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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. I’m delighted to have as our closing night here Geoff Dyer. It’s a real pleasure to have you here tonight with us.

(applause)

GEOFF DYER: Thank you, thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s been some years that we’ve talked about talking together and I’m glad we are going to have this conversation tonight. I would also like to tell you that after our conversation, which will last about as long as a psychoanalytical session if your shrink is generous, we will—Geoff will be signing books outside. We have our wonderful bookseller, 192 Books, our independent bookseller. I was so happy to hear you talk to them just now, asking if while you were in New York you could go and visit 192 Books, well, not only can you go and visit them, but they came to you tonight.

GEOFF DYER: They came to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which is wonderful, and I’d like to also announce that in mid-September, on September 16th, we will open our LIVE season this fall with Ben Lerner, who I will be talking to.

Now, as many of you know, for the last six or seven years, I’ve asked my guests to provide me with a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or if you’re very modern, a tweet. And Geoff provided me two seven words, the first one was: “Makes George Steiner look like a polymath.” Briefly, what might that mean?

GEOFF DYER: Well, how do you reduce something of seven words further. Oh, it’s a reprise of that old gag from one of those Monty Python films where it said, “Makes Ben-Hur look like an epic.” So it’s in that tradition.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: All right, well, I’m sure that you all feel enlightened. But George Steiner is interesting—

GEOFF DYER: Yeah!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: —to mention in the context maybe even of tonight and criticism. And then with reference to two books that are being published in the U.S. twenty years after they were originally published, you wrote these seven words: “He enjoyed posthumous recognition while still alive.”

(laughter)

GEOFF DYER: It’s true. Because I mean, yeah, my first novel came out twenty-five years ago in England. It was never published here. My second novel came out twenty years ago. And you know it hasn’t been a problem for me, I’ve had all sorts of things to do, you know, books to write, but I feel for you, what you’ve been so—so I’m just so relieved for you all that the waiting is finally at an end.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s sort of a pre-posthumous recognition.

GEOFF DYER: It really is, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, what I have asked Geoff to do tonight, and that’s why the podium is there, is to read a chapter from the new book, and I chose the chapter, and I’m happy to say that it’s a chapter that you quite enjoy yourself. Could you set it up for us and tell us maybe briefly a little bit about the book?
GEOFF DYER: Sure thing. Yeah. So this is, this my latest blockbuster is an account of the two weeks—this will be removed after, otherwise some of you might ask for a refund because you couldn’t see the Dyer face. So yeah, Alain de Botton, the writer, set up this foundation called Writers in Residence, the idea of which was to get writers in residence in unusual places. And he asked if there was anywhere I would like to go and, never thinking that it would really happen, I said, “Yeah, it would be great if I could spend time on an American aircraft carrier.” And to my astonishment, six months later, there I am on an aircraft carrier in the Arabian Gulf. 
The idea is that having resided on the aircraft carrier, you would write a short book about your experiences, 35,000 words, so I came back and was, you know, I wanted to do what I had to do, so I started writing and so to make sure that there was, you know, going to be a book in it, I ended up writing about 70,000 words, the idea being that I would then cut it down, but then in a way that’s quite familiar to me I became curiously attached to those 70,000 words and so the book ended up—and then I cut about five thousand—so the book actually ended up being almost twice as long as it had to be and it sort of, it outgrew its brief in many ways. It was, you know, it was a contracted job. It wasn’t something, it wasn’t a book that I’d dreamed up. Normally I don’t like to have a contract to write things. 
But on this occasion I think what happens is it starts off with me dutifully fulfilling my contract, which is to write a book about my time on the S.S. George Bush, becoming almost a kind of, it’s meant to be a kind of report and then gradually it becomes much more of what you might expect a book like me to be, it becomes a bit crazier. And we’re going to, I’m going to read this bit from towards the end, and there’s just one thing to know, which is that each of the writers of this series, yeah, there were six writers who were going to be in residence in unusual places, each of us we were all accompanied by a Magnum photographer. In this case, I was accompanied by Chris Steele-Perkins, a fantastically distinguished photographer who I refer to throughout only as “the snapper,” something that he actually wasn’t overpleased with when he finally saw the book. So this comes towards the end.

One of the last pictures the snapper took before heading back to the beach—the beach, by the way, is Navy shorthand for the land—one of the last pictures the snapper took before heading back to the beach was one he’d had in mind right from the start, from our first morning on the boat. The infinite mirror of corridors at night lit by the red glow of safety lights when there was little foot traffic and a long exposure allowed the walkways to reflect on their own immensity. I’d been struck by this hall of mirrors thing myself. I’d jotted down variants of that phrase: infinite mirror effect, tunnel of mirrors, in my exercise book. It was a good thing to have noticed. 
Then when I got back to the beach myself, I read Tom Wolfe’s 1975 essay “The Truest Sport: Jousting with Sam and Charlie” about pilots flying missions from a carrier during the Vietnam War. Wolfe had been through the walkways, too, had noticed the way that “as you look on and through these hatchways one after the other it’s like a hall of mirrors.” I read it with a steady oh shit sensation of self-confidence draining away. 
And the hatchways were only part of my worries. I’d ended up feeling less conspicuous on the book, not Didionly invisible, but more at ease and confident around the people I ran into every day. I cracked more jokes, expressed my personality a bit more. The downside was that I’d ended up feeling less and less confident about the work I was supposed to be doing. For the previous year or so I’d been more admiring of books of reportage coming out of Afghanistan and Iraq. Books by David Finkel, Dexter Filkins, Evan Wright, and others. I’d been more admiring of these than almost any of the novels I’d been reading in the same period. What skill it took to notice and to record stuff, often in the midst of danger that was real and immediate, whereas I had trouble recording even the simplest things, such as someone’s name and rank. The longer I spent on the carrier the more convinced I became that of all the kinds of writer I was not, reporter was top of the list. 
As a reporter, Wolfe also had the advantage that his pilots were flying real combat missions and ended up getting shot down and ejecting over the sea, but there was no getting away from the simple, non-circumstantial truth. “The Truest Sport” was a brilliant piece of reporting and writing. Impossible to improve on, except insofar as—I got myself into a right old state. The way that I kept circling back to that phrase: “except insofar as” was proof of that. I mean, what kind of phrase was that? What kind of writer would use that even once, except one who was caught like a rabbit in the headlights of another writer’s brilliance? Like a rabbit in the headlights. I was in the infinite feedback loop, a mirror hall of self-doubt intensified by the way that Wolfe improved on his unimprovable essay with The Right Stuff.

Taking off and landing from a carrier had got safer since the time of Wolfe’s essay. It had already gotten safer by the time Wolfe was writing his piece. But in essentials the carrier experience hadn’t changed significantly since Vietnam or since the Second World War. It’s all about noisy planes taking off and landing on a flat platform in the middle of the ocean and large numbers of people living together in cramped conditions. Photographs of life onboard a carrier in the buildup to the battle of Midway are remarkably like ones you could take today, like the ones the snapper had been snapping. Allow for small adjustments in clothing and technology and the pictures were practically identical. 
Much is made of the swagger and confidence of pilots, especially Navy pilots, the ones who land on carriers the size of postage stamps or skillets, but confidence is essential to writing, too. You can’t do it without talent, but you can’t do it without confidence, either, and Wolfe had taken a shark-sized bite out of mine. Once your confidence goes, other things start to go with it. You fall into depression, you begin to dread the page, the words, the futility of putting the latter on the former. 
I was like a pilot in the process of losing it, the veteran of thousands of arrested landings and catapulted lunches—I mean launches—who just can’t do it anymore, who gets the shakes at the mere thought of being hurled off the deck and into the black dog of night. Constantly on the brink of seeing the ship’s psychiatrist, and telling him that he can’t do it anymore, that a zero-defect mentality has given way to a zero-ability mentality, to zero ability. Lying awake at night, knowing that the thing he is, a pilot, a Navy pilot, is really the thing he was, that it’s only a matter of time before others find out too. 
So by the time he gets suited up and ready to go, he’s already exhausted and used up, climbs into the cockpit, connects all the tubes and harnessing, goes through the checks, and is shocked to discover all over again what he’s been discovering for a while now: that there’s no place on earth he’d rather not be. Still able to process all the information and data coming his way from the flight deck and the instrument panels, but none of it is sufficient to drown out the words that are sounding throughout his head: “Abort. Abort. Abort.” And “Eject. Eject. Eject.” But who sits there and braces himself and gives the thumbs-up and hangs on as once again he’s flung out to sea. Who’s maybe okay while he’s airborne and up there, flying the mission, on cruise control, enjoying the view, but who feels sweat tickling down his ribs as the time comes to take his place in the recovery formation, who is so convinced that this time he’s going to slam into the fantail that he comes in too high, misses all the arresting wires, and bolts, which means he’s got to go round again, got to go around and come back and do the whole damn thing again, which has become more difficult as a result of that earlier failure. If only, he thinks, he could be one of the guys on the deck, watching the planes come in, not doing it himself, just observing others doing it, not writing about it, just reading about it. Thank you very much.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love that passage and I think it’s kind of the core, the hard core of the book. 

GEOFF DYER: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Would you agree with that?

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, it is, it’s one of the—for me writing this book initially. I mean, all the books I’ve written, they’ve tended to be about me finding out why something that was really special to me, why it meant so much to me, you know, why I loved jazz, why I liked D. H. Lawrence, why the First World War was—you could go through them all, that journey of discovery. In this case, there was an experience that I’d had. You know, I’d had the free trip as it were, I knew exactly what I made of the experience and all I had to do then was that really quite boring thing of transcribing the experience, I don’t mean literally transcribing the interviews, but just, you know, I knew what I thought and then I just had to put it onto paper. And it was only quite late in the day when I started doing passages like that that I really started having a good time. It became enjoyable to me only when the basic sort of contractual task was very, very well underway.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you had done your duty.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, when I’d done my diligent stuff.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because a duty is really never so much fun.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, it’s just awful. Any sort of—it’s—you know, what is the very most boring form of writing you ever have to do? It’s the form of writing that you learn very early on. It’s a thank-you letter, isn’t it? Because, you know, you see, well, my aunt’s given me my present now, you know, that’s it. And then, my mum would say, “You’ve got to write a thank-you letter,” and of course that’s duty and obligation. I didn’t have to find out why I liked this toy, I liked it, you know. So, yeah, it was—I’ve never liked being dutiful.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This moment to me also, is—well, it might be true that any Geoff Dyer moment is significant in this particular way—that it is also your “oh shit” moment. Can you speak a little bit about the “oh shit” moments in your work, I mean, where you just feel like, “Goddamnit, it’s been done before and I am just wrestling with all the people who have done it, if not better, at least once before, and what am I really adding?”

GEOFF DYER: Goodness me. Is it normal, in a psychoanalytic session, to get to the crux of the problem so quickly?
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It depends how much you can spend. But you know, we’ll circle around it.

GEOFF DYER: This is such a great question—the “oh shit” moment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We can go now.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, we’ve—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ll keep it even shorter than the shortest Lacanian moment.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, so I mean obviously I’ve written a whole book about the “oh shit” moment, the D. H. Lawrence book, and—but I guess I mean and then also there’s, in terms of what’s come before, I mean there’s sort of two attitudes to it. One—the crucial thing is to be conscious of it and so there’s—and I actually, I mean, this is you’re right, this is so crucial to what I’m up to. So there’s a bit in the book I wrote, Jeff in Venice, Death in Varanasi, which is very obviously a retelling of Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, so the thing about the—as the academics like to say, Venice is not just an actual place, it’s a textual city, so we’re seeing not just the place but all the prior accounts of it, so there’s a bit—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is what the academics like to say.

GEOFF DYER: That’s a way of putting it. Now, you know, I’m conscious of that, and Venice has been so written about. You know the famous Mary McCarthy line when she says, “Everything about Venice has already been said, including this remark.” You know? So I wanted to factor that into the novel, but I wanted to dramatize it, so there’s a nice bit where the character called Jeff, with a J-E-F-F, because it’s fiction, (laughter) and Laura, the woman with whom he’s having this holiday romance, they go to whatever the island is called, the cemetery where the dead is buried, and they go to see, they go to visit Ezra Pound’s grave, and there’s this nice thing whereby somebody has written in the signs directing you to Ezra Pound’s grave, they’ve written within the arrow “J. Brodsky,” and so you end up seeing, you end up being directed to Joseph Brodsky’s grave, so Ezra Pound’s grave is all very monumental and Brodsky’s grave is a bit more sort of Jim Morrison at Père Lachaise, there’s lots of kind of stuff and everyone there had left pens and pieces of paper. So this was a nice way, you know, so after, you know, after Pound comes Brodsky and then after Brodsky, you know, who wrote the great book about Venice in the winter, Watermark, there’s another book to be written which happens to be by me. So anyway, yes, I’m certainly conscious of what’s gone before.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And in this passage you mention Tom Wolfe.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, so, that’s—in the case of Tom Wolfe that was a rather crushing weight. In others ways, though, the fact that stuff has been written about before liberates one and frees one from having to do the donkey work of conveying facts and stuff. So, for example, so much has been written about D. H. Lawrence, there are great biographies of Lawrence, so that meant I didn’t need to do all that stuff, I could just write my crazy book about Lawrence. A book like that could only—you know, a book like that couldn’t reasonably be the first book about Lawrence. So it’s good, you know, I had all of those things to draw on. Similarly with the First World War, you know, there are so many histories of the First World War it meant that I didn’t have to do the stuff that I’m very bad at doing, conveying the facts. I can just—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Being a reporter.

GEOFF DYER: Being a reporter or being a historian.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why are you bad at being a reporter?

GEOFF DYER: Well, there’s—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because in some way, if I wanted to flatter you at this moment, I would say you’re pretty good at it too.

GEOFF DYER: Well, goodness me, I mean, I suppose I’m bad at it because it’s—and I say that what I don’t want to be doing at all is denigrating the role of the reporter, because I really admire these reporters so much, but for me I’m not so interested in reporting, it turns out, because partly because I actually don’t—I don’t notice the kind of stuff a reporter should notice. If you’re giving, if you’re sort of showing me around somewhere, and you’re telling me about that thing over there, it will be something that I notice out of the corner of my eye that I’ll want to write about.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just before coming here tonight we took you to the special collections to see some manuscripts including Ezra Pound revising as it were or reworking The Waste Land. While you were looking at that, were you looking at something else?

GEOFF DYER: Oh, no, actually. You know, that was so fantastic to see that, but you know, it was great to see it. I wouldn’t have anything to—if I was commissioned by the New—if I’d been commissioned by the New Yorker, say, to write about my visit to that library—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did I tell you about that? That’s going to happen.

GEOFF DYER: That’s going to happen, too. You know, I don’t know that I’d have had so much to say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because? Because you love—you love getting your books signed.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, I like that. I guess also, and I mean, and I love—Isaac very kindly got out some Lawrence manuscripts, too, and I love Lawrence so much, and I wasn’t being sort of competitive, but it turns out, I mean, it turns out I own a Lawrence letter, and I love owning that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because?

GEOFF DYER: It’s a peculiar thing about Lawrence, I think. There’s a—everybody—Lawrence had this incredible effect on everybody he met. Anybody who met Lawrence for more than five minutes wrote a memoir about their time with D. H. Lawrence and it seems to me that it’s a peculiar thing with Lawrence. There are the novels, which are great and wonderful or whatever you think of them, but in the way that people, you know, wanted to meet Lawrence and were really struck by meeting him, for me, I’ve always found that the bits of Lawrence I’ve liked most, and this is what I talk about in that book, there is a kind of serious critical reassessment going on amidst all the slapstick. Is that I found actually that what I liked most about Lawrence were the things that came lower down the traditional hierarchy of genre. 
So I liked the kind of poems that he dashed off, just these sort of little postcard poems, or I liked the essays, I love the essays, but I found what I loved more than anything were Lawrence’s letters, where you just get his incredible reactions to the world pretty much unmediated and uncomplicated by any big philosophical scheme that he’s going to mount on things, so just that—that immediacy, and what that means, I think, you know, is it’s not just the fact that I have a particular fondness for Lawrence as a writer, something about the nature of Lawrence’s writing that I like was sort of urging me towards the manuscripts.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you also say somewhere that writing the book about D. H. Lawrence was a way of getting him out of your system and trying in some way to be done with him, but in some way, if there’s something I think about you, and I think many things about you, one of them is that you are really not ever done with anything, it would seem.

GEOFF DYER: It turns out that’s true and it’s especially true of Lawrence because because I found that—and there’s so much Lawrence, and I kept coming across amazing new bits of Lawrence, just sort of bits of essays or just odd lines. And so, I mean, for example, there’s a little poem he sort of tossed—you know, I mean obviously poetry is a very revered, you know, area of literary excellence, but a poem for Lawrence is just something that he’d, you know, it’s a very sort of Kerouac-like thing quite often, he’s just dashing these things off, and in the midst of one of these late poems, and he’s writing it while he’s waiting for Frieda in a café and he sees her coming getting off the ferry in Italy somewhere and he said, “And I saw her. The woman who looks for me in the world.” And I thought, what a brilliant, economical description of either your wife or your life partner or whatever it is. And there are those moments just constantly there in Lawrence which tend to get lost in the more sort of turgid loins of darkness kinds of passages that have not fared so well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is that sentence? The turgid—
(laughter)
GEOFF DYER: You know the loins of darkness, the hard, gemlike flame, all those bits of Lawrence which are quite easy to parody. Or, just another bit, you know, the famous description of a kangaroo, the kangaroo “with its sloping Victorian shoulders.” Even more brilliant when it’s now widely known that Lawrence didn’t encounter this kangaroo out in the bush, he saw the kangaroo in Sydney Zoo.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It seems to me that you’re offering also a key to perhaps one of the ways in which you read. You just read something which is short and stop. 

GEOFF DYER: Well, yes, but also. That’s sort of—I mean, there’s that kind of thing. Lawrence is that kind of—Lawrence is, as I say, sort of pushing you in that direction. As a reader, actually, I like to read big thousand-page history books in which the author, unlike me, doesn’t make any appearance at all and at the end of it I feel like I’ve absorbed a huge amount of knowledge about whatever the subject is. Unfortunately quite often at my age now an hour later I’m kind of, “Shit, maybe I should start reading it again.” You know.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel envious about that kind of writing?

GEOFF DYER: Do you know, I do insofar as I know how nice it is when you’re writing a book and you wake up each day and you’re in the middle of something. So I would love to be—I think writers are quite often attracted to the kind of books they can’t write, so yeah I would, you know, on some level, a level that I’m incapable of attaining, I’d love to be embarked on some Robert Caro–like kind of enterprise. I say that because there’s no way in hell I could do it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you’re setting yourself up for something you can’t do.

GEOFF DYER: Maybe it’s as a reader that it’s particularly—yeah, perhaps I’m reading, I’m drawn to that stuff because it’s so exactly what I’m not able to bring to the table as a writer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That “shit” moment that you speak about here, it strikes me that it’s, you know, a form of anxiety of influence, and you write in an early footnote in The Ongoing Moment you say, “one of the challenges of writing this book was to avoid quoting Berger, Sontag, Barthes, and Walter Benjamin every five pages,” and is this something you struggle with?

GEOFF DYER: Well, do you know, it’s not a struggle, really, because—you know, I mean that’s one of those sort of little jokey things but it’s also just to—just to sort of push that stuff aside really, so I can’t see the point of writing these books where you just quote other people the whole time, but in reference to that, I mean, I’d come back with another quotation really. So yeah of course there are these giants of, you know, writing about photography but I’m very reassured by that line of Diane Arbus, you know, who’s of course a brilliant writer as well as a photographer, where she says, I think she talks about the things she can’t do, and she says, “Yeah, but I still think I’ve got some little—some little handle on the corner of things,” I can’t remember the exact phrase, but I’ve always been quite confident that my little peculiar take on things, you know, might be—might be illuminating in some unorthodox way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I think there’s a what one might call, using a Barthes line, an organized web of obsessions around some of the writers you have cherished and loved and a list might include of writers and filmmakers, might include Berger, Benjamin, Barthes, Tarkovsky, Coltrane, Sontag, and Bernhard. I’m sure there are many others, but that’s a good beginning, and many of them begin with the letter B, but I’m wondering what brings them in common? What do they have in common? If I asked you in some way what kind of a landscape do they draw in your mind that brings them together under one roof, in this particular case, the roof of your own reading conscience and listening conscience.

GEOFF DYER: Oh, I really wouldn’t know. You know, I mean, to give an answer that was going to encompass all of those, I really couldn’t. Some of them would be grouped together, like Barthes, Berger, Sontag, that I was reading at a particular time in my sort of early twenties but then yeah, the other, you know, the Bernhard. I don’t know what Thomas Bernhard would have in common with Susan Sontag apart from Sontag’s admiration of him. Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe the question is badly posed, it’s less what they have in common between—

GEOFF DYER: Than what they have common with me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s less what Bernhard may have in common with Susan Sontag or with Barthes but why the, you know, what you might call an elective affinity for you. They somehow sit all together with you in the same room, maybe happily at moments.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, so, I mean again I would struggle with an answer to that, but what I would say is that all those people you’ve mentioned, they’ve had some special— I’ve had some special passion for them, but then, you see, I feel it’s that—maybe there’s a false condensation there because we have to add a whole bunch of other people, so, you know, I went through a Brodsky phase and then more recently I went through this sort of discovery of Rebecca West’s Black Lamb and Gray Falcon, which had a really important beneficial effect on me as a writer. So they’re all people obviously that I loved, that I learned something from, and probably at some level tried to imitate. 
But even—I mean this sounds so, I feel almost embarrassed to say this —even when I was trying to sort of write like Roland Barthes, ludicrous kind of thing, it always came out in this kind of you know, I could never shake off the boy from Gloucestershire. I don’t know, because we’re not in England, you don’t know the Gloucestershire accent, it’s like this, and in England it’s the archetypal of the thicko person. Anyway, that’s where I come from. So I feel that my attempts to write like Roland Barthes always had that kind of accent with them. Out of that of course you know comes you know what one’s own, what one’s own voice is there. Yeah, I can see what’s going on with all of this. I feel that I’ve drawn on such a range of sort of people that I’ve tried to be like, and by failing to be like any of them, in the way that they’ve all influenced each other in my—they’ve all altered each other. That’s part of the thing that’s arrived at my—that’s how the, you know, my particular way of writing has come about. 
And I would want to say, you know, I feared that maybe these crushes I was having on people, were becoming less—they have become less and less frequent as I’ve got older. And you know one of the great joys for me last January I met the woman that I was in the midst of my latest crush. You know, it’s so great as a reader. There you are, reading somebody’s work and then you get to meet them at the height of your crush on them, and that’s Annie Dillard. So, yeah, it’s still—my capacity for literary crushes goes on. And I think—I don’t know whether you’d see it or not but I’m conscious that the, you know, the, you know, that Annie Dillard is making herself felt in my writing in a way that I can—that I’m conscious of.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Say something about that. It’s not what I wanted to ask you. But I want you to say something about that, because I don’t know if you’ve articulated that before.

GEOFF DYER: And also it’s—I guess it’s—now why I was so—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But why are you saying that it’s—that it could be felt by readers?
GEOFF DYER: I’m not sure it could be yet because it’s so recent and it would just be in a few sort of articles. I guess in that—I mean, what I—I’ve always liked crazy writers, and, you know, Annie Dillard is it seems to me a total lunatic and has been since she was—since she won—since she wrote Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. What took me a—what took me a while though with Annie Dillard, I think, was I so—I mean, one of the reasons I don’t like nature writing often is there’s a preciousness often in nature writing. I can’t bear it when there’s that, you know, that preciousness. It took me a while to see how funny Annie Dillard, how funny she was. She’s become a much funnier writer to me now that I’ve read pretty well everything by her.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d love to understand a little bit more what—how a crush works on you. 
GEOFF DYER: Oh! Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, because it’s not I think something that many writers would talk about quite as freely as you have, and I’d like you to take me through this moment when you fall in love.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m sorry, this is the second phase of the analysis, but it is an important one, because I feel that in a way that by touching upon that, I’m touching upon perhaps a certain feeling of immersion and enthusiasm that you have for works.

GEOFF DYER: Do you know, if this was that quiz show called in England it’s called How to Be a Millionaire—Do You Want to Be a Millionaire. It’s probably a derivative of an American one. You can do this thing calling a friend when there’s an answer. So at this point I wish we could call Jonathan Lethem in Berlin (laughter) because I feel he and I are so similar like this. We both had these incredible sort of crushes—I guess crush is not the right word because a crush typically is something you sort of have on somebody, who you probably either because you’re working with them and therefore you’re not allowed to declare your fondness, or because you only see them fleetingly, whereas I think the Lethem and my thing is this thing where you feel yourself falling for somebody and I think Lethem is even worse in this respect than me, and then you go on this flat-out everything by them, you know, and I say that—I’ve seen Jonathan Lethem’s Dylan bootleg collection. It’s quite—it rivals the holdings in the New York Public Library. So it’s that thing where you—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s a kind of madness.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, and you just—you want to, it’s a desire for completeness, very much of a, it’s very sort of. It’s very fan-based, and I think Jonathan and I have this thing of being fans. But it’s got a kind—a kind of something sort of rigorous about it as well, which is it leads to some sort of rigorous of reading of everything that they’ve done and also because, of course, Lethem so brilliantly rejected the Bloomian idea of the anxiety of influence with The Ecstasy of Influence, there’s also a feeling that oh, yes, in a selfish way, there’s something in me for this not just as a consumer or a writer, sorry, not just as a consumer or a reader, but also as a writer, that you can learn something from this, there’s a new way of doing things. And in the case of Annie Dillard, I mean, was predisposed to like this. And I think it was because—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does that mean, predisposed, here?

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, because like all people who aren’t trained in philosophy. Pretty much all people. I can’t actually understand serious philosophy, I just can’t get it. It seems to me you have to have had your brain formatted formally at university, but I’ve always liked the idea of philosophy, so I’ve loved Nietzsche and Ciroan and this kind of stuff and there’s actually a bit in one of Annie Dillard’s novels where I think she sort of says, that you know that serious philosophy sort of marginalized itself out of the ballpark, and she said she likes the kind of stuff where people are addressing, you know, big philosophical issues, such as, she says, “What in the Sam Hill is going on here?” And, you know, for me, Annie Dillard is giving me exactly, giving me both what I want and what I’m able to understand in a sort of in these kind of metaphysical things, even though I don’t really understand what metaphysics is in the proper philosophical sense, but it is that constant eruption of ideas, which of course you get in so many of these people that we’ve mentioned, oh, I’m coming back to the answer now, you know, these constant lightning flashes, these illuminations.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like to address a little bit the importance and function of epigraphs in your books. In The Color of Memory, which was your first novel, just published now, you remember the epigraph, of course.

GEOFF DYER: No, I was just laughing at the twenty-five-year wait again.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have this line of John Berger: “What remains of our hopes is a long despair which will engender them again.” And it seems to be a similar point that you make in the final pages of Out of Sheer Rage and so in some way that epigraph that you used twenty-five years ago has been working itself through.

GEOFF DYER: Mmmmm.

 PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I love your “mmmm.”

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, yeah. It’s—no, I like this point. It goes hand in hand with another epigraph by Arnold Hauser which is also quoted by Berger which is I think, what is it “there are happy moments but no happy periods in history.” Is that right?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Perfect.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, so I often like the double—thank you for your compliment about the epigraphs, and I say this with absolutely—the epigraphs in my books, whatever you think of the books themselves, the epigraphs are amazing, always.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And if you don’t get to the book, I do recommend—

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, just the—and then with my book Jeff in Venice, Death in Varanasi, it’s a book in two parts, and I went kind of epigraph-mad on that and my wife kept saying, “You can’t have four epigraphs for each section and four for the whole book itself,” so it’s—yeah, I managed to refine it down to six epigraphs or two for the book as a whole, two for each bit. And I think if you, you know, it’s one of these things, it’s just difficult not to like, not to like epigraphs, and I remember, it’s funny as a writer you have all these little ambitions and, you know, it’s not always this kind of thing, you know, right from the start, you know, “The Nobel Prize or bust!” it actually operates I think on a much more sort of humdrum level, and I was always, since I loved epigraphs so much, I was always looking forward to the day when I might be epigraphed myself, and then I was epigraphed by somebody who’s now become my great friend, Pico Iyer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who himself uses epigraphs so interestingly. 

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, yeah. He’s only become my friend because he’s used me as an epigraph, of course. (laughter) That’s not true.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know, I know. But to come back, you know, in—Borges in his first book of published poems, Fervor de Buenos Aires, has this line, “Looking back on it now I think I have never strayed beyond that book. I feel that all my subsequent writing has only developed themes first taken up there. I feel that all during my lifetime I have been rewriting that one book.”

GEOFF DYER: Well, I mean, yes, I mean I would say that really, jeez if that applies to me then it applies to everybody because I’d have though if anybody had tried really hard not to write the same book over and over it’s me, but in a weird way I think the kind of quite unusual variegation of themes and subjects addressed, maybe that reveals certain underlying continuities precisely because of the range of subjects.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was mentioning this more in terms of the epigraph at the beginning of The Color of Memory, in which way that epigraph in some way helps sustain an effort over three decades.

GEOFF DYER: Well, I’m not sure that line of Berger’s does, because, you know, it’s one of the things I’ve—when I was in your position asking John Berger questions onstage, I said to him, you’ve been writing, you know, he’s eighty-seven now. I said, “When you set out writing did you have any idea you’d come up with this body of work?” And he said, “No, no of course not.” And I said—unlike you I tend to ask really stupid questions, and I said, “Well, how do you write so many books then?” And he replied, “Ooooh,” in his great, he went into his sort of Berger trance, “Ooooh, it’s because I believe every book will be my last.” And although that wasn’t any—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When was this interview?

GEOFF DYER: When was this interview with him? Oh, maybe five years ago something like that, and, you know, that was, it’s just—it’s not that I set out to, you know, write X number of books or whatever, there was always just something that I wanted to write about and I never thought beyond that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I’m going to read a couple of epigraphs from other books. The epigraph to The Ongoing Moment, by Alfred Stieglitz. “The only thing in which I have been actually thorough has been in being thoroughly unprepared,” and then I’m going to read a Berger quotation that I used in something I published many years ago, on collecting, as Walter Benjamin as a collector. Berger has this wonderful line and I’d love to know what you think of it: “Poetry can repair no loss but it defies that the space which separates and it does this by continual labor of reassembling what has been scattered.”

GEOFF DYER: And you want me to respond to that? Jeez, that’s rather tricky to do. I would struggle with that, Paul, I would yeah, I think I would just sit here like a sort of politician blathering away and not really having anything of quality to say in response to that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Should I wait? No.

GEOFF DYER: Well, how long you got, you know? (laughter) You could read it once again and I’ll see if I can—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I will. I used it in an essay on collecting and on the notion that Benjamin believes that the collector struggles against dispersion, struggles against diaspora, struggles against what is scattered. 

GEOFF DYER: Okay, read it once more.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the line is “Poetry can repair no loss but it defies the space which separates and it does this by continual labor of reassembling what has been scattered.” It’s from The Sense of Sight.

GEOFF DYER: Okay, well, I could respond to that in a rather sort of humdrum way. The thing about the Stieglitz quote I guess it’s quite sort of, quite important to what I’ve been up to as a whole, I think, and then we’ll come back to the scatteredness. And that book The Ongoing Moment had a terrible propensity for scattering all over the place, because, well, because it did. You know, it seemed to me that thing of unpreparedness, the typical way in which you would do a PhD, let’s say, as far as I understand it, I haven’t got one. You do all the reading, you read and read and read. 
You’ve done—you do—It’s this taxi driver term in Britain, you “do the knowledge,” and then there comes a day when you write up the results of the knowledge having been done, whereas I never proceeded like that, I always felt that the writing of the book was always just lagging very fractionally behind what I was learning, and I’ve said this before, you know, writing each of the books, the books have always ended, writing the book has meant that I’ve arrived at the position of sufficient authority that I should have been at to have the confidence to begin it in the first place, so the jazz book ends with me becoming, yeah, somewhat of a jazz book, a jazz buff, excuse me. The photography book ends, by the time I finished writing that, I have, as a result of writing that book I’ve become somewhat of an authority on photography. And that’s the sort of anecdotal response to that. So to go back to Sontag and Berger again, to link up with an earlier question. I mean, one of the things that’s kept Berger so young is that his education has just continued, is continuing now, you know, he’s learning something—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He never got over it.

GEOFF DYER: He’s just continuing—tonight he’ll be reading something, you know, and for me this thing of writing the books has been a way of, you know, ongoing self-funded self-education.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But the writing is a form of both cognition and recognition and understanding.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, and discovery as well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Discovery.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, yes. And that’s something that I got so much. That was—that was one of Sontag, especially when she was young, no she would say it throughout her life, and she was so often disparaging of the more academic way of proceeding. And so remember when Berger—you know, I mean, you know I think Perry Anderson is probably the cleverest person on earth, and I remember sort of saying to Berger about Perry Anderson, you know, “Don’t you think he’s amazing?” And Berger, I so remember this, saying, “Yes, yes, but when I—I always have the sense of him, if he wants to find something out, he just takes down a book from a shelf.” You know, it’s so different to the Berger thing where the knowledge has to be hewn from the, you know, from the unforgiving rock of experience. That’s Berger, not me, (laughter) all the good lines you’re hearing tonight, like the epigraphs, they’re all from Berger.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But they—but they have, I mean it does come to that initial question about elective affinities. Berger and Sontag and others gave you the license to be scattered in the sense of digressive, free, and without—without the academic method one needs to discover a field.

GEOFF DYER: Oh, oh my God, yes. And so the thing of Berger in this of being so, I mean Berger is really important for me in so many ways but not least of which would be formal innovation and because, you know, those, so many of those books of Berger’s are formally unprecedented and also the other key thing, I think, that unites Berger and Sontag and which was so encouraging for me, which was this thing which was so opposite to the direction in which my education had been pushing me towards finer and finer specialism. You know, that you really could be the opposite of a specialist, and in, you know, because they both have written about so many different things and both of them with such incredible confidence, actually, so there was that, and that, since it seemed so natural to me because I was interested in lots of different things, that felt much more natural to go like that whereas education so often, in England anyway, encourages you to go like in that way—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love this passage from Out of Sheer Rage where you say, “Scholarly work on the texts or preparing lovely editions of Lawrence letters is one thing but those critical studies that we read at university—‘Research! Research!’—the very word is like a bell tolling the death and the imminent turning to dust of whatever poor sod is being researched. Spare me. Spare me the drudgery of systematic examinations and give me the lightning flashes of those wild books in which there is no attempt to cover the ground thoroughly or reasonably.”

GEOFF DYER: Yes, I thought that then, now I like very thorough, Robert Caro–like books.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you have changed in those ways.

GEOFF DYER: Well, I always feel that with these passages like that, they’re written by a sort of narrator, as it were, so they’re not, they can’t be held up as my opinions on the world, they’re only true within a sort of, you know, you know, you wouldn’t—they’re true in the same way that say the narrator of a novel might say things, so there’s—and obviously that’s amped up in a way that’s very, very. I mean, you can tell that that was, you know, that was written under the influence of this incredibly powerful, highly addictive drug which I’ve now managed to get off, that Thomas Bernhard drug. You know, thank God, you know I enjoyed being high on Bernhard all those years. But, you know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Have you gotten over him?

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, yeah, you know, six months in rehab and I was, you know. But of course he’s still there, but I’m not now totally in that, you know, I’m not in the midst of that Bernhard addiction. The problem with Bernhard is that he makes writing—he makes you so cut off from all other kinds of writing. You know, when you’re in the midst of that Bernhard thing, all writing other than Bernhard seems—in the same way I suspect that people on crack lose interest in everything except crack, when you’re on Bernhard, you lose interest in everything but Bernhard. And that’s not a healthy way to live as a reader, I think. But goodness knows, like all ex-drug addicts, I look back very, very fondly on my Bernhard phase.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was going to read a passage from Bernhard, but I’m a bit hesitant to.

GEOFF DYER: What you feel I might be back on it, three books—three Bernhards a day.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was just worried that I might restart something. It is a great passage, and I may get to it. 
Humor plays such an important part in your work, and I’ll read this small passage from the new book on the perils of being tall: “Personally I spent the rest of my time on the carrier ducking and diving, or more exactly ducking and stooping. I walked the walkways and stoop-ducked through hatches, always focused on a single ambition, not to smash my head, even though there was an opportunity to do so every couple of seconds. The older one gets, the more obvious it becomes that the advantages of being short in this little life greatly outweigh the mythic benefits of being tall. In exchange for a slight edge when serving at tennis and being attractive to tall women, or so we delude ourselves, we spend our time folding our limbs into cars and planes and generally smashing our brains out.” 
I love it. I love it. Humor, being funny, you said to me being funny but not being David Sedaris.

GEOFF DYER: Well, I think David Sedaris is incredibly funny. What I wouldn’t want to do, though, is to be stuck in that thing where you can only be funny.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Where it becomes a shtick.

GEOFF DYER: And it inhibits one from other sort of responses to the world. One of the things I love about Annie Dillard, I find her screamingly funny, but she is fully open to, you know, receptive to the spiritual, to prayer, all of it, you know, you name it. So I wouldn’t want the humor to be a reductive thing. You know, and I really. You know, it’s funny. I mean, I so often—I love laughing and joking, of course, and so often when I’m seeing a comic film or reading a comic novel I’m just sitting there stony-faced, you know, I just don’t find it—don’t find it funny.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s also pressure, no? Someone we know in common, Adam Phillips, speaks about not getting it. You know, the notion of jokes are frightening because you feel that you might not get the punch line.

GEOFF DYER: I would always get the punch line, though. I would always get it, although, you know, I love it, I like it when jokes are—it’s not even an English thing—it’s done so deadpan that you actually just realize right at the last minute it’s a joke, and the other thing about jokes, it links up with what we were saying earlier, you know, the great joke is always an idea in miniature. So Nietzsche is full of jokes and gags, actually, isn’t he, you know? 
And what else? And sometimes I’m tempted to go sort of overboard on this. I’m so often sort of tempted with these generalizations. Because in real life, it was one of the reasons I was so happy on the boat, you know, there was lots of joking and bantering around and in real life if I’m in the company of people with no sense of humor, I’m bored within about three minutes, I would say, that’s about it, so and I would—I am tempted sometimes to sort of extrapolate from that and say, “If you haven’t got a sense of humor, you’re stupid.” Now, that is so obviously not true. I never met her. By all accounts, Susan Sontag didn’t have a sense of humor, but clearly very, very clever. 
Berger is interesting in this regard. His writing is pretty thoroughly humorless. In real life he loves joking around. His excuse for that is that he rewrites his own stuff so compulsively that not many jokes can survive that amount of retelling. But, you know, what can I say? And also I’m in this writing game partly to sort of keep myself entertained, so if I’m writing something, and I can be quite bored doing it and then I see the opportunity for a sort of gag or something and then I have a little chuckle and it keeps me at the desk.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: For instance the passage I read on being tall. That must have been an experience you had all the time on the carrier, just feeling—

GEOFF DYER: Tall.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Too big.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, yeah, the funny thing is, I mean, this is an extraliterary point but it’s a point of medical interest. I’m absolutely convinced that I’ve had a growth spurt in my fifties. I was six foot two all my life and then in the last four years I’ve grown an inch and a half. (laughter) It’s a fact, and I’ll tell you it’s a fact, because people kept telling me I was getting taller, and I thought it was just that I was getting thinner. And then I’d been six two for ages and then, you know, when you come out of a Citibank there’s those cameras, and but right to sort of establish the identity of a potential felon, there’s a little tape measure by it, so I stood by it and sure I’m now six foot three and a half. I thought for years it was just seats in planes were getting closer and closer but, no, it turns out I am the incredible growing man. What else?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What else there is is what happened to you recently. In—you moved to Los Angeles.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, because I needed more room.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You moved to Los Angeles, you’re living there now, and you arrive and you’re greeted by something that changes your world in some way.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, briefly. I mean, it’s—I’m very hostile to I never read these books, novels with blurbs on the back that say something like, “the day that would change their lives forever,” I don’t believe in days like that. But my life was briefly changed when, against all odds, you know, I had a stroke. And I’m really not the shape of a person who’s prone to strokes. I’ve never had a cigarette, so it was really—it was a terrible alarming thing, it was a real shocking thing, rendered bearable by the way that about fourteen hours into it, I saw that it had considerable scope for the generation of revenue in that I could write about it, which took away a lot of the, that salved the wound shall we say? But no, more seriously it was—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, but seriously that’s pretty serious (laughter) in the sense that are you always in an experience, even when it is a stroke, where you’re thinking to yourself, “this will be interesting to report on”?

GEOFF DYER: Not quite, because actually you know if you think about the classic sort of Didion thing whereby, you know, you’re the writer as spectator, the writer not fully there, one of the reasons I’m such a bad reporter is because I like to join in and, you know, participate. Now, certain things happen to you—so having a stroke, and it was by—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you wanted to—I should quickly say that when we spoke briefly yesterday or the day before, you said, “I’d like to talk about this moment,” and I’d love you to tell us why you wanted to talk about this moment.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, because it’s, well, it’s the kind of classic sort of essayistic thing, you know. Something happened to me, you know, it happened to me. And I felt, obviously I knew I was in the grips of something extraordinary and it was incredibly confusing and interesting and it fell into a sort of narrative arc. The truth is, I don’t think I am particularly self-obsessed, even though I write about myself a lot. And I felt that this was a classic sort of experience whereby it happened to me but I felt a more general truth or something of more general interest could be revealed by me, by my telling very particularly what had happened and you know I do it in this way. While it was going on there was a lot of you know it was kind of funny in a way, and when there was all this, I can’t remember all the jokes of it now, but in the same way that, you know, goodness during a really painful thing, when my mother was dying, you know, it was hilarious a lot of the time in an awful way and this is something that we all know from jeez, from the time we study King Lear at college, you know, the comedy of the grotesque, the fact that something is funny doesn’t at all—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Diminish.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, it doesn’t diminish its awfulness or seriousness or whatever. And yeah so I felt, I’m not going to try and claim it was a parable, and I should also say that although it was an incredibly minor, minor stroke, and I got off so lucky, it turns out, I mean, I’ve got this incredibly healthy diet, but as some of you may have read that essay I wrote “Otherwise Known as the Human Condition,” I’ve had this kind of doughnut habit, which is always at its peak in New York, the Doughnut Plant doughnuts, so somehow my cholesterol had got through the roof and that’s what caused it apparently.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You said it was a wakeup call.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, not to eat so many doughnuts.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s it?

GEOFF DYER: And also, but these things don’t last. So there was a period of you know in the completely clichéd way, every day is a gift, so it was all—to be in California where the light was so wonderful and all of that kind of stuff, but that has now—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Passed.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, that has now—and I’m not—and the other thing I guess about the stroke which is sort of interesting is that,  you know, if you’re—none of us like getting a cold, but you know when you’re getting a cold, don’t you? It starts with that tickle in the throat and you can just, you know, and if you’re driving a car, you know that you might have a car crash. The thing about the stroke is that it comes absolutely out of nowhere, so this couldn’t have been more innocuous, and although mine was very mild, there was this thing that that this completely unanticipated event could leave you—could leave you from one moment to the next, I don’t know, unable to speak, half your body—you know, that is really, that is incredibly, incredibly  shocking.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you think you’re a hypochondriac?

GEOFF DYER: No, not at all, no, but you know I always know it’s a good idea to wash your hands after you’ve traveled on the subway. No, no, I’m not hypochondriacal at all, but I really, really don’t like getting ill, of course I don’t. It sucks. Could I say one other thing about the stroke? A friend of mine, after this we met and he’d fallen off his, he’d been knocked off his bike and had broken his arm. That was incredibly painful and also it remains incredibly inconvenient to this day. My experience of this was entirely painless and there was no, apart from having to take statins and aspirin, there was no, there was virtually no, given the seriousness of, the inherent seriousness of it, it was, you know, I was over it very, very quickly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you were also interested by it.

GEOFF DYER: Of course.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were so interested by what happened to your vision. You describe it in great detail.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, and also, it was this thing. You know, well, this comes back, it’s very clever, this technique of yours, Paul, the way that everything sort of comes back to an earlier question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In some way you’re right, it does. 

GEOFF DYER: It does.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But I’m glad that—I mean, now that you point it out I see how.

GEOFF DYER: But it was this brain thing. And you know I’d never had a thought about oh yeah, the writing life, but it made—there are all sorts of things that can bring the writing life to an end, and there’s balances to be struck, you want a certain amount of money, but you certainly don’t want too much money, because you can see the harm that that’s done to the sort of British art world.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s kind of a Bernhard moment too, if you have all the right conditions and begin to work—

 GEOFF DYER: That you can’t do it.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: —you can’t do it.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, indeed. So there are all of these variables. You want to be settled to a certain degree but you want to have a certain thing of new experience, there’s all of that, but what I hadn’t ever paid any thought to at all was you know that actually the brain needs to be in shape, and of course you can see after a certain age, booze might take its toll or whatever. But yeah I just never assumed, I’d never had any anxieties about the brain, about the brain not working.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was going to read some Bernhard but I’m putting it aside.

GEOFF DYER: Just read a paragraph of Bernhard.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: May I?

GEOFF DYER: The joke being of course Bernhard is, the whole book is one long paragraph.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean it’s really the title is perfect, Concrete, it’s made out of one sentence. He says, “Even early in my life there were times when I had no one, I at least knew I had no one, though others were always asserting that I did have someone they said, “you do have someone,” whereas I knew for certain that I not only had no one but, what was perhaps a crucial and most annihilating thought, needed no one. I imagined I needed no one and this is what I still imagine to this day. I needed no one and so I had no one, but naturally we do need someone, otherwise we inevitably become what I have become: tiresome, unbearable, sick, impossible in the profoundest sense of the word. I always believed that I could get on with my intellectual work if only I were completely alone with no one else around. This proved to be mistaken, but it is equally mistaken to say that we actually need someone. We need someone for our work and we also need no one. Sometimes we need someone, sometimes we need no one, and sometimes we need someone and no one. In the last few days I have once more become aware of this totally absurd fact. We never know at any time whether we need someone or no one or whether we need someone and at the same time no one and because we never, ever know what we really need, we are unhappy and hence unable to start on our intellectual work when we wish and when it seems right.”

GEOFF DYER: God, I’m—see, I’ll be down at the Strand scoring some more Bernhard tonight. (laughter) Yes, it’s incredibly funny.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tears. Tears. I want to talk about tears. Things bring you to tears.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, and you too, are you a crier? 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think so. But now you’re asking me questions. I sort of like this. Yes, yes, but you know yes, and I sort of fall apart.

GEOFF DYER: Yes, you know. Yeah. There’s this the I’ll go back a bit. So when I wrote this book about the Tarkovsky film Stalker, I’d just read one of those J. M. Coetzee essays, and he talked about the way that he—rereading certain passages in The Brothers Karamazov, he said, you know, “instead of becoming immune to their power, I find myself more and more susceptible to it,” and he said he finds himself sobbing uncontrollably. It was the same with me with that Tarkovsky film, I found that you know I’d been watching it for twenty years or whatever, every chance I got, and I was becoming more and more deeply moved by it and something sort of extraordinary has happened that since I finished the book I now, I really can’t, I can’t see that film in public, because it just moves me more and more. And, yeah, there’s always—you know—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Does it have to do with anticipation?

GEOFF DYER: No, I think it’s some sort of the tears thing—it’s some sort of indicator of, some sort of indicator of being in a profound place. And also it’s, I mean, I don’t really know about psychoanalysis, but, you know, I’m familiar with that idea that there’s no time in the unconscious, but I think with certain things, and you see this so often in interviews when people are talking about some major experience that happened to them however long ago, they start talking about it and they’re back there, and, you know, they’re either traumatized or they’re moved to tears by it, and the intensity of things like that doesn’t sort of wear off over time and there are more and more things that so that for example, I mean, you know—there’s, I taught at Columbia David Thomson’s Biographical Dictionary of Cinema, one of the great books of our time, there’s one passage in that, the key passage in it, I can’t read that out in public, because I can’t read it without starting to cry, you know, and there’s a—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What passage is it?

GEOFF DYER: Well, it would be. It’s the Rosetta Stone entry. Not the entry about the actor or actress called Rosetta Stone, but the passage that explains the whole genesis of this mad book, and there’s just loads of things like that, you know, there’s, take a recent example, I was writing an introduction to Raymond Williams’s book Politics and Letters and there’s a bit in that where one of the, I think it’s Perry Anderson or somebody reads out to Raymond Williams a passage from The Country and the City about the English stately homes, you know, those gorgeous stately homes, and Williams writes about this and he says, yeah, they’re beautiful, these places, and then he says, think it through as labor, and then there’s this amazing passage, it’s one of the great bits of polemical writing which is just, and I went back to read the passage from The Country and the City and I saw how heavily I’d annotated it and there I was just once again in the grips of this incredibly profound and formative experience that I’d had, I don’t know, more than thirty years ago.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Music has done this for you.

GEOFF DYER: Oh, God, yeah. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like us to listen to one passage of—

GEOFF DYER: I’m going to start crying.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One passage of John Coltrane.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In The Color of Memory you have this line: “We listen to early Coltrane moving fast and easily through the contours of bop. We played one record after another, concentrating hard until we were existing only in the music and pursuing whatever train of thought came into our heads.” I’d like for us to listen to those two passages of Coltrane side by side.

GEOFF DYER: Oh great.

[John Coltrane plays] 

GEOFF DYER: I held it in. Should I talk about that, and why it means so much to me?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think so. Yeah, I’d like to because these tracks unlike sometimes when I play music were chosen by you, for what is it?

GEOFF DYER: So unlike the passage in the book, that of course was relatively late Coltrane. It’s after A Love Supreme. I think it’s one of the very, very last recordings of the Quartet. So the title is sort of First Meditations for Quartet. It was never released in Coltrane’s lifetime. He didn’t like it. The first, we heard the very end of the first track, “Love,” and then it segues into the next track, “Compassion,” so it’s the classic quartet, and I think if you listen to the whole thing, and I love the way that you know it finishes and then it comes back again as we’ve heard so often in the Coltrane up to that point, and then basically after this, after this, you know, the Classic Quartet ceases to exist. He releases not that version of Meditations but a version with Rashied Ali and Pharaoh Sanders. And you know it’s this thing whereby there’s an incredible poignance there I think about the Quartet just coming to an end and Coltrane wanting to drive into some sort of new territory, which I think, you know, there’s something really despairing actually about late Coltrane, you know, McCoy Tyner leaves, Elvin Jones leave, they both basically say that they’re just hearing a lot of noise, so I think that’s—I think it’s really—it’s the quartet form at the absolute limit and that desperation that’s part of, that determination that Coltrane has to leave things behind. 
And but what I find so incredibly sort of moving about it is that Jimmy Garrison stays with him. You know, Garrison stays with Coltrane through all that noise of the sextet, right till the end and it’s—yeah, and soon, you know, McCoy Tyner is the only one of those four people who’s still alive and soon he won’t be, and it’s an incredibly intense piece of music. Coltrane will do stuff that’s more intense later on, but something will be lost, I think, as a result of this sort of pursuit of shrieking intensity and adding more and more musicians.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, the passage from The Color of Memory, the reason I read it is not only to pay tribute as it were to a very early book but also to address the issue of intense listening. And intense listening is what perhaps permits one still to have intense emotion.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, and I think for me it’s particularly intense listening because I can’t play an instrument and I’m so convinced that, you know, one of the funnest things you can do on this earth must be, you know, to play music with people, particularly if you can improvise. You know, my wife can play the piano really nicely. There’s the score and she can play Bach and Beethoven. You take the score away and it comes, you know, her hands literally stop like that. Now, I think to be able to improvise with other people, I reckon, I don’t know, I’ve never done it. That must be a kind of bliss, actually.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Geoff, before we close, choose one other piece of music from our list. You have the list there. 

GEOFF DYER: Well, there’s a—yeah, let’s listen to number 5, then, this is quite interesting. No, no, sorry, I don’t know, they’re all so great. Let’s listen to—let’s listen to number 5.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Are you sure?

GEOFF DYER: I’m not sure, it’s—yeah, let’s listen to number—no, let’s listen to number 6.
(laughter)
[Keith Jarrett plays]

GEOFF DYER: We’ll do it as a quiz. You all know who wrote that piece of music. Who knows who was playing it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nobody? I wouldn’t.

From the audience: Keith Jarrett?

GEOFF DYER: Oh, very, very clever, sir. Yeah.

From the audience: Was I right?

GEOFF DYER: You certainly were. Oh my word, yes. So that is Keith Jarrett playing the first of the forty-eight, and it’s conclusive proof for me that Keith Jarrett is the greatest pianist in the world, and now I’ll tell you why. You know, there’s all these other people that we could listen to playing Bach, you know, there’s Richter.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who features in the book.

GEOFF DYER: Who features in the book, yeah. You know, but the thing is Richter can’t play Jarrett, whereas Jarrett can play all this stuff, so if we didn’t have Richter, well, that would be a shame but we’d have Brendel or whatever, and take away Jarrett and the loss is absolute. You know. And there was another track that I was going to play where Jarrett and his trio they’re playing a sort of standard, one of those standards that he loves so much, that I can’t bear actually, one of those, I can’t remember what it is, and Jack DeJohnnette is doing this, and then they just move into this Jarrett original and you’re just moved into this incredible other realm. Supreme genius, Jarrett, I think, and I can only imagine the bliss that those three now old guys, they’re probably playing in a couple of weeks, they’re really are getting on a bit. You know, Gary Peacock, he used to play with Albert Ayler, these old guys, they’re starting to shuffle onstage a bit and then at some point in the course of the evening they will attain this level of absolute bliss, I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing I want to read one of the passages from your book or maybe I’ll have you read it. Would you like to read it?

GEOFF DYER: No, no, I’d like to listen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You listen. It’s a passage in Zona which is a footnote which is three pages long which literally gobbles up the text. It is—I’ve rarely seen—

GEOFF DYER: An act of gobbling like it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: An act of gobbling like that, or very rarely seen any writer quite do this in this way. 
“The first few times I saw Stalker were during a phase of my life when I took LSD and magic mushrooms quite regularly.” Now, here is the footnote: “It wasn’t just an LSD phase, it was also a phase of intense cinemagoing, and I have no doubt that my high opinion of Stalker, no let me rephrase that, the prominent place occupied in my consciousness by Stalker, is almost certainly bound up with the fact that I saw it at a particular time in my life. I suspect it is rare for anyone to see their—what they consider to be the greatest film after the age of thirty. After forty it’s extremely unlikely. After fifty impossible. 
The films you see as a child and in your early teens: Where Eagles Dare, The Italian Job, have such a special place in your affections that it’s all but impossible to consider them objectively. You have moreover no desire to do so. To try to disentangle their individual merits or shortcomings, to them as a disinterested adult, is like trying to come to a definitive assessment of your own childhood. Impossible. Because what you are contemplating and trying to gauge is the formative part of the person attempting the assessment. Gradually, usually in your late teens and early twenties, you start to watch the major works of the medium. At first it is difficult to make sense of these alleged masterpieces. They are too different, often too boring and challenging. 
I did the bulk of my serious film watching as an undergraduate at Oxford at the Penultimate Picture Palace and the Phoenix back in the days when there were late screenings every night. By the time I saw Stalker I was ready to sit through even if I was not able to enjoy it. I understood enough, barely enough, of the grammar and history of cinema to see how they were being enlarged, adapted, and extended by Tarkovsky. Not that the experience could be confined to the compartment or file called “cinema.” My capacity for wonder was also being subtly enlarged and changed. At the same time, however, that capacity was also being permanently limited or defined in the same way that reading Tolstoy”—I was very surprised by that—“enlarges and by so doing definitively limits one’s capacity for future enlargement, revelation, and astonishment in the realm of fiction. Of course you can still enjoy Tarantino and Tarkovsky can see that he’s doing something new. You can see that Harmony Korine is doing something new with Gummo or Andrea Arnold with Fish Tank—of course, of course—but by the time I was thirty, approximately eight years after seeing Stalker for the first time the potential of cinema to expand perception or at least my own potential to appreciate and to respond, to perceive such an expansion, had been so vastly reduced as to seem negligible. 
For people older than me, the expansion had been achieved by Godard. For Godard’s generation, by Welles, or through—this now seems hard to credit—Samuel Fuller. For people younger than me it may well have been Tarantino or the witless Coen Brothers. For them, Tarkovsky may have been slightly outmoded or taken for granted quality that Godard had for me.” I might not continue all of this because it’s a long other— 
Maybe I’ll read the last sentence. “At a certain point even if you keep up to date with new releases, books, records, even if you keep broadening your horizons, even if you manage to keep up with the latest things, you realize that these latest things can never be more than that, that they stand almost no chance of being the last word because you actually heard or saw or read your personal last word years earlier.”

GEOFF DYER: Cheers. Cheers.
(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Cheers and in a way—the way you responded to the music we heard and perhaps some of the literary, your discovery of Annie Dillard, may go against this, and so I’m curious, because I’m very interested in this notion of aging and taste and what we remain faithful to and what we can discover. Yesterday I read this footnote to my twelve-year-old son, and he disagreed with you, which I thought was very funny.
(laughter)
GEOFF DYER: But this is the great advantage of in a sense whenever you have an argument, a discussion with a younger person, you’re always right because you know what’s coming. [Phone rings] Maybe this is a young person phoning in with some—you know what’s coming. But what I’m really, I mean, I sort of stand by that, yeah, that your sense of what a given medium is capable of is forged at that time, and those kind of huge aesthetic experiences get—I think get fewer and farther between, but they don’t die out. You know, it would be very interesting to see—when I saw that film that came out last year, The Great Beauty, it’s amazing, it’s fantastic, I wonder for somebody who sees that at the age of twenty-three, I reckon that opens up their whole sense of what cinema can do in a way that Tarkovsky did for me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Does something still open the world for you?

GEOFF DYER: I’m very much looking forward to the World Cup.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Seriously.

GEOFF DYER: You really put on your psychoanalyst face, then, didn’t you?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you put on faces, too.

GEOFF DYER: Yeah, I know, I guess, yeah. Thank you, there we go, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you.

(applause)
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