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  PREFACE

  LAGO MAGGIORE, Switzerland, late August, 1966: A forty-year-old psychologist in a personal crisis and political storm (‘Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita’1), ascends the podium and poses the question: What is psychological creativity? The venue was the Eranos Tagung, where C. G. Jung had first presented his groundbreaking work on alchemy and the psychology of religion in the 1930s and 1940s. Among the audience were luminaries from the history of religion such as Henry Corbin, Gershom Scholem, Gilles Quispel and the biologist Adolf Portmann. With this question, James Hillman inaugurated a fundamental rethinking and re-visioning of psychology, which has gone by the name of ‘archetypal psychology.’

  Depth psychology, he continued that day, was in search of its paternity, its root metaphor or grounding myth, without which it would simply be a potpourri or a ‘pot-pourrire.’ Eschewing a general treatise on the nature of creativity, Hillman set out to explore the workings of the creative principle within psychology —and within the figure of the psychologist. Could the creativity of this newly inaugurated field have something to do with the ‘Master-Fathers’ of Freud and Jung themselves, he asked? As Hillman put it, “Could the finding of the fathering principle begin through an examination of these actual fathers and the creative principle in them?”2

  Half a century later, one may add the figure of Hillman himself to this pantheon. Strikingly in contrast to Freud’s legacy, there have arguably only been two major original figures following in the wake of Jung: Michael Fordham, who sought to redress lacunae in analytical psychology with his developmental model,3 and Hillman, who took on Jung’s daimonic inheritance.4 We may now turn back to his original question, and pursue it this time not through theoretical reflection—as he himself accomplished—but on the terrain of his own biography.

  It is here that the work which is now at hand has a unique value. It enables one to follow the interweave of fate: chance, calamity, opportunity presented and taken, in the making of a psychologist and a psychology. Thankfully, this is not a psychological study. It eschews off-the-shelf interpretations or biographical reduction, while remaining attentive to the echo of past and future. Rather than being presented with the author’s ‘take’ on his subject, or an evaluation of Hillman’s work, the biography presents thick descriptions drawn from interviews with the protagonists themselves, together with contemporaneous letters and documents.

  Most striking are the excerpts from the author’s interviews with Hillman and his reflections on drafts of the book, which form an interleaved commentary on his own biography. To these, it adds reconstructions of the settings and stages which were formative for his work, together with the rich cast of characters encountered along the way, following his footsteps from the boardwalks of Atlantic city, to the cultural and intellectual ferment of post-war Paris, the Joycean world of mid-century Dublin, and the splendour of the mountain-rimmed lakes of Srinagar, before arriving in Zürich. It is the first study which illumines the inner workings of the Jung Institute in the 1950s and 1960s, and the often-fraught tangle of personal, institutional, and therapeutic relationships.

  This book invites one to read and reread Hillman’s works, present in the definitive form of the Uniform Edition. It enables them to be read afresh: now accompanied with a view of the man at his writing desk, ‘the man of flesh and bone,’ as Unamuno would have put it;5 a view of what engendered his reflections, the struggle of self-overcoming, how he attempted to grasp the hidden powers at work in our lives, and to forge, in the smithy of his soul, a renewal of psychology, and a renewed appreciation of the force of imagination in all walks of life.

  —Sonu Shamdasani

  Philemon Professor of Jung History

  Centre for the History of Psychological Disciplines University College London

  NOTES

  1.    Dante, Commedia, Canto 1 (‘In the middle of our life’s journey’).

  2.    James Hillman, The Myth of Analysis, New York, Harper & Row, 1972, p. 18.

  3.    See James Astor, Michael Fordham: Innovations in Analytical Psychology, London, Routledge, 1995.

  4.    See Hillman, “Jung’s daimonic inheritance,” Sphinx 1, 1988, pp. 9-19.

  5.    Miguel de Unamuno, The Tragic Sense of Life, tr. J. E. C. Flitch, Macmillan, New York, 1921.


  INTRODUCTION:

  “THE FIGURE IN THE CARPET”

  “Here I am working toward a psychology of soul that is based in a psychology of image. Here I am suggesting both a poetic basis of mind and a psychology that starts neither in the physiology of the brain, the structure of language, the organization of society, nor the analysis of behavior, but in the processes of imagination.”

  —James Hillman, Re-Visioning Psychology4

  ON OCTOBER 29, 1996, the Oprah Winfrey Show opened with the TV talk-hostess holding up a copy of a new book called The Soul’s Code. “When I discover something that I think will enhance your life or add to your perception of why you’re here on the planet and what you’re working toward, I always like to share it with you,” she said.5 Seated next to Winfrey was a tall, thin, bespectacled gentleman with close-cropped white hair. He had penetrating blue eyes and a bird-like countenance that brought to mind an eagle. Dr. James Hillman was wearing an elegant gray suit and seemed quite at ease in Oprah’s world. Following his appearance on the show, in its initial week of publication, The Soul’s Code made its debut at the top of the New York Times’ best-seller list.

  Tracing roots back to Plato’s Myth of Ur, the book expressed an idea found in many traditions: That it is useful to envision one’s life following a pattern, neither genetic nor environmentally determined, but guided by a daimon—an in-between, imaginal figure, neither material nor spiritual, that accompanies each of us and “nudges” us toward our purpose, identity, and fate. The book used mini-biographies of a number of well-known people, from the bullfighter Manolete to the violinist Yehudi Menuhin, to develop the idea that we have an innate calling in life that we must strive to realize. If we “read life backwards,” a pattern became discernible. For example, the future bullfighter’s fearfulness in clinging to his mother’s apron, and the master musician’s rejecting a toy violin for the real thing: Such things made sense when one saw the adult already there in the child. More than simply the result of hindsight, Hillman described his theory as akin to the tiny acorn containing the image of the future oak.6

  The author of more than twenty-five books, James Hillman was the founder of what he called archetypal psychology, a way to re-imagine the field and also to differentiate it from the analytical psychology of C. G. Jung. Hillman’s work has been translated into twenty-one languages, and he lectured widely both across the United States and abroad. He was a practicing analyst for forty years. Yet today, Hillman is rarely mentioned in the psychology departments of most American universities. While his name remains synonymous with deep thought in countries like Italy, Japan, and Brazil, here in his native land a newspaper profile in 2004 was headlined: “The wisest man you’ve probably never heard of.”7

  Such relative lack of recognition is because Hillman was among the most aggressive critics of his own profession. “We approach people the same way we approach our cars,” he once said. “We take the poor kid to a doctor and ask, ‘What’s wrong with him, how much will it cost, and when can I pick him up?’ We can’t change anything until we get some fresh ideas . . . so that we can see the same old problems differently.”8

  As we begin the second decade of a new century, many believe that psychology and psychiatry are in a state of crisis. Professor Glen Slater of Pacifica Graduate Institute, a Southern California school offering advanced degree programs drawing from the tradition of depth psychology, offered a view of what’s happened in the introduction to a volume of Hillman’s collected works. “Today psychology rarely inspires,” Slater wrote. “Materialism and numbers have eclipsed interiority. Cognitive-behaviorism and neuroscience dominate the landscape—flatlands where subjects are quantified, therapies are determined economically, and pills are given before anyone asks, ‘what’s wrong?’ Functionality reigns. There is no room for the dream, less for meaning and little for the imagination. Most theorists have abandoned the depth perspectives of Freud and Jung, thinkers whose works constantly ignite discourse in the humanities and remain mainstays of popular soul-searching. Psychology has placed itself inside a Skinner box—a place with an empty interior where psychologists map the brain and observe activity.”9

  Americans reportedly spend about $55 billion every year on psychotherapy and medication.10 In 2002, there were more than half-a-million licensed therapists in the country.11 By 2005, one out of ten Americans was taking antidepressants, double the number of a decade earlier. Medication is being resorted to more frequently in response to complaints such as eating disorders, panic attacks, and alcoholism, while creating a multibillion dollar industry for the big pharmaceutical companies.12 The latest edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders now defines 365 disorders, at least one of which is required by the insurance companies to be diagnosed by mental health professionals seeking reimbursement.13

  From James Hillman’s perspective, the medical model has captured and corrupted psychology and diverted it from its true aim of understanding the psyche, or soul. His emphasis on deeper appreciation of the sum of one’s parts and our relationship to the larger world is a direct challenge to the field’s core conventions, from the pharmaceutical and scientifically based cognitive impairment side of things, to the pop-psychology of a Dr. Phil with his self-improvement strategies. While Americans in general and American psychology specifically favor solution-based methods, Hillman doesn’t attempt to provide conclusive answers. He doesn’t focus on seeking integration and unity, but rather on examining the unique and particular qualities that comprise our diversity.

  Scott Becker, a Hillman scholar and psychologist at Michigan State University, has offered this analysis: “The crisis facing psychology, Hillman consistently argued over the past five decades, is not random or arbitrary, nor is it limited to the field of American psychology. His work has made it clear that psychology is misguided precisely because it has failed to consider the negative influence of the culture in which the field is embedded, and the cluster of problematic ideas which it unknowingly (unconsciously) serves, such as individualism, rationalism, and materialism, to mention only a few. Hillman has convincingly, scathingly revealed that these ideas render the world flat and sterile, serving to isolate us from each other, from the political and natural context in which we live, and from a cosmology that would provide a sense of value and purpose.”14

  Hillman’s psychology offers many variations on a theme; a theme that harkens back to the Renaissance and the Ancient Greeks, implying that psychology belongs more to the arts and humanities than to science. For his emphasis on the Renaissance philosophers of the soul, Hillman was awarded Italy’s Medal of the Presidency in 2001. Traversing a path that Freud and Jung first began to explore, he returned the gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus to the heart of psychology, examining how ancient myths can provide insight for today’s issues. In what has been termed a polytheistic psychology, there is no need to “get it all together” in therapy. Rather, the point is to recognize the tension between timeless archetypal forces at work within and around us. If true psychology emphasizes “the fundamental fantasies that animate all life,” then gods and goddesses, as embodiments of these fantasies, can amplify and deepen our own experience.

  Hillman’s approach takes psychology back to its ancient origins where the word literally means “study of the soul,” deriving from the Greek psyche. For Hillman, soul is not a substance but a perspective, “an inner place... that is simply there even when all our subjectivity, ego and consciousness go into eclipse.” It is also “the imaginative possibility in our natures... that unknown component which makes meaning possible, turns events into experiences, is communicated in love, and has a religious concern.”15

  He is not speaking of religion in the conventional sense, believing rather that this “soul-spark” exists not only in people, but in animals, plants, and even architecture. While most contemporary therapists pay foremost attention to the psychology of the individual, Hillman asks us to also look at the ways soul manifests in the environment and the world. “Psychoanalysis has to get out of the consulting room,” he has said. “You have to see that the buildings are anorexic... that the language is schizogenic . . . that medicine and business are paranoid.”16 He has called for therapists to see patients not simply as ego-driven and chained to what happened to them earlier in life, but as citizens who must actively observe and participate in the world around them. Leaving the world more beautiful than we found it requires that we go beyond ecology to draw from aesthetics, and by extension psychology. It is precisely this sort of activity that connects us with soul, while at the same time drawing us into political engagement.

  At the heart of Hillman’s psychology was an effort to restore imagination. His works not only spoke of the imagination, they spoke to it, embodying ideas in images with incisive intellect, wit, and passion. The subjects he took up ranged from academic to artistic, philosophical to pathological. He brought fresh perspective to war, beauty, architecture, depression, suicide, masturbation, mythology, nightmares, and more. In so doing, he laid down a challenge to our deeply rooted heroic fantasies and values, asking us to question the value of an ego that insists upon being “master in his own house” and who always seeks to go it alone.

  In therapy, while often the focus is on early childhood trauma—and Hillman did not deny how devastating certain conditions of childhood can be—he also regarded the wounds of childhood as potentially “soul-making” experiences. These could connect the young person to an “underworld” that resonates with a sense of meaning and community. Hillman saw our dark moods and agonies, the things that interfere with the smooth running of our lives, as essential experiences not to be “overcome” or avoided. Therapy ought rather to respect symptoms and neuroses not simply as a suffering, but as an opportunity—asking what message might the symptom be trying to relay?

  However, in today’s psychology, “depression” had become a “big empty vapid jargon word... a terrible impoverishment of the actual experience.” Describing how he might respond to a patient complaining of depression, Hillman once said: “I’ll want to get precise: What do you feel? Sad, empty, dry? Burned out? Do you feel weak, do you feel like crying? And where do you feel depressed? In your eyes—do you want to cry, do you cry? In your legs, are they heavy, can’t get up, can’t move; in your chest, are you anxious, and how does that feel, where, when? Is it like being tied up, or being poisoned?”17 In other words, he would lead the patient into the realm of imagination, seeking to render lived experience in images.

  Thomas Moore, author of the best-selling Care of the Soul, is a therapist who was mentored by Hillman and went on to edit an anthology of his writings (A Blue Fire).18 “I felt the most important thing I learned from him,” Moore said, “was an appreciation of the range of the soul or psyche, the odd things that it does—and instead of judging and labeling and pathologizing these in a negative sense, taking tremendous interest in how the soul manifests in people’s lives and how we get into these messes.”19 Moore has written that “Hillman’s embrace of depression and pathology paradoxically leads to a psychology beyond health and normalcy, toward a cultural sensibility where soulfulness and beauty are the standards.”20

  David Miller, Professor of Religion Emeritus at Syracuse University, recalled a seminar on dreams in Santa Cruz, California, where most of those attending were psychiatrists. One dream they were discussing had a snake in it and, as Hillman turned over the image, according to Miller, “the audience was becoming more and more uncomfortable—appropriately because they were unconscious of their snakiness. Finally one of the doctors said, ‘Come on, everyone knows that’s a phallus.’ Hillman glared at him and exclaimed, ‘You killed the snake!’”21

  Hillman is not easy to interpret or classify. His is not a humanistic psychology that elevates personal relationships and feelings almost to a religious status. Disdaining spiritual paths that focus on salvation or liberation, he can’t be called New Age. Because he didn’t fit readily into any category, within the United States, Hillman has remained a kind of “underground man,” with devoted readers among not only certain psychologists and philosophers, but an eclectic group of painters, poets, actors, dancers, filmmakers, musicians, magicians, activists, athletes— and one Midwestern tavern owner who attended Hillman’s every major talk no matter how far he had to travel.

  Given Hillman’s emphasis upon image and imagination, people in the arts have been particularly drawn to his work. Meredith Monk, a renowned composer who combines music, theater, and dance, says: “As artists we’re bringing to life the invisible, and so are always working with something that’s nameless. I think that’s what James Hillman is also mining.”22 African-American author and teacher bell hooks has long admired Hillman’s “passion for thinking beyond the boundaries and his willingness to face reality.”23 The novelist Thomas Pynchon has written of Hillman: “Finally somebody has begun to talk out loud about what must change, and what must be left behind, if we are to navigate the perilous turn of this millennium and survive.”24

  James Hillman died, aged eighty-five, on October 27, 2011, from complications of lung cancer. Over the previous more than seven years, we had spent dozens of hours in a wide-ranging series of interviews. These form the backbone of The Life and Ideas of James Hillman. This first of two volumes, The Making of a Psychologist, covers almost precisely the first half of Hillman’s life, beginning with his boyhood on the teeming Atlantic City Boardwalk, negotiating the ancestral “presences” of his forebears.

  Over the years in his books and lectures, Hillman had chosen to omit most details of his personal life. He even kept his picture off the covers of his books and rarely allowed himself to be photographed or videotaped during lectures, except for research purposes. He simply “believe[d] very much in the anonymity of one’s work,”25 and said in one of his books (Inter Views, 1983): “I don’t believe for a moment in explanatory biography, in psychobiography. I like the old Greek idea of biography: it just meant what one had been through . . . What you did, where you were, who you were with.” He went on to add: “The difference between ego and psyche isn’t only theoretical; it’s in how you tell a story. It’s in getting the subjectivity out of it, so the story, the image takes over.”26 Also, that the story might be: “an anecdote of a wider truth, an emblem of an idea useful to other lives.”27

  In Hillman’s case, the “wider truth” had partly to do with the connection between his personal life and his psychology’s emphasis on culture. From his early years, he had borne witness to some of the most important cultural phenomena of the modern era. It began with growing up during the Roaring Twenties and Great Depression Thirties in Atlantic City, a place Hillman later believed might be “the very key to the American character . . . the root of not just Las Vegas, but the entire entertainment attitude of the American people.”28 His first therapeutic experience had involved working with disabled and blind veterans in military hospitals at the end of World War II. He had been a radio correspondent in post-war Germany, a student at Paris’ Sorbonne during the heyday of Existentialism and Left Bank café society, and an editor for an Irish literary magazine working in the midst of J. P. Donleavy and Brendan Behan. After journeying into the heart of Africa and settling in Kashmir to work on a novel, he had arrived in Zürich in the 1950s when psychoanalysis was at its peak of popular interest. Enrolling at the C. G. Jung Institute and spending time with Jung during the last decade of the Swiss psychologist’s life, in the 1960s Hillman became the Institute’s first Director of Studies. Over time, Hillman found himself more and more distanced from classical Jungians. He went on to pioneer his own distinct field of psychology. As Robert H. Davis writes in the book, Jung, Freud, and Hillman: “Hillman extends Jung’s ideas into new and largely uncharted waters.”29

  Hillman said in 2009: “The great question of biography is what Henry James called ‘the figure in the carpet.’ How to discern a definite pattern, a comprehensible figure?”30 During my numerous meetings with Hillman, he continually sought to offer a wider perspective in search of that “figure.” It is, of course, unusual for a biographer to work closely with his subject as something other than a collaborative ghostwriter . There is a risk that the account will be a hagiography, too adulatory, omitting important details that the individual being profiled would just as soon not see brought forward. Hillman and I quickly established, however, that the difficult and painful periods of his life should not be glossed over, including a scandal in the sixties that rocked the Jungian world.

  Besides taping many hours of interviews with Hillman, I have spoken at length with dozens of people about the man and his ideas. I visited with Hillman’s three siblings and a number of his oldest friends. Additionally, I’ve been aided along the way with insights from individuals of considerable renown in their fields—psychologist Adolf Guggenbühl-Craig, philosopher Edward Casey, professor of religion David Miller, mythological scholar Ginette Paris, poet Robert Bly, author bell hooks, and historian Richard Tarnas. I have also utilized a wealth of material in the form of letters. Not only had all of Hillman’s extensive correspondence to his parents during his formative years been preserved, but it seemed that almost everyone I contacted had saved their letters from him.

  Hillman was not a linear thinker, and a biography of him cannot follow a strictly conventional path. I have been continually challenged to look for “the figure in the carpet” by tracing certain recurring themes: how ancestors continue as “guiding ghosts,” the value of rebellion and outrage and periods of depression, the interplay between worldliness and introversion, the connection of ideas to eros and the importance of collaboration, the influence of unusually odd friends. Ultimately, the question this biography seeks to shed light upon is: What was James Hillman’s daimon, his own “soul’s code,” and what might be the legacy of his radical ideas?
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  I

  ATLANTIC CITY

  “Coming into this particular body, and being born of these particular parents, and in such a place, and in general what we call external circumstances. That all happenings form a unity and are spun together is signified by the Fates.”

  —Plotinus, II.3.15, Enneads1

  James Hillman, originally named Julian after his father, was born towards mid-morning on April 12, 1926, in Room 101 of an Atlantic City hotel that faced the sea. His family was at the time occupying a suite of rooms at the Breakers Hotel that his grandfather owned and his father managed, located on the New Jersey resort’s Boardwalk. It was also where the younger Hillmans resided whenever renovations to their home were taking place. James was the family’s third child. “How lovely to have a blonde boy with blue eyes!” his mother Madeleine, daughter of a renowned rabbi, exclaimed. His arrival was announced in the local Atlantic City Press, including a photo of Madeleine “receiving congratulations” with a fur stole draped around her neck above a set of pearls.2

  In James Hillman’s astrological birth chart, which he would study in later years, Sun and Moon were closely aligned in the zodiacal sign of Aries. In Chinese astrology, he would recall, it was the Year of the Tiger. It was also the year that the Sphinx was fully revealed for the first time in more than 2,000 years after being buried under Egyptian sand, and that one cosmologist (Patrizi Norelli-Bachelet) recorded the beginning of the Age of Aquarius.3 In 1926, the NBC Radio Network came into being, as well as the first sound motion picture (Don Juan). A host of future Jewish comedians were born (Jerry Lewis, Don Rickles, Mel Brooks, and Shelly Berman), African-American jazz legends (Miles Davis and John Coltrane), poets (Allen Ginsberg, Robert Bly, and Robert Creeley), and singers who would croon and rock the nation (Tony Bennett and Chuck Berry). Not to mention Marilyn Monroe, Queen Elizabeth, Hugh Hefner, Alan Greenspan, and Fidel Castro.4

  In his best-selling 1996 book, The Soul’s Code, Hillman would write that “the self starts off amid the smells of a geography.”5 Elsewhere, he would link that geography to the way he approached his work: “There is not a systematic metatheory behind my thought. I come from New Jersey where we have sea gulls who fly right down and get what they want from the oceanside. I am like them, dropping down into the depths of our culture and seizing what I need to understand things and make a point!”6

  In one of his lectures, Hillman would recall the disembodied feeling of the barrier island that contained Atlantic City. This was a place with no soil, no roots, where all the dirt for people’s gardens had to be trucked in from the mainland. “The highest point on the sandbar is ten feet above sea level. You can be wiped out by one wave,” he remembered.7

  Despite being Julian Arthur Hillman, Jr., on his birth certificate, from the very beginning he was called by the nickname Jimmy. His legal given name would not even make it onto his school report cards. He spent his first six months taking in the bright sunshine of Atlantic City’s high season, overlooking the ocean in his baby carriage from a lower balcony of the U-shaped hotel. “My mother later had the idea that she put me too much in the sun and that’s why I had glasses from a very early age,” he recalled.8 (His sister, Sue, six years older, and brother, Joel, four years older, did not.)

  Yet, what Jimmy and his siblings (another sister, Sybil, soon joined the Hillman family) must have absorbed of Atlantic City! The amusement piers, their circus-like arenas built out into the Atlantic Ocean for as far as half-a-mile, were vast fantasyscapes, where tens of thousands might visit on a single summer’s day. A constant hullabaloo rose up from the beaches and the Boardwalk, described in the prose of the day as a “sweep of color,” a “riot of sound and chaos of movement,”9 in this “wildly extraverted place.” The range of imaginative possibilities must have been stunning.

  Until the mid-nineteenth century, Atlantic City was a narrow barrier island that had belonged predominantly to mosquitoes and blacksnakes. Only seven houses existed when a quack doctor had the idea to create a bathing village and health resort offering purported cures for such ailments as consumption, cardiac dropsy, and insanity. Eager developers invested in sixty miles of railroad track so that Philadelphians wouldn’t have to travel all day in a hot, open stagecoach to reach a stretch of beach that was overlooked by the 600-room United States Hotel (then largest in the nation), and the four others that were rushed to completion. In fact, the first woodplanked Boardwalk was built to prevent visitors from tracking sand into hotel lobbies.10

  Neighborhoods developed of second-generation Irish, Italians, and Jews, mostly by way of Philadelphia, as the resort’s year-round population swelled from under 2,000 in 1875 to nearly 30,000 by 1900. Jewish merchants like Joel Hillman, James’s grandfather who arrived at the turn of the century, played a crucial role in Atlantic City’s development. “Through the commercialization of the Boardwalk, recreational buying came into vogue,” writes Nelson Johnson in Boardwalk Empire. “The spending of money as a sort of pleasure was introduced to the working class and became part of popular American culture11 . . . The Boardwalk created the illusion that everyone was part of a huge middle class parading to prosperity and social freedom.”12 Or, as the Atlantic City-based novel, Down by the Sea, put it: “People need a place where they can pretend to be something else. They want to believe that if they pretend hard enough, whatever they want to happen will happen.”13

  An article in the New Republic stated in 1920, “If you would know the best that the American bourgeoisie has thus far been able to dream, then, come to Atlantic City and behold.”14 By that time, Atlantic City had proclaimed itself “The World’s Playground,” and it was a place of many American firsts. The Easter Parade and the Ferris wheel were introduced here. Color views of the skyline graced America’s first picture postcards. The term “airport” was coined to name Atlantic City’s flying field. The Convention Hall was the largest auditorium ever built without interior roof posts or pillars, and it hosted the world’s biggest pipe organ.15 Steeplechase Pier boasted the world’s most substantial electric sign: 27,000 light bulbs that advertised Chesterfield Cigarettes.16 The world’s largest typewriter was viewable on Garden Pier, an Underwood that stood eighteen feet high and weighed fourteen tons.17 It worked perfectly, although someone had to physically sit on each forty-five-pound letter-key to make it type.

  This was a geography of exaggeration. The Boardwalk fronted the world’s largest assemblage of luxury oceanfront hotels, each with its own uniquely lavish character. The Traymore was a fourteen-story, twin mosaic, tilt-domed structure. The Queen Anne-styled Marlborough, named after the domicile of the Prince of Wales, had merged with the Spanish-Moorish Blenheim with its extravagant dome and steamship-like smokestacks.18 Years later, Hillman mused over the hotel’s European architecture, and whether this may have subconsciously influenced his own distrust of progress. “There is an archaism in my work,” he said. “Anything new was suspect, it had to pass the test of time.”19

  Nightly entertainment blared forth from the nearby Ocean Pier, Million Dollar Pier, Steel Pier, Steeplechase Pier, Garden Pier, and Iron Pier. Of the sixteen fastest trains in the world at that time, eleven were in service to Atlantic City,20 where the unexpected was the norm. The local characters were as over-the-top as their creations. Captain John L. Young, one of Atlantic City’s early developers and the man behind the Million Dollar Pier, lived there initially in a Tudor cottage 1,700 feet from land, where he bragged about catching fish from his bedroom window. His wife claimed the ocean breezes meant she never had to dust the furniture. The captain’s next residence, listing an address of Number One Atlantic Ocean, was a three-story, twelve-room Italian Villa, with hand-carved chairs in the shape of giant seashells.21 The home contained a $10,000 chandelier that once hung in Vienna’s royal palace, and the formal garden was filled with classical nude statues from Florence. According to one historian’s account: “His Adam and Eve group especially caused a sensation when a bolt of lightning struck Eve in an embarrassing spot.22

  When James Hillman was around seven, his older brother, Joel, would put him on his shoulders so that James could see (and breathe) in the midst of the teeming Boardwalk crowds. Images would embed themselves in streams of consciousness. Midgets, snake charmers, and giants . . . adult female Siamese twins joined at the hip, fantastic fat people, and incubated babies . . . fighting kangaroos, dancing tigers, and Professor Nelson’s Boxing Cats . . . Rex, the water-skiing dog, and chickens that could hit baseballs.

  Also on the wondrous piers, Harry Houdini made himself disappear and Alvin “Shipwreck” Kelly set a world’s record for sitting atop a flagpole for forty-nine days and one hour.23 “You’d want to look at the flagpole sitters,” Hillman would recall. “How did they stay up there? And for us kids it was, how do they go to the toilet up there?”24 Polar explorer Richard Byrd showed up with his husky dogs pulling their sleds (one of them bit James’s brother, Joel).

  Here were taffy pulls, and giveaway pickles from H.K. Heinz, and free nuts from Mr. Peanut, who paraded the Boardwalk. Here was the Egyptian tent, and the Japanese Tea Garden, and the “authentic” Hawaiian village.25 Here was the FBI booth with the counterfeit money John Dillinger used. Here, too, was the phenomenon of the “rolling chairs.” Dating back to 1887, the concept had emerged when invalids coming for the sea air would utilize small cane wheelchairs to get around the streets. These had evolved into white wicker rolling chairs with steel wheels and room for as many as three passengers, “like baby buggies for grownups under bearskins, pushed by quietly considerate old black men,” Hillman would describe them more than sixty years later.26

  The most popular Boardwalk attraction was the High-Diving Horse. As many as six times a day, carrying on its back a scantily clad young lady in circus sequins, the horse would leap forty feet from a wooden tower into a pool of water. The lovely Sonora Webster Carver was a featured rider. Because of the water’s impact striking her face, she suffered detached retinas and soon became completely blind. Keeping her blindness a secret, after a few months adjustment she resumed riding and continued in her role for another eight years. In her eighties, she would tell an interviewer: “It was a wonderful thing to do, a wonderful time to be alive, in the greatest city on the earth.”27

  Out at the edge of Million Dollar Pier, every hour a barker would beckon the crowds to gather around what was apparently a trapdoor, to witness the Deep Sea Net Hauls. These especially fascinated young James. “They’d let a gigantic net down to the bottom of the sea, and then drag the net up with pulleys, with the most crazy-looking fish you ever saw— crabs, clams, eels, flat fish, everything. That interested me more than the diving horse on the Steel Pier; more than the freaks on the Boardwalk.”28 One historian relates that nearby snack vendors would time their preparations so that “their tempting aromas of fried, steamed, or stewed seafood would waft over the crowd just as the net was dropped back into the briny deep.”29 To Hillman, however, what mattered most was imagining what went on in that dark undersea world. He was also intrigued by the steel bathysphere, in which deep-sea divers “wearing giant helmets and giant shoes” would immerse themselves. What if, like the hero in Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, they got their foot caught in a giant clam and were never able to surface again?

  One day, his older brother showed James how to sneak under the tent where Ringling Brothers was setting up. Years later, Hillman would write in The Dream and The Underworld (1979): “Where else but the circus will we ever see the underworld in daylight: the tent of enclosed space, the rings, everyone as close to death as his or her art will allow, the freaks of nature that are beyond nature, and above all, the precise performance of repetitive nonsense, as if Ixion, Tantalus, and Sisyphus had once worked for Ringling Brothers.”30

  The circus’ High Diving Hawaiians also wore big steel helmets and plunged straight into the Atlantic from tall towers. For James, this was the primary image that would linger, along with the questions: How long could they hold their breath? What about getting the bends? While showing much interest from a distance, the boy shied away from the water itself. “My mother years later reminded me,” Hillman said, “that I used to scream like crazy stepping into a pond where my foot would touch squishy mud in the summer and I couldn’t see the bottom. I was also afraid of the ocean. As a little kid, I remember being caught in an undertow and turned upside down. I didn’t learn how to swim until I was about fourteen years old.”31 The one recurring dream he would remember from childhood was watching in awe as a tidal wave approached from offshore.

  Hillman scholar Scott Becker offers this interpretation: “How do we understand Hillman’s phobia and his recurring nightmare? It may be tempting to interpret both from a safe distance, but we might choose instead to stand with him on the shore, watching the giant wave approach. Without resorting to reductive explanations, we might say that the dream teaches the dreamer a sense of awe in the face of images, that the image of the tidal wave is best understood as itself—a towering, ultimately overwhelming, primal force. The (recurring) image of the wave instructs the dreamer how to receive any image: with an awareness of their raw energy, their engulfing beauty. If we remember Hillman’s account of the bullfighter, Manolete [in The Soul’s Code], who as a child hid behind his mother’s skirts, we gain further insight into Hillman’s encounter with the tidal wave: What child would have been ready to face the vast, archetypal forces headed his way as an adult psychologist? The tidal wave, in this sense, was a premonition and an initiation into an awareness of the power of images to wash away everything in their path, including our small, fragile egos. The wave(s) taught Hillman so that he could teach us.”32

  Hillman would be in his mid-twenties when, in the early stages of embarking on a Jungian analysis in Zürich, he began the experience of what Jung had termed “active imagination.” “One of the most important moments was that I pictured myself going down into the sea, and realized that I could breathe underwater. In other words, the fear of being submerged was gone.”33

  In 1988, addressing a gathering of men in the woods of Mendocino, Calilfornia, Hillman revealed: “In my own life, the terribly needy little boy is always there, and when I get massaged, for example, he lives in my arms. I always feel the puniness in there. When those places are touched, I feel that little, tiny boy with his thin little neck on the New Jersey beaches where I grew up, trying to keep this head on. Unable to hold that head, with these weak arms that couldn’t do it, couldn’t do it. It’s absolutely crucial that we remember neediness, puniness like that. I mean, you don’t need to remember it, because it comes up and grabs you and pulls you down.”34

  THE “DOUBLE-SIDEDNESS OF AMERICAN CULTURE”

  Five years before James Hillman was born, the Miss America Pageant began in Atlantic City. King Neptune arrived on a barge at the Yacht Club, surrounded by a costume-ball entourage, which included twenty white beauties and an equal number of male black “slaves.”35 Holding fast to his scepter, King Neptune led the seven female finalists past a panel of artists who served as judges. The winner received a hundred dollars and the Golden Mermaid Trophy. By the late 1920s, the beauty contest had expanded to include eighty-three contestants from thirty-six states. “The pageant of innocence: here she comes, Miss America!” Hillman later wrote. “Secluded, chaperoned, so cleaned up that not a follicle of personal sin remains on her shining front of bared flesh, exposing her ‘talent’ for the leering judges.”36

  Hillman said he grew up surrounded by a “double-sidedness of American culture. Here was a family resort where everybody could come and bring the children. It was both a Quaker and a Kosher city—so Puritan that, as a little boy, I had to wear a top on my bathing suit. Even little boys couldn’t have bare chests! Nobody was allowed on the beach after nine at night, so there could be no ‘hanky panky.’ Yet, the other side, the underbelly of Atlantic City, was filled with corruption.”37

  The Boardwalk itself was a place of deals, chants, auctions, and gimmicks. Beneath the city’s veneer existed a shadow world of back-alley gambling dens, houses of ill repute, and Speakeasies. “The key was to cater to patrons’ tastes in pleasure, whether those desires were lawful or not,” writes Nelson Johnson in Boardwalk Empire. “Resort merchants pandered to the visitor’s desire to do the forbidden, and business owners cultivated the institution of the spree . . . that gambling, prostitution, and Sunday sales of liquor violated state law and conventional morality didn’t matter.”38

  As early as 1908, Governor John Franklin Fort had called Atlantic City a “Saturnalia of vice.”39 Like Hong Kong or Gibraltar, Atlantic City’s relative geographic isolation made it a kind of “free port” with its own rules (and considerable influence over the New Jersey liquor commission). During the Prohibition era, smugglers found the island’s maze of nearby inlets, marshes, and river mouths perfect for bringing in cargoes of whiskey. Cases of booze from the Caribbean and Canada were transferred from mother ships at sea to small speedboats, which were brought into Atlantic City at “Rum Point.” Once ashore, the liquor was placed on waiting trucks and transported widely. The empire was controlled by Abner “Longie” Zillman of North Jersey. It constituted a sixty-five percent share of all illicit whiskey in North America.40

  Casinos, which were at the time illegal, operated openly in Atlantic City. “Confidence men like Charlie Gondorff (of The Sting fame) were allowed to run con games, as long as they only hit on marks from out of town.”41 When a national organized crime syndicate was first established, Atlantic City hotels provided the meeting site in May, 1929. Al Capone, Lucky Luciano, and other mobsters drew up a written agreement to minimize competition and maximize profits. “From information provided by undercover informants, the Federal Bureau of Narcotics concluded that the Atlantic City convention established the basis that carved the nation into specific territories.”42

  The mobsters’ host was a dapper gentleman named Enoch Johnson, known to everyone as “Nucky,” the county treasurer and local “boss.” In 2010, his character, played by Steve Buscemi, would be the centerpiece of the popular HBO TV series, Boardwalk Empire. According to Nelson Johnson (no relation): “In his prime [Nucky] strode the Boardwalk in evening clothes complete with spats, patent leather shoes, a walking stick, and a red carnation in his lapel. Nucky rode around town in a chauffeur-driven, powder blue Rolls Royce limousine, maintained several residences, hosted lavish parties for hundreds of guests, used the local police as his private gendarmes, had a retinue of servants to satisfy his every want, and an untaxed income of more than $500,000 per year. . . . Johnson was a product of Atlantic City who couldn’t have flourished anywhere else.”43

  As he strolled Atlantic Avenue, Johnson handed out dollar bills to any poor person he saw. Hillman’s older brother, Joel, remembered: “Everybody knew Nucky Johnson. He owned every whorehouse on Chalfont Alley, which was right across the street from the railroad station. When my mother had a shop on the Boardwalk, Nucky came in there one day to buy something. My father happened to be there. So my father said, ‘All right, we’ll flip for it, you pay double or nothing.’ Well, my mother almost died on the spot. Anyhow, Nucky Johnson lost—so my mother got double.”44 According to Sidney Drell, a member of James Hillman’s high school class who went on to become a renowned physicist at Stanford, “The myth was, they eventually nailed Nucky because they figured the laundry bill from the brothels was inconsistent with his income tax.”45

  The city was divided in half at Atlantic Avenue; whites lived to the east, crossing the line to “go slumming” at the Hotel Harlem, and blacks lived to the west.46 Hotel jobs for cooks, waiters, chambermaids, dishwashers, bellboys, and janitors “were filled almost entirely by freed slaves and their descendants who had migrated north following the Civil War.”47 More African-Americans lived in Atlantic City than any other northern locale, comprising more than one-fourth of the permanent residents.48 They had their own beach, known as Chicken Bone Beach,49 and could be seen pushing visitors down the Boardwalk in their rolling chairs. “To many, taking the new step on the American economic ladder meant having black people wait on them,” as Bryant Simon recounts in Boardwalk of Dreams.50 Yet, the local high school, considered one of the best in America, was integrated; a black youth was valedictorian of James’s brother, Joel’s class.51

  The dazzling lights of the Atlantic City night seemed to mask the pervasiveness of vice. The rising American middle class felt safe, protected, and comfortable; vacationing in a setting which allowed them to fantasize that they were better off than they really were. Nor was this sensibility confined to the city. In the midst of the Great Depression in 1935, a popular new tabletop game called Monopoly brought the streets of Atlantic City right into people’s homes. The downtrodden could feel rich, buying and selling the houses and hotels of the Boardwalk, Park Place, and lesser-known localities. Monopoly “gave the man on the street a chance to handle money, something he didn’t do in real life,” as the son of the game’s purported inventor, Charles Darrow, put it.52 In fact, the first homemade versions of the game seem to have been created a generation earlier by an Atlantic City Quaker woman. According to an account by a classmate of James Hillman’s at the Friends School, Dorothy Harvey Leonard’s “mother created out of a sheet of oil-cloth the very game board—complete with neighborhood names and key rules changes—that Darrow later appropriated.”53 Hillman recalled his teachers playing Monopoly after school and, as an eight-year-old, hearing his parents talk about a vacationer from Philadelphia who’d “befriended” the Leonard family, made copies of the board game, and sold the idea to Parker Brothers. Charles Darrow, a domestic heater salesman, became the first millionaire game designer.54

  With September, and the advent of stormy weather in Atlantic City, the hotels would soon empty. A million people might have traversed the Boardwalk over the summer, but then suddenly it became “a typical small town, with all the class structures and the prejudices,”55 Hillman noted, an extreme that was unique among American cities. Autumn signaled as many as nine months of gray skies, crying gulls, what he recalled as a “quiet, lonely, meditative absence,”56 along a bleak ten miles of beach where he used to run with his dog. “There was the water, the silence, the privacy—you were thrown back on yourself.”57 And there would forever remain a remote, isolated part of his nature, a part that later sought retreat on small islands in northern Sweden and in the Caribbean, and to write in the mountains of Kashmir and later along Lake Maggiore in Switzerland. Hillman would later reflect: “How does a place feed the soul of a person? Atlantic City was a place of huge imagination, and so uniquely American. A place of good psychology, too. You learned about sham and hypocrisy, false importance, about the shadow, about extraversion and introversion. I fully embraced Atlantic City. Even the tawdry nature of Atlantic City. I used to boast about coming from there.”58

  THE FAMILY HOTEL BUSINESS

  His mother, Madeleine Hillman, was the daughter of America’s most prominent reform rabbi, Joseph Krauskopf of Philadelphia, who died three years before James was born. In 1919, Madeleine had married Julian Hillman, who had just joined his father at The Breakers as an assistant manager. The hotel was on New Jersey Avenue, along the “Uptown” section of the Boardwalk. Originally called the Rudolf, it stood ten stories high, “with a magnificent green copper roof, like a French chateau.”59 There was a massive lobby and baths in each of the 450 rooms.60 It catered to Atlantic City’s substantial Jewish clientele, but “employed a staff of non-Jews who could serve food on Friday nights and Saturday until sundown, at the time of the Jewish Sabbath.”61

  Since returning from a six-week European honeymoon, Julian and Madeleine had lived in a house on South Elberon Avenue three miles down the Boardwalk from The Breakers, on which family patriarch Joel Hillman had taken out a mortgage. “I don’t think mother was very happy about that house,” Madeleine’s daughter, Sue, who was born there in 1920, would remember. “She always said, ‘Well, I never picked it.’”62

  As the Roaring Twenties began, the parents enjoyed the high life. They were not about to let two young children—Sue was followed by Joel in 1922—spoil their fun. They owned a long, black Lincoln, with a telephone in the back to talk to the chauffeur, and a trunk with built-in suitcases. They drove to Palm Beach, Florida and gambled at the local Speakeasies. Every year for his personal vacation, Julian would go hunting in Maine and Canada with his bridge-playing buddies; “the boys,” as he called them. He kept a bearskin rug and a moose’s head on the wall of his office at The Breakers.

  In a letter describing a trip she and Julian took to Europe, Madeleine wrote in the mid-twenties: “We are up in an aeroplane high over the English countryside.” They were about to cross the English Channel, traveling ninety miles an hour en route to Paris, when a thick fog forced them to land. She added that: “an aeroplane such as ours has the right to stop any passenger train—even expresses—anywhere along the railroad.” This the couple duly proceeded to do. “Glad to be back in Paris. I adore this place,” Madeleine concluded.63

  For a short time, Julian’s father also owned the Hotel Nassau on Long Island, and, the year after he sold it for a reported two million dollars in 1927, Joel Hillman proposed to his son that they become the American partners in the building of a new luxury hotel in Paris. It would be called the George V, and would be located on the avenue of the same name, already the city’s most aristocratic street, only steps from the Champs-Elysée, and within view of the Eiffel Tower. Julian had his doubts about the venture, but his father prevailed and became president of a syndicate that oversaw construction of the two million dollar edifice.64

  The hotel rose, luminously white with high marble and stone walls, in a modern French style that drew admirers from the international design world. There were fountains in the halls, gleaming flower-beds on the terraces, vaulted corridors, and an interior marble courtyard. When the cocktail reception in the Prince of Wales Salon formally opened the George V on May 25, 1928, one hundred financiers and Parisian socialites were on hand, simultaneously celebrating the launching of the transatlantic ocean liner, the Ile de France.65

  The Hillmans had suggested leaving “hotel” out of the name; cultivating instead the image of a private residence with magnificent rooftop views.66 The latest technological innovations included a bathroom and a telephone in each of the 300 rooms, suites with two baths, and an elaborate dumb waiter system to speed the delivery of hot food from the kitchen to “room service.” In the downstairs restaurant, “the most exacting gourmet, while charmed by an eminent orchestra, can enjoy the wholesome and choice foods.”67 Guests would come to include Franklin D. Roosevelt, his wife Eleanor, and his mother Sarah, as well as the Prince of Wales.68

  The Hillman family also owned the venerable Harvey’s restaurant in Washington, D.C., which their grandfather had purchased in 1906. Abraham Lincoln had established the tradition of presidents dining at Harvey’s, where the steamed oysters were considered the beginning of an American cuisine. Once the restaurant moved into a four-story edifice after the Civil War, literary giants like Twain, Whitman, and Emerson feasted there whenever they visited the nation’s capital. Under the new management of Joel Hillman, Harvey’s featured diamondback terrapin, canvasback duck, Imperial crab, and steaks broiled to perfection.69 According to the New York Times, the restaurant “became well known as a rendezvous for members of Congress, the diplomatic corps and the press.”70

  THE GREAT DEPRESSION

  James Hillman was three years old when, amid what had seemed a permanent prosperity at home and abroad, suddenly in October 1929 came “Black Thursday,” the crash of the stock market, and the onset of the Great Depression. “Vacations were one of the first things to go when the American economy collapsed,” writes Nelson Johnson. “Nearly all of the major hotels along the Boardwalk were operating in the red.” Additionally, “the end of Prohibition (in 1933) stripped Atlantic City of its competitive advantage in attracting conventions that it had enjoyed for fourteen years.”71 (The city’s year-round population peaked at more than 66,000 in 1930.)

  It did not take long for the American Depression to reach across the Atlantic. The Hillmans were still managing the George V in Paris where, in March 1930, Julian wrote to his father: “Although we did about $7,000 less business in February, we managed to squeeze a little profit out of it. . . . You understand, according to present conditions, there is no possibility of borrowing any more money in Atlantic City. It is all we can do to keep the present line that we have.”72

  The following year, the George V went into receivership, although the hotel would remain open with Joel Hillman as its listed president. Harvey’s Restaurant in Washington was then sold to a cousin, Julius Lulley. The Hillmans could not afford to renew the lease on The Breakers, which passed to another proprietor in October, 1931. While the family still owned some other property, they were unable to collect. A building that they leased to a druggist was located in a poor neighborhood of Atlantic City, with predominantly black customers. Julian took a part-time job at this pharmacy, where they called him “Doc.” Through an associate who sold meats to all the Boardwalk hotels, he landed a second job at a butcher shop. Julian was cutting meat, just like his father had fifty years before. To his surprise, he found that he loved it.

  In 1934, the family’s fortunes took a turn for the better. Joel and Julian Hillman, along with two other partners, managed to obtain a five-year lease and bring the Chelsea Hotel out of bankruptcy.73 It was one of the last hotels down the waterfront, about two miles south of The Breakers. The New York Times wrote: “It will be opened in June as an all-year residential hostelry. Alterations will include a new grill room and bar. The property consists of a ten-story hotel and five cottages, with a total of 600 rooms. The new hotel was built in 1926 on the site of the old Chelsea, which had been erected in 1900.”74

  In its heyday, the “old Chelsea” had served as a sometime headquarters for two presidents, Taft and Wilson. Its (still-extant) four-story wooden structure showcased some beautiful architecture, including a large curving porch lined with rocking chairs. The tall new building was of yellow-brick and had ocean water piped into the rooms so that guests could take hot salt water baths as a health elixir. The Hillman family’s goal was to run an elegant, non-denominational establishment.

  At the same time, Madeleine Hillman opened her own shop. In 1933, in the course of a voyage to Europe to investigate what was happening with the George V, she had been asked by friends from Philadelphia to bring them back “little French novelties for the boudoir, clothes, handbags, and silk chemises,” James remembered. Her accessories shop began on the dining room table, but quickly expanded onto the Boardwalk to the nearby Ritz-Carlton, the same hotel where Nucky Johnson kept his headquarters on the eighth floor. Each spring during the Depression years, Madeleine would make a ten-week sojourn abroad and she came to maintain an apartment in Paris. Soon huge crates packed in excelsior, filled with antiques and treasures, would arrive at the Hillman’s house to be unpacked in the basement by the entire family, amid great excitement (“We were scared shitless we would break something,” James recalled).75 Within two years, Madeleine would move uptown to a better location at the Shelburne Hotel. “Madeleine K. Hillman— importer,” the plate-glass window said. Her daughter Sue remembers, “She bought a miniature town, pieces of houses, garages, and people, and set it up in the window. One day I think the whole of Atlantic City was on the Boardwalk looking in.”76 While the Chelsea Hotel was losing money every week, often with more employees than guests, Madeleine’s cash flow was soon greater than her husband’s $5,000-a-year salary.

  Hillman recalled: “We were all acutely money conscious. Once a month, my parents sat at a card table in the house and went over their bills together, to talk about what they could and couldn’t afford to pay. We almost never went out to eat, except for free at our hotel. I wore hand-me-down clothes, even my sister, Sue’s. My mother always said, and it became a family phrase, ‘It’s good enough for school.’ My parents still had all the good clothing they’d bought in Paris; they just didn’t buy anything else. We still got our food from the hotel, and the laundry was also done there. Yet, the amazing thing is, our style of life to me always seemed to be the same. My father’s eye was on money all the time, yet, he dressed up as a chauffeur and we had people working for us. My parents carried the Depression, it didn’t really oppress us. They thought big, and that was what counted.”77

  His parents took out a mortgage in 1934 on a large house on South Delancey Place that was selling for well below value. It was three stories, close to the ocean, and facing the Boardwalk, with seven bathrooms, and a vast basement. Madeleine decorated it with mahogany furniture, Italian and French china, Bundar carpets, and walnut bric-a-brac cabinets. Now all the children had their own rooms. Brothers James and Joel lived on the top floor, where in an adjoining playroom James came to keep a “museum,” including a piece of petrified wood, some desert sand, a pair of chopsticks from San Francisco, and his first airplane ticket. In another top-floor room were Annie and Willie, a childless émigré German couple who cooked, cleaned, chauffeured, served as surrogate parents, and did the yard work. The yard itself was nothing much to speak of, but a big empty lot was for sale in front stretching to the beach, and Julian talked the owner into letting the Hillmans maintain it by mowing the lawn and planting a garden. “So it looked like it was our whole huge spread,” Sue would recall. “Mother pushed father into it, I’m sure. They had chairs out there, for when she had company.”78

  And the company could be illustrious. After Charles Lindbergh had made his solo flight across the Atlantic in 1927, Julian was the official “greeter” at a reception in Atlantic City. At Madeleine’s urging, he took charge of the city’s Jewish Community Center programs, bringing in speakers such as the famed pilot Amelia Earhart. “I sat next to her in our car,” James wrote in a school newspaper when in sixth grade. “Only four people in Atlantic City got her autograph. They were my brother, two policemen and myself.”79 James collected autographs that he saved all his life from celebrities of the era—from cowboy star Tom Mix, to boxer Gene Tunney, to New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia.

  Many performers got their first big break in Atlantic City— W. C. Fields, Abbott & Costello, Jimmy Durante, Red Skelton, Milton Berle, Rita Hayworth, and Guy Lombardo among them. Many theatrical productions opened there first before they went on to Broadway, and James’s sister, Sue, crowded close to the stage to hear the big bands: Benny Goodman, Jimmy Dorsey, Glenn Miller and, with Harry James, the debut of a young crooner named Frank Sinatra.

  From an early age, James was included at family dinners among the famous guests that his mother so admired. One was the singer Rudy Vallee, who inscribed a photo of himself: “To Madeleine Hillman, one of the most charming women I have ever met.” When in town, Vallee often had dinner at the Hillmans’ home, along with his girlfriend Alice Faye. “I sat on her lap when I was four years old. Not to be forgotten,” James recalled.80

  One night, Richard Halliburton, the best-known explorer/adventure writer of the era, dined at the Hillmans before giving a lecture. Young James would always remember the tales that filled the room. Halliburton had retraced the route of Ulysses as Homer described it in The Odyssey; rode elephants Hannibal-style across the Alps; made the first documented winter climb of Japan’s Mount Fuji; and swam the length of the Panama Canal. (In the late 1930s, Halliburton would die while trying to navigate a junk across the Pacific during a typhoon; ship and crew were never found.)81 After meeting someone like Halliburton, Hillman later wrote, “I didn’t want to read the books my mother wanted me to read, like James Fennimore Cooper and Dickens. Pirate stories, boxing stories, explorer stories were what interested me. Adventure! Exaggeration!”82

  There were other intriguing dinner guests that joined them at the dinner table, including a Dutchman named Pierre von Passen who lectured on global politics. At the age of nine James made a point of noting in his diary that “Dr. Stephen Wise came for dinner.”83 Years after, he would recall the renowned rabbi’s “booming voice.” People like this, he said, “brought the world into our house.”

  President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s mother, Sarah, was an occasional guest at the hotel as well. There is a photograph of Julian Hillman leaning over talking to Sarah, who is sitting in a rolling chair covered by a fur lap robe. When Sarah stayed at the Chelsea, Madeleine would furnish her room with the best antiques from her shop. The same was true for FDR’s wife, Eleanor, who wrote in one of her syndicated “My Day” columns: “I have never before spent a night in Atlantic City and have always wondered why people seemed to enjoy a boardwalk and a series of hotels which, from my point of view, held very few charms. But when I entered my sitting room Tuesday afternoon at the hotel Chelsea and looked out of my windows at the blue sky and the sun sparkling on the waves as they rolled on the beach, I fell victim to its charm at once.”

  Noting that the Chelsea’s owners too were involved with the George V in Paris where her mother-in-law always stayed, Mrs. Roosevelt went on: “The room yesterday reminded me a little of France, for there were attractive little pieces of china around the room which quite evidently came from there.”84 In another column, she described listening to the Philadelphia Orchestra’s high-class trio playing Schubert and Mozart in a special salon that Mrs. Hillman had redecorated in yellow, chartreuse, and white.

  THE FAMILY

  “And I wouldn’t ever contest the impression of a mother’s character, whatever it be, makes upon her natural-born child. She is so indubitably there that it needs no argument, no affirmative evidence... a great silent idol center stage.”85

  —James Hillman, The Soul’s Code, 1996

  Madeleine Hillman was a formidable presence. As Sue Becker, the oldest child, recalled in 2006, “Our mother was quite an amazing woman. We didn’t agree on a lot of things. One of these was how class conscious she was. There wasn’t anybody in Atlantic City that she thought was good enough for her daughter. She was the snob of Atlantic City. We all knew it.”

  James’s older brother, Joel, described his mother similarly. “If you ate milk chocolate and well-done beef, she wanted nothing to do with you. It had to be dark chocolate and rare meat. But you must understand that my mother had very good taste. She would decorate things beautifully.”86 Madeleine knew how to cook, but rarely did. “We had servants for that,” Sue said. Joel added: “She was the queen. She ran the show.” Every Christmas, Madeleine Hillman made sure that every hotel employee— close to a hundred bellboys, chambermaids, waiters, telephone operators, and more—received an individually wrapped gift that she had purchased wholesale in New York.87

  James remembered her as “a very dominant figure, richly endowed and very complicated. When she scolded, her nostrils flared. My mother worshipped her father, the famous rabbi; she’d been his darling. It was all part of the fantasies she had which made her a princess—like her identification with Wallace Warfield, the Duchess of Windsor. She thought she looked like her.”88

  By contrast, Julian Hillman had, according to James, “a real common touch; he never thought about class. He was a Republican in voting, but a Democrat in his heart.”89 Sue said that their father knew every mailman, policeman, and fireman around. “There was a firehouse just two blocks from our first house, and he had a badge. Next to his bed, he had a bell that would go off and let him know whenever there was a fire.” His son, Joel, remembers him getting out of bed and into his car and driving to wherever the fire was happening. “He was sort of a remote figure when we were little,” according to Sybil Pike, the youngest child. “He was very kind, but he wasn’t a shelter at all. He never stood between us and mother, who was a force to be reckoned with. No, he stayed out of the way.”90

  In his mother’s eyes, according to his siblings, James was always the “golden boy.” Of the four children, he was the one who reverberated to her world, her ambitions and desires. They were one another’s favorite. She admired and encouraged him, trusted him implicitly. Although James, like his siblings, was embarrassed by his mother’s pretensions, he appreciated that she “liked the foreign and exotic and put a black mark on the normal.” It wasn’t making money that counted to Madeleine Hillman, it was “interesting people, amusing people.”91 And she wanted her son to encounter them, emulate them.

  Morris Philipson, who became a close friend of James Hillman’s after World War II and was later editor-in-chief for thirty-three years at the University of Chicago Press, recalled, “Certainly James’s mother was a tremendously strong influence in his life. Also, her wanting him to be someone from the time he was little. Not the same thing as cheerful expectation, rather more like demand. The kind of thing that comes to mind with Mrs. Hillman is: some house and garden magazine asked to take a picture of the pond at her house in Florida once. She wasn’t ready to let them do it—until she had located a single flower directly in the middle. Her needs for power were always present.”92

  Hillman’s younger sister, Sybil, remembered: “One time, I’d had a really big blow-out with my mother. I was always the one who was in trouble. Jim said something like, ‘You’ve got to learn to try to get along with her.’ And I said, ‘Well, it’s easy for you. You never do anything wrong.’ Then he said, ‘If you think it’s easy always being right, always being perfect—well, that’s not so easy either.’ That really stopped me in my tracks. I was eighteen and I understood. Always having to live up to those expectations, that’s a lot of pressure.”93

  Not surprisingly, there was an ambivalence to the closeness between mother and son. Years later, James would come across a little diary he kept as a boy. “I hate mother more than ever,” the eleven-year-old had written.

  There is no doubt that Madeleine projected onto her son what Julian Hillman was not predisposed to be: the imposing figure that Madeleine’s rabbi father had been. Julian was a simple man, an affable, social sort who—like his own father— didn’t find it vital to pay that much attention to his children. According to James, “The pattern of fatherhood was friendly, but not intimate. It was like a blank slate. I don’t ever recall going in the ocean with my father. We did go to the movies on weekends, he liked the comedies. But to me, really, he was an ideal dad, because he left me alone.”94

  Madeleine, however, did not. As time went on, she wanted James to be important and famous. James did not share his mother’s fantasies of wealth, success, and renown. Yet, as his second wife, Patricia Berry said, “He owes a lot of himself, actually, to her. I mean, she drove him away into abstraction. But the good side of her is that she was so alive and adventurous, with a lot of style and full of stories.”95 When Madeleine was fifteen, she’d gone with her parents on a year-long trip around the world. Hillman said that “my mother didn’t use the word ‘cosmopolitan,’ but that’s what she insisted on being. I learned that from her. I grew up cosmopolitan, and that’s why from early years I fit in everywhere.”

  It took years for Hillman to reach psychological insight as to how a mother’s blessings and curses shape us. “She was very strong because she was assertive. So if she liked Richard Halliburton, it was because he was famous . . . or well-dressed . . . or good-looking. It’s Richard Halliburton, but it was the wrong reasons. It’s like mixing up red and pink, which are so close on the color scale. If your mother’s views and values are close like that, it’s much harder to get yourself free and clear. She would see things, praise them, and I’d be sucked into that—but they weren’t right. For her, it was about taste and decoration, the way the ‘nice people’ did things, so there was snobbery all the time, and much harder to distinguish than when it’s really opposite. If she were a drunk, it would be easy. If she were stupid or uneducated—but it wasn’t that; her culture wasn’t deep, but she read and recommended books. She wanted me to read the classics like Dickens, which I hated and didn’t read. But it was the ‘right thing to do,’ if you know what I mean.”96

  In another interview, Hillman realized: “She wanted me to be big, like her father. Because of that pressure, I have withheld my full size my whole life. I haven’t been personally ambitious in that way; it’s a curious thing. It’s as if, because my mother wants it, I won’t do it. I haven’t tried to climb the ladder of academic success. I didn’t seek giving the Terry Lectures or speaking at the Eranos conferences. Other people might say I’m pushy, but I never pushed myself forward into something. So I don’t boast, don’t live my full size, and that’s a curse. She limited my capacity. She was always pushing me almost in the right direction, but it wasn’t the right direction.”97

  Their mother’s dominance united the Hillman siblings in a bond that existed all of their lives. As James recalled, “My mother was always trying to divide us. She would say really nasty things like, ‘You and Sue are just like Aunt Etta,’ my father’s sister who she disliked. So we were always together because we held out against our mother.”98 Amid this situation, the children treated one another as equals, with a tacit acceptance of each other’s unique qualities. As Hillman’s third wife, visual artist Margot McLean, put it: “They’re very fair with each other. They don’t envy or feel jealousies; the relationship is more in the vein of story-telling.”99

  The story-telling emphasis also harkened back to the children’s elderly Aunt Carrie, who lived at the Chelsea and was married to a Texan named Mr. Friend. James remembered her as “full of vigor, a very important figure in my childhood. She would go to the beach in her eighties, wearing an old wool bathing suit. Nobody did things like that. She’d been born in Charleston, West Virginia, and she’d actually seen Lincoln’s funeral! So she represented history. She was a relic of that generation, and told me a lot of stories.”100

  James was strongly influenced as well by Sybil Krauskopf, his schoolteacher grandmother, with whom he corresponded regularly as a young adult. He also wrote to her spinster sister, Aunt Ethel, a social worker who ran a home for girls in San Francisco. “Why is a little boy writing all those letters to his grandmother and aunt?” he later pondered. “Well, they had minds.”

  There were also several male figures in his “extended family,” not actual uncles, but friends of his parents whom he addressed as such. “Uncle” Milton King later helped James get into Georgetown University with a letter of recommendation. “Uncle” Ben Gimbel helped him land a job with a Washington, D.C. radio station while attending school. “Uncle” Stanley Snellenberg assisted in his joining the Navy during World War II. Along with camp counselors and an occasional professor, these male figures seemed to provide a balance to the large number of women in his life. Hillman would later provide similar mentorship to many young men.

  “Must everything below, of nature and of darkness, be mother? The spirit can discover itself by means of another spirit, male with male as parallels, or friends and enemies . . . We may question whether the spirit can know itself, become conscious, within the mother-son polarity.”

  —James Hillman, The Great Mother,

  Her Son, Her Hero, and the Puer, 1973101

  THE HOTEL “UNDERGROUND”

  “Atlantic City didn’t have a lot of distortion,” Hillman remembered. “The kids that I knew, they weren’t from divorced families. In the schools there wasn’t a lot of perversion or crime. If there was anything, it was all hidden. The craziest part was the hotel.”102

  After school, James often did not go straight home, but rather to the Chelsea. One level below the lobby, the hotel had its own underground city. As he remembered, “Being very old, and having 400 rooms, the hotel needed constant reupholstering, redecoration, repainting, repairing, replastering, and repiping. The fact that you could have running salt water in your bathtub in parts of the hotel was, of course, terrible for the plumbing. All the windows and drawers stuck because of the sea air, so all of the workers were constantly engaged in keeping this old ship running. It was like an oriental bazaar or around a cathedral, all the little stalls with a man in there doing his specialty.”103

  Hillman found it fascinating. His father didn’t like him going down there and disturbing the men, but to the boy, this was the ultimate playground, an underground realm that fired his imagination. “What the ‘working people do,’ is fascinating because they handle things, make things, and come from odd places (like Poland or Ireland). So one’s experience of life and people is immediately extended beyond the confines of the known (family). It’s like the ‘unconscious realm’ of the psyche in a way, although the Boardwalk and the Steel Pier were surely the freaky unconscious as well. Perhaps the underside of the hotel was more an early expression of my wanting to be in touch with the ‘real’ America, into which as an intellectual and a Jew and not being very big physically, I did not quite fit—and which I made a big attempt to find later in the Navy and then working with men’s groups in the eighties and nineties.”104

  For someone whose life-course was to be psychology, the hotel milieu offered something different. Hotels were sometimes used by wealthy families to keep their crazy relatives out of the public eye. Among others, James encountered “a little lady with a trust fund who had a suite, and kept rubber booties in the winter on her Pekinese dogs.” She always dined in her room, where she’d requested extra locks on her door, and would call Julian Hillman to complain about strange occurrences. “If she said she stepped on a barking mouse, he responded calmly, ‘I’ll send someone up right away.’” Another Chelsea regular, known as Captain Archer, would sit in the bar with his buxom blonde mistress. When the Hillman children asked who that was, “well, she was his ‘companion,’ because he ‘wasn’t quite well.’ So the hotel was a very exotic place because such people hid out there. Of course they were welcome because they were permanent— and they paid their bill every week.”105

  Yet James wasn’t overly fascinated by these hotel characters. “You see, I don’t think I got into psychology through people, but through imagination. It was more the fish coming up out of the depths rather than what was going on in these people. I’ve always been more interested in the way the psyche works than in the way people are, and then how it (the psyche) affects people.”106

  In the course of the long winters, after the summer tourists had gone, conventions were vital for Atlantic City’s hotel business. The Chelsea had its own convention center, called Westminster Hall, which had been built as an annex to the hotel—an advantage in attracting gatherings of schoolteachers, dentists, masons, shriners, or unions. In October 1935, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) came to the Chelsea to try to resolve two years of brewing “discord, dissension, division, and disunion.”107 The AFL were staunch defenders of craft skill, status, and skin privilege. The upstart representatives of the mining, steel, rubber, auto, and electrical industries were now demanding a place at the table.108

  James was eight when his brother, Joel, took him over to Westminster Hall one afternoon where they stood together in the balcony, listening to the speeches of the union leaders. Suddenly, a man standing near the two boys muttered two words: “Bullshit, brother.” Joel laughed. James was astonished. The fact that someone could say “bullshit, brother” about a speech came as a revelation. He never forgot it. Years later, he said: “It was like an initiation into political, critical thinking... the world of real men.”109

  Ultimately, the convention would reach a dramatic conclusion when John L. Lewis, President of the United Mine Workers, delivered a punch to the jaw that sent Big Bill Hutcheson, the Carpenters Union President, crashing against a table. With that, Lewis straightened his tie, lit his cigar, and walked out with his associates, soon to launch the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).110 Outside of the hall, James cornered him for an autograph.

  When the Hillman family took the train to Washington, they always dined at Harvey’s, the restaurant which they had once owned. Hattie, the coat-check woman who had been born a slave, still worked there: “We always stopped to talk with her as if she were a Wonder.” James recalled the waiters “were all black, extraordinarily able, balancing trays on their heads and both hands111.... I remember they also had wax paper, or something like it, sewn into their jackets, so if a person ordered lamb chops but didn’t eat the second chop, they slipped it into their pocket.”112

  Presiding over Harvey’s was Julius Lulley, the cousin who had taken over from Joel Hillman. He was, according to James, a “fat and sweaty” man, who kept a special table set for the customary nightly appearance of FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and his assistant, Clyde Tolson. Hoover spent many a weekend at Lulley’s 200-acre farm in Maryland, where the gourmand smoked shrimp and raised guinea hens. James was first introduced to Hoover at Harvey’s. Hillman wrote in 1999 that he’d “had the great and fearsome honor of touring the FBI building under his auspices in the 1930s, time of Ma Barker, Pretty Boy Floyd, Baby Face Nelson, Dillinger, etc. I watched G-men shoot machine guns at paper targets that outlined humans, and—O so naïve—excitedly had my fingerprints taken by the FBI. Memory images: I see J. Edgar Hoover at a table by the window, eating with another man; I see him with a red sort of fattish face behind a desk in an office. I feel myself tiny.”113

  THE EMERGING DAIMON

  The largest hotels in Atlantic City were owned by Quakers (one became the Hillmans’ third partner in purchasing the Chelsea), and all the Hillman children attended a Quaker grade school; perhaps because it was the best school around. According to James, “it had to do with my mother’s desire that we be with the ‘goy.’”

  He would remember the tortuous every-Wednesday meetings at the Friends School, kids and teachers sitting together on benches whose “horsehair-stuffed fabric covered mats and cushions gave my short pants uncovered thighs a rash.” They often sat in silence, and he would reflect that “one’s thoughts and statements to the group came from the ‘group psyche’ in the room, individualized in your own voice . . . I felt intimidated and never had a thought to say.”

  When he was in his seventies, James went one day into the attic of his house in Connecticut to move some things around. There he chanced upon some school notebooks dating back to when he was eight or nine. Sitting on the floor just as he had as a boy, he began to look through them. The reports from his teachers were generally quite favorable, except for one: penmanship. Not only did he get poor marks, worst in the class in third grade, but he was kept after school time to practice his handwriting. “Needs constant practice to gain greater ease and freedom of motion,” one report card said. He later reflected: “Of course I couldn’t write! My hand... was afraid of its life task that pen and ink implied, and that my acorn ‘knew;’ a lifelong task, unable to be mastered in the third grade.”114

  In those days, you dipped a pen in ink. With James, the ink dropped off the pen and made blobs on the paper. He simply could not follow the straight lines on the pad. It was impossible for him to try to write clearly and cleanly, the way the other students did in forming the letters so that the teacher could read them. Whether deliberately or not, he could not comply and stay between the lines.

  Looking back on this particular childhood failure, he recognized his youthful daimon and the suggestion of a calling. He wrote an entire book on this notion: “the daimon catches you either through a specific talent, or a specific difficulty115.... I think this inability has something to do with blockage, frustration of the easy path. Everything else in school moved very smoothly for me. Here my writing could not conform to the conventions of handwriting, to the ‘rules.’ My words were not collectively legible. Today, people say Hillman is ‘hard to read.’ They say he ‘breaks conventions.’

  “On the one hand you could say this symptom in my childhood showed stubborn rebellion. On the other hand you could say that it was not a way of being against, but rather a way of maintaining the enigmatic. And the enigmatic is the protector of secrecy and mystery—a little bit schizoid, maybe, or paranoid, but it also indicates the kind of thematics of much of my later intellectual life: alchemy, myth, Neoplatonism. The very idea of the daimon itself.”116

  At one end of the Hillmans’ dining room table lay a jigsaw map with cut-out wooden images of the various states. Every time any of the family walked past, if they could figure out where it went, they would add a piece. One evening, as James’s sister, Sue, remembered, Stanley Snellenberg, a friend of her parents who owned a large Philadelphia department store, was having some trouble making one of the northwestern states fit. That was when James, no more than four at the time, walked up and exclaimed, “Uncle Stanley, that’s not where it goes! It belongs here!” He picked up the piece and placed it quickly in the proper spot.

  To his sister, Sue, this was the first indication: “We always knew he was going to do something big in life.”117 For James himself, maps were simply an obsession. He went on to put together a globe, with ceramic cutouts that fit into the various continents. By the age of eight, he subscribed to National Geographic. In his room on the top floor of the house, he thumbtacked the Geographic’s maps everywhere—onto the walls and even the ceiling, where it curved close under the eaves. Every night he would lie in his bed “and look at all these places.”118

  “Once a year, he’d clean his room,” recalled Sybil. “I can remember going up there, and sitting on the floor, and taking things out of the wastebasket saying, ‘What are you throwing that out for? That’s a good map!’ ‘No, child,’ he’d say—he always called me child—‘it’s old, there’s a better one.’ So I’d take all the maps he didn’t want anymore down to my room. If it was his, it had to have been good, you know.” 119

  His cartographic obsession would not develop into James becoming a foreign correspondent, a traveling diplomat, or an international businessman. Yes, in years to come he would voyage widely, live in foreign countries, teach in many parts of the world and nearly every state of the union, and have his books translated into numerous languages; yet his boyhood fascination with geography, as he would say in retrospect, did not imply a “logical development in a literal sense.”

  “But the imagination of unknown places, of visiting actualities that begin as abstractions—this belongs to my venture to the interior of psychology of the unconscious. In my worldly concerns about the soul, in the essential of my polytheistic psychology, there are an immense number of different shapes and configurations. As they compose this planet, so they also compose the psyche’s world. Unity is less interesting than variety and multiplicity.”120

  Maps, then, as images of an imaginal world differentiated into many shapes, sizes and colors.

  James spent considerable time in solitude. “We had a third room upstairs where I had an old oak desk. When we were little, it was the playroom; but as I grew older, I was the only one who used it. There I had a huge amount of time: to do homework, to study my maps, to play with my little printing press, and write this magazine called Pulse. A whole amount of interior life that I was let alone to have. The development of this interior life happened especially in the winters. And it happened in retreat from my mother, who was so identified with things, with the material world.”121

  The boy’s first known poem, probably written in the third grade, appears in a gift book that he and his classmates made for their parents. All of the other kids wrote simple poems about snow or flowers or ice cream, but James described something else.

  “When I go to bed at night

  And the door is shut and tight,

  And the shades are far down,

  The closet door seems to frown.

  Then I look upon the wall

  And I see faces fat and tall.

  Then they all seem to jumble

  And into dream land I stumble.”

  —Jimmy Hillman, Colored Leaves122

  In fifth grade, James achieved the highest score on the annual standardized reading comprehension test. “In fact,” his teacher wrote, “his rating is about twenty points higher than the boy who came second.”123 Sybil remembered: “Everything he did was more elevated. I remember playing a game of making up words. Then we’d vote on which word was best. Of course, Jimmy’s always won. To this day, I can remember one of them: Hipakayhoo. It didn’t have any meaning attached to it, but it was just a good word with good sounds in it.”124

  Hillman remembered, on the one hand, being “a very compliant, docile child.” But there was a plutonic, destructive side to his nature—not unlike the split in Atlantic City itself. As a child, he was “known for throwing tantrums, lying on my back on the floor and kicking. I’d have to sit at a vanity table in the hotel, look in the mirror and see how bad I was. And I didn’t like to eat, so they used to force me.” He was always skinny as a rail—every day after school, he had to drink a glass of pure cream and ginger ale in hopes he’d fatten up—and was often sickly, to the extent that he once stayed home from school an entire year, skipping second grade. His parents had an ultraviolet treatment lamp, under which “we’d all lie with goggles on, to get ‘winter health.’ All of us Hillman kids vomited hugely. I vomited in cars, and on all my good clothes before I went to parties. I had no use for parties.”125

  Yet James was no egghead. Though lacking in physical coordination and generally the last player to be chosen for a team sport, “the desire to be an All-American kid was there.” He shot the Boardwalk curbs on his bicycle and played the game of the season on the street: roller skate hockey, touch football, kick the can, and cops and robbers. He captained a sixth-grade team called The Flashes, “because I was the only one who could run a meeting,” which played other neighborhood kids on the beach on Saturdays. Sidney Drell recalled coming to Hillman’s house “where one could kick the football around the big lawn.” In high school, James had an after-school job as a drugstore delivery boy and also to “jerk sodas.”

  Still, it was not possible to escape the sense of somehow being different. For one thing, the Hillmans ate at 7:00 p.m. in order that the father could make it home from the hotel for dinner, while other neighborhood families generally dined around 5:30 p.m. and the kids were already back on the street by then. Uniquely, James hated ice cream—and loved classical music. As a teenager: “I went to symphony concerts and watched [Serge] Koussevitzky lead a huge wild orchestra and turning red in the face, Dimitri Metropolis, and [Leopold] Stokowski; and I sang in the school chorus with Paul Robeson, another man of overwhelming size. I was caught early by extremes, by people who represented going to the edge, I suppose.”126

  The edge seemed to beckon without his even seeking it. When James was ten, he traveled to New York to see his fourteen-year-old brother off on a summer auto trip cross-country sponsored by the Students International Travel Association. All the travelers were teenagers, supervised by a professor from Columbia University. “I knew all the places they were going because of [reading] National Geographic,” James recalled. And when he expressed such knowledge to the professor a couple of days before the trip, “Doc” Termen told Hillman’s parents that an extra seat was available in one of the two cars—and why didn’t James come along? Brother Joel’s trip cost $300, and James could go for an extra $100. It was 1936, and his parents didn’t have the money, but Grandma Krauskopf came up with it. Joel gave James one of his shirts to wear and overnight they were on their way. The professor drove one car, with one of the older teenagers at the wheel of the other, a ’34 Plymouth, as James remembered. After awhile, Joel said he wished he could do some of the driving; though too young to have a license, Joel logged thousands of miles across the western United States.

  For those nine weeks, James absorbed America “wearing the same little t-shirt until it changed color, and sleeping in the back seat.” Besides seeing the Grand Canyon, the Painted Desert, the Great Salt Lake, the Petrified Forest, and the Golden Gate Bridge as it was being built, they journeyed through the Chicago stockyards where the Hillman boys’ grandfather had once toiled in the slaughterhouses. They encountered real poverty for the first time, traveling through the Midwestern Dust Bowl where long stretches of dirt roads were laced with heavy oil to keep the dust down. In South Dakota, locusts covered the windshield and made the roads slick. Toward the end of the return trip, they slept on the battlefield at Bull Run.127

  “Finally, the Civil War. Our war, our ‘Iliad’—as remote, heroic, and unfathomable as the world of Homer. In my later years I have been going to battlefields—Shiloh, Antietam, Vicksburg, Cold Harbor, Petersburg, Chickamauga, Appomattox – talking and walking with friends. A mood of puzzlement, reverie, and a kind of sacred sadness.”

  —James Hillman, A Terrible Love of War, 2004128

  When the boys came home that summer of 1936, family and friends all gathered in Atlantic City to listen to Joel recount the happenings of his trip. Whenever he found himself stumped about a detail, he would turn to James and ask, “Where was that, boy? What was the name of that?” And James would answer. Finally, Joel gave up and turned the lecture over to his younger brother. It was his first of his many speeches to a captive audience. James fantasized about writing a story of the trip. His first publishing venture followed soon thereafter—the weekly, hand-written magazine he called Pulse.

  Hillman looked back and marveled: “The way a kid was raised then was so free. Parents were not ridden with anxiety about their children. I’d go alone to Philadelphia and stay at my grandmother’s when I was twelve years old. I’d go with my mother to the theater there and in New York. My parents trusted my own gut judgment.”129

  Despite such freedom, signs of rebelliousness in Hillman surfaced at a summer camp in North Carolina “where my mother wanted me to go because that’s where the better people went.” Thomas Lemann, later a prominent lawyer in New Orleans and father of Nicholas Lemann (today dean of the Columbia School of Journalism), was among James’s friends at Camp Mondamin and remembered: “He was very intellectual, which was unusual for that camp. It was mainly a Southern camp and he was the only one from Atlantic City. There weren’t many Jewish boys, that’s for sure.”130

  Hillman remembered: “At one point, we were playing with water pistols and I got the boys in my cabin to turn ourselves into a fort. We wouldn’t let anybody in and we exaggerated it to such an extent that it became like a little war, fighting off everybody and getting hysterical and crazy. I was the leader of this rebellion against good order, though I had no idea what I was fighting about. The camp wrote a letter to my parents saying I would have taken a further step in the progress of good citizenship, but because of that incident, they couldn’t give me my award.”131

  Later, when elections were held at his high school, James was nominated for vice-president of the junior class. But, in giving a supporting speech for a friend running for president, “I used a falsetto voice that purposely cracked, and generally acted foolish. And I was called down afterwards for making a mockery of the democratic process.” It was a theme of unexpected rebellion and nonconformity that would play out at regular intervals all his life: “Each time I adapted, the daimon seemed to break me down or out.”132

  The Motts, a Quaker family that lived in a smaller house down the street from the Hillmans, managed the Traymore Hotel. James became friends with one of their three daughters and, late in life, they met again in New England. What struck him was that, while he had always considered the girl’s family as elite and far superior to his own, it was precisely the opposite in her mind. “To her, we had the big house with the chauffeur; we were the rich Jews. I couldn’t believe anyone thought that of us, because the feeling in the thirties was that a Jew was always lesser or lower class. That was the influence of the anti-Semitism that pervaded the country then. In my mind, the Protestants were the real winners; they played football, it was the American way of life. They also had the desirable girls, like Miss New Jersey in Philip Roth’s novel, American Pastoral. In high school I was very proud of being able to run with both crowds, the Jewish and the Protestant. But it was two completely different worlds. The Jewish kids sat around and played cards on Saturday night, while the gentile kids would be out in somebody’s car, trying to raise hell by taking red lanterns from some construction site and putting them on a girl’s front porch. I spent more Saturday nights with them.”133

  At Atlantic City High School, James was not good at algebra, but geometry intrigued him. One day after class, he approached the teacher with a series of questions. Why do the theorems always come out right? Why do the angles have numbers like thirty and sixty so that they come out to ninety? What if it were different? What was the underlying reason? Why couldn’t there be some other system? The teacher was tolerant, but she had no answer. Geometry was perfectly based on Euclidian principles, and that was just the way it was, she said.

  “If we had been in Greece, I was asking for the archai, as they call it, the root principle of geometry, not theorems...134 I was already thinking archetypally, seeing through the given and asking for the archetypal ground, the myth behind the logic. Sure it all works, but what’s underneath that makes it work? I have never stopped doing that. My problem was not geometry, but received ideas that were merely passed on and not rethought.... Looking back, this was a revelation of the way my mind works, of its need to challenge assumptions...

  “And, important to note, it did not disturb my relation with the teacher—I did not regard her inadequate reply as a sign of her stupidity or anything like that. No one was put down, not she, not me. We got on well, I got decent marks. In other words, feeling was not disturbed by thinking.”135

  — James Hillman, 1996

  Then there was the early development of his ecological interest and “animal eye.” From his mother, James absorbed an appreciation of nature, plants, and animals. “My mother didn’t keep house plants, but she loved flowers. She would buy flowers in the country, or stop on the highway and pick wild flowers to bring back. And my grandmother Krauskopf was a real gardener, knew how to do everything, mixed her own fertilizers with egg shells.”

  One of the earliest games he played was “some sort of animal lotto, which had pictures of wild animals that fascinated me.”136 As a little boy, his grandmother took him to the zoo in Philadelphia, and his stamp collection focused on African images of giraffes and other creatures. (“I didn’t care about the pictures of the Queen of England.”) The family’s German caretakers, Annie and Willy, brought home some chickens at one point, and the Hillman children were allowed whatever animals they wanted to raise. Besides two dogs, they had several goats. When James decided to raise rabbits, he placed their cages right by the front entryway. There were even small alligators named Abercrombie and Fitch. James recalled his grandmother swatting flies all summer long and saving them to feed to the alligators. Sybil remembered once signing into an elegant hotel down south, with Abercrombie making a belching noise from a cigar box her mother was concealing under a fur coat.

  As an adult, Hillman often went on vacations with his family to ride horses and, with his second wife, Patricia Berry, kept horses. “But it’s not the actual riding,” he once said, “it’s the awakened animal sense that gives me strength.” As a psychologist, Hillman’s first research project would be of peoples’ dreams about animals (the tiger often showed up in his dreams), and animals would become a central theme of his later writing. In a book called Dream Animals, a collaborative effort with Margot McLean, he wrote of polar bears being the first images of gods.

  THE MYTH AND MEANING OF ATLANTIC CITY

  According to Hillman, “my mother hated being from Atlantic City, and my older sister, Sue, wanted to get out as soon as she could. She got married at twenty and moved to Philadelphia. For them, Atlantic City was something low-class, something ‘popular.’ And my younger sister, Sybil, left Atlantic City when she was about fourteen, after the war broke out.”137

  In 1945, the Hillman family sold the Chelsea Hotel. After World War II ended, “The World’s Playground” would soon begin to decline, as air travel made resorts in Florida and the Caribbean more desirable destinations. Seventeen years later, when a fierce storm tore out a piece of the Steel Pier in 1962, that seemed to many like the coup d’grace for Atlantic City, although it did host the Democratic Convention that nominated Lyndon Johnson in 1964. LBJ stayed on Delancey Place, right across the street from where the Hillmans once lived.

  Nucky Johnson died at the age of eighty-five in 1968, his career having exemplified “the greed, corruption, and high times that were Atlantic City in its days of glory.”138 By the early seventies, the old hotels were being dynamited and demolished for urban renewal. First to go was the Traymore, once described as the “Taj Mahal of Atlantic City.” When the St. Charles went down, the concussion from the blast blew out the windows of Fralinger’s Taffy Store on the Boardwalk and scores of windows in ten square blocks of homes, most of them by now inhabited by Puerto Rican families.139

  The city fathers decided that, because not as much explosive would be needed, they would go ahead and grant a permit to knock down the hotel next door. That was The Breakers, where James Hillman was born a half-century before. A photo of the venerable hotel’s moment of demise, on May 22, 1974, appeared in the Philadelphia Inquirer newspaper.140 The Chelsea Hotel, too, was soon demolished.

  In 1978, gambling was legalized and the city’s revival was signified by the casinos that came to dominate the skyline. In 2005, Atlantic City had almost as many visitors as Las Vegas, primarily “day-tripping” tourists who brought in revenues of some $6.5 billion a year.141 “As a nod to the electric signs that created a sensation when they were installed on the Atlantic City piers in the 1920’s,” wrote the New York Times, a new upscale mall “will be festooned with L.E.D. screens. A water show set to music is meant to draw visitors to the end of the long and narrow pier.”142 In August 2008, in a kind of déjà vu, a Chelsea Hotel was reborn out of what had been a Howard Johnson’s and Holiday Inn. With its own spa and restaurants, the Chelsea became the first completely casino-free hotel to come to the Boardwalk since the late 1970s.

  Across the Atlantic in Paris, the George V hotel underwent a renovation project “to restore the building’s key architectural features and recreate its original style and grandeur.” This followed a long-term agreement signed in 1997 between the new owner, his royal highness Prince Alwaleed of Saudi Arabia, and the hotel’s management, Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts.143 In an interview, the Prince, one of the wealthiest men in the world, commented: “We are doing so many things to bridge the gap between Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.”144 Every room of the George V would contain the Christian Bible, the Jewish Talmud, and the Islamic Koran.

  A few years earlier, for Sue Becker’s seventieth birthday in 1990, her brother, Joel, had organized a surprise. He contacted the family that now owned the big house where they grew up on South Delancey Street in Atlantic City, received permission to visit, and arranged to rent a little bus. About twenty Hillmans: wives, kids, and grandkids gathered in Philadelphia not far from Sue’s home, and off they went.

  The latest occupants may have had their own reasons to want to meet the Hillman clan. “Somebody who owned the house in between was, I guess, a mobster or gambler or something like that,” Sybil recalled. “So when these people bought it, they had heard rumors that there were hundreds of thousands of dollars hidden somewhere inside. Apparently they’d ripped up the floors, gone through the closets, torn the place apart, and never found anything.”

  Now, as they listened to the homeowner’s recount this tale, Joel nodded his head and asked, “Well, did you look in the safes?” Both his mother and father’s closets had contained wall safes, of which the new owners had no idea. So the Hillman clan happily pointed out where the safes had once been, although they lay buried now beneath a layer of sheetrock. The four siblings departed believing that, as soon as their bus was out of sight, hammers and crowbars would surely be aimed at those closets.145

  In the years that followed his youth, James Hillman’s writings would often focus on splitting, schism, the divided heart, as he called it, the sense of shadow following all brightness and pleasure and fun. The origin of this idea was surely Atlantic City.

  Could this place where fate deposited me for my first breath of healthy sea air be the very key to the American character? Not Puritan New England; not Southern cavaliers, slavery, and bible belt hillbilly; not gun-toting Wild West; not immigrant Lower East Side nor Chicago, hog butcher to the world, and the great farmlands and plains it drew from; not even California. Atlantic City! . . . the root of not just Las Vegas, but the entire entertainment attitude of the American people.

  Atlantic Cities have sprung up everywhere: Disneyland, Six Flags, Las Vegas, Cruise Ships, Water Parks. Isn’t Florida, Hollywood, and most of Southern California, Atlantic City writ large? Aren’t the golden arches with gimmicky give-aways today’s World’s Play Ground? The variety show of TV programming; the hucksters selling health, appraising antiques, home-shopping like boardwalk auctioneers; the prize money shows (we had our Million Dollar Pier); the animal photography and instruction (we had our Deep Sea Net Haul); the sexy romance-and-soap channels, the preachers, comedians, MTV, strip-tease, porn, criminals... TV is Atlantic City behind glass, the world itself a playground, never closing down day or night, entertainment forever.

  Today’s America begins in my hometown. Now in old age I can see why I had to be born there, and leave there for most of my adult life, an émigré, to gain a different eye. But, in old age we do go home again. Why? To connect one’s own character with the character of one’s origins, one’s place and people.146

  Ed Casey, a longtime friend of Hillman’s and recently President of the American Philosophical Association, believes that the connection back to childhood continued to manifest all his life in Hillman’s “love of performance.” At conferences devoted to the new field of archetypal psychology, Casey recalls him insisting there be a performance aspect, such as declamations of poetry. Casey had first seen this manifest in 1973, when Hillman came to give the prestigious annual Terry Lectures at Yale, and read aloud a long passage that he would soon incorporate into his book, Re-visioning Psychology. “It had memorable poetry and rhetoric,” Casey remembers, “including a lot of Shakespearean language— and with a genuine ‘processional exit’ of imaginal figures slowly leaving the stage, one by one and including Descartes, Jung, Freud, and others. He was bidding farewell to each, creating in words the equivalent of a dramatic performance. It was very theatrical and it built on this theme for ten or fifteen minutes. The audience gasped at the end, and then spontaneously broke into a thunderous ovation and cries of ‘Bravo!’ I’ve been associated with that university for twenty years, and many famous people had come through, but never had there been anything like that. Jim himself was amazed. He might even say that he was visited by archetypal presences which were not creatures of his devising. This links all the way back to Atlantic City, I would suspect.”147

  Asked about Casey’s insight, Hillman responded in a letter: “Atlantic City was all performance. My brother picked up one strand of this with his perfection of the Jewish comedian. He is known far and wide for this. No reason to be afraid of the public, or appearing in public . . . It was part of life there. My mother plays a role in this, too, most likely, since she invited all those public speakers for dinner—Rabbi Wise, Pierre Von Passen, Halliburton and Amelia Earhart. So importance and public speaking and receiving recognition was all laid out by example in Atlantic City.

  “What one had to say, the content, the material probably was like in all show business: ‘to make a splash, to provoke, annoy, shock (the artists job) not just to entertain. Épater la bourgeoisie.’ Thus the darker side, the unconscious side of bourgeois hypocrisy in Atlantic City, easily became my angle, my material. And, of course, that leads to depth psychology as the best sort of material, and to everything non-Jewish, non-Christian, non-approved—such as Jung, myth, the Greeks, and so on.”148

  Margot McLean summarized her impression of Atlantic City on James: “Not only being physically on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, Atlantic City held life ‘on the edge.’ Growing up entwined in the operations of a hotel and the extroversion of the summer boardwalk, James saw people coming and going from all walks of life—from one extreme to the other. The bearded lady, the Miss America’s, gangsters, J. Edgar Hoover, Amelia Earhart—they were all there. That, mixed in with the melancholy, introspective days of winter months added another set of extremes, this time with the seasons.”

  As Scott Becker has written: “If we move beyond facile associations of water with the feminine (the maternal and the unconscious), Hillman’s birth in Atlantic City implies a connection to all things fluid and to mysterious depths— our origin and our fate. In a somewhat more literal sense, for an American child staring east across the Atlantic, the ocean evokes not only . . . the youthful longing... for future conquest and adventure, but also nostalgia (the backward gaze of . . . longing for the Old Country, for history and the grounding of cultural and ancestral roots).”149

  “Reading life backward enables you to see how early obsessions are the sketchy preformation of behaviors now . . . Reading backward means that growth is less the key biological term than form, and that development only makes sense when it reveals a facet of the original image.”

  —James Hillman, The Soul’s Code, 1996150

  “But you don’t possess your own gift, so you don’t really know who you are,” he said in 2011. “I mean that your gift is independent in a strange way. My identity was much more this Atlantic City boy, this sort of common ordinariness that people see, and that’s who I feel I am.”151
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  II

  LEGACIES OF THE ANCESTORS

  [image: Image]

  “... Blow on a dead man’s embers And a live flame will start... ”

  —Robert Graves, To Bring the Dead to Life1

  In the first place, there was what James Hillman described as his “martial nature”—writing from anger, being quick to express rage at thoughtless questions during his lectures. He certainly did not look the part of a military man (though many would remark on his eagle or hawk-like countenance); yet the traits were somehow inherent: his ease in giving orders, eventually being in charge of a psychological institute and then a publishing company. He could be so militant that his second wife, Patricia Berry, used to call him “the Greek colonel.” As Hillman wrote in his book, A Terrible Love of War (2004): “Writing books for me is anyway much like a military campaign. I confess to fighting my way through with military metaphors. There is a strategy, an overall concept, and there are tactics along the way. . . . Tradition would say I was a ‘child of Mars.’”2

  Where did it come from? Might this trait of character be an echo of Emanuel Lulley, the great-great-grandfather who was among the leaders of the Hungarian Revolution of 1848? Could it relate somehow to Rabbi Joseph Krauskopf, the grandfather who encountered Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough Riders during the Spanish-American War? Or to General Mark Clark, a blood relative who commanded U.S. troops during the Italian campaign in World War II?3

  Or perhaps, was this connected to his father’s thwarted ambition—having attended a military academy and been promoted as far as second lieutenant in World War I, but never sent overseas. This was something Julian Hillman so desired that, more than twenty years later, he re-enlisted as soon as World War II broke out. He became Major Hillman during America’s occupation of post-war Germany.

  The martial style was not the only ancestral carryover. We might say that Rabbi Krauskopf ’s Jewish Reform movement had the same central theme of “repairing the world” as his grandson’s archetypal psychology. We might see one grandmother’s flamboyance in Hillman’s lecture “performances,” the other grandmother’s school-teaching in his academic calling. As he grew up in the Atlantic City hotel world, it was noteworthy when the poet Robert Bly, a longtime friend of Hillman’s, without any prompting said in an interview: “My first impression of Jim was of someone who came from a line of very good innkeepers. I saw him as host at a hotel that served wonderful food, had great rooms—and the feeling that you were always welcome. He’s standing behind the desk, checking you out, and he’s going to do things for you—I mean, the room service is superb!”4

  The practice of honoring ancestors dates to the earliest known societies, when oral history narratives of clan or tribe traced roots back to gods, animal totems, and legendary heroes. Genealogy had played a crucial role in rights to royal lineage and the “begats” of the Old Testament. “Various gods and goddesses lived within the ancient family. The ancient home gave plenty of space to the invisibles,”5 Hillman wrote. Plato’s Republic used the word daimon to describe a soul-companion that guides us during our time on earth.6 Hillman would devote an entire book, The Soul’s Code (1996), to the idea of the daimon: “Only if a member of the natural family (itself not always determinable), say a grandparent or an uncle or an aunt, is worthy enough, powerful enough, knowledgeable enough, may he or she become an ancestor in the sense of a guardian spirit.”7

  This in itself was not new to psychology. Carl Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious grew from the notion of primordial images passed congenitally from our ancestors. “I feel very strongly that I am under the influence of things or questions which were left incomplete and unanswered by my parents and grandparents and more distant ancestors,” Jung said in the autobiography-styled book, Memories, Dreams, Reflections. “It often seems as if there was an impersonal karma within a family, which is passed on from parents to children. It has always seemed to me that I had to answer questions which fate had posed to my forefathers, and which had not yet been answered.”8

  Hillman, while studying depth psychology at the Jung Institute in Zürich during the 1950s, had seemed compelled to learn all he could about his forebears. He wrote his parents: “I am grateful to you for thinking of me in connection with a box or boxes of personal papers of Grandfather’s. These things mean much to me.”9 When his first book, Emotion, was published in 1960, Hillman dedicated it “to the spirits of my grandfathers.”

  Framed portraits of his ancestors all hung together on a wall of an upstairs bedroom of Hillman’s home in Connecticut, while in the attic were literally thousands of pages of materials reaching back two centuries: letters and postcards, faded newspapers and photographs, genealogical charts. “As a practicing clinician, I always asked about the patients’ grandparents, about background,” Hillman said in 2007. “And when I give lectures, I say that they’re more important than your parents. Have you thought about sitting down together for a dinner with your eight great-grandparents? Would you be able to talk the same language? Eat the same food? What would it be like, trying to hold all that together?”10

  Thomas Moore, Hillman’s longtime colleague and friend, puts it like this: “Jim’s ideas and his life are so close. I think he would say that the soul is very much involved in the past, just as the spirit might be oriented towards the future. First of all, your immediate ancestors are terribly important because you are defined by them—you’re not this encapsulated individual in time and space, but who you are is who they were as well. He would make that both in terms of family and culture, in that he sees history not just as a linear causality but as archetypal.”11

  THE RABBI

  “Progress has ever been the gift to the many by the few who have had the courage to differ, who have dared to stand alone.”

  —Joseph Krauskopf, Sunday Lectures12

  The grandfather on Hillman’s mother’s side died in 1923, three years before James was born. His passing was marked by a front-page headline in the Philadelphia American: “Rabbi Krauskopf, 65, Noted Divine, Dies; Thousands Mourn.”13 His was a life that in many ways—the dozens of Sunday Lectures incorporated into books, the rebellious and iconoclastic spirit, the admiration of numerous followers—foreshadowed that of the grandson who never knew him beyond his own mother’s unbridled reverence.
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