
Introduction to James Hillman

James Hillman (1926-2011) was widely seen 
as the main successor to Carl Jung 
(1875-1961), taking over the helm of the 
C.G. Jung Institute in Zurich in 1959, 
shortly before Jung's death and at the 
precociously young age of 33. He returned 
to the United States in 1980 and devoted the 
last three decades of his life to his writing 
career and to the nurturing of his own 
vision under the name of "archetypal 
psychology".

The popular spiritual writer Thomas Moore 1, in a prologue to an edition of Hillman's writings sums him up 
thus: “James Hillman is an artist of psychology.” And certainly Hillman's work has a neo-Platonist emphasis on 
the cultivation and searching out of beauty in all its forms.

Some themes that he explored in his writings include death (especially suicide), the darker side of life 
(nightmares, the underworld), various critiques of Jungian analysis and psychotherapy in general, the need to 
identify and further one's individual calling or destiny, and an exploration of world soul (or soul in the world).

The most outstanding critique of Jung's view of the psyche concerned what Hillman recognised as an 
underlying monotheistic bias in Jung's concept of the soul's journey toward wholeness and unity. Against this, 
Hillman advocated a return to the polytheistic vision of Ancient Greece and a corresponding tolerance of the 
multiplicity and fragmentation within one's own psyche.

Here is a good summary of Hillman's style, from British filmmaker Mark Kidel 2, writing an obituary for The 
Guardian, December 21, 2011:

“As well as writing beautifully – texts of layered intellectual exposition that were dense yet always skilfully 
articulated – Hillman was an electrifying lecturer and teacher: a tall and charismatic mixture of rabbinical 
scholar and comedian, with a breathtaking ability to lead his audience through arguments that turned 
accepted ideas upside down. Unlike other critics of the mainstream approach to mental illness, he was not 
“anti” anything, seeing in opposition a fantasy that drew us away from meaning and from life. He preferred 
to deconstruct, often playfully, whether he was speaking of plastic surgery, the politics of the Middle East or 
the paranoia of the psychiatric profession.

“Not surprisingly he approached death, through a period of great physical suffering, with courage, humour 
and a continuing curiosity about the fictions that surround our ideas of life and death.”

In a 1998 interview 3, Hillman was asked how he felt about being categorised as “new age”. He suggested that 
his work represented a “third view”, neither scientistically confined nor anarchically irrational. He is simply 
fostering a certain kind of sensitivity, a more reverential way of living. There is nothing lofty (religious) or 
magical (superstitious) in his vision. He could sum it up in very simple terms: “Just stop for a minute and you'll 
realize you're happy just being. I think it's the pursuit that screws up happiness. If we drop the pursuit, it's right 
here.”

notes by Anne Julienne for Sydney Philosophy Circle on Suicide and the Soul, 11 September 2012, at Gaelic Club

1 http://www.harpercollins.com/browseinside/index.aspx?isbn13=9780060921019
2 http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2011/dec/21/james-hillman
3 http://www.scottlondon.com/interviews/hillman.html


