unique qualities and capacities, and to their inner lives as separate from religious considerations. The inventor of the essay form, Michel de Montaigne, began his works with precisely this intention: to understand what he could discover about himself and the world in solitude, with only his library, his curiosity, and his pet cat for company.


This new emphasis on the individual led to a more formal interest in what one could independently verify. By the seventeenth century, certain thinkers began to distinguish between received wisdom – the knowledge that develops within communities over long periods of time, including certain forms of religious thought – and what each person could discover and prove for themselves. René Descartes, a pivotal figure in the rise of modern science and philosophy, felt that he needed solitude to truly doubt what he had been taught to believe, to be free of received wisdom, and to discover the truth about our world.


In the eighteenth century, people reacted against the cold, rationalistic view of human life posited by thinkers such as Descartes. They began to focus instead on their emotions, charting and describing their shifting emotional states and contrasting their various sentiments and sensibilities. At around the same time, novels, which paid sustained attention to the lives of individual people, became popular. It is no coincidence that Robinson Crusoe (1719), often considered the first novel in English, focuses on a shipwrecked man who finds himself alone on a desert island. The novel, moreover, also heralded the rise of that most solitary act: private reading.


By the close of the eighteenth century, many writers were seeking solitude in the beauty and splendour of the natural world as an aid to poetic introspection. But while such people explored their inner lives by reading from the book of nature or by reflecting on the latest novel, others were busy transforming the natural world. New machinery and management techniques sped up production, but they required huge numbers of workers; people left the countryside to take up these new jobs, and swelled the ranks of city dwellers. The modern crowd was born, and with it, a whole new way of being alone.


The Industrial Revolution led to a host of new political and social problems, and many people were eager to escape the effects of this new industrialized world. One popular form of escape was the pursuit of solitude, especially in those places which remained untouched by industrial progress. Only there could one be truly natural, uncorrupted by society or by the mechanization of the world. Already in the nineteenth century, people worried about where our ruthless treatment of nature would lead us, and what its destruction would do to our spirits.


At the turn of the twentieth century, people began to realize that whole social groups had been left out of such considerations – that women, for example, had rarely been afforded the luxury of solitude. The English historian Edward Gibbon declared that conversation enriches the understanding, but solitude is the school of genius. It was no wonder, then, that there were so few women writers and artists, said Virginia Woolf; for her, solitude was necessary to create art.


This collection shows some of the myriad ways in which people throughout history have understood their experiences of the solitary life, or have counselled others to benefit from solitude. It contains poetry, essays, autobiographical pieces, and short stories. These diverse works can teach us how to think in freedom and how to enjoy a profound inner life. They can also help us to cope with the fact that, as the novelist Joseph Conrad put it, we live as we dream – alone. Above all, they show how we might truly connect with ourselves and, in the process, how we can meaningfully connect with those around us, including the earth itself. Looked at in this way, solitude is always focused both inward and outward, towards the self and towards the world. The cure for loneliness is, in the end, the art of solitude.




[image: ]


KAMO NO CHŌMEI



1153 or 1155–1216


For generations the family of Kamo no Chōmei had furnished wardens to the Shimogamo shrine in Kyoto, Japan. But when, after his father’s death, Chōmei was passed over for promotion, he left the shrine and devoted himself to poetry. He initially enjoyed some success, and was even recruited by his patron, the emperor Go-Toba, to work on a prestigious anthology as part of the Imperial Poetry Office. But in 1204, for reasons that remain somewhat mysterious, he decided to leave the pleasures of courtly life behind. He took Buddhist vows and became a hermit, living the rest of his life in solitude: first, for five years at the foot of Mount Hiei, and then in the hills outside the city of Hino, where he constructed his ten-feet-square hut. Chōmei’s account of his experiences in the hut was written in 1212 and has since become a classic of Japanese literature.


‘Notes from a Ten Feet Square Hut’


Of the flowing river the flood ever changes, on the still pool the foam gathering, vanishing, stays not. Such too is the lot of men of the dwelling of men in this world of ours. Within City-Royal, paved as it were with precious stones, the mansions and houses of high and low, rivalling in length of beam and height of tiled roof, seem built to last for ever, yet if you search, few indeed are those than can boast of their antiquity. One year a house is burnt down, the next it is rebuilt, a lordly mansion falls into ruin, and a mere cottage replaces it. The fate of the occupants is like that of their abodes. Where they lived folk are still numerous, but out of any twenty or thirty you may have known, scarce two or three survive. Death in the morning, birth in the evening. Such is man’s life—a fleck of foam on the surface of the pool. Man is born and dies; whence comes he, whither goes he? For whose sake do we endure, whence do we draw pleasure? Dweller and dwelling are rivals in impermanence, both are fleeting as the dewdrop that hangs on the petals of the morning-glory. If the dew vanish the flower may stay, but only to wither under the day’s sun; the petal may fade while the dew delays, but only to perish ere evening.


Now since first I had conscious knowledge of the world about me have some forty Springs and Summers gone by, and of many strange events have I had experience.


On the 28th day of the 4th month of 3 Angen [1177], while a violent storm was raging about the hour of the dog, a fire broke out in the south-east quarter of the city and extended to the north-west quarter as far as the Shuzaku Gate, the Daigoku Hall, the Daigaku-ryō, and the Mimbushō—in the course of that one night the whole was reduced to ashes. Folk say the fire began in a cottage used as a temporary hospital situated in the lane known as Higuchitomi. Favoured by the wind the conflagration spread fanwise. Distant houses were smothered in the smoke, the nearer spaces were enveloped in coils of flame. The air was filled with clouds of dust, which reflected the blaze, so that the whole neighbourhood was steeped in a glow of fire amid which tongues of flame darted over the adjoining streets. Amid such horrors who could retain a steady mind? Some, choked by the smoke, fell to the ground; others in their bewilderment ran straight into the flames trying to save their property, and were burnt to death; great stores of wealth were utterly destroyed—in very truth the loss was incalculable. Sixteen mansions of kugyō, high court officers, were consumed, and innumerable smaller houses. A full third of the city was destroyed. Thousands of persons perished, horses and cattle beyond count. How foolish are all the purposes of men—they build their houses, spending their treasure and wasting their energies, in a city exposed to such perils!


Again on the 29th of the hare month of 4 Jijō a hurricane devastated the city from the Nakamikado Kyōgoku quarter as far as Rokujō. Not a single house was left standing within the circuit of several wards. Some were levelled with the ground, some were left with beams and uprights alone standing, the cross-pieces of the gateways were blown off in some cases and carried three or four chō [one chō = 360 yards] away, fences were blown down, and neighbouring compounds thus thrown into one. Needless to say, the contents of houses were scattered in all directions, while the shingles filled the air like leaves in Winter, and clouds of dust like smoke obscured the sky and blinded one’s eyes. The roar of the wind was fearful, one could not hear a word spoken, the storm seemed a true hell-blast. Not only were houses destroyed, but the numbers of those who were injured or maimed in their attempts to save their dwellings was incalculable. The wind finally veered towards the south-west and did much harm in that region. It was a whirlwind, but what a one! An extraordinary hurricane! People doubted not it portended some evil of like dimension.


[. . .] Once more—it would be in Yōwa [1181], but so long ago is it one cannot be sure—for two whole years a famine raged in the land, a very miserable time. Either there were droughts in Spring and Summer, or floods and storms in Autumn and Winter. So the evil went on, and of the five grains no crops were reaped. To till the land in Spring was vain, in Summer to plant was foolishness, in Autumn there was no reaping, in Winter nothing to store. So that many people in the different provinces deserted the land and crossed the frontiers, or fled from their homes to pick up a living among the wild hills. Many prayers of various kinds were offered up, and unusual rites were practised, but without avail. The town, of course, depends upon the country, but nothing came from the country, and so it was that the city lost, so to speak, its countenance. While folk begged for aid they offered their goods recklessly for sale, but caught never a purchaser. Gold was held cheap and grain dear. Beggars whined in misery by the roadsides, dinning one’s ears with their cries, and so in misery came to an end the first of those two years.


[. . .] In 2 Genryaku [1185] a great earthquake occurred. It was not an ordinary one. Hills were shattered and dammed up the rivers, the sea toppled over and flooded the shore-lands, the earth gaped and water roared up through the rents, cliffs were cleft and the fragments rolled down into the valleys, boats sculled along the beach were tossed inland upon the bore, horses on the roads lost the ground beneath their hoofs; all round the capital, it is hardly necessary to add, in various places not a single building was left entire; house or temple, tower or chapel, some were rent and cracked, others were thrown down; the dust rose into the air likes volumes of smoke.


[. . .] What is so hateful in this life of ours is its vanity and triviality, both with regard to ourselves and our dwellings, as we have just seen. According to our position so are our troubles, countless in any case. A low man under high protection may have his moments of delight, but not an abiding happiness. For he must restrain his tears when in distress, his natural emotions must be kept down, he is always uneasy as to promotion or disgrace, standing or sitting constantly subject to alarms, he is like a sparrow that finds itself close to a hawk’s nest. If a poor man lives next door to a rich one he is oppressed with shame at his shabby appearance, and tempted to flatter and cringe before his neighbour. He is never quite at ease; as he looks upon his wife and children and servants he envies his wealthy neighbour of whose contempt for him he gets wind. Should he live in a crowded quarter he can scarcely escape if a fire breaks out; if his house is situated in a remote district, it is hard to get at and the ways are infested by thieves. The great man grows avaricious, the solitary man is disliked by the world. Wealth, too, brings cares from which the poor man is free. To depend on the protection of another man is to be his slave, to protect other folk is to be the slave of your own emotions. To follow the world is a hardship to oneself, to disregard it is to be counted a madman. Where or how shall we find peace even for a moment, and afford our heart refreshment even for a single second?


For many years I lived in the house of my paternal grandmother. When that relation was interrupted, my health suffered, and I could no longer remain there. Just over 30, I built myself a house to suit my own ideas, one-tenth of the size of my former home. It contained one room, in fact it was hardly a room at all. It had a kind of wall, but a gate I could not afford. The uprights were bamboos, the construction was like a shed for vehicles. When the snow fell or the wind blew it was scarcely safe. It was close to the riverbed, in the way of floods and handy for thieves. There I passed my time reflecting on this world of nothingness. Thirty years and more thus slipped by, during which I surveyed the vicissitudes of my wretched life in relation to events around me. Attaining my 50th Spring, I left my house and turned my back on the world. As I had never wife or child there was nothing to hinder me. I was no official, I had no emoluments; what interest had I in the world? And so I lay idly five more Springs and Autumns amid the clouds of Mount Ōhara.


When the 60th year of my life, now vanishing as a dewdrop, approached, anew I made myself an abode, a sort of last leap as it were, just as a traveller might run himself up a shelter for a single night, or a decrepit silkworm weaves its last cocoon. This compared with the dwelling I had in my middle period was less than one-hundreth of its size; as I wax in years my lodging wanes in space. It is not an ordinary sort of hut I live in. It measures only 10 feet square, and is under 7 feet in height. As I had no fancy for any particular place I did not fasten it to the ground. I prepared a foundation, and on it raised a framework which I roofed over with thatch, cramping the parts with crooks so that I might remove it easily if ever the whim took me to dislike the locality. The labour of removing, how slight it would be!—a couple of carts would suffice to carry the whole of the materials, and the expense of their hire would be that of the whole building.


Now since I hid me in the recesses of Mount Hino the manner of my abode is this. To the south juts out a movable sun-screen with a matting of split bamboos, bound together parallel-wise. Westwards-looking is a small shrine with a Buddhist shelf and a picture of Amida so placed that the space between the eyebrows shines in the rays of the setting sun. Before the curtain-doors of the shrine are fixed the figures of Fugen and Fudō. Above the paper-paned sliding doors of the north side runs a small shelf, on which stand three or four black leather boxes containing collections of Japanese poetry, books on music, and such works as Wōjōyō shiu, a book on Buddhist paradise. Besides these is a sō, a sort of koto or flat harp on one side and a biwa, lute, on the other side—what are known as bent harp and joined lute. Along the east side are spread large bundles of bracken fern, which with bundles of straw make me a couch. There is a window opening in the east wall with a writing-desk. Near the head of the couch is a brazier to burn faggots in. North of the hut is a small garden surrounded by a low hedge of wattled branches. Here I grow some medicinal herbs. Such is the fashion of my temporary cabin.


To describe the situation I must tell you that to the south is a bamboo pipe and a reservoir made of piled up stones. A copse stands close by the eaves, so that firewood is not far to fetch. The name of the place is Toyama. All traces of man are hidden by the coils of masaki. The valley is thickly wooded, but open to the west, so that the place is not unfitted for philosophic meditation. In the Spring I gaze upon the festoons of the wisteria, fine to see as purple clouds. When the west wind grows fragrant with its scent, the note of the hototogisu is heard as if to guide me towards the Shide hill; in Autumn the shrill song of the cicada fills my ears, surrounding like a regret for his cast-off moult, or a complaint of this mortal world; in Winter I watch the snowdrifts pile and vanish, and am led to reflect upon the ever waxing and waning volume of the world’s sinfulness.


When I get tired of reciting prayers or of reading the scriptures I can rest at will; no one is by to prevent me, no friend to reproach me. I have made no vow of silence, but my lonely life stops my lips’ play. I do not need to trouble myself about the strict observance of the commandments, for living as I do in complete solitude how should I be tempted to break them? When I bend my steps towards the white waves of the stream I watch the morning boats cleaving the flood in their passage to and fro across the river, and recall to mind the beautiful verse of the acolyte Mansei; at eventide, when I hear the rustle of the laurel leaves under the breeze, my fancy carries my thoughts to the waters Jinyō, and I touch my lute in the manner of Gentotoku. When my spirits are exuberant and my imagination active, I liken the music the wind makes among the pine groves to the melody known as the Winds of Autumn, or the murmur of running waters to the air of the Flowing Fount. I have no skill in the arts of song or music, but I do not strive to please other men’s ears, it is but to nourish my own mind that in my solitude I play and sing.


At the bottom of my hill stands another cabin, made of wattled bush-work. There the hill-ward dwells. He has a son, a youth who sometimes comes to see me, and we ramble about together. He is 16 and I am 60, yet we enjoy each other’s company despite the difference in years. Sometimes we gather tsubana shoots, or the berries of the iwanashi, the bud-like bulbs of the yam, or the leaves of the seri. Sometimes we roam among the tanks for the paddy-fields that lie around the foot of the hill to pick up fallen rice-tufts to make hogumi. On sunshiny days we climb the peak of my hill, and I gaze upon the distant skies that loom over my old home, over Kowarda’s hill, Fushimi’s town, over Toba and Hatsukashi. No owner claims any rights here, so I am in full possession of my pleasure.


When the fancy takes me to look further afield I need not undergo the labour of walking. I follow the line of hill-tops, cross Sumiyama and Kasatori, and pray at Iwana’s shrine or bow before that of Ishima, or force my way amid the jungles of Awazu, not forgetting to do honour to the monuments of the old sage Semimaru—without moving a step. Or I cross Tanokami’s stream and seek out the tomb of Sarumaru; on the way home, according to the year’s time, we gather cherry sprays in full blossom, or ruddy-leaved autumn maple, or collect fern fronds, or pick up fallen nuts; and some of these treasures I humbly present to Amida, and some I keep for presents.


On tranquil nights I gaze upon the moon’s orb shining in through my window, and think of the great figures of the men of old, or am moved to tears that drench my sleeves by the mournful cries of the monkeys in the neighbouring thickets. I note the fireflies in the jungle, and seem to see the flares of far-off Makijima, while the patter of rain at daybreak reminds me of the rattle of a storm amid the leaves of the woods. The horohoro of the copper pheasant makes me wonder whether it is my father or mother that cries, and the tameness of the deer that roam under the peak tells me how far removed I am from the world of men.


On cold nights I often stir up the ashes of my brazier to renew the embers, the comfort of an old man just waking from a nap. My wild hill is no dreadful place, but the melancholy hooting of the owls give it one of the characteristics of hilly tracts, whereof the aspects are so various, giving rise to many reflexions in the minds of learned and thoughtful men.


When I first came to this place I did not intend to stay long, but now I have dwelt here these five years. My cabin has weathered with the course of time, the eaves are loaded with dead leaves, the ground it stands on is green with moss. From time to time news of what takes place in City-Royal reaches me in my solitude, and I hear continually of the deaths of persons of importance; of smaller men who disappear the roll is endless. I hear, too, of houses burnt down in numbers, but my humble cabin remains a safe shelter for me. It is cramped, indeed, but it has a bed for me to sleep on at night, and a mat to sit on during the day, so I have no reason to be discontented. The hermit-crab is satisfied with a narrow shell for its home, which shows that it knows its own nature; the osprey dwells on high crags because it fears man. So it is with me. A man who knows himself and also the world he lives in has nothing to ask for, no society to long; he aims only at a quiet life, and makes his happiness in freedom from annoyance. But those who in the world, what do they do? They build mansions, but not for their own pleasure; it is for their wives and families, for their relatives and friends, for their masters or teachers, or to store their property, or to house cattle and horses. Now I have built my cabin for myself, not for any other man. And why have I done so? As the world now goes I find no congenial minds in it, not even a servant to trust to. What profit, then, were a larger house to me? Whom should I invite to it? Whom could I take into it to serve me? One usually seeks the friendship of rich men, and thinks most of public personages; men of good hearts and honest souls are not sought after. More wisely, I make friends of lutes and flutes. One who serves another is apt to be always thinking of rewards and punishments, he hankers after favours, and is not content with mere good treatment and kindness and the peace that ensues. To me, then, it seems better to be one’s own master and one’s own servant. If there is something to be done I prefer to use my own body to do it. This may be bothersome, but easier than to see that other folk do it unto you. If I have to walk, I walk; it means some toil, but less than that of looking after horses or carriages. In one body I possess two servants; my hands do what I want, and feet bear me where I would go—both serve me just as I desire them. Again, my mind knows exactly what the body has to endure, so it lets it rest when tired, and does not task it save when fresh and vigorous. And when it does use the body it does not abuse it, nor would the mind be put out by the body being sometimes in a dull mood. And besides, plenty of exercise and plenty of work are good for the body; too much idleness is bad for the body. In addition, to impose a burden upon another man, to constrain his will, is a sinful thing—we have no right to take possession of another’s powers.
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