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ISAAC GEWIRTZ: Well, thank you very much for all being here and honoring Paul Auster in this way. It’s a privilege for me to be able to sit with him here with him and talk, and I hope we’ll feel as if we’re sitting in his dining room over a pair of cigarillos, which we can’t light up here unfortunately.

PAUL AUSTER: It’s nice to see Isaac in a different context. It’s always been 42nd Street or in Brooklyn. And so here we are, 36th Street, new place, and yet bringing up the same old questions.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: The same old questions. Before we proceed, I do want to say one thing. I just want to express my gratitude to the cocurator of the exhibition, Declan Kiely, and for the enormous amount of work and effort he put into not only curating but of course organizing the logistical details with all his wonderful colleagues here at the Morgan and our colleagues at the New York Public. So, wonderful, thanks and appreciation to Declan. 
Paul, I just thought that I would just review a few of the themes that maybe we’ll get into later. Kinds of parallels I’ve noticed, I hope correctly, between your own work and Auster’s—and Poe’s (laughter). Now there we go—yeah, where is Paul Auster? The unreliable narrator, the relationship of the dream and waking states, the world as a mental construct. I recall your quote from Book of Illusions—“the closer movies came”—talking about the silents—“the closer movies came to simulating reality, the worse they failed at representing the world, which is in us as much as it is around us,” the role of extraordinary coincidence, so before we get into some of these issues, I just thought maybe you could share with us your initial introduction or confrontation with Poe, and how and when that happened. 

PAUL AUSTER: Well, I do know for a fact that the first book I ever bought with my own money and was something that I had been coveting for some time in a little bookstore in the town where I grew up was the Modern Library giant edition of Edgar Allen Poe, Stories and Tales, and I think I was about nine years old, and I finally saved up the money, three dollars and ninety-five cents, this is 1956, approximately, and I was so happy to have it, it was the book with the smallest print I had ever tried to read, and it was so far beyond my capacities as a reader that I couldn’t make head or tail of it, but it took me a year or two, and then one day it finally became comprehensible. And the pleasure I found in this work was enormous and I think that it made a deep impact, so deep that much of it is unconscious. 
Isaac and I have been chatting for the last hour or so and I realized how many things I did learn from Poe, and I think most particularly just in terms of the way one tells a story is the fascination with pure narration. I mean, Poe doesn’t write stories that break down the way twentieth-century and twenty-first-century stories do, in the so-called realist mode with lots of dialogue, description, he’s writing about inner states for the most part and it’s just a rolling narrative, and most of my novels have been rolling narratives as well, and I don’t use the model of movies, which seems to have impregnated the imaginations of so many novelists, since movies became such a force in the culture, so things like that, and then certain other preoccupations as well. I made a little list just thinking about certain references to Poe that I have.

So in my very first novels were the three novels of the New York Trilogy, and the first one, City of Glass, the main character is a man named Quinn, and he is a lost soul—his wife and son have been killed in an accident and he lives alone, and he’s given up all his ambitions—he had been a poet and a serious writer, and he’s been writing detective stories for the last years, and the name that he uses, the pseudonym is William Wilson, which comes straight out of Poe and throughout the book, late in the book he starts musing on this name, and he gets obsessed with the fact that—this book was written around 1980 or ’81, there was a baseball player in the Mets called Mookie Wilson, I don’t know if you remember him, but his real name was William Wilson as well. Then there’s even a moment in City of Glass when Quinn is wandering around the Upper West Side, he goes into Riverside Park, 84th Street, a little place called Mount Tom, and it says in the novel, and this is where Edgar Allan Poe, when he lived in the city used to come to look out at the Hudson, and something like, Quinn knew this because he felt it was his business to know such things.

And then jumping to a very recent novel of mine, Invisible, which was published only about four or five years ago, a good part of the narrative takes place in the sixties, and there is a young man who has the possibility of perhaps starting a literary magazine, he’s very excited about it, and he decides that the title for the magazine should be The Stylus. The Stylus was the magazine that Poe dreamed of founding all through the later years of his life and never managed to get the backing to do it. So there a little tip of the hat to Poe as well, but I did want to read two passages, just to get us started, from another novel, The Brooklyn Follies, which was I think 2004 or five, and there’s a character in here named Tom, Tom Wood, who is the nephew of the narrator, Nathan Glass, and Tom is an ex-student when we meet him he’s about thirty years old. He’s someone who had done very well in college and then had gone to graduate school and tried to write an enormous dissertation on Melville and just burned out on the whole thing, and winds up driving a taxi in New York. But anyway here is Nathan talking about Tom, his nephew, the son of his daughter, and so Nathan is a retired life insurance agent, but he’s always been a big reader. 

Reading is my escape and my comfort, my consolation, my stimulant of choice. Reading for the pure pleasure of it, for the beautiful stillness that surrounds you when you hear an author’s words reverberating in your head. Tom had always shared this love with me, and starting when he was five or six, I had made a point of sending him books several times a year—not just for his birthday or Christmas, but whenever I stumbled across something I thought he would like. I had introduced him to Poe when he was eleven, and because Poe was one of the writers he had dealt with in his senior thesis, it was only natural that he should want to tell me about his paper—and only natural that I should want to listen. The meal was over by then, and all the others had gone outside to sit in the backyard, but Tom and I remained in the dining room, drinking the last of the wine.

“To your health, Uncle Nat,” Tom said, raising his glass.

“To yours, Tom,” I answered, “and to ‘Imaginary Edens: The Life of the Mind in Pre–Civil War America.’”

“A pretentious title, I’m sorry to say. But I couldn’t think of anything better.”

“Pretentious is good, it makes the professors sit up and take notice. You got an A plus, didn’t you?”

Modest as always, Tom made a sweeping gesture with his hand, as if to discount the importance of the grade. I continued, “Partly on Poe, you say. And partly on what else?”

“Thoreau.”

“Poe and Thoreau.”

“Edgar Allen Poe and Henry David Thoreau, an unfortunate rhyme, don’t you think? All those o’s filling up the mouth. I keep thinking of someone shocked into a state of eternal surprise. Oh! Oh no! Oh Poe! Oh Thoreau!”

(laughter)

“A minor inconvenience, Tom, but woe to the man who reads Poe and forgets Thoreau. Not so?”

(laughter)

Tom smiled broadly, then raised his glass again. “To your health, Uncle Nat.”

“And to yours, Dr. Thumb,” I said. We each took another sip of the Bordeaux. As I lowered my glass to the table, I asked him to outline his argument for me.

“It’s about nonexistent worlds,” my nephew said. “A study of the inner refuge, a map of the place a man goes to when life in the real world is no longer possible.”

“The mind.”

“Exactly. First Poe, and an analysis of three of his most neglected works. ‘The Philosophy of Furniture,’ ‘Landor’s Cottage,’ and ‘The Domain of Arnheim.’ Taken alone, each one is merely curious, eccentric. Put them together, and what you have is a fully elaborated system of human longing.”

“I’ve never read those pieces. I don’t think I’ve even heard of them.”

“What they give is a description of the ideal room, the ideal house, and the ideal landscape. After that, I jump to Thoreau and examine the room, the house, and the landscape as presented in Walden.”

“What we would call a comparative study.”

“No one ever talks about Poe and Thoreau in the same breath. They stand at opposite ends of American thought. But that’s the beauty of it. A drunk from the South—reactionary in his politics, aristocratic in his bearing, spectral in his imagination. And a teetotaler from the North—radical in his views, puritanical in his behavior, clear-sighted in his work. Poe was artifice and the gloom of midnight chambers. Thoreau was simplicity and the radiance of the outdoors. In spite of their differences, they were born just eight years apart, which made them almost exact contemporaries. And they both died young—at forty and forty-five. Together, they barely managed to live the life of a single old man, and neither one left behind any children. In all probability, Thoreau went to his grave a virgin. Poe married his teenage cousin, but whether that marriage was consummated before Virginia Clemm’s death is still open to question. Call them parallels, call them coincidences, but these external facts are less important than the inner truth of each man’s life. In their own wildly idiosyncratic ways, each took it upon himself to reinvent America. In his reviews and critical articles, Poe battled for a new kind of native literature, an American literature free of English and European influences. Thoreau’s work represents an unending assault on the status quo, a battle to find a new way to live here. Both men believed in America, and both men believed that America had gone to hell, that it was being crushed to death by an ever-growing mountain of machines and money. How was a man to think in the midst of all that clamor? They both wanted out. Thoreau removed himself to the outskirts of Concord, pretending to exile himself to the woods—for no other reason than to prove that it could be done. As long as a man had the courage to reject what society told him to do, he could live life on his own terms. To what end? To be free. But free to what end? To read books, to write books, to think. To be free to write a book like Walden. Poe, on the other hand, withdrew into a dream of perfection. Take a look at ‘The Philosophy of Furniture,’ and you’ll discover that his imaginary room was designed for exactly the same purpose. As a place to read, write, and think. It’s a vault of contemplation, a noiseless sanctuary where the soul can at last find a measure of peace. Impossibly utopian? Yes. But also a sensible alternative to the conditions of the time. For the fact was, America had indeed gone to hell. The country was split in two, and we all know what happened just a decade later. Four years of death and destruction. A human bloodbath generated by the very machines that were supposed to make us all happy and rich.”
So that’s Tom’s undergraduate thesis. Later in the book, Nathan and Tom are driving in a car going up north towards Vermont and in the meantime Nathan has been scribbling down little anecdotes. He’s writing something called The Book of Human Folly, and so they start talking about writing and Tom says, he’s talking about: 

“That was because writing was a disease,” Tom continued, “what you might call an infection or influenza of the spirit, and therefore it could strike anyone at any time. The young and the old, the strong and the weak, the drunk and the sober, the sane and the insane. Scan the roster of giants and semi-giants, and you would discover writers who embraced every sexual proclivity, every political bent, and every human attribute—from the loftiest idealism to the most insidious corruption. They were criminals and lawyers, spies and doctors, soldiers and spinsters, travelers and shut-ins. If no one could be excluded, what prevented an almost sixty-year-old ex–life insurance agent from joining their ranks? What law declared that Nathan Glass had not been infected by the disease?” 

I shrugged.

“Joyce wrote three novels,” Tom said, “Balzac wrote ninety. Does it make a difference to us now?”
“Not to me,” I said.
“Kafka wrote his first story in one night. Stendhal wrote The Charterhouse of Parma in forty-nine days. Melville wrote Moby-Dick in sixteen months. Flaubert spent five years on Madame Bovary. Musil worked for eighteen years on The Man Without Qualities and died before he could finish. Do we care about any of that now?”

The question did not seem to call for a response.

“Milton was blind. Cervantes had one arm. Christopher Marlowe was stabbed to death in a barroom brawl before he was thirty. Apparently, the knife went straight through his eye. What are we supposed to think of that?”

“I don’t know, Tom. You tell me.”

“Nothing. A big fat nothing.”

“I tend to agree with you.”

“Thomas Wentworth Higginson ‘corrected’ Emily Dickinson’s poems. A puffed-up ignoramus who called Leaves of Grass an immoral book dared to touch the work of the divine Emily. And poor Poe, who died crazy and drunk in a Baltimore gutter, had the misfortune to select Rufus Griswold as his literary executor. Little knowing that Griswold despised him, that this so-called friend and supporter would spend years trying to destroy his reputation.”

“Poor Poe.”

“Eddie had no luck. Not while he lived, and not even after he died. They buried him in a Baltimore cemetery in 1849, but it took twenty-six years before a stone was erected over his grave. A relative commissioned one immediately after his death, but the job ended in one of those black-humor fuckups that leave you wondering who’s in charge of the world. Talk about human folly, Nathan. The marble yard happened to be situated directly below a section of elevated railroad tracks. Just as the carving of the stone was about to be finished, there was a derailment. The train toppled into the yard and crushed the stone, and because the relative didn’t have enough money to order another one, Poe spent the next quarter century lying in an unmarked grave.”

“How do you know all this stuff, Tom?”

“Common knowledge.” 
“Not to me it isn’t.” 
“You never went to graduate school. While you were out there making the world safe for democracy, I was sitting in a library carrel, cramming my head full of useless information.”

“Who finally paid for the stone?” 
“A bunch of local teachers formed a committee to raise the funds. It took them ten years, if you can believe it. When the monument was finished, Poe’s remains were exhumed, carted across town, and reburied in a Baltimore churchyard. On the morning of the unveiling, there was a special ceremony held at something called the Western Female High School. A terrific name, don’t you think? The Western Female High School. Every important American poet was invited, but Whittier, Longfellow, and Oliver Wendell Holmes all found excuses not to come. Only Walt Whitman bothered to make the trip. Since his work is worth more than all the others’ put together, I look at it as an act of sublime poetic justice. Interestingly enough, Stéphane Mallarmé was also there that morning. Not in the flesh—but his famous sonnet ‘Le Tombeau d’Edgar Poe’ was written for the occasion, and even if he didn’t manage to finish it in time for the ceremony, he was nevertheless there in spirit. I love that, Nathan. Whitman and Mallarmé, the twin fathers of modern poetry, standing together in the Western Female High School to honor their mutual forebear, the disgraced and disreputable Edgar Allen Poe, the first true writer America gave to the world.” 

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: Thank you. Thank you very much for that.

(applause)

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: You know your joining together Poe and Thoreau in that way and something you said in your talk to the Seton Hall crowd and which we’ve republished, I want to put those two together. You say in the book, “the luckless, misunderstood Edgar Allan Poe, the man who never managed to fit in but an American just the same and more deeply American than the poets who refused to come to the ceremony.” This is very much a view in opposition to that of T. S. Eliot, with whom you share a case in the exhibition.

PAUL AUSTER: I just learned that today. But I’m happy about it.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: In the essay “From Poe to Valéry,” and Eliot called Poe a displaced European. I wonder if you might talk about your sense of Poe’s Americanness, which later on in the talk you talked about the way Poe confronts the newness of the place, and the imperialistic insanity that drove its citizens but also the idea of America and the wilderness of the American continent that even if one wasn’t living in it, or like Thoreau even in the outskirts of the town, but one felt that presence, and what that might have done to the psyche of someone living in those times, a sensitive psyche such as Poe’s. Was there—

PAUL AUSTER: Well, I think, you see, the place to begin to explore Poe’s Americanness, so to speak, is in his criticism because he had a life as a literary journalist, that’s how he supported himself or tried to support himself. And you said to me today that you think he wrote about a thousand reviews in his short life. 

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: That’s, a count of about a thousand, yes.

PAUL AUSTER: Which is extraordinary for a guy who died at forty and then wrote all that other stuff too, how did he manage to do it? And the bulk of what he wrote was about American writers, contemporary American writers, people that we don’t remember anymore, names that are so obscure that they’ve vanished, and then of course writing about Dickens or, you know, British poets as well, but his tastes seem to have been remarkably acute. He defended, for example, Hawthorne, Hawthorne’s first book Twice-Told Tales, he realized was something great, something new and important in American literature, and I think what he was essentially doing was arguing all the time about trying to get rid of European and British models and make a new kind of literature for this new place. 
Of course it’s true that his stories were always in exotic places, were very rarely in the United States, but this is I think a kind of exotic strand of Romanticism that was very typical of the day. Poe isn’t the only one whose imagination was taking him outside the borders of the country. He was not writing sociology, he was not interested in, for example, the kinds of historical issues that Hawthorne was interested in, you know, about the Puritans of Salem and all of that. No, no he had a different kind of imagination, but I don’t think that he could be considered, as Eliot wants to, a displaced European. 
But I think many people shared Eliot’s view, and for many, many years that was the way Americans tended to see Poe. I think he had a great popular readership always, but in the academy, Poe is—has often been rather disrespected, he hasn’t been taken seriously the way other great nineteenth-century Americans have been, and it was William Carlos Williams, who in his wonderful, extraordinarily brilliantly written book In the American Grain, in around 1925, we’re talking only fifty years after that ceremony in Baltimore, was writing about Poe’s Americanness. And I mean I can quote if you want, I mean some of the things Williams said, it’s quite extraordinary in his essay. I’ll just give a few little clips because I do quote Williams in that lecture from so long ago, it’s so beautifully written, too. 
“Poe was not a fault of nature, a find for French eyes, ripe but unaccountable, as through our woolly-headedness we’d sought to designate him, but a genius intimately shaped by his locality and time. It is to save our faces that we’ve given him a crazy reputation. The writer from whose classic accuracies we have not known how else to escape. It is the New World, or to leave that for the better term, it is a new locality that is in Poe assertive, it is America, the first great burst through to expression of a reawakened genius of place. Poe gives the sense for the first time in America that literature is serious, not matter of courtesy but of truth.” It’s pretty strong words.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: And one sees that in his reviews, certainly, taking up authors that were not even major in his own day and giving them serious consideration. And as I’ve always liked to point out is that even when he savages a writer, he will find that which is noble and, as he puts it, in their work or excites poetic sensibility, and then with someone like Elizabeth Barrett Browning, who he calls a genius, he’ll take to task very severely the  work of poetic dramatic verse she wrote, and she was none the worse for it, she continued a friendship and wrote him a very friendly letter which is in the exhibition, from the following year, 1846. So he found kindred spirits who saw literature as something important, not a logrolling exercise.

PAUL AUSTER: Right. And I think it’s that dedication that one finds in Poe and the seriousness, as Williams calls it, that makes him important, makes him someone we want to keep reading today, when so many of the others have just vanished into thin air.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: To return a little bit to the French. Do you feel, as Eliot did, that the Baudelaire translations, and this is Eliot’s argument, that Baudelaire’s translations so masterfully transformed the tales that of course the French would fall in love with him not knowing the English? This is not a view I share but I was wondering as a masterful translator yourself, how do you feel about this?

PAUL AUSTER: You know what? It’s strange. I confess, I never have read Baudelaire’s translations. I probably should have in preparation for one of the—that thing thirty years ago or today but I never have. I’ve read some of Baudelaire’s essays about Poe, which are also very, very interesting, I think what attracted Baudelaire to Poe more than anything else was his sense of being an outsider to his own society, and Baudelaire took to heart very much, you know, Poe’s brutal existence and the difficulties he had in surviving and his irritations with America, let me see if I can find, yeah, here, here is something that Baudelaire wrote in 1852, so it’s only three years after Poe’s death, “The life of Edgar Poe was a lamentable tragedy. The various documents I have just read lead me to believe that for Poe the United States was a large cage, a great bookkeeping establishment, and that he made grim efforts his entire life to escape the influence of this antagonistic atmosphere.” 
So, in a way, you see, Baudelaire’s project—if we can talk about a writer’s project—was to rebel against the status quo of French society. He wanted to shock, he wanted to do something different, he wanted to tear down the monuments and create something new. And so for him, Poe was an example, a spiritual example, not just a good writer whose work he liked so much that he wanted to translate it, but a model about what a writer should be. 

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I mean, the very fact that Poe was rejected, as Baudelaire saw it, by his own countrymen, although he was considerably, he did have a considerable share of popularity as a reviewer, until he insulted Longfellow as a plagiarist, and insulting the beloved Longfellow, that made him a target himself, but the fact that Poe himself was despised as it were and was a prophet being despised in his own country, I think that lent an aura of legitimacy to Baudelaire.

PAUL AUSTER: Exactly, exactly. Exactly. I mean, in that lecture I gave all those years ago I was trying to talk about transatlantic influences, and I talk about Whitman and Poe and their influences on the French, because Baudelaire did all the prose and Mallarmé did all the poetry, and Mallarmé started translating Poe when he was about twenty years old and kept doing it for fifteen or eighteen years, and it was part of his life’s project as well, and when you’re talking about essentially two of the greatest nineteenth-century French writers devoting themselves to Poe, of course it’s going to sound good in French, of course the French are going to like it, so I think in a way is Poe the early version of Jerry Lewis? You know? (laughter) Americans seem to hate Jerry Lewis now, and one of the reasons why they hate him is because the French like it is so much, (laughter) and actually Jerry Lewis is plenty damn good.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: Well, there’s at least five or ten minutes of hilarity in any Lewis movie, I mean, so if you can do that, if you can actually make someone laugh uproariously out loud, that’s an accomplishment.

PAUL AUSTER: Exactly. Exactly. So it bounced back. And then so we get then, and I think this is what Williams was trying to get rid of, this idea, “a find for French eyes,” no, he’s actually one of us, and we just didn’t realize it, and we need to turn back to him and study him more carefully to understand how important he was to the beginnings of real American literature.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I mean, do you think in Poe’s, in Poe’s art, in that radical vision, that uncompromising artificiality of setting and character and narrative, that opposition to anything what we might call realistic fiction. Do you think that comes from his own—maybe not even consciously, but his own opposition to what was America was becoming, as he saw it germinating, that worship of money and things?

PAUL AUSTER: It’s quite possible. It’s quite possible. But I think you know Poe was one of those artists who was finding it deep within his own unconscious. I don’t know if he actually knew what he was doing or why he did what he did. He was compelled to do it, and because he was compelled, some of those maniac stories, and they are some of them we were talking about “The Black Cat,” which we both reread, it’s insane, it’s a delirium, it’s a narration by a madman, there’s something very compelling about it.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: What strikes me about it, something like “Black Cat” and something like “William Wilson,” where you have the more typical gothic manic neurasthenic sadistic narrator, and the narrator of the “Black Cat” in American, a much more pared-down conversational style, just that Poe’s virtuosity and variety, the way he could—this is from “William Wilson,” I’d love to read this sentence, I think this is Poe’s greatest sentence, it’s almost poetry. This is William Wilson imagining his supposed former life, his youth in a public school, dating back supposedly to Elizabethan times. “At this moment in fancy I feel the refreshing chilliness of its deeply shadowed avenues and hail the fragrance of its thousand shrubberies and thrill anew with undefinable delight at the deep hollow note of the church bell breaking each hour with sullen and sudden roar upon the stillness of the dusky atmosphere in which the fretted Gothic steeple lay embedded and asleep.” Just the rhythm of that and, you know, bringing you—you think you’re going to this typical romantic Wordsworthian epiphany, and then say, “the deep, hollow note of the church bell,” but “sullen and sudden roar,” so there is William Wilson’s psyche, you know, that subversive psyche, “Yes, I’m bringing you along this wonderful worship of nature, ha ha, the world is a dangerous place.”

PAUL AUSTER: But you see the thing about Poe’s imagination and what makes it so complex is that yes, there is the gothic side of him but then there is the arabesques—you know, it’s the gothic and the Arab and that is all about order, logic, and pattern, and so we have the first detective stories ever written were composed by Poe, and he invented his detective, the Frenchman Auguste Dupin, and think of the reverberations of those four stories in literature since then, in the past hundred and seventy-five years. We’re overwhelmed by crime stories, and he made it up.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I mean, it’s astonishing how much Doyle took from him. The whole attitude, which arguably is what makes Holmes an attractive character, that kind of superciliousness, and “Oh, it’s so elementary, you know, if you could only have a brilliant mind like my own.” That all comes from Dupin.

PAUL AUSTER: That comes from Dupin. It’s directly—well, it’s not plagiarism, it’s just that it’s so heavily influenced that it couldn’t have existed without the Poe. Impossible. No Sherlock Holmes without Poe.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I don’t know, Poe might have said it’s plagiarism. 

PAUL AUSTER: Yes, yes.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I’d like to read just a little bit from “The Black Cat” simply because as an opposition and just to talk maybe a little bit about the variety, how a writer approaches maybe getting out of his own skin, her own skin, so to speak, and doing something new. This is from “The Black Cat”:
“One day she”—this is the narrator’s wife—“accompanied me, upon some household errand, into the cellar of the old building which our poverty compelled us to inhabit. The cat followed me down the steep stairs, and, nearly throwing me headlong, exasperated me to madness. Uplifting an axe,”—and I love this, like, where does the axe come from? All this, well, because obviously, we know this, he’s planning, he wanted to kill his wife all along but can’t admit to it.

PAUL AUSTER: Yes, she’s too nice. 

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: “Uplifting an axe and forgetting, in my wrath, the childish dread”—meaning of the cat—“which had hitherto stayed my hand, I aimed a blow at the animal, which, of course, would have proved instantly fatal had it descended as I wished. But this blow was arrested by the hand of my wife. Goaded by the interference into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew my arm from her grasp and buried the axe in her brain. She fell dead upon the spot without a groan.”

I just love—you know, that is so—burying an axe—no one else for a hundred years would write something like that.

PAUL AUSTER: No, no, no, it is a demented story. (laughter) But then we have to think of Poe too as a humorist, I mean, he wrote some very, very funny stories and essays, which are very, very witty indeed. Something like “The Man Who Was Used Up.” I recommend everyone read it. It’s hilarious, and there are others, many others as well. So I think it’s the complexity of the imagination, the fact that, you know, he could write an essay like “The Philosophy of Furniture” and “The Black Cat,” and a perfect story like “The Fall of the House of Usher,” and an amazing prose poem, “Eureka,” which I think is undoubtedly his great masterpiece, the last real work of his life, which really deserves to be read closely, I think. It’s a visionary philosophical poem and then there’s Gordon Pym, which is a wonderful adventure novel, and all the different things that he did and we’re not even—we haven’t even mentioned a word about the poems, so how this young man managed to create all he did in all those short years and pack away a lot of alcohol at the same time, (laughter) if you look at the exhibition you see how careful his handwriting was, and these are the fair copies, meaning the ones that he took his manuscript and then rewrote it for the publishers so they would be clear, but there is one thing there from an essay that was never finished.
ISAAC GEWIRTZ: “The Reviewer Reviewed”?

PAUL AUSTER: “The Catalog of American Writers,” and they’re notes to himself, and even there, when he’s in the heat of first composition, it’s very clear, so you sense the care with which he works and the dedication he had to literature in all its forms. It’s really quite an extraordinary story.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: It’s interesting to see who, so to speak, gets Poe and who doesn’t and how their views change, too, I mean, Eliot, although in “From Poe to Valéry” is much, is fairly ambivalent, acknowledging some virtuosity, but saying he’s careless and giving him his credit for influencing the French, but some twenty years earlier he credited him with unique originality and compared one of his poems to that by Shelley, poems by Shelley, and then I’d just like to read something by Shaw, who I would not have necessarily expected to be sympathetic, but this is so extreme, I mean Shaw found fault with everyone, even Shakespeare, so Shaw wrote, this is from 1909, for the hundredth anniversary of Poe’s birth, “His poetry is so exquisitely refined that posterity will refuse to believe that it belongs to the same civilization as the glory of Mrs. Julia Ward Howe’s lilies or the honest doggerel of Whittier. Tennyson, who was nothing if not a virtuoso, never produced a success that will bear reading after Poe’s failures. Poe constantly and inevitably produced magic where his greatest contemporaries produced only beauty. ‘The Raven,’ ‘The Bells,’ ‘Annabel Lee’ are as fascinating at the thousandth repetition as at the first. His poems always shave the universe as their background.” 
That gives such a to see all of that in Poe, and I think that’s there, whether or not one agrees to such a degree that Poe’s failures are better than Tennyson’s—I mean, obviously there’s a good deal here of Shaw is just trying to go against the tide and to call attention to so many values, but he has not the received the acknowledgment of being an American master, I don’t think, and is there a certain kind of literature that doesn’t get recognized in this country?
PAUL AUSTER: Well, I tell you—I’ve been working in very vague way over the last years on trying to make a theory about different categories of literature, and I have come up with one category that I think is—exists, and it’s what I call boys’ literature, boy writers, and Edgar Allan Poe is a boy writer, in the same way that Thomas Pynchon is a boy writer, in the same way that Borges was a boy writer, in the same way that the writer that everyone discovered a few years ago and loved, Roberto Bolaño, was a boy writer. And by boy writer, I mean this, someone who is so excited, takes such a sense of glee and delight in being clever, in puzzles, in games, and you can feel these boys cackling in their rooms when they write a good sentence, just enjoying the whole adventure of it and the boy writers are the ones you read and you understand why you love literature so much. They’re at the very bottom of this impulse. But there are a lot of other kinds of writers. Grownup writers. Tolstoy is a grownup writer, you see, Hawthorne is a grownup writer, and we need those writers as well, but without these cackling boys to remind us of how great it is to be alive, how great it is to invent things and make things up, there is no literature. So Poe is for me in that group.
ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I mean, part of that is, part of the game playing, is the acknowledgment that the writer is writing. This goes back to the whole realist/nonrealist conundrum. How do you depict what’s actually going on in life and your own consciousness? Do you try to depict a reality with verisimilitude, or do you say forget it all like Poe did, and which one can find a good deal in your novels as well, no quotation marks, where you’re saying it’s all happening in the head, so you get that in Poe as well, that we be as fantastic as possible and draw attention to the fact that the tale is impossible, the characters are impossible, they’re laughably so, but I’m dead serious when I’m talking about the issues of these great existential questions. That, you know, to play doesn’t mean not to be serious.

PAUL AUSTER: Oh, I agree with you completely. It’s just—it’s a certain kind of approach that has a certain buoyancy to it, and I must say, talking about realist novels, you know, my admiration for Tolstoy is so deep, and I love him, maybe more than anybody I can think of, but I don’t only want to read Tolstoy.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: I don’t know—I just thought just to give an example before we end, of Poe’s humor, maybe we’ll end on a laugh.

PAUL AUSTER: Please do.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: This is from a story called “Loss of Breath,” and it begins as many Poe’s stories, the terror tales as well, with a mock philosophical introduction, but then he goes, it begins this way: “‘Thou wretch, thou vixen, thou shrew,’ said I to my wife on the morning after our wedding,” so that you know you’re going one way, then you’re not, and it’s funny.

PAUL AUSTER: It’s hilarious. It’s great. Well, long live Edgar Allan Poe.

ISAAC GEWIRTZ: Long live Edgar Allan Poe, and long live Paul Auster. Thank you.
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