
Neil Gaiman | Paul Holdengräber

October 31, 2014

LIVE from the New York Public Library

www.nypl.org/live

Celeste Bartos Forum

 

Paul Holdengraber:  
Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengraber. I'm the Director of Public Programs here, at the New York Public Library, known as ‘LIVE from the New York Public Library.’ My goal here, at the library, is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful, to make it levitate. I'd like to thank a few people first, before doing that.

Thank you, Francoise Mouly, the Editorial Director of TOON Graphic, for producing a gorgeous book, a new Hansel & Gretel for our times, movingly and magnificently illustrated by Lorenzo Mattotti and written by Neil Gaiman. To all of them, bravo, bravissimo.

[applause]

Paul:  
192 Books, our independent bookstore, will sell Hansel & Gretel and other of Neil's books after we talk. Our talk will last about as long as a psychoanalytical session if your shrink is generous.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I would also like to offer special thanks to Christine DiCrocco, Neil's personal assistant, for all her precious assistance. Christine, you are impeccable.

Thanks also to our media sponsor tonight, the Financial Times.

Quickly, some of our upcoming events include next week, on November 5th, a night devoted to noir, devoted to two cities, Tehran and Tel Aviv, T and T noir. To explore the noir side, we will be joined by Rick Moody, Etgar Keret, and others.

On November 12th, James Gleick will be in conversation with William Gibson, the noir prophet, as he is known, who coined the term ‘cyberspace.’ On December 12th, Joyce Carol Oates will deliver the annual Robert Silvers Lecture.

The season will end on December 16th, with the photographer Thomas Struth, preceded the night before, on December 15th, with a conversation between Marlon James and Salman Rushdie.

Eight years ago to this day, exactly on Halloween 2006, Neil Gaiman wrote the following. ‘When I was growing up in England, Halloween was no time for celebration. It was the night when, we were assured, the dead walked, when all the things of night were loosed, and, sensibly, believing this, we children stayed at home, closed our windows, barred our doors, listened to the twigs rake and patter at the window glass, shivered, and were content.’
‘There were days that changed everything, birthdays and New Years and the first day of school, days that showed us that there was an...understood this, just all as we did. All Hallows' Eve was their party, the night all the birthdays came at once.’
‘They had license. All the boundaries set the living and the dead were breached. There were witches, too, I decided, for I had never managed to be scared of ghosts, but witches, I knew, waited in the shadows, and they ate small boys.’
[laughter]

Paul:  
‘I did not believe in witches, not in the daylight. Not really even at midnight. But on Halloween, I believed in everything. I even believed that there was a country across the ocean where, on that night, people my age went from door to door in costumes, begging for sweets, threatening tricks.’
[laughter]

Paul:  
‘Halloween was a secret, back then, something private, and I would hug myself inside on Halloween, as a boy, most gloriously afraid.’
A bit later in the same piece, Neil writes the following, ‘Fear is a wonderful thing, in small doses.’
[laughter]

Paul:  
‘You ride the ghost train into the darkness, knowing that eventually the doors will open and you will step out into the daylight once again. It's always reassuring to know that you're still here, still safe.’
Now, to make us feel still here, somewhat frightened, Neil Gaiman will read some of Hansel & Gretel. Neil.

[applause]

Neil Gaiman:  

Hello.

[applause]

Neil:  



That was wonderful.

Paul:  


Thank you.

Neil:  
When they ask how we lost the New York Public Library, tell them you were here at that moment.

[laughter]

Neil:  
Hello. Last time I was here, I was Charles Dickens. It was Christmas. I actually had a proper makeup person in there, turning me into Charles Dickens. I thought, ‘Good. It's Halloween. Time has passed. I'll be a dead Charles Dickens.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
This time, I do not have to have somebody sticking on a beard.

This is Hansel & Gretel. I'm sure I'll wind up talking about it with Paul. I will just say that you spend 30 years writing for a living, and you dream.

Initially, you just dream of getting reviewed in The New York Times. Then you dream of getting more than just a little paragraph that indicates that your book has come out and they understand this and recognize it, but it would be beneath them to comment on it. You go, ‘One day, they'll comment on it,’ and then they do. Then you go, ‘One day, they'll say nice things.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
Then they do, and you go, ‘One day, I will get the review that is the gleaming, golden mountaintop of reviews, the finest review that anyone has ever gotten, the review after which you just retire because nothing can ever beat that review.’
Then Francoise Mouly asks you to write a Hansel & Gretel, and you do. The New York Times does this review that you don't just have to be sleeping with the person who wrote it...

[laughter]

Neil:  
You'd have to be the person. You'd have to be a completely unashamed version of the person. It's filled with lines like, ‘Shine a new light on the human condition. You go, ‘That's my Hansel & Gretel.’
[laughter]

Neil:  


‘Have I been wasting my life writing novels?’
[laughter]

Neil:  
I've only ever read any of this in public once before, at the Carnegie Hall. I think I'm just going to read you guys the first five minutes of Hansel & Gretel. I won't read you the whole thing. After all, I don't want to spoil any surprises.

[laughter]

Neil:  
This all happened a long time ago, in your grandmother's time or in her grandfather's, a long time ago. Back then, we all lived on the edge of the Great Forest. There was a woodcutter. He cut down trees.

He chopped the branches off the trees, and he cut the trunks and the branches into logs for firewood, which he would haul on a handcart to the nearest path into the town. It was hungry work, cutting trees.

The woodcutter took a pretty young wife who helped him as best she could. She cooked for him, and she gave him every comfort. It was no surprise to them that shortly after they were married, her belly began to swell.

In the winter, when the snows were high, she gave birth to a girl. The child was called Margaret, which they shortened to Greta and then to Gretel. Two years later, the woodcutter's wife gave birth to a boy. They called him Hans, which, because they could make it no shorter, they made longer and changed to Hansel.

Hansel and Gretel did not go to school, for the schools were far from the forest where they lived. Schools cost money, which the woodcutter did not have enough of, for you do not make much money from hewing wood and hauling logs. Even so, their father taught them the way of the woods, and their mother taught them how to cook and to clean and to sew.

If their mother was sometimes bitter and sharp‑tongued and if their father was sometimes sullen and eager to be away from their little home, why, Gretel and Hansel thought nothing of it as long as they could play in the forest and climb trees and ford rivers, as long as there were freshly baked bread and eggs and cooked cabbage on their table.

When the wood sold well, their father would buy meat for the family at the market, a fat‑tailed sheep or a goat, which he'd bring back trotting behind his hand‑drawn cart, or even a hunk of raw beef, dripping with blood, black with flies, or yellow with wasps. The family would feast that evening.

There were rabbits in the forest. There were ducks in the woodcutter's pond. There were chickens scratching in the dirt behind the woodcutter's tiny house. There was always food. That was in the good days, before the war, before the famine.

War came, and the soldiers came with it. Hungry, angry, bored, scared men, who, as they passed through, stole the cabbages and the chickens and the ducks. The woodcutter's family was never certain who was fighting whom, nor why they were fighting, nor what they were fighting about.

Beyond the forest, fields of crops were burned. Barley fields became battlefields. The farmers were killed or made into soldiers in their turn and marched away.

Soon enough, the miller had no grain to mill into flour. The butcher had no animals to kill and hang in his window. They said you could name your own price for a fat rabbit.

Soon enough, the root vegetables rotted in the fields, all the turnips and carrots and potatoes, for there were fewer and fewer people to dig them up. It rained, and it rained. The only things to eat their fill in those fields were the slugs.

The woodcutter's cottage was far from the battles, but the woodcutter and his wife and Gretel and Hansel all felt the war's effect. They ate soup made from old cabbage leaves, into which the children would dip their stale bread, now hard as a stone.

The family went to bed hungry and woke up hungrier. The children slept on straw pallets. Their parents slept in an ancient bed that had once belonged to the woodcutter's grandmother.

Hansel woke in the night, a sharp, empty pain in his stomach, but he did not say anything, for he knew there was little enough to eat. He kept his eyes closed and tried to return to sleep. When he slept, he was not hungry.

He could hear his parents talking in the darkness. ‘There are four of us,’ his mother was saying. ‘Four mouths to feed. If we keep going like this, we'll all die. Without the extra mouths, you and I will have a chance.’
‘We cannot,’ replied the woodcutter, in a whisper. ‘It would be a monstrous thing to do, to kill our children, and I will have no part of it.’ ‘Lose them, not kill them,’ said the woodcutter's wife.

‘Nobody said anything about killing anybody. We'll take them deep into the forest and lose them. They will be fine. Perhaps a kind person will take them in and feed them.’
‘We can always have more children,’ she added, practically. ‘A bear might eat them,’ said the woodcutter, dejectedly. ‘We cannot do this thing.’
‘If you do not eat,’ said his wife, ‘then you will not be able to swing an ax. If you cannot cut down a tree or haul the wood into the town, then we all starve and die. Two dead are better than four dead. That is mathematics, and it is logic.’
‘I care for neither your mathematics nor your logic,’ grumbled the woodcutter, ‘but I can argue no more.’ Hansel heard only silence from his parents' bed.

[applause]

Paul: 


 Here we are.

Neil: 


 Finally.

Paul: 


 It's taken time, but it's worth it. Very glad to have you here.

Neil:  


Me too.

Paul: 


 Happy Halloween, everyone.

Neil:  
Thank you to everybody who came in costume, even though I can't see you.

[laughter]

Neil:  


On the night of the great New York Public Library fire...

[laughter]

Paul:  

This is the way I want to go.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I always want to make a good exit. Many of you know that for the past seven years or so, I've asked my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts. If you are very modern, a Tweet.

[laughter]

Paul:  
Neil Gaiman sent me eight words at first and then sent me these better seven words. Pascal said, ‘If I had had more time, I would have made it shorter.’
These are Neil Gaiman's seven words. ‘Boy inhabited books. Man learns from boy.’ I'd like you to unpack those seven words in some way, the notion of inhabiting books, perhaps, first of all, as a child.

Neil:  
It fascinates me even now, the idea that books are places, but books really were, for me, real places. A familiar book would become a familiar place. I remember initially falling in love with books because of pictures. That was where it started, my mum reading me Snow White.

I just remember looking at the incredible beauty of Snow White. I must have been two years old. I remember getting thrilled when we got to the page at the end, where they got married. Suddenly, she's now in really fancy clothes, and the dwarves are in fancy clothes too. I was like, ‘Whoa,’ but you'd never want to...

Paul:  

Look at us today.

Neil:  
Look at us today. I remember the children's Hiawatha, the children's Mikado, things that my mum got me, books that she ordered from the book shop. They had to come, but she wanted me to have them when I was two, three years old. For me, the most important thing was going to be learning to read.

Paul:  

You knew that when you were that young.

Neil:  
I knew that because adults were not obedient. You could not rely on them. There was never an adult when you wanted one. You'd say, ‘Read to me,’ and they would say, ‘No.’ You'd go, ‘Right. I have to fix this.’
I was an incredibly early reader just because I wanted those stories. I remember the shame and weird embarrassment of changing schools when I was about five and going to the school, and I was the only one in my class who could read.

Paul:  

Embarrassment.

Neil:  


It was absolute embarrassment.

Paul:  

Because, I mean...

Neil:  
Mostly the embarrassment wasn't actually in the class. The embarrassment was the fact that I had to walk up the corridor, like another four classes along, to go and borrow books from the teacher in the big kids' room, because that was the reading level I was up to.

So, the Janet and John books, or whatever it was, I had to go down and pick those up. That was just...it was embarrassing. I'm English. I can get embarrassed by anything.

Paul:  

I know. I was going to say...

[laughter]

Paul:  
No, I was going to say, and we might mention that a little bit later, the English embarrassment.

Neil:  
But, there was just that feeling, that thing of going, these stories are waiting for me, and they're in those books. The moment I can get into them myself, I'm unstoppable, because I could always go there.

The way that I would find books, the way I would find my favorite books back then was strange and odd and awkward.
Paul:  

Take me there.

Neil:  
Well, an example would be in about 1966, maybe '67, so I would have been five going on six, the BBC did ‑‑ or maybe ITV ‑‑ one of those English TV stations did an adaptation for kids of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.

We didn't get to watch a lot of television, because my mom did not approve of television, but my grandparents approved of television just fine. They thought it was a great modern invention. They were big on television. Television was all right in their book.

So, whenever I was down at my grandparents, I could watch TV. I remember just getting one episode. It was probably the first episode of the BBC The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, or the ITV The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, including a man standing around in a very unconvincing lion costume, that kind of thing.

But, I didn't know what this thing was. I had to find out what happened next. I wasn't going to find out down at my grandmother's, now that I was back home. Marched down to WHSmith's, and used all of my saved up pocket money to buy The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.

Then, for some reason, skipped Prince Caspian, and I bought The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, and then for my seventh birthday, I got a boxed set of the Narnia books, which always was a bit odd, because now I had the box set of the Narnia books, and a spare copy of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe and The Voyage of the Dawn Treader.

I would read them pretty much continually. I mean, there's beautiful line in, I think, it's Frances Spofford's book of The Child That Books Built where he talks about Narnia. He says the only reason he read other books was there were not an infinite number of Narnia books. There were only seven of them, and a couple of them, frankly, were stinkers.

[laughter]

Neil:  
So, I was somebody who would read other things, but during my seventh and eighth years, I would go to them, and I would go to them as somebody going to a place. But also, it felt like I was meeting a friend.

I think I've always been fascinated as a reader and then as a writer with authorial voice. Americans are not quite as into it as the English are, but the English, or maybe it's just me, like authors to have voices. Some of the first people that I just felt like I had as some kind of weird friends were authors.

A lot of that was to do with the way they would treat you. C.S. Lewis always talks to you as if you were somehow equals. He understood that you were a kid, but he would make these wonderful asides in parentheses.

Paul:  

It took away the shame you were talking about earlier.

Neil:  
Exactly. You were on an equal footing with him. And strangely, it's something that Tolkien did as well. He would make these lovely asides. I remember discovering Tolkien as a kid. Again, I would have been about nine, I think.

Paul:  
It more reliable in some way than the grownups or the adults who would read to you.

Neil:  


Oh, absolutely. I loved...books were a place. They were the best place.

Paul:  

And you had the place in which...

Neil:  
Also, they explained things. I think that was the other thing that I loved, which was less with Narnia and Tolkien, and more with weird thriller‑ly things, more with just settling down to read my way through the school library, or, getting my parents to drop me off at the London Road.

Paul:  

Before we burn down the place here, I was thinking...

Neil:  


I'm amazed at the quantities of wax. It's sort of pouring.

Paul:  
We have to talk very quickly, because we don't have much light left, but what I would...

[laughter]

Paul:  
What I would like to say is that, before we do this, librarians matter to you so much, and they were so kindly to you.

Neil:  
They really were. I was terrified of them initially, because librarians for me...my first experience of librarians was they were those people who wanted their books back.

[laughter]

Paul: 


 How many haven't you given back?

Neil:  


I eventually gave almost all of them back.

Paul: 


 Almost. You are the one.

Neil:  
The terribleness of having to actually pay the fine, and then not just pay the fine, but, ‘Yeah, we lost this book.’ And then, the book would show up. Then, I would never know what to do. Should I take it to the library, and get the money back? I'd keep the book, but I would always feel guilty.

[laughter]

Neil:  
So initially, they were just sort of the people who wanted their books back. Then, I discovered the power of A) they would answer questions, and B) they understood this strange and abstract concept of the interlibrary loan.

[laughter]

Neil:  


Because I, age 10...

Paul:  

Needed more.

Neil:  
I needed things they didn't have. I would go to them and say, ‘I want this...’
Paul:  

Where was this?

Neil:  
This was East Scrimston Public Library in the London Road. I wish I knew the names of the librarians. I would love to go and find out. They were just helpful. They were wonderful.

I would say to them, I wanted obscure Gilbert and Sullivan stuff, and they would go and find it for me. I wanted to understand where to look, because I couldn't even figure out where to look for the Alfred Hitchcock's Three Investigators series. Not something that...obviously, you're not going, ‘Oh, yeah. Yes, of course.’
Paul:  

No, no, didn't [inaudible 27:29].
Neil:  
There was a wonderful series called Hitchcock Presents, The Three Investigators, who actually, I believe, went huge in Germany, where they were known as The Three Question Marks, and are still big in Germany and on German radio.

I was like, ‘I can't find anything there under Hitchcock.’ The librarian went off and investigated for me, and came back incredibly proud. He phoned me up, having discovered the name of the ghost writer, which somehow was where they were all filed under, so he could order some for me.

It was just feeling like, OK, these people are as mad as I am.

[laughter]

Neil:  
They care about this stuff that I cannot quite get other people to care about.

Paul:  

They care about this imaginary place.

Neil:  
And it wasn't until much, much later...it wasn't until I had been an adult for a long time, that it occurred to me that the books in libraries actually had to be ordered by somebody. Somebody had to have decided.

Because I loved the fact that I was always completely up on an incredibly obscure American author named R.A. Lafferty. R.A. Lafferty, this wonderful author from Tulsa, Oklahoma, wrote these strange books, published in England by a publisher named Dennis Dobson.

I now happen to know that these were published in editions of about 750 copies, which just went to libraries and to a few science fiction specialist bookshops who'd sell half a dozen of them. Why they went to my library, I don't know.

Paul:  

They did.

Neil:  
But, they did. Just as in my school libraries, I was incredibly fortunate, because I could tell...when the school that I was at when I was a kid, I could tell when they had money, because they'd go book buying.

So, round about...they sort of started in a kind of...didn't have much money way in the 1870s, 1880s. Then round about 1910, somebody obviously wrote a large check, and masses of Edwardian thrillers.

[laughter]

Paul:  

Isn't it amazing that your education was so dependent on that?

Neil:  


It was.

Paul:  

Dependant on some moment when someone was able...

Neil:  
And the strange thing is that I didn't know that that was my education. I thought that that was the stuff that I was escaping my education for.

Paul:  

In part, you were, maybe.

Neil: 
Absolutely. I got down to an art the convincing...this was a school called Ardingly. It's still there. I went and saw it, and it's really...it seems terribly nice these days. It was slightly less nice when I was there.

But I got down to an art convincing the school matron that I had a headache, because if I could convince her that I had a headache, then I would be given an aspirin and a glass of water and go to the school library, to sit there for an hour or so until it went away. But you couldn't play that card too often, but you could play it just enough.

Paul:  

Sneaky, sneaky. I like this, a lot.

Neil:  


Thank you.

[laughter]

Paul:  
Books as places, but they are also...I mean, I was fascinated to learn that at the age of nine, you asked your parents for a shed.

Neil:  


I did. I wanted my own place.

[laughter]

Paul:  

Away from them.

Neil:  
I didn't want to live there. I just wanted to read there. I wanted a place that nobody would bother me where I could read. I asked my dad. He said, ‘What do you want?’ I said, ‘I'd like a place to read,’ and he got me a garden shed.

[laughter]

Neil:  
And erected it at the bottom of the garden, painted it blue. I don't think I've ever been as happy anywhere as I was in that garden shed. I would go down there. I would shut the door, and I would read. I would take an apple down.

I was just happy. It smelled like pine from these cheap, oozing pine boards that had built the shed, and it was the best place in the world.

Paul:  
You know, I think we've covered pretty well three of the words, ‘Boy inhabited books.’ ‘Man learns from boy,’ interests me greatly. It made me think of a line Maurice Sendak once got from one of his readers. You might know this story. I imagine you do.

‘Once a little boy sent me a charming card with a little drawing on it. I loved it. I answer all my children's letters, sometimes very hastily. But this one, I lingered over. I sent him a card, and I drew him a picture of a wild thing on it. I wrote, 'Dear Jim, I loved your card.'

‘Then I got a letter back from his mother, and she said, 'Jim loved your card so much, he ate it.'

[laughter]

Paul:  
‘That to me is one of the highest compliments I have ever received. He didn't care that it was an original Maurice Sendak drawing or anything. He saw it. He loved it. He ate it.’
[laughter]

Paul: 


 We'll be speaking in a moment about cannibalism and consumption...

[laughter]

Paul:  
...which after all Hansel and Gretel may lead us to in some form or another. But this kind of voracious appetite of ingestion, of swallowing, is that what happened in the shed?

Neil:  
Yes. As a kid...I look at it now, and I go, how did I do that? How did I read one to two books a day during most of my childhood, while doing all the other stuff as well? And I did. I was an incredibly fast reader. I loved reading. I mastered the art of reading while doing anything else.

My little sister, Elizabeth, recently told me the story of how embarrassed she was by me on a Saturday in the town with some of her friends, because she saw me walking across the road, down the sidewalk, reading a book.

That wasn't what embarrassed her. She said what embarrassed her was that she noticed that I bumped into a lamppost, did not look up, apologized to it, and kept walking.

[laughter]

Paul:  
That would embarrass a sister. Yeah, no, no, no. But it also shows how forcefully polite you are.

[laughter]

Neil:  


It also shows how deep I was...

Paul:  

Immersed.

Neil:  
I was immersed. As I grew older, my darkest secret from my parents...which I don't know if I've ever mentioned this, ever, in any kind of interview. So, here you go.

So, when I was 13, I was bar mitzvahed. I didn't love being bar mitzvahed, but loved the process leading up to it only because I loved getting the Cantor, who was incredibly orthodox, incredibly deep into the Midrash, into the Mishnah, into the Commentaries, and for whom everything in the Bible was completely literal.

I loved getting him off the subject of teaching me my portion, on to weird Jewish mythology. So, I loved that little bit of it.

But what I loved best was the day of the bar mitzvah, all of the adult relatives sidling over to me, and slipping me envelopes with checks in, which then went into my Building Society account, which kind of like a bank account, but slightly more accessible in England.

Suddenly, I had, I don't know, 1,000 pounds or whatever in my Building Society. My parents explained to me this was never to be touched, whatever I got for my bar mitzvah, because that one day would be like my down payment on a house or something. It would gather interest.

Paul:  

But, what did you do?

Neil:  
What they did not know is that on a weekly basis, I had access to my Building Society account. I would go in, and I would just take out three, four pounds a week. Quietly, like a little drip of water, I would spend it on comics.

[laughter]

Neil:  
Because comics had now become...they were a sort of weird little addiction. And you could get an awful lot of them at that time in England for not very much money, and I needed them.

Paul:  

Which are the ones that you needed first?

Neil:  
Really, I think for me it was always DC comics. It was always DC comics, because comics in England would come over as ballast on ships. They weren't, at that time...this wasn't the days of comic shops and things like that.

So, they'd come over as ballast. And coming over as ballast, you never knew what comics were going to wind up in what shops where. Marvel had this whole thing down, where if Daredevil fought Submariner, you'd be really excited, and then you'd discover this was going to continue in a completely different comic.

DC comics were really good at giving you one, two, or even three stories, and they were complete. Even they were slightly more dull, I would forgive the dullness...

Paul: 


For the completeness.

Neil:  


...for just knowing how it ended.

[laughter]

Paul:  
It's fitting, given what you were saying earlier about being two years old and waiting for what will happen as your mother turned the pages.

Neil:  


Absolutely.

Paul:  
I mean, it's that anticipation. Especially that anticipation when it's based on repetition. You already know what's happening, and yet you look forward to it in some odd way.

Neil:  
There was also a weirdly social side to it as well, because after school me and about three or four of my friends would go hunting for comics. Because they were coming over as ballast and so on and so forth, it meant in order to try and find the comics you wanted, you'd walk about five miles.

You'd go into all these little toy shops and newsagents. Some of them would throw you out, and some of them would glare at you. You'd always wind up on the really long sort of odysseys in the Plus Books and Stratum.

Paul:  

Your parents knew, or did not know?

Neil: 
No, as far as my parents are concerned, if you're back for dinner, that's fine. I mean, they must have noticed the comic collection growing. I don't think they ever said, ‘Where do you get the money for your comic collection?’ They did not know it was all my bar mitzvah funds.

Paul:  

But it took you out of the shed.

Neil:  
Yeah, definitely. By that point, I'm 15. Things are social. I'm in Plus Books and Stratum, being glared at men in grubby mackintoshes, over in the pornography sections.

[laughter]

Neil:  
Me and my friends are in there. We're the ones just going through the stacks of second hand comics, and second hand science fiction as well.

Paul:  

Is there such a thing as a bad book for children?

Neil:  


I don't think there is.

Paul: 
I'm particularly taken by this line that Harold Bloom wrote in his review of Harry Potter for The Wall Street Journal. I won't quote much of Bloom, so don't worry too much. ‘Can more than 35 million book buyers and their offspring be wrong? Yes, they have been, and will continue to be as long as they persevere with Potter.’
Neil:  
Yeah, but Harold Bloom also explained that nobody can experience a book properly unless they read it through their eyes, thus making sure that we understand that all blind people and anybody who wants to listen to an audio book or use Braille or whatever is not experiencing a book properly, because books can only...

I mean, he is a bit of a twit.

[laughter and applause]

Neil:  
The truth is, are there bad books for children? I don't think there are. I don't think there are bad books for children mostly because people leave one ingredient out of the equation, which is the child.

So an adult looks at a book, and they go...we'll not even talk about Harry Potter. They go, ‘This is a third rate rip off of something that wasn't very good to begin with. It's clumsily written. The characters are cardboard. There is nothing interesting happening here.’
The kid goes, ‘I want that book.’ What you're failing to realize is, the kid is bringing themselves to the book, which is also a failure to understand that books are collaborative. Fiction is collaborative. It's a collaboration between the person who wrote it and the person reading it.

Paul:  

It could be a bad collaboration.

Neil:  
It could be a bad collaboration, but mostly, kids improve the books they read. I don't know if this has ever happened to you, but it's really interesting to go back, especially as a parent, because parenthood drags you back to favorite books, because you read them to kids.

So you go back to books you have not read for 25 years, for 30 years. And sometimes you read them and you go, this was a better book than I remember. You read P.L. Traver's Mary Poppins books, and you go, this is the real deal. You read The Wind in the Willows. It's a real book. It's absolutely fantastic.

You can pick up something and you can go, this actually, this is really weird, because I remember this book. I remember loving this book. I remember the scene where they had to escape through the forest. I remember the way the fir trees were swaying in the wind. The first drops of cold rain were spattering down on their faces. The jingling of the horse's harnesses, and how terrified they were as they bravely began to ride through the forest for their lives.

You get to that point in the book, and you look down, and you get a line like, ‘What a jolly rotten night this is,' said John. 'I hope we get to the castle before dusk.'

[laughter]

Neil:  
For an adult, all they see is that. But you brought yourself to it. You built it up. It didn't matter that it was badly written. It didn't matter that it was shallow. It didn't matter there weren't people, because you built people where the author just made little sketches.

So, I don't think...I saw a particularly dim sort of strange call and response thing invoking me on the New Yorker blog by Rebecca Mead. Then, quoting something else by somebody else, which was all about how and whether where children going to read the classics if they started off on the wrong books.

I sit there going, ‘Why? Why are you having this conversation?’
Paul:  
Why? Because it's a conversation a lot of people are having. But why is it a mistaken conversation in some way?

Neil:  
For me, it goes back to the moment that I realized that adults were full of shit.

[laughter and applause]

Neil: 


 Thank you.

[laughter]

Neil:  
It was one of those beautiful, blinding moments, because up until that time...I must have been, again, around eight years old. Maybe nine. Up until that time, I sort of thought adults knew what they were talking about. I thought teachers knew what they were talking about.

I trusted them. They would say, ‘Four plus four is eight.’ I would go, ‘OK. I have learned this.’ And they would say, ‘H2OS4.’ And I would go, ‘Good. H2OS4. Sulfuric Acid. I'm there.’
Then, I was at the school, and they banned comics. Up until that point, you had been allowed comics, and they banned them. They banned them very loudly and noisily. It was made very clear that if anybody was caught with a comic, it would be taken away and destroyed, and that no comics were ever to be on school property ever again.

I went and talked to my English teacher. I said, ‘Explain this to me. I don't get it. What's the thing about comics?’
And he said, ‘Well, it's absolutely simple. They're like empty calories. If you read comics, you will not read good stuff. Comics, they're a cheap literature, providing cheap thrills, and they will get your mind away from and ruin you for real fiction.’
I said, ‘Hang on. I have the largest comic collection in the school, and I'm the only person at school who has read the school library.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
‘That's it. It's me. This is obviously not a true statement. So, why have you banned comics?’ And he was just like, ‘Go away, and don't talk to me.’
[laughter]

Paul:  

This is what adults do sometimes.

Neil:  
Which is what adults do. I sort of went, ‘That's obviously not true.’ And it is that empty calories theory. It's the idea that if you read...

Paul:  
It's a point of entry. Right? It's this idea, reference that you made earlier to Rebecca Mead's pieces. What opens the door for you?

Neil:  
There is no wrong way to find something that you love. There is no wrong way to find the good stuff. Honestly, I think there is tremendous snobbery in literature. Some of it is the snobbery of people who are incredibly proud of themselves.

I remember being baffled once. I was a young writer. I was flying over to America with my family to go to...I think it was the San Diego Comic Con. It was probably about '91. I found myself sitting next to an English professor at one of the smaller American colleges.

He was saying, ‘What do you do?’ And I said, ‘Well, I'm a writer.’ And he was like, ‘So?’ And we thought we're going to have this great conversation about books.

I remember getting just more and more baffled as I realized that he was absolutely capable of talking about authors in the American literary canon. As soon as I would mention anybody even like half a step to the left, he'd never heard of them. He'd never read them. Nor did it ever occur to him that he should.

We're sitting there talking about cool authors in the 1920s. He had read his Fitzgerald, but had no idea about Ellen Glasgow or any of these guys. It just baffled me.

Paul:  

But it's baffling to think that there are people who don't have appetite.

Neil:  
I guess going back to that line, the last four words, ‘A man learns from boy.’ So much of what I've been looking at and doing over the last few years, I guess since around the graveyard book, and definitely with Ocean at the End of the Lane and definitely with Hansel & Gretel is being old enough and gray‑bearded enough and mad enough and not quite giving a damn enough that the...

That wonderful line of C.S. Lewis' where he said, quoting the Bible and then adding his own little bit, he said, ‘When I grew older, I put away childish things, including a child's desperate need to feel grown up.’ I think that actually, for me, there's been much more interest, much more willingness. As a young writer, I wanted everybody to know I was a grown up. I wanted them to know I was adult.

Which didn't mean writing about sex necessarily. It just meant I wanted everybody to know that I could do everything that any other adult writer could do. These days...

Paul:  

You do what you do.

Neil:  


Yeah, I don't really care.

Paul:  
I mentioned Sendak earlier. He wrote that he did not make books for children. He just made books. I loved the taxonomy of how you classify your own books. Also, by Neil Gaiman, there's a list of books, and then the next category is for all ages. Fabulous. There is no such thing necessarily as for children.

Neil:  
You know, I did a book, I've done three now, two of which have been published, for really little kids. Chu's Day, Chu's First Day at School, then Chu's Day at the Beach, and I'm actually cool with those being for kids.

Paul: 


 With Coraline’ for instance, you were not sure.

Neil:  


That one, I was sure, it was just everybody else who thought I was mad.

[laughter]

Neil:  
My lovely agent who's just down there, Merrilee, I sent it to her. I sent her Coraline when I'd finished it. She phoned me up a couple of days later and went, ‘This is brilliant. This is amazing, but it's obviously not for kids.’ I said, ‘Yeah it is.’
[laughter]

Neil:  


She said, ‘It scared me.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
I said, ‘Please. I'll tell you what. Read it to your daughters. You have two daughters. They're about six and eight. Read it to them and tell me what...If they're terrified, we will send it to the adult publisher.’
She read it to them, phoned me a week later, and said, ‘They loved it. I'm going to send it to Elise Howard at Harper Children's.’ She did.

The little footnote to that is that about a decade later, in a little off‑Broadway theater, I saw the Coraline musical by Stephin Merritt. I was sitting next to Morgan DeFoire, Merrilee's youngest daughter. I said, ‘You know, it's because you weren't scared, this became a children's book.’ She said, ‘I was terrified.’
[laughter and applause]

Neil:  
She said, ‘I wasn't going to let on that I was terrified because I had to find out how it ended.’
[laughter]

Paul:  

She too.

Neil:  
Only because Morgan DeFoire lied for a good cause ‑‑ finding out how a story ended.

Paul:  
To turn to ‑‑ I'm just worried, they're signaling that we have to move faster ‑‑ Hansel & Gretel why rewrite it in some way, or one might not even call it rewriting? Isn't the book, the Grimm brothers are so complicated, and incredible philologists, and incredibly interesting brothers who may or may not have written for children.

Neil:  
They weren't writing for children when they began, but then they wound up discovering...What happened was the Grimm's issued the first volume of their fairy tales just as collections trying to unify Germany. It was one of a series of their German grammar and their German histories.

Then parents started getting back to them and saying, ‘I'm reading these stories to my children. This story is inappropriate.’ That was where they started then chiseling and hammering. Suddenly, all of the mothers, all the bad mothers became stepmothers.

Paul:
A new evolution in the story. It's of uncertain origin, but I've always loved the notion that according to some philologists the word adult and adultery are connected. I always thought the crime of adultery was pretending to the older than you were [inaudible 57:30].

[laughter]

Paul:  

To go back to why Hansel and Gretel, why the time is now?

Neil:  
It was a confluence of different things coming together. Hansel and Gretel, I think, is probably the only one of Grimm's stories, maybe The Juniper Tree, but even that I'd want to go and fill that story in, the only one of the Grimm stories that I could ever imagine just wanting to retell straight.

Wanting to retell straight partly because I remember being four‑years‑old, sitting in the garden at my grandmother's house in Portsmouth, in Southsea, listening to the radio. They put on Hansel and Gretel for kids with music from the Humperdinck Opera, and in addition to music, they were telling the story.

I'd never run into the story of Hansel and Gretel before. I was shoved out in the garden because they thought it would be perfectly appropriate for a four‑year‑old boy, Hansel and Gretel. I'm sitting there listening to the story. I'm going ‘OK. So parents can lose their children in the woods, on purpose.’
[laughter]

Neil: 


 I didn't know that.

[laughter]

Paul:  

And mother can be the one who wants it.

Neil:  
Then you listen to more and I'm going, ‘OK, a nice old lady, house, good, good. Oh, shit.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
Then that awful moment of suddenly going, ‘She wants to eat him.’ Then looking down at myself, age four, and going, ‘I'm meat!’ I had not figured this out. I am edible. Are adults keeping things from me?

It was this strange, terrifying yank into proto‑adulthood was Hansel and Gretel for me. It scared me, and it scared me in interesting ways. Then 15, 20 years later, it pissed me off. It pissed me off because I was fascinated by mythology and I was fascinated by fairy stories and I was reading everything I could get my hands on. I don't even remember now if it was Bettelheim or if it was one of the sub‑Bettelheimian ‑‑ there were a bunch of them at the time.

But reading books that explained what Hansel and Gretel was about. They would explain that it was all about sex and it was all about Hansel's desire for the mother and Gretel becoming the mother, which is why she has to push the witch into the oven, which represent the vagina, and the little that he's holding out every day is obviously a penis.

I'm reading on this...

Paul: 


It's an obvious reading.

Neil:  
And I'm reading all this and I'm going, ‘You know? It's a story being told by hungry people. It's all about food. Every single thing, even at the point where you have, you are sacrificing the only food you have to be your map home, to leaving a trail of bread crumbs so that you can get back and things eat that. Everything is about food, it's about famine.

That was sitting there, and then around the point where Francois was deciding to ask me, I'd become very involved with refugees, with the United Nations refugee, high commission on refugees, UNHCR.

Paul:  

You went to Jordan.

Neil:  
I was starting to see things at firsthand. There was a point where I met, I met a family when I was in Jordan. They said it was completely random who I met. They said, ‘OK, 10 o'clock in the morning, whoever came over the border, we'll find you somebody. If there's a family who are willing to talk, you can talk to them.’
Fifteen families made it over the border that night, and some of them were sleepy, some of them were just like, ‘We don't want anything to do with it.’ But there were a family of four brothers and their wives and their children and they'd made it and they'd walked from Golan, the Golan Heights, basically across to Jordan.

They'd been going for 18 days and they'd had people smugglers and they'd had horrible things they'd passed. I talked to them. They'd passed dismembered bodies on the way of other people trying to escape.

But I said to them, ‘Why did you leave?’ Because one of the things that fascinated me about Syrians is they love Syria. They love their towns, they love the places and nobody wants to leave. I said, ‘What made you leave?’
They explained that, well, tanks drove through their villages, crushing the water supply. Because when a tank goes through a village, everything underneath it get destroyed. The fields were land‑mined. Farmers were being shot at, so they stopped farming. The shops were closed, there were no supplies. They ate everything they had.

At the point where they were leaving, they got permission from their Imam to eat cats and dogs, because that was all there was left. Everything else, all the clean animals, had been eaten. They were just making soups of that to feed to their children. They were taking leaves off trees.

They were going down to the swamps, bringing back swamp water and letting it sit for a couple of days until the worst of the silt was out, and then boiling what was left. They still knew that it was filled with disease, it was filled with bad stuff, but that was the only water they had. They had to get out.

I thought, ‘That civilization is so paper thin.’ That really took me into Hansel & Gretel. It was just that line in Grimm's that says, ‘There was war in the land, and there was a famine.’ You're going, ‘Let's follow that. Let's see where that goes.’
Paul:  
The fragility of civilizations, when you say that, it makes me think of an extraordinary line of Paul Valery, who said that he now realized that civilizations are also mortal.

Neil:  


They are so mortal, and they're so...

Paul:  

Vulnerable.

Neil:  
So vulnerable. All of the things that we absolutely take for granted...The weirdest thing, one line that I echoed in Hansel & Gretel, was talking to these guys. People would be telling me horror stories. They weren't horror stories. They were just the stories of their life.

I'd say, ‘What happened to your back?’ He would say, ‘I had a child in the hospital. I was in the hospital. I looked, and I saw a mortar hit my house. I hoped my other children were in the basement. I ran down. I got on my motorbike.’
‘I was going down the streets to get, to rescue my children from the basement of the bombed‑out house. Somebody in a window, somebody in a building, a sniper who was just practicing, just using me for target practice, shot me in the back. I fell off my bike. I couldn't walk for three months. My children were rescued, most of them.’
I would say, ‘Who bombed your house?’ They go, ‘I don't know.’ I say, ‘What side was the guy, the sniper, on?’ ‘I don't know.’
[crosstalk]

Neil: 
You start realizing that in your head, there are the good guys and the bad guys. There are the freedom fighters. There are these...Actually, that's not true. Basically, there's people who want to raise their kids, who want to live, who want to read, who want to live in a civilization, and then there's the people shooting at them.

Paul:  

It...

Neil:  


That becomes...Sorry.

Paul:  
No, please. It strikes me that the Bettelheim school of reading fairy tales through a particular lens has its shortcomings. I think you made that very clear. At the same time, we need meaning.

Just hear me out for a second. We need meaning. I remember very clearly, as a very young...A hundred years ago, when I was a pretend scholar. I was a professor at the university. I read Puss in Boots. I had a magnificent Spanish girlfriend named Maria Del Mar Sanchez de Vancos.

I was walking back from the campus where I was teaching. I said to her, Puss in Boots, it's such an extraordinary story all about power.’ She said, ‘I thought it was a story about a cat that had boots.’
[laughter]

Paul:  
In a sense, you are saying Hansel & Gretel isn't a story about sex, but it is a story about famine.

Neil:  
Actually, I think what I'm saying is that for me and my opening and the thing that took me into the story and that took me all the way through is I think that, as drives go, as human drives go, hunger is more primal than sex.

Hunger is so basic, so primal, so important, so driving that sometimes we can simply overlook that. We can overlook that these were stories told by hungry people, people who could only dream of eating their fill, people for whom the idea of satiation was something that would happen maybe a few times in their life.

I cheated a tiny bit because I finished the story in a way that a lot of Russian folktales finish, not in the way that German folktales finish. I wanted the last...

Paul:  
The last line, it took me by surprise, I must say. Maybe read the last four...

Neil:  
I was going to read the last couple of paragraphs. It goes:

Hansel and Gretel and their father, the woodcutter, lived happily in the little house for years to come. The treasures they had brought from the old woman's cottage kept them comfortable, and there were to be no more empty plates in their lives.’
‘In the years that followed, Hansel and Gretel each married and married well. The people who went to their weddings ate so much fine food that their belts burst and the fat from the meat ran down their chins, while the pale moon looked down kindly on them all.
I borrowed those ways of ending stories from the Russians, who loved ending it with gluttony.

[laughter]

Neil:  
You'd end the story with gluttony. I thought, ‘Good. That seems a fine place.’
Paul:  
Much more than Bettelheim's way of reading, I love this line, that I'm sure you know well, of Einstein, about fairy tales. He says...

[crosstalk]

Neil:  


Read it anyway because everybody should hear it.

Paul:  
Everybody should hear it. So good. He was really smart. ‘If you want your children to be intelligent, read them fairy tales. If you want them to be more intelligent, read them more fairy tales.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
I love that. I once had an entire evening talking to Philip Pullman, which was basically Philip Pullman saying, ‘Einstein said this. What do you think he meant, Neil?’ We just batted it back and forth for an hour. It was wonderful.

Paul:  

Tell me briefly, in less than an hour, what you...

Neil:  


I cannot tell you briefly, in less than an hour.

[laughter]

Neil:  


Both Philip Pullman and I are ridiculously and gloriously long‑winded.

[laughter]

Neil:  
What I will say is I can tell you what I came to on that, which is I think that's about the imagination. The imagination is a muscle. The imagination is this hugely important thing that we have, that actually permeates everything. The New York Public Library, books, glasses, rubbish candles, the whole thing comes from...

Paul:  

Do you think I should turn them off and then turn them on at the end?

Neil:  


I think we're doomed.

[laughter]

Paul:  

I agree with you on that.

Neil:  


The glorious thing about fairy tales...

Paul:  

They really are rubbish.

Neil:  


...is they actually...

[laughter]

Neil:  
They really are. They force you to imagine. They force you to build. They don't do very much work for you. They begin with...there is a person, and you were given nothing about them. Maybe you'll learn that they were kind or honest.

Paul:  

So, that's the collaborative side, also that it [inaudible 72:14].

Neil: 
Absolutely. I remember Charles Dickens saying that the first love of his life was Red Riding Hood. That fascinates me, because how can you be in love with Red Riding Hood? She's not really a person. She's just clothes and a basket.

[laughter]

Neil:  
A visit to her grandmother, and she's going to be eaten by wolves. Is there enough person there? She's not like Snow White, who obviously...

[laughter]

Neil:  


You could be completely justified in falling completely in love with.

Paul:  
I wish that conversation was happening now between you and Dickens, about your various loves.

Neil:  


He would be looking at me, going, ‘Why are you dressed like that?’
[laughter]

Neil:  


‘Why? And what's that stuff on your face? What's that about?’
Paul:  
I'm interested also in the way in which current events can inspire in you a rereading of Hansel and Gretel, and in some way, writing about it, thinking about famine, thinking also about the notion of escape.

I'd like to put up an image, if we could, that you will well recognize. It's the image of Houdini, if you could.

Neil:  
Famous image. Teller of Penn and Teller has a whole theory about Houdini as porn.

[laughter]

Neil:  
Because he says it was this great sort of naked...it was one of the very few good pretty much naked man images of its era.

Paul:  
And escaping and finding a way, not unlike Hansel and Gretel, of being resourceful and escaping. I know you have a great interest in magic.

One of the things that strikes me, because I have a son, now 12...I mean, if he met you at this moment, he would probably say, ‘Hello,’ but he would mainly say, ‘Pick a card.’
[laughter]

Paul:  
When he was about nine, we went to the Jewish museum to see an exhibition of Houdini, and he said, ‘Do you know how he escaped, once?’ He was in that kind of attire, and they were going to push him into I don't know which river anymore. I beg your forgiveness for not knowing this, but he was searched, and at the last moment, he kissed his wife and in kissing, she passed the key.

Neil:  


The key.

Paul:  

My youngest son at that point decided that that's why people kiss.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I don't know what to say now, but I like this story, and I wanted to tell it.

Neil: 


 It's as good a theory as any.

[laughter]

Paul:  

[foreign words]

Neil: 
Kate Bush, in her album The Dreaming, actually had a line inspired by that. There's a beautiful photo with her mouth open with a little key in it. It has a line, ‘With a key, I pass the key,’ which was a reference to Houdini and Mrs. Houdini.

Paul:  
I guess the reason I also brought up Houdini is because of this notion, you are asking why did you leave your beloved hometown?

Neil:  
You know, the thing that fascinates me the most about fiction and escape, and I guess with Hansel & Gretel, we kind of brought it all the way back...

When Francoise asked me if I'd be interested in writing it, she showed me Lorenzo Mattotti's amazing...

Paul:  

Which we should see some of them. If we could put those drawings...

Neil:  


Yes, we had some of them going up, but we should put them back up.

Paul:  

Lorenzo is here, and bravissimo, wherever you are.

[applause]

Paul:  

Are you there? Lorenzo, here.

Neil:  


Lorenzo Mattotti.

[applause]

Neil:  
I looked at Lorenzo's drawings, and I thought, he sees the same thing that I see in this.

Paul:  

You can see them right there, in front of you.

Neil:  


All right, these fantastic...

Paul: 


 They draw you...

Neil:  
...twisted, dark images that seem almost abstract. They pull you further and further into the dark wood.

Paul:  

As a story does.

Neil:  
And lose you in the same way. What was wonderful was just looking at the pictures and going, this is the Hansel and Gretel that I want to tell. Then putting the pictures aside, and just going off and telling my story.

The concept of escape and escapism is absolutely fascinating for me. I guess, in a weird way this goes back to a couple of different places, one of which is where we actually began, with me as a small boy escaping into books, with the Harold Bloom, et cetera, complaint about books as escapism.

Because, I think that it's fundamentally flawed on two counts. Firstly, it assumes that there is something wrong with escape, which is a really strange idea. I mean, if you were in a rough place, if you were in an intolerable situation and somebody said, ‘Look, you can have a day out, and you can go somewhere good, and you can be with good people.’
While you're in this place, you can learn skills. You can get information. You can gather weapons, and perhaps even build armor, that you will then take back to the place that you're having a rough time.

You would not go, ‘This is foolishness.’ You would go, ‘Sounds good. This sounds incredibly sensible.’ For me, most literature did just that. It was the process of going, here is a place that you can go.

Paul:  

Where I also happen to be free in some way.

Neil:  
You are free. You will spend it with people that you want to spend time with. And you'll learn things. You'll learn things about the adult world. You'll learn things about how the world works. If you're being bullied, you may learn ways to deal with bullies. You can learn stuff that will become useful to you.

But, I was going to say, the flipside of that for me is something like Hansel and Gretel, where I'm going...yes, it's escapism, but I'm also telling you real things about here and about now, because I can, because they're real, and they matter.

I'm not doing it as some kind of weird extended metaphor. I'm not saying, Hansel and Gretel is the Syrian refugee crisis, and you need to understand that.’ That's not what I'm saying at all. I'm saying, ‘I recognized in Jordan talking to those people the same world that I recognize in here. I recognize that in a thousand years of human history, we go back to the same places.’
Paul:  
But also, you recognize that you don't know what you're exactly recognizing when you start reading. That, in a way, the notion of cognition and recognition...I mean, we don't quite know. We read, and then time passes, and the book we have read has helped us understand the present moment in a way that we never even foresaw we would.

Neil:  


Absolutely.

Paul:  
Do you read aloud to each other, you and Amanda Palmer? Do you read aloud to each other?

Neil:  
Yes, we do. I love reading to her. I love reading to anybody. It really is my...

Paul:  
And you will again, quite soon, which is something that I'm already looking forward to. Do you like Halloween?

Neil:  


Yes.

[laughter]

Neil:  
I love Halloween. I remember the shock, and it was a really nice, excited, thrilling, kind of weird shock with which Terry Pratchett and I were here in New York. I'm pretty sure it was 1989, and we watched our first Halloween parade.

A lot of American Halloween is now exported. England, their Halloween is now more like this. The Australian Halloween is more like this. But back then, 25 years ago, things were different. I remember just watching this parade go by, and all these glorious, wonderful people.

Paul: 
Feeling young as a child again, in some way, because it permits you also...

Neil:  
I'm feeling slightly shocked. Just going, ‘They're having...wow. How many Batmans are there?’
[laughter]

Neil:  
I remember to saying to Terry, ‘You'd never get anything like this in England.’ And Terry, pontificating, said, ‘You'd never get the American Halloween really to happen properly in England, because America doesn't have the kinds of things you could wake up by having Halloween, whereas England, you could actually wake things up by doing this kind of thing.’
[laughter]

Neil:  


And I thought, there's a story.

[laughter]

Paul:  

One year ago, Lou Reed died. In his honor, we'll play something of his.

[audio clip plays]

[music]

There's a down town fairy singing out ‘Proud Mary’
As she cruises Christopher Street

And some Southern Queen is acting loud and mean

Where the docks and the Badlands meet.

This Halloween is something to be sure

Especially to be here without you.

There's a Greta Garbo and an Alfred Hitchcock

And some black Jamaican stud

There's five Cinderellas and some leather drags

I almost fell into my mug

There's a Crawford, Davis and a tacky Cary Grant

And some Homeboys looking for trouble down here from the Bronx

But there isn't no Hairy and no Virgin Mary

You won't hear those voices again

And Johnny Rio and Rotten Rita

You'll never see those faces again.

This Halloween is something to be sure

Especially to be here without you.

There's the Born Again Losers and the Lavender Boozers

And some crack team from Washington Heights

The boys from Avenue B and the girls from Avenue D

A Tinkerbell in tights

This celebration somehow gets me down

Especially when I see you're not around.

There's no Peter Pedantic saying things romantic

In Latin, Greek or Spic

There's no Three Bananas or Brandy Alexander

Dishing all their tricks.

It's a different feeling that I have today

Especially when I know you've gone away.

There's a girl from Soho with a teeshirt saying ‘I Blow’
She's with the ‘jive five 2 plus 3’
And the girls for pay dates are giving cut rates

Or else doing it for free.

The past keeps knock, knock, knocking on my door

And I don't want to hear it anymore.

No consolations please for feeling funky

I got to get my head above my knees

But it makes me mad and mad makes me sad

And then I start to freeze.

In the back of my mind, I was afraid it might be true.

In the back of my mind, I was afraid that they meant you.

The Halloween Parade

At the Halloween parade

At the Halloween parade

See you next year, at the Halloween parade

[music]

[audio clip ends]

Paul:  

He mattered so much to you.

Neil: 
He really did. I don't know why. I had to try and articulate what Lou meant to me when he died, mostly because my phone started ringing and people at The Guardian would say, ‘Would you write something about Lou for us?’ I'd go, ‘OK.’ I think...

Paul:  

You had written about him 20 years earlier.

Neil:  
Absolutely, I did an interview with him. Very strange phone interview and then we had a very strange dinner. I think, for me, it was again that thing of...

He really was in a peculiar way a novelist. It's just his novel are three minutes long. It's an odd thing because when you're a writer, people, one of the questions they love asking is, ‘Who are your influences?’
Paul:  

I won't, I think you have mentioned many.

Neil:  
I love the fact that, you actually played a Lou song. Lou, as influences go, was huge for me. I learned so much...I think everything that I've done as a writer that's been good has been about compression, has been about economy. It's how much can you get to work in the smallest space, that was something that I learned listening to Lou.

Paul: 
It reminds me of Rick Ruben, who I interviewed on the stage, doing those extraordinary albums late in life of Johnny Cash. He said, ‘I didn't produce him, I reduced him.’ That notion of really bringing it down to the bare minimum, where the emotion is strongest.

Neil:  
I think if you can get the power of all fiction is that words can mean more than they literally mean, that you are somehow doing the thing we talked about earlier, the strange collaboration where you're giving somebody 26 letters, handful of punctuation marks, they're building, and they're creating.

For me, it's what I'd love to do is just give people the smallest, most perfect, most correct words, the reduction.

Paul:  
You did very well with seven words, I find, which was a way of telling your story.

Neil:  


I was proudest of getting it down from eight.

[laughter]

Paul:  
...but a word or two more about Lou and his influence because you were punk at one point.

Neil:  
I was, you'd never believe looking at me now, but yeah, I was. There's glorious, wonderful embarrassing photos of me, age 16, with my punk band.

I think there was an idea and an idealism to punk and just the idea, going back to the famous ‘Here's a cord, here's another, here's another, now form a band poster.’
The idea that you figured out what you were doing by doing it, you didn't have to. For me, the glory of the Punk‑y was, he would look at Pink Floyd or whatever, and he'd go, ‘I'm never going to be that, I'm never going to have a giant banks of synthesizers and floating pigs, that's not.’
[laughter]

Neil: 
There's three of us and we've got some rubbish instruments and a PA system that fell off the back of a lorry, we can do this.

Paul:  
We're free in some way. The punk era also created a sense that everything was open to you.

Neil:  


Absolutely.

Paul: 


 Not unlike the reading you did early on.

Neil:  
With everything for me, it was how I became a journalist. It was how I became a novelist.

Paul:  

For Penthouse, you worked for Penthouse.

Neil:  
I did. I only did a couple of interviews for Penthouse. I did Robert Silverberg and Douglas Adams. I wrote for everybody including...

There was a glorious period of my life where I discovered that there were about two English skin magazines that needed stuff to keep all of the pictures of naked ladies apart.

[laughter]

Paul:  

You provided that service.

Neil:  
They would pay you to interview mostly authors, which was great because I wanted to talk to mostly authors to find out how it worked.

I wound up with friendships that continued in some cases until death. People like Douglas Adams, James Herbert, Harry Harrison. These authors who I met and became friends with and bonded with, but my attitude was when people said, ‘Can you do this?’ I'd say ‘Yes.’
Paul:  

...sometimes lied in order to get that, I loved that story.

Neil:  
It's a true story. Both parts of that story are true. When I was first trying to get work as a writer in those pre‑Google days, for god's sake, do not try this now.

[laughter]

Neil:  


Back in those days, when people spoke to each other on telephones...

Paul:  

Oh, those days.

Neil:  
When editors would say, ‘Well, who have you worked for?’ I'd just list the kinds of things that I thought I should have worked for.

[laughter]

Neil:  


In the knowledge that nobody was ever going to check.

Paul:  

Then you did.

Neil:  
But then, I did. It actually became this giant point of honor for me through the mid ‘80s that I had to have written for The Sunday Times magazine and The Mail on Sunday magazine and Time Out, everything that I'd listened.

Paul:  

Listening to...

Neil:  


Let me just throw in on [inaudible 94:10] .

I do remember there was a point where one day I basically said, ‘I'm now a writer, this is what I'm, going to be doing this.’ Approximately eight months later, I looked around and I had two book contracts. I'd never written a book, now I was contracted to write two.

I'd been given advances on the basis I think that I sounded relatively plausible.

[laughter]

Neil:  
I just remember finding a quote from Muddy Waters, typing it out, and then sellotaping it to my typewriter because that was what we used in those days and it said, ‘Don't let your mouth write no check that your tail can't cash.’ That became my motto because I knew that I could talk people into things.

Paul:  
It reminded me so much reading the story of [inaudible 95:20] who said, ‘If you need to make a film, steal the camera, just steal it and that is permission. Now, don't use the idea that you don't have the money to do it in order not to do it and stop whining, just get on with the work.’
Neil:  
Stop whining and get on with the work is actually the best advice you can ever give any kind of artist.

Unfortunately, it's the one piece of advice that people around the artist tend to go, ‘How can you say that to that person?’
Whereas the artist is, ‘Yeah, you're right.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
It's like when people say to me, ‘What is the one piece of advice that you would give to a young writer?’
I'd say, ‘Write.’ People go, ‘That's kind of sarcastic,’ and the young writers go, ‘No, he's got a point.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
They say, ‘What else would you say?’ and I'd say, ‘Finish things.’ Honestly you write, you finish things, everything else is gravy, everything else is decoration, everything else is magic.

Paul:  
I remember getting that advice myself when I was writing something that nobody would ever read, which was a dissertation 100 years ago. I got a Ph.D. which really didn't impress my father because I really had Ph, just one letter five years. I had real trouble and when I got it, he went, ‘Ph.D.’
I remember my adviser saying to me as I was having huge trouble finishing. He said, ‘There are two kinds of dissertations, brilliant dissertations and finished dissertations.’
[laughter]

Paul:  
In closing, in finishing, before you read a little bit to us, two epigraphs I particularly love, from Coraline, ‘Fairy tales are more than true not because they tell us that dragons exist, but because they tell us that dragons can be beaten,’ by Chesterton.

Neil:  


It's Chesterton‑ish. He meant to say that.

[laughter]

Neil:  
It was one of those things where I remembered reading this essay by him in a book called Tremendous Trifles, which I didn't own. It was in the days before there was an Internet, you could just sort of go and check things. I jotted it down at the beginning of the manuscript with a mental note that I must have made to go and actually find the book at sometime and get the correct quote in.

It took me 10 years to finish Coraline and there was this five year period in the middle when no writing of any kind happened. When I finished it, I had completely forgotten, that wasn't Chesterton, that was me.

[laughter]

Paul:  

I like it a lot, whoever it maybe.

Neil:  


Whoever.

Paul:  
This I think comes from a conversation that Maurice Sendak had with Art Speigelman.

Neil:  


He definitely did.

Paul:  
Since Art is here, he can tell us if this too is a misattribution, but I love it, I love it, I love it.

‘I remember my own childhood vividly. I knew terrible things but I knew I mustn't let adults know. I knew it would scare them.’
Neil:  
I definitely felt that as a kid that adults were so much softer and more vulnerable. Actually I do believe that even today. I look at most adults and I go, ‘You wouldn't last a day in a school as a pupil.’
[laughter]

Neil:  
You have completely forgotten what it is to be surrounded by people who just, for amusement, might take your book, your cap whatever and throw it on a roof. Not because they hate you, just because they'd kill 30 seconds, and now your thing is on the roof.

[laughter]

Neil:  
If they hate you, it will be worse. That kind of strange nightmarish quality that...

I'm being so baffled by the phrase ‘the happiest days of your life.’ When I was a kid. there was a play called The Happiest Days of Your Life.’ My father had been in it, we had this play knocking around the house and I said, ‘What does that mean? The happiest days of your life?’
He said, ‘Oh, it's your school days.’ I was like, ‘No, it can't be.’
[laughter]

Neil: 


 It has to get better or I'm killing myself now.

[laughter]

Paul:  
We mentioned earlier on Lou Reed, someone else I want to pay tribute to is the great poet, Galway Kinnell, who died three days ago. In a poem of his called Lackawanna.’ He says, ‘Possibly a child is not damaged immediately, but only after some time has passed.’ It strikes me as very strong.

Neil:  
I think people, there's a lovely line and I have no idea who said it, but it is very beautiful.

The definition of a novel ‑‑ a novel is a long piece of prose with something wrong with it.

[laughter]

Neil:  
I love that definition mostly because I always feel [inaudible 101:22] .

Paul:  

I know that line.

Neil:  
It's beautiful, whoever said it, but I think probably the same is true of people. We get to be people, we tend to be damaged, and the damage there's something wrong with us is actually very often the best bet. It's the bit that gives us the power. It's the place that we move from.

I think any attempt to save it, there are normal people and then there are the damaged people, it's like ‘no.’
If you actually want to stand up there and say, ‘Well, the normal people go on this side and the people who at some point have been slightly damaged, they go over there,’ there is nobody on this side. Everybody is over there, looking around and going, ‘What, you too?’ because I think that's what people are.

This story was written for Halloween, and I have given it away on audible.com, just it's free today. I thought it might be really fun to do something I've never done before which is read it on a Halloween to a live audience.

It's a story that, it's just really about things that we remember when we were kids and fear and the darkness. I'm going to read the whole thing and it's called Click‑Clack the Rattlebag.

Before you take me up to bed, will you tell me a story?

‘Do you actually need me to take you up to bed?’ I asked the boy.

He thought for a moment, then with intense seriousness, ‘Yes, actually I think you do. It's because I have finished my homework and so it's my bedtime and I'm a bit scared. Not very scared, just a bit, but it is a very big house and lots of times the lights don't work and it's sort of dark.’
I reached over and tussled his hair. ‘I can understand that,’ I said. ‘It is a very big old house,’ he nodded. We were in the kitchen where it was light and warm. I put down my magazine on the kitchen table, ‘What kind of story would you like me to tell you?’
‘Well,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I don't think it should be too scary because then when I go up to bed, I will just be thinking about monsters the whole time. If it isn't just a little bit scary, then I won't be interested and you make up scary stories, don't you? I know she says that's what you do.’
‘She exaggerates.’ I write stories, ‘yes,’ nothing that's been published yet though, and I write lots of different kinds of stories.

‘But you do write scary stories?’ ‘Yes.’ The boy looked up at me from the shadows by the door where he was waiting. ‘Do you know any stories about Click‑Clack the Rattlebag?’
‘I don't think so.’ ‘Those are the best sorts of stories.’ ‘Did they tell them at your school?’ He shrugged, ‘Sometimes.’ What's The Click‑Clack the Rattlebag story?’
He was a precocious child and was unimpressed by his sister's boyfriend's ignorance. You could see it on his face. ‘Everybody knows them, I don't I said trying not to smile.’
He looked at me as if he was trying to decide whether or not I was pulling his leg. He said, ‘I think maybe you should take me up to my bedroom. Then you can tell me a story before I go to sleep, but a very not‑scary story because I'll be up in bedroom then. It's actually a bit dark up there too.’
I said, ‘Shall I leave a note for your sister, telling her where we are?’ ‘You can, but you'll hear when they get back. The front door is very slammy.’ We walked out of the warm and cozy kitchen, into the hallway of the big house, where it was chilly and drafty and dark.

I flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. ‘The bulb's gone,’ the boy said. ‘That always happens.’ Our eyes adjusted to the shadows. The moon was almost full, and blue‑white moonlight shone in through the high windows on the staircase, down into the hall.

‘We'll be all right,’ I said. ‘Yes,’ said the boy, soberly. ‘I am very glad you are here.’ He seemed less precocious now. His hand found mine, and he held onto my fingers comfortably, trustingly, as if he'd known me all his life. I felt responsible, an adult.

I did not know if the feeling I had for his sister, who was my girlfriend, was love, not yet, but I liked that the child treated me as one of the family. I felt like his big brother, and I stood taller. If there was something unsettling about the empty house, I wouldn't have admitted it for worlds.

The stairs creaked beneath the threadbare stair carpet. ‘Click‑clacks,’ said the boy, ‘are the best monsters ever.’ ‘Are they from television?’ ‘I don't think so. I don't think any people know where they come from. Mostly, they come from the dark.’ ‘Good place for a monster to come.’ ‘Yes.’
We walked along the upper corridor, in the shadows, walking from patch of moonlight to patch of moonlight. It really was a big house. I wished I had a flashlight. ‘They come from the dark,’ said the boy, holding onto my hand.

‘I think probably they're made of dark, and they come in when you don't pay attention. That's when they come in, and then they take you back to their...Not nests. What's a word that's like nests, but not?’
‘House?’ ‘No, it's not a house.’ ‘Lair?’ He was silent. Then, ‘I think that's the word. Yes, lair.’ He squeezed my hand. He stopped talking. ‘Right. So they take the people who don't pay attention back to their lair.’
‘What do they do then, your monsters? Do they suck all the blood out of you like vampires?’ He snorted. ‘Vampires don't suck all the blood out of you. They only drink a little bit, just to keep them going and, you know, flying around. Click‑clacks are much scarier than vampires.’ ‘I'm not scared of vampires,’ I told him.

‘Me neither. I'm not scared of vampires either. Do you want to know what click‑clacks do? They drink you,’ said the boy. ‘Like a Coke?’ ‘Coke is very bad for you,’ said the boy. ‘If you put a tooth in Coke, in the morning, it will be dissolved into nothing. That's how bad Coke is for you and why you must always clean your teeth every night.’
I'd heard the Coke story as a boy. I've been told, as an adult, that it wasn't true but was certain that a lie which promoted dental hygiene was a good lie, and I let it pass.

‘Click‑clacks drink you,’ said the boy. ‘First, they bite you, and then you go all icky inside. All your meat and all your brains and everything except your bones and your skin turns into a wet milkshake‑y stuff, and then the click‑clack sucks it out through the holes where your eyes used to be.’ ‘That's disgusting,’ I told him.

[laughter]

Neil:  
‘Did you make it up?’ We'd reached the last flight of stairs, all the way into the big house. ‘No.’ ‘I can't believe you kids make up stuff like that.’
‘You didn't ask me about the rattle bag,’ he said. ‘Right. What's the rattle bag?’ ‘Well,’ he said, sagely, a small voice from the darkness beside me, ‘once you're just bones and skin, they hang you up on a hook, and you rattle in the wind.’
‘What do these click‑clacks look like?’ Even as I asked him, I wished I could take the question back and leave it unasked. I thought huge, spidery creatures like the one in the shower this morning. I'm afraid of spiders.

I was relieved when the boy said, ‘They look like what you aren't expecting, what you aren't paying attention to.’ We were climbing wooden steps now. I held onto the railing on my left, held his hand with my right as he walked beside me.

It smelled like dust and old wood that high in the house. The boy's tread was certain though, even though the moonlight was scarce. ‘Do you know what story you're going to tell me to put me to bed?’ he asked. ‘It doesn't actually have to be scary, not really. Maybe you could tell me about this evening, tell me what you did.’
‘That won't make much of a story for you. My girlfriend just moved into a new place on the edge of town. She inherited it from an aunt or someone. It's very big and very old. I'm going to spend my first night with her tonight. I've been waiting, for an hour or so, for her and her housemates to come back with the wine and an Indian takeaway.’
‘See,’ said the boy. There was that precocious amusement again, but all kids can be insufferable sometimes, when they think they know something you don't. It's probably good for them. ‘You know all that, but you don't think. You just let your brain fill in the gaps.’
He pushed open the door to the attic room. It was perfectly dark now, but the opening door disturbed the air. I heard things rattle gently, like dry bones in thin bags, in the slight wind. Click. Clack. Click. Clack. Like that. I would have pulled away then, if I could, but firm, small fingers pulled me forward unrelentingly, into the dark.

[applause]


