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Full disclosure: Full disclosure: I was blown away by A Little Life. 

Some part of me says I shouldn’t have been – the cerebral, 

cynical, overly critical literary snob-part – but I was. And I’d 

better own up to it. 

 

Hanya Yanagihara’s second novel is unlike anything. It starts out 

“normal” enough: four college friends, JB, Malcolm, Willem and 

Jude, trying to find their footing in the New York of what appears 

to be the late 90s, or early 21st century. But then the ground starts 

to shift. The friends age, but the world they inhabit strangely 

enough doesn’t. They become very successful. Ridiculously 

successful even. All this time we are being shown the results of 

Jude’s dark past – self-harm, depression, an inability to accept 

love – and then the past itself, which is a catalogue of child abuse 

as has never been presented in the form of a serious novel. But 

then there are friends, and then there is love, a tremendous amount 

of it, and sacrifice that is beyond the call of duty. To quote the old 

Spinal Tap joke: this amp goes to eleven. This book shouldn’t 

work. It can’t work. But it does. 

 

Why? 

 

We can talk about the writing. A writer is a pied piper– he or she needs to create a seductive voice, 

one that takes us places we otherwise wouldn’t go. This book speaks with such a voice. But more 

importantly, Yanagihara creates characters you instantly feel connected to. They are friends, but they 

are also our friends. I don’t think it’s a pre-requisite of literature – as some people seem to think – 

that you need to create likable characters. But this novel shows that when readers really care about 

them, characters will take you a long way. 

 

Still, I think the most important thing about A Little Life is what the book tells us about trauma. 

 

Usually the message of novels about trauma is optimistic. You can heal, and love will be the healer. 

A Little Life is different. Love and friendship – even on the almost cosmic scale they assume in this 

book – may alleviate the pain and the self-loathing, but only up to a point. Trauma is a beast and those 

who suffer from it will be pulled back into its lair time and again. Some things are simply irreparable. 

Manageable, maybe, but that’s about it. Severe trauma can’t heal. This, to me, was the bleak and 

fiercely realistic message of a fairytale-like book. 

 

Of course, there’s a personal element to how I read it. There always is. I’ve been in a relationship 

with a traumatized person, who was hell-bent on hurting herself, and the frustration of not being able 

to help, not being able to reach that person, is a terrible feeling. I recognize that frustration in those 



surrounding Jude, and also their willingness to keep trying. And in a way, we as readers, having 

become so deeply invested in Jude’s life, feel the same frustrations. But we also keep trying. We keep 

our hopes up. Though all the love they – and we – feel, beautiful as it is, turns out to be tragically 

insufficient. But not meaningless. 

 

Which, of course, I knew. Having grown up in hardship, albeit of a completely different magnitude, 

I know that a wound once incurred remains a behavioral driving force. I too, have been a source of 

frustration to those who’ve tried to come near – trying being the operative word. 

 

Reading the book, I found myself crying uncontrollably on numerous occasions. Which was a bit 

embarrassing, for instance when I finished it on a crowded beach, getting the weirdest looks. 

Reviewing it for NRC Handelsblad, I decided to be open about this emotional reaction – and I don’t 

think I ever received more positive feedback on a review than I did that time. Which is telling.  

 

We tend to talk about literature in more cerebral terms, afraid to acknowledge that in the end it’s one 

of the most fundamental human endeavors, and that emotion is a major part of our humanity. After 

having being peppered with exercises in irony for so long, the success of A Little Life shows us how 

much we truly want to feel something. 

 

Auke Hulst is the author of three novels, and a literary critic, travel essayist as well as 

a musician. You can read his review of A Little Life here.  
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