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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Pico, it’s such a pleasure to have you back.

PICO IYER: I’m thrilled to be back here.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s really wonderful to have you here. Werner Herzog. 

PICO IYER: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A passion we both share.

PICO IYER: And a hard act to follow I should say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s a passion we share, and he talks about traveling by foot. Not travel, but travel by foot. And you are very well known as a traveler—I hate when people talk about you as a travel writer. You wouldn’t define yourself that way.

PICO IYER: A writer who travels. A writer who’s interested in cultures intersecting and the ways they project their longings and fantasies and hopes on one another. But what I was really excited about when we heard our inimitable and indomitable friend, I think your next guest here, was a sense that he’s always a pilgrim who doesn’t necessarily acknowledge the existence of God. In that sense rather similar to Graham Greene and as soon as we began listening to him I was thinking ecstatic truth is about how you can gather all the facts in the world and you still don’t really have the essence of a person. So he’s a wonderful spokesman for just what he said at the end, whatever lies outside our grasp. And so when I travel I’m more interested in transport, and a transport I suppose is about what you can’t see and what you can’t put your fingers on. Travel is about registering the surfaces of the world, sometimes, if you’re going to a place for the first time. Transport is about what keeps on turning inside you after you get back home.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Herzog says that tourism is sin and travel on foot is virtue.

PICO IYER: Yeah, I wouldn’t—I’m a tourist wherever I go so I can’t subscribe to that. I remember I talked to him as you have done many times about growing up in that little village without a telephone and everything and he said suddenly he had an illumination, and I thought that was an interesting term and I pushed him and pushed him and I said, was it a transcendental thing? was it an awakening? was it an epiphany? And he sidestepped all the words as elegantly as he always does, but there’s something about his relation to the transcendent that I’m really interested in. And in some ways he might be walking a somewhat parallel course to Graham Greene. Not that I’m trying to dodge your questions about travel.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, you’re not dodging them at all, but the sideways, I mean this is something that I think we’ll be speaking about a lot tonight which is this notion of indirection, the notion that somehow you cannot quite grasp, you cannot quite touch.

PICO IYER: That, yes, yes, yes, and also Graham Greene’s first—second memoir was called Ways of Escape. He was fascinated by the hunted man, he always saw himself as a fugitive, sometimes pursued by God, sometimes by the law, and so he presented himself as this sinner in flight from the forces of justice, maybe, but I see him as much on a quest. In other words, he’s not running away from something, but toward something. And I think that’s exactly the sense I get from Herzog, and maybe when he’s on the stage three weeks from now you should ask him if he has thoughts about Graham Greene, since he’s one of the most voluminous readers I know. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Absolutely. Actually when students ask him, film students ask him what they should do, he has three words: “Read, read, read.” 

PICO IYER: He sees two films a year, I gather. Interesting for a filmmaker.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Very interesting for a filmmaker. I’m stunned by—as I was last time when we met to speak about the Dalai Lama, I’m stunned as always by your epigraphs, and the first one in this particular book on Graham Greene, if it is indeed a book on Graham Greene, and that itself remains to be seen.

PICO IYER: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Does it remain to be seen?

PICO IYER: Yes, that’s a good “if.” It’s a book—I can more easily say what it’s not than what it is. But back to the epigraph. That sounds dangerously like Zen, so I’d better delete it now and send you back to the epigraph.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love this epigraph and it is from one of your literary heroes, Thoreau. “What means a fact which is so common, so universal, that some soul that has lost all hope for itself can inspire in another listening soul an infinite confidence in it even while it is expressing its despair?” I’d like you to comment on that.

PICO IYER: It’s a very straightforward description of what the book describes, which is that all of us have people inside our heads. They’re often uninvited, maybe an actor, a singer, a person from literature, a person from fiction. It may not be the person we aspire to be or even the person we would like to be in our heads and yet there that person is seeming to script our lives and sometimes as in the case of Graham Greene letting out a cry of loneliness and terror, which is not what you want inside your head, but there he is. My last book on the Dalai Lama when we were last here also had Thoreau as the epigraph, my book on Japan had Thoreau as the epigraph, my book on Islam had Thoreau as the epigraph. I mean, anyone who looked at all my books would see that they’re all about Thoreau and Emerson. 

And in fact in this book apart from writing three thousand pages, completely polished, fact-checked pages, to distill it down to two hundred and forty, I assembled sixty epigraphs and a lot of my time was—and there’s only one in the entire book. So a lot of my time was spent culling through Emily Dickinson, Camus, Pascal, Melville, of course Thoreau and Emerson, Virginia Woolf, and seeing all the ways in which they could shed light on Graham Greene. It was a fun exercise first because Greene was so strong in my mind, to find that almost everything I began reading seemed to come from him or to speak to him, and then secondly not to use any of those epigraphs, so I just read them again and again for illumination or inspiration, but I thought I should always begin a book with Thoreau the way that sometimes in certain rites you start by striking a bell and then there’s a silence—I think Rick Rubin did this on the stage—there’s a silence for a long time after the bell to collect yourself. And Thoreau is that bell. He calls us back to something slow, settled, spacious. He’s like seeing the ripples of Walden Pond echoing out. So it’s important for me to squeeze Thoreau in even if he didn’t belong.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The Man Within My Head. I’m stunned by the title. I’m also stunned by the cover of this book. The cover of this book in no way would make someone in a bookstore know immediately that this is a book about Graham Greene unless they were able to recognize the face of Graham Greene, which may not be recognizable to them, and recognize your father and yourself on this book. Why these choices? Why the absence of Graham Greene on the title page?

PICO IYER: Well, I’d better not give the answer because there may be people from my publishers in this audience. But I will say that I have the most wonderful jacket designer in the world and as with Thoreau whenever I come up with a project I make sure that she will design the cover because in several instances, she’s got my books better than I have.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s not a critique of the design at all. It’s I think the omission of Graham Greene in the title is very willful.

PICO IYER: Well, let me—I’ll talk about both aspects. And the first is that my miraculous jacket designer brought out a beautiful prospective design several months ago with just Greene and somehow with characteristic brilliance she’d excavated a picture of him so reflective and quiet and soulful that I’d never seen anything like it before and I was thrilled. But my publisher felt that a book with just Graham Greene on the cover might induce the unsuspecting browser to imagine that it was a literary testament or a piece of literary criticism, which is not an exhilaration to the casual browser, and not a depiction of this book either. 

And just as I was completing this book, out of nowhere somebody I haven’t met for fifty years said, “Oh, we were just sorting through some old pictures, and we found this of you and your father, age two.” So I sent it to the publishers and they were so haunted and electrified by this very moving picture that they were determined to put it on the cover. I do think that anybody who buys this book on the basis of the cover will be very disappointed (laughter) because there isn’t much about my father and me, and what there is is very, very sketchy. Now I’ve answered this at such length I’ve forgotten the second part of your question that I was going to address and that was to do with the title, wasn’t it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It has to do with the title and the omission of Graham Greene on the title.

PICO IYER: Yes, thank you. So the title I had, as often, before the book. Because Graham Greene’s first book was called The Man Within. And it’s about hauntedness, possession, Jekyll and Hyde, the many selves we have inside ourselves, so if I was going to address Graham Greene and perhaps also my counterfather, who’s my real father, I thought I had to have The Man Within, I had to strike that note. But you’ve asked exactly the right question, as often, and no one else will ever ask me that. Which is that I had a full, ponderous title to define this book as nonfiction a year before I sent it in to my editor. It was called The Man Within My Head: Graham Greene, Hauntedness, and the Parents We Never Quite Know. 

And then sitting at my little desk in rural Japan after six months I thought, “no, let me make a greater space for mystery.” So then I sent it to my editor The Man Within My Head: An Inquiry. Which I think all my books are and most books are. And then finally just before I sent in the last version, I said, “no, let this book hover somewhere between fiction and nonfiction. Let me give the reader no clue about how to categorize it before she begins or even after she’s finished. Let me put the reader on alert, on edge, not knowing what she’s going to get into and just have this title which could be fiction, or could be a novel or could refer to any kind of man within my head.” So again I was taking more and more things away to leave space for the inexplicable in some ways. I didn’t want this to be a rational book that’s about ABC or QED. I almost wanted it almost to be like AQD, to explode linear sequences.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What space does “the man within my head” take? In other words, when you have someone in your head, where are they?

PICO IYER: I think deeper than one’s head. Probably in one’s soul and certainly in one’s heart. And I think maybe writing this book was a way initially to see how Graham Greene was in my life and then to see how he was in my thinking and then to see how he was in some deeper part of me that I couldn’t explain. So, as you remember, this begins with lots and lots of correspondences, where I’ll walk along a street in Saigon and meet a strange woman and she will be called Phuong and that’s the name of the main character of his Vietnam novel of fifty years before. And I’ll pick up a biography and I’ll see Graham Greene making confession to a priest called Father Pilkington and I’ll remember that the man responsible for my spiritual welfare from the age of fourteen to eighteen, my housemaster at school, was called Father Pilkington, and on and on. But those are really just surface convergences, so that’s the launching pad. 

What is going on? Why do I feel that Graham Greene is scripting my life and I’m just a figment of his imagination, stumbling through his novels, which I am misinterpreting as real life? But it’s cutting deeper than that to find out what is it about his sensibility that strikes such a resonance? Why do I feel he knows me better than my friends and family do? Why do I pick up one of his books and know even on first reading what the character’s going to say or do five years later?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why? Why?

PICO IYER: Some similar emotional patterning. That may have a little to do with our common upbringing. You know, I was born on the same street next to which he lived, went through the same schools as he did, have traveled to many of the same places, but really is about something much more essential, I think. And then, finally, what does he have to teach me? First, how does he illuminate the darker places in me that I’d rather not look at? But also how has he given me a guide for living, which I think he really has done? Why I have enlisted this stranger I never met as a counterfather?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And why did this book take a decade to write?

PICO IYER: I live in a culture that memorializes the empty room. You know, the Japanese aesthetic is about emptiness, and the Japanese way of life, as I have embraced it, is about doing without things and I obviously have Indian blood so my impulse as in my first books is to clutter the pages with as much stuff as possible, so you’re walking into an overstuffed room where everything is coming at you all at once. And with each book I’ve tried to incorporate, I suppose, more of Japan into the writing and really try to leave it—I love all the white space on this cover because I’m trying to leave as much space as possible. So I took these three thousand pages, which maybe let’s say there are two hundred and fifty discrete sections. And I almost put them in the floor, it’s in the floor of my subconscious, and I took one piece out after another to see how many of them I could do without and how if you just put twenty objects randomly on this table or on this floor which one strikes sparks off one another and invite the reader, really, to make the connections, make it not a discourse but a conversation, so I was trying to make it enigmatic and to leave as much emptiness around everything as possible, suggestions.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were talking about the allure of Graham Greene and in the book a word that comes up again and again is the word “hauntedness,” how, more than possession, you are haunted by him, haunted by his—the way in which he, it would seem, nearly perceives you from a distance—the fascination. You know Blanchot talks about fascination as that which touches us at a distance and this is really I think what is happening here. There is a true—you are mesmerized, fascinated by this man, for reasons that maybe elude you to some extent. Of course there’s the schools, the upbringing, the commonality, but then there is something much harder to talk about which Zadie Smith was talking about a little bit, which has to do with affinity—affinity and taste.

PICO IYER: And she said something beautiful about not knowing, and not knowing is a kind of intimacy I think. And so just as you said, I think the power of affinity is that it lies outside our explanations. You look across a crowded room like this and you see a stranger and you feel you know her very well, better than I know you, though we’ve been talking for many, many years. And Greene, I think, had a very acute sense that all the important things in life by definition can’t be reduced to explanations, whether it’s love or faith or terror. I was so happy that you played Zadie Smith. Just by chance this morning somebody asked me one of the electrifying books that I’ve read in the last three years and instantly I wrote about Changing My Mind. She’s humbling because there’s such humility and wisdom and versatility in her writing and she loves the word and cares about writing so much.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And Greene when asked, “Why travel?” said something that Pico Iyer could say—

PICO IYER: I did say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ambiguity.

PICO IYER: Yes, I did say it. I should say my editor isn’t here alas, but I owe him a great debt because once upon a time, this book was all fiction. I began writing the whole thing as forty sketches, imagining Greene in places he’d never been, creating fictional schoolfriends of his reminiscing about him, having Aunt Augusta from one of his books leading fictional characters to places they never went. So got rid of that, then this book was a long, endless trail of these correspondences. And one of them was somebody did ask me many years ago, “why do you travel?” Ambiguity, this is true, and then I read one of the last interviews Graham Greene ever gave, in Condé Nast Traveler, a magazine for which I write quite often, why do you travel? Ambiguity. But my editor rightly pointed out that those convergences only bring us to the gateway, that’s only really step one, and you’ve got to find out something deeper about the affinity. And so when you said about fascination and mesmerize–

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Fascination and mesmerizing. Because this is not a book about influence.

PICO IYER: No, thank you. That’s a great way to put it. It’s, I’d say it’s a book about friendship, and in fact when you say, “mesmerized,” I was thinking that really, he’s like an old friend, and the more I read him the more I want to spend time with him. As with any friend, you’re in a deep conversation and you don’t want to come up to the surface and be distracted with some trivial conversation in the street, you realize that you have a rare moment of intimacy and closeness and you want to take it as far as it will go. And certainly, having spent eight years working on this book, I was just telling somebody this afternoon I would gladly spend the rest of my life just reading him and reading him. 

And I get much more out of it now because in my favorite of his novels, The Quiet American, I would just read a sentence and maybe in a delusory way I feel that I can sense so many of the emotions that went behind that sentence that it has the power to explode me or break me down the way that with a wife, after a few years, you know that you just hear a hesitation in her voice and you see everything that’s behind it and it becomes much more moving than anything she would say, and I feel that not necessarily with Graham Greene, but with the Graham Greene I’ve created for my own purposes, in my head, who may bear no relation to the real person, I’ve come to that space of just through immersion and through extending this conversation eight years intensely but twenty-five years in all, that the smallest thing can really set me off.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Smallest things and also the pleasure, you recently wrote, of writing against all the modern times we’re living in where sound bites matter, Pico Iyer is defending the long sentence.

PICO IYER: Yes, yes! In fact there we’re in agreement with our friend Werner, who was talking about the same thing, again that just my sense that I’d rather have a ten-hour conversation with a true friend than ten minutes, let alone ten seconds. And it’s only after you have a very long conversation, and you do this wonderfully in this space, that slowly—and this goes back to Zadie, too—the black-and-white stimulus, the longer the conversation the deeper the nuances, the more you surprise yourself with what comes out of yourself and the harder it is to turn people into us versus them, Democratic versus Republican, liberal conservative whatever the tags are. The deeper you know somebody the less you can begin to sign on to any of those. And it does seem to me that we’re in an ever-more-polarized society and country and it goes with the sound bite and the shrieking head on TV and the talk show tirade, which are all based on short sentences, and complex issues and sentiments reduced to bumper stickers. So in my books of late, including this one, I’ve been trying literally, it’s a very quixotic silly task, but for the few people who pick up this book, to stretch, stretch, stretch their attention span and to bring the person into a place of slowness and stillness and spaciousness—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And quietness.

PICO IYER: Quietness, that’s right. Where suddenly she realizes what she’s been lacking as she’s been texting while watching TV and also attending to her e-mails or having to look after the kids or the many other distractions that haven’t changed over the years, but I think when I began writing I felt—in the eighties—I felt the writer’s job was to collect information for friends and neighbors and readers who weren’t able to go to Tibet or Cuba. Now anyone that I write for could easily access Tibet or Cuba at home on their iPad or on TV, so I think now the writer’s job is to free the reader from a deluge of information and remind him of what is larger than information, remind him of not just knowledge but wisdom or remind him of ignorance and what we don’t know, that information, as Werner was saying and talking about ecstatic truth, is not the truth. In fact it’s not even a semblance of the truth, so hence all the mysterious empty spaces I’m talking about, which actually get lost if you’re in a very click click click kind of mode, so I suppose I’m trying to salvage the poor reader from the multimedia cacophony that she might find herself within.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So is the attraction to Graham Greene an attraction to the complexity and difficulty that he describes, that he describes people who are not easily solvable, ambiguous, mysterious, and that as long—I mean, we’ve known each other for a little over a decade, and I don’t know Pico Iyer.

PICO IYER: No, and vice versa. Thank you, and that’s a beautiful way of saying it, complexity, paradox, and nuance, and Graham Greene goes over and over about how people are kind to their enemies sometimes and shockingly cruel to their friends. I think he always says that there were no, there is no black and white in the world, there are only shades of gray. That was his domain. Greeneland is that gray zone. And I was just telling somebody again this afternoon, just to pick up exactly what you said. My mother turned eighty last year and I know your parents are a hundred and eighty between them, and when she was having her birthday party, which I set up for her, her friend said, “why don’t you be her Paul Holdengräber? Why don’t you interview her at the party?” And at first I thought, “that’s not appropriate at a party,” and then I thought, “what a great chance to ask her the things I’d be much too shy to ask in real life,” so to speak.

And she was, my mother’s adventurous, she was game, she was up for it, and so at the end of the party I asked her those questions, including “What have you learned most as you complete your eighth decade?” and she said that you can never know another person, which is just what you said, I think. And it was stunning to me, it was the last thing I ever would have expected my mother to say or even to think. I am so glad that I did have that artificial interview because I learned something fundamental about her, but I also learned how much I didn’t know about her, and I also realized well if she’s saying how little she knows about people, she’s probably talking about me, her son who she doesn’t know, and her husband perhaps who she didn’t know, and it’s a very poignant and a very revealing moment especially to hear from a mother.

So Greene, just as you said. I think he had a very acute sense that we’re almost morally committed to looking at taking on the difficult parts of the world and taking on the difficult parts of the self but also having a due agnosticism to everybody else and to realize how little we know about them and the problem isn’t just that we don’t know about people but more that we think we know, and that’s the Quiet American’s sin in some ways, to go into an ancient culture in Vietnam and assume that he can remake it in the light of the ideas that he’s just ingested in Harvard Yard.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or what you hear so often which certainly rubs me the wrong way is when people tell me, “I know exactly how you feel.”

PICO IYER: Yes, yes, and the writer of course, and you know Graham Greene would probably be horrified if he heard what I’m saying about my projected vision of him. Because I know the writer is particularly susceptible to that, and I have a part in this book in which I say that one of the curious conundrums of a writer is when you bring out a book like this all of your friends suddenly think you’re a stranger. Who is this weird guy that they’re meeting on the page and they’ve never seen in life? And conversely all kinds of strangers think they’re your friends and say, “I know just how you feel.” And some of them may. If you’re a really great writer like Greene, they are, because you have so beautifully and transparently nakedly articulated their feelings that you’ve touched some chord in them. But often you’re right, it’s based on a misreading.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But also the agnostic element which of course a surprising word to use in some ways with Greene who is known for something else, it is so important, I mean it reminds me of a wonderful line at the beginning of Dantons Tod, the play that Büchner wrote when he was twenty-three years old, he said, “We were just leather rubbing against leather. What do we know about other people?” And yet of course a belief in this way reading is a form of travel and that I would imagine is why reading and rereading and rerereading the books of Graham Greene offers you such pleasure is that reading in some way gets you into a place of empathy where you begin slowly perhaps to understand and to scratch the surface.

PICO IYER: And writing, too. Exactly. The process of travel and the process of writing are about, are both about going into the other, about leaving all your assumptions and prejudices behind and using your faculties to travel into somebody radically different from yourself and to see that person or culture from within. And Greene was a perfect example and at one point in this book I describe his nonfiction book about Mexico, which I say is a perfect example of how not to write about a foreign culture. It’s one of the worst travel books ever in my opinion. He goes there for five weeks, he’s in a bad mood, he’s sort of fleeing a lawsuit brought against him by the eight-year-old Shirley Temple. And everywhere as he’s sitting in the trains of Mexico, the most amazing landscape this young thirty-four-year-old Englishman had ever seen, he said, “This is a place of hate. Mexicans are contemptible, they’re stupid, I’ve never seen evil to this degree,” and you feel that really talk about projection, none of that has to do with what he’s seeing, so it’s a very ill-tempered, rancorous, unsympathetic book, and it doesn’t begin to apply to the real Mexico. 

But right after that he went back to England and he sat down at his desk and he drew upon those same memories to write one of the most compassionate and probably spiritual books ever written, The Power and the Glory, and as soon as he was writing fiction he wasn’t a man in a—an Englishman in a train passing judgment, he was inside the Mexican characters seeing and feeling the predicament and the ache and pang of their unsettledness and their flight, and it’s intensely moving because he becomes a Mexican whiskey priest, and he becomes also the lieutenant, the Mexican lieutenant chasing the whiskey priest, and it to me it says—and probably Zadie Smith has said these things much more beautifully—that the process of writing is about going from outside to inside and feeling the stranger’s predicament as your own.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You surprisingly say that The Man Within My Head could have been about all kinds of other people.

PICO IYER: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, Graham Greene is certainly not a random choice, but there could have been a book written about other men who have occupied your mind and you say “the man within my head” could be—I could have spent the last forty years writing about Leonard Cohen.

PICO IYER: Yes, yes, because we’re all many, many selves. So for example in your case, you’re Paul the father, you’re Paul the husband, you’re Paul running LIVE from the NYPL, you’re Paul the reader, you’re Paul the writer, and each one of those probably has a different patron saint or household god. And for all our different moods I find correspondences in different writers. So we began this talk—you know I brilliantly dodged talking about travel, I hope you noticed that—but we began this talk by talking about Emerson and Thoreau, because they’re so close to my heart, closer perhaps than Graham Greene, but I felt if I were to write about them, and I’ve written around them a lot, I’d be writing about light and acclamation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But let’s be clear, you’re writing around Graham Greene, too.

PICO IYER: I am, but I’m making him my challenge, my dare to myself. That they would be telling me to write about possibility and everything I believe. He would be telling me to look at all the parts I don’t want to look at and don’t want to write about, and that’s what he did so brilliantly, unsparingly honest and tough on himself and kind towards others, and that’s how we segue to Leonard Cohen, because I think that’s one of his great gifts. What he shares with Graham Greene is that unflinching candor, nakedness about his sins, and yet never excluding a sense of holiness. 

And neither is very good at commitment, neither is good at settling down to a family or a faith or to a community or to a place, but both is very good at in the process of movement being aware of the ways you can become better than yourselves and they’re moving for a reason, I think. Both of them are great laureates of suffering. Both of them are at the forces of life, saint and sinner, are very much in play in all their work, but they’re starting from the sinner and working up, rather than many a holy book, which presents us with a saint or a priest and then demystifies him and ends up making us disappointed. But of the 2,760 pages I wrote that I didn’t include, there was a long section on Leonard Cohen and Graham Greene and all the correspondences.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did you leave out there?

PICO IYER: The Cohen section, you mean? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

PICO IYER: For example, Cohen once said, “My aim is to look with compassion at the duplicities of the human heart,” and I could have used that as an epigraph for this book. I don’t think you could better define exactly what Graham Greene is doing. They’re writing about betrayals, fallenness, the ways they’ve disappointed other people and disappointed themselves. And in that sense they’re spiritually cross-questioning themselves in a way that’s very, very difficult to do. I think Thoreau, to go back to my talisman, often said especially nowadays it’s not so difficult to go to Antarctica or to look at the Niagara Falls or a great chasm in Tibet. Look at the chasms in yourself or look at that Antarctica in your heart, that’s really difficult, and I think the reason that Graham Greene and Leonard Cohen command such respect and probably affection is that they’re prepared to go to those places. 

If I can tell you just one quick thing—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You may. 

PICO IYER: I flew into New York yesterday evening. And this goes back to your question about quiet. I arrived at nine o’clock from Toronto and I’d had quite a long, rigorous day in Toronto, and I got to my hotel and it was a little too early to sleep so what I did was find out how to work the CD player in my room, I put on the Leonard Cohen record that came out just six days ago, I turned out all the lights, and I thought, “This is the way to ground myself, to prepare myself to New York, to still myself. This is the way to lead myself into sleep.” So in just absolute darkness, two times over for ninety minutes, I just listened to these late songs, from a man seventy-seven years old now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just. He just turned seventy-seven a few days ago.

PICO IYER: Yes. Yes. Yes. And I just I thought, “this is the best way to spend my evening.” My temptation. I love sports, I would have loved to see the Superbowl highlights or many other things on TV, but I thought, what is going to be—make me feel ultimately best, conducive to sleep, conducive to dreams, conducive to clarity, and I realized Leonard Cohen was the way to do it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s listen to track 2 if we could.

(Leonard Cohen, “In My Secret Life” plays)

PICO IYER: Wonderful, no one’s ever done that in an interview I’ve been part of. Thank you. The only reason I was passing you notes was that I sort of know the song by heart.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does this song inspire?

PICO IYER: What does it inspire? Well, we just heard, talk about candor, and also yet coming to “I know what is right and I know what is wrong.” “In My Secret Life” also speaks for great privacy, and Leonard Cohen and Graham Greene more than many people live as artists in the public domain but as people very, very far away in very austere conditions. I first got to know Leonard Cohen in a monastery in the high snow-filled mountains behind Los Angeles, where he was an ordained Zen monk, but even in the heart of Los Angeles, in his secular home, so to speak, it’s a very, very modest home in an incredibly scary area. I’m terrified to go there, every time I—you hear sirens, there are bars on all the windows. He couldn’t have chosen a less glamorous more really monastic home. 

Graham Greene spent his last thirty-five years in a two-room apartment in Antibes in the south of France so neither of them was really interested in worldly success and when he talks about secret life there he’s really talking about his life I think as a monk and everything that we don’t know about him, to go back to your theme, and that parallel secret domain within most of us which is making some kind of journey that we sometimes don’t even share with our nearest and dearest but we feel to be the core of us. That’s a beautiful song to have chosen, and I was just thinking of something else that they have in common, but maybe it will come back to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, Leonard Cohen said something that is deeply moving to me. He said that if he knew where inspiration came from he would go there more often.

PICO IYER: He’s full of wisdom about everything. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It strikes me—

PICO IYER: Oh! I thought of it. Graham Greene’s longtime mistress, an American lady called Catherine Walston said about him at some point he was a strange, tormented soul, but intelligent, kind, and tremendously good. And to put tormentedness and good in the same sentence. I mean, I think that’s what Graham Greene is about, but as we just heard, it’s really about what Leonard Cohen is about, so he’s seeing himself broken apart, doing everything that he wished he hadn’t done, and yet that notion of sanctity is still strong in both of them. I think in Greene it’s a very poignant thing, because Greene had such a powerful sense of goodness, peace, and innocence, all the things that he couldn’t get himself and that he realized he was fascinated by them, talk about mesmerized, he was bewitched by these qualities that he always knew were out of reach. I think Leonard Cohen has given himself to a life of great humility, generosity, and self-sacrifice. And in some ways has actually come very close to the person perhaps he never expected he would be. He’s one of the great wise men and one of the great selfless people that you could hope to meet. But Graham Greene, I think, is charting a slightly different place a few steps behind on the mountain.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You said that this book in a way could be a sequence to your book on the Dalai Lama.

PICO IYER: Yes, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How so?

PICO IYER: I could have called the book on the Dalai Lama The Man Within My Head and I could have called this The Open Road, it suddenly strikes me, and more to the point, I see them really as about the same thing, which is compassionate realism. I think when I was on this stage with you before, the reason that one of the things that’s least understood about the Dalai Lama is he’s not a dreamer, he’s not an optimist, he’s an absolute realist who believes in bringing an undeluded, empirical, scientific eye to the facts and problems of the world and just coming up with an objective secular answer. And yet even in the midst of that tough-minded, undeluded glance, he always finds a place, obviously, for potential, which I think is his great word. And it seems strange to put Graham Greene, self-professed sinner, in the same sentence as a man famous for goodness and the Tibetans regard as the incarnation of a god of kindness. But I think that’s what Graham Greene was about, which is really seeing the world as it is but never excluding the possibility of faith and kindness and goodness. 

And the Dalai Lama just put out six weeks ago a book called Beyond Religion. And one thing that surprises people is that when he comes to New York City, he tells people, as some of you may have heard, “please don’t become a Buddhist.” Here is the most visible Buddhist in the world, saying don’t become a Buddhist, stay within your own traditions or your lack of traditions, where you roots are deepest and there is the least danger of misunderstanding. But even if you have no religion, you can still bring kindness and responsibility to the people around you and that’s in fact your first obligation. And he has of late said that kindness and secular ethics are the water of life, religion is the tea. So it’s great to have tea, that’s a wonderful luxury, it gives savor and variety to life. But the essential is water, and to have something much more essential than religion, as he sees it, which is secular clarity about what to do with your day-to-day obligations. And that’s Graham Greene, kindness before doctrine, what you do more than what you believe.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But by merely being chosen by Graham Greene, did you err from your tradition?

PICO IYER: Chosen by Graham Greene?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, in a way he called out, he—there’s a voice that—

PICO IYER: I did say that, didn’t I? He called out once he was already inside me. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you could say otherwise.

PICO IYER: Yes, so I wouldn’t say I was chosen by him, but I would say occupied by him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Preoccupied.

PICO IYER: Preoccupied with him, too, and one of the interesting thing that this book raises is what is it about this guy that gets under people’s skin and gets into their soul, because there are probably ten other books by males and females about being haunted by Graham Greene. Many more about being haunted by Graham Greene than by about being haunted by Aldous Huxley or George Orwell or people perhaps more highly regarded than Graham Greene. So how does this man somehow infiltrate people’s beings, sometimes in a demonic way, a lot of people felt terrified by his presence within him, or sometimes in a more benign way, as in my case. I don’t think Time Magazine is always the source of wisdom, but when Graham Greene died, its obituary writer said of Graham Greene, “no writer has more thoroughly shaped and invaded twentieth-century consciousness than Graham Greene,” and I think that “invaded” is one of the most remarkable words I’ve ever seen in Time Magazine. So perfect. What is it about him? I can’t answer you, but what is it about him that gets inside one?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Try, though. Try because in a way that’s all we can do. I mean, to speak Beckett’s language, we can try and we can fail and we can fail better and try again and in a way what I find most remarkable about this book is your attempt at getting close.

PICO IYER: Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your attempt at getting close and ultimately the impossibility and yet the need to. 

PICO IYER: Wonderful, and the impossibility and the need to, that very phrase is the essence of Greene, I think, and of Leonard Cohen. Somebody said to me wonderfully in Toronto two nights ago, “well, the thing about Graham Greene was”—and I can’t do justice to what he said but something like, “he knew he could never have faith and he knew it was intolerable not to.” But something like just what you said.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or Baudelaire’s extraordinary comment that even if God didn’t exist it wouldn’t be a good enough reason not to believe in him.

PICO IYER: Really?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

PICO IYER: Julian Barnes: “I don’t believe in God but I miss him.” And Graham Greene is in that position, too. So to answer your question, intimacy on the page. He had a great gift for intimacy and that’s what makes me and so many others feel—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Intimacy on the page.

PICO IYER: On the page, proportional to I think a great reserve and distance and guardedness in life. And I do feel as I say here that he would reveal many things to strangers, his readers, that he would never tell to his closest friends. Somebody who knew him said with mixed feelings, I think. First he said, “Graham Greene was a very difficult person.” Secondly, he said, “He had a gift for making readers fall in love with him on the page.” And he said, “Robert DeNiro has a genius at incarnating scary mobsters. Graham Greene had a genius at making people want to surrender to him on the page.” Werner talked about conquests and not wanting to conquer a mountain. The alternative is to surrender to a mountain. And Graham Greene is never about conquest, he’s always about surrender.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So surrender and invade.

PICO IYER: Yes, how you invade somebody by surrendering. But it’s not—so he makes you feel as if you’re part of him. I mean, that’s partly what I’m saying. That’s how we get invited in.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So is it a trick?

PICO IYER: It’s what every writer probably aspires to. And it’s interesting that he may not be the greatest, most radical, or original novelist of the century, but he does do what I think is the core of the exercise, which is invite you into him and then take root inside you. We won’t get into jouissance and those French terms, but you feel and I feel and I think I’m not the only one, when you’re reading his book, somebody trembling, kneeling by a bed, trembling, while mortar fire explodes all around, praying to a God he doesn’t believe in, terrified, not knowing right from left or right from wrong, it’s—and that degree of vulnerability, of course, is what invites one in. If he were projecting strength on the page we might marvel and we might bow before his talent, but we wouldn’t come in in the same way. Evelyn Waugh, his great friend and fellow Catholic and contemporary, who does what Greene does in Mexico, infinitely amusing and engaging, and turning this again undeluded eye on the world, but I don’t think we—we enter his world but we don’t enter his being, because he’s not disclosing his being in the same way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You speak about intimacy on the page, and one of the surprising moments in a career a writer has is meeting other fellow writers, and you never met Greene, and meeting him may have been a source of some disappointment, or it may have been a source of recognizing that he was great at intimacy but particularly when it was on the page. You write, and I’ll read this, if you were to meet Greene, “I’d come away of course with a souvenir, the illusion that I knew him a little. But the cost would be tremendous. Now I’d be distracted by the unexpectedly high voice, the erect carriage, the reddened face. I’d be further from knowing him than ever. A man within your head whispers his secrets and fears to you and it can go right to your core. Accompanied by flesh and blood it comes up to surface and you’re aware only of the good manners and laughter that keep you on the far side of a barrier.”

PICO IYER: Yes, yes. To have met him would not just have complicated my sense of him but in a more fatal way, simplified, and I would have reduced him to those external characteristics. And there’s another central line in the book, I think, where I talk about the difference between the soul and the personality, and it’s so easy to put a personality on the page, to charm, divert, persuade a reader, but I think the writers who really stay within us are the ones where it’s something much deeper and maybe a self not even known to that person. Every writer is at least two selves and all the best writing comes from a deeply private self and then the writer has to impersonate himself in public, doing things like this—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Exactly and I’m struck—I’m struck by the situation I find myself in all the time of meeting flesh and blood.

PICO IYER: Yes, I take pains not to meet the writers or the singers or the any people that I really admire because I feel I’ve—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you do meet them sometimes.

PICO IYER: I do, but I feel I’ve already got the best of them. And in a few glorious cases, and you know many of them, the person is exactly what you hope for and more, but nonetheless I think I’ve got the best, the deepest, the most intense and private side of that person already. I know that when I’m working at my desk in rural Japan and my wife comes in with a question, if I answer it I’m suddenly up on the surface of myself, even with my wife to some degree. I’m suddenly brought up many, many fathoms from whoever was that mysterious being within me who was writing sentences he didn’t know he had inside himself. And so you feel the disjunction even in a context that’s all about intimacy and privacy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So in that way writing is itself a form of surrender.

PICO IYER: Yes, that’s right and it’s a kind of channeling, it’s a mediumistic sort of thing whereby you feel—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So when you use the word “channeling” it’s a perfect word for Greene.

PICO IYER: Yes, and if I may share one biographical piece of information. When he was sixteen he tried to run away from the school, his boarding school, partly because his father was headmaster. And remarkably his parents, in 1920s England, sent him for six months to live in London with a wild Jungian dream analyst and the dream analyst’s dangerously glamorous wife and from that moment on until the last novel he published when he was eighty-four, again and again Greene describes these situations of a little boy leaving the official, upstanding, daylight world and descending literally underground into this parallel realm that is really the subconscious and in his case presided over by this colorful, charming, rather roguish man, and a moll. And it goes back to other things we were talking about. While his classmates were learning about strength and governing empire and how to carry your muscle around the world he was learning about woundedness and dreams and vulnerability and the other side of things. I think as a result of that—I’ve forgotten my train of thought as a result of that. (laughter) What were you asking me, I’m sorry.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I have no idea. 

(laughter)

PICO IYER: You have no idea. It was all going to fit together wonderfully once upon a time.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Once upon a time but this is what also happens—

PICO IYER: Mediumistic. So he had a keener sense than most people that writing was a kind of dreaming and, for example, he would write sitting at his desk about a dead woman found in a British railway station. Four months later a real woman was found dead in a British railway station to such an extent that one of Greene’s biographers accuses him of murder. He actually thinks Greene did the killing. He would—while he was asleep he would dream of a ship going down and he would wake up and find that the Titanic had sunk during the night. Twelve years later he dreamed of a ship going down in the Irish Sea. Many days later, he woke, he realized and was told that as he was sleeping a ship had gone down in the Irish Sea. 

And I think this all speaks to those interesting aspects, that writing is touching parts of the subconscious, as dreaming is, that see the future as much as the past. And one of his many pursuers found the dream analyst’s wife in later life, age ninety-three, and he said, “Do you remember that funny little sixteen-year-old boy who came to stay with you?” And she said, aged ninety-three, “Yes, he always had a great mediumistic gift.” Whether or not she’s right, that’s probably a large part of what Graham Greene, what made him such a great writer, that he could channel and that he could hear voices, and that he could open himself up to these forces that he wouldn’t explain but it was also, it became his predicament, because if you’re open to all of that, then you can’t write off God and you can’t write off the Devil, so he was always in that situation of not being a believer but refusing to be an unbeliever. And stumbling through limbo.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And also knowing that there are absolute limits to the knowledge you can have of yourself.

PICO IYER: Yes, yes, that you have to take a leap of faith in that direction, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know someone we both enjoy, Adam Phillips, has said in some of his wonderful essays on—are they really on psychoanalysis, I’m not sure? Where he says we are just too much for ourselves.

PICO IYER: It’s wonderful you mention him, I’m just rereading for the third time, his great book Houdini’s Box, partly because I think it sheds light on this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On the notion of escape.

PICO IYER: Yes, of hiding, of hiding and escape, that’s right. And what I was going to say about Greene’s nakedness on the page, is that it’s partly because he so much carried himself as that classic British man who will never say anything to anyone that really comes from the heart and he held those two, his public persona and his private being, in perfect balance, or certainly in a very workable balance.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And these are similarities you share with him?

PICO IYER: Well, I was raised in the same tradition and part of that tradition tells you that you should never talk or write about yourself, so he found the gift of writing about himself in a way that it would explain little Pico to Pico or perhaps Paul to Paul or all of us to ourselves, and so when I was writing this book, because I tend to be fairly reticent or diffident, I think my friends would accuse me of, so I thought, well, I will write about myself but only those parts of myself that tell a much larger story. Somebody was asking me recently, why is there a description of you aged eight in the streets of Santa Barbara California holding a Yogi Bear lunchbox as you go to school? And I said because that lunchbox was me. I’m sorry, a lunchbox containing cucumber sandwiches, (laughter) that’s an important detail, so I say the lunchbox was me. I was a very recently arrived émigré from a very old-fashioned kind of Oscar Wildean England with crustless cucumber sandwiches within this environment that I knew only from cartoons. I was the cucumber sandwich within Yogi Bear. 

I took great pains to start this book in this town of La Paz because it means peace and I thought you should begin a book in a place called peace which Graham Greene called the most beautiful word in the English language and I end it very close to the city named peace, I begin it with a near-birth experience and I end it with a near-death experience. So although I’m offering some particulars of my life I’m trying really to give some larger arc that others would relate to of a human life and the valleys that it traverses.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So Graham Greene, would it be correct to assume, is what permits you to write about yourself?

PICO IYER: Yes, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Graham Greene is what permits you to write a veiled autobiography?

PICO IYER: Yes, our brilliant other common friend, Richard Rodriguez, in Santa Barbara when he read this book, said, “Graham Greene’s just a pretext—how can anyone think it’s about Graham Greene?”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And?

PICO IYER: I said, “Not so fast, my friend.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So go slower, take your time now.

PICO IYER: All right. That was very quick, so to speak. He’s a context, he’s a pretext, but he’s a real subject, too, but I like what you said, yes, that it’s much easier to see yourself when you’re reflected back, when you’re externalized. And as you remember, one thing, small incident in his life I concentrate on is that when Greene was beginning to make his name as a novelist in the twenties he suddenly put all his fiction aside and he wrote a biography of the seventeenth-century poet and rake the Earl of Rochester. And when I read that book now it tells me nothing new, unexpected, or fresh about the Earl of Rochester, but it tells me everything about Graham Greene. In other words, I think he realized, divined, literally, at an early stage in his life how he could see and tell his own story under the guise of a biography, and in his late twenties, writing about Rochester, he pretty much describes all the patterns, and tensions, and tendencies that are going to haunt him for the next sixty-three years of his life, and so I thought, “well that’s a good example I could follow.” So Greene is a precedent there too as well as a motivation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So Greene the pretext, Greene who permits Pico Iyer to write a little more than his reticent self of flesh and blood shows, Greene who permits you to say a little bit more about Pico Iyer than we knew before and maybe Richard Rodriguez and others, myself included, learn something new about you through the lens of Greene. We also might have learned a resistance and yet an openness to say something slowly.

PICO IYER: Resistance and openness, that’s the heart of this book, sure, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But do you know what I’m about to say?

PICO IYER: No, I’m butting in again.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, okay, you are. I will continue. Resistance and slowness to perhaps—openness, thank you—to slowly approach a subject which is complicated, perhaps extremely complicated, which is the subject of your father, and you speak about the fathers we have, the biological fathers, and the fathers we have in our head. Those that haunt us, and Greene being one. I know there’s a Talmudic saying that the only things we really choose are our parents.

PICO IYER: That’s perfect. That could have been the epigraph, also.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It isn’t Thoreau, though. It is a Talmudic saying, and it’s always surprised me because, of course, the only thing we do not choose are our parents. And you write, “In every book, there is another text written in invisible ink between the lines that may be telling the real story of what the words evade. It did make me think,” you say, “again and again of the fathers we choose, sometimes even from books, over the ones we inherit. Real fathers, unlike conscripted ones, sometimes misplace their sons and then spend all their lives wondering how they can ever get them back.” 

PICO IYER: Continue.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So I don’t know how to approach this quite but I do, I mean, I do want to insist a little bit on your biological father and because the book as much as it is a book or not a book about Graham Greene is a book about or not a book about your father.

PICO IYER: Shall I begin to answer? Or too fast? Because I think those sections you just read, they actually come from two different parts of the book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They do.

PICO IYER: And the first one is the paragraph that says, “This is not a memoir.” And that people are least to be trusted when they’re speaking or writing about themselves, which I do believe, which is why already in this conversation I said anyone who buys the book hoping for my father and me in this will be a bit disappointed and a few have already said that, so I think it’s less about my father and me than about fathers and sons.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In general.

PICO IYER: And that’s why I was saying a couple of minutes ago about that archetypal pattern that you may know, but I think most boys do know, which is that when you’re growing up, the only way to define yourself, create your individuality, carve out your destiny, is to turn your back on, run away from, rebel against, your parents, and particularly your father. And then thirty-five years later you look in the mirror and you see something familiar and you hear your voice and you see your own ideas and you realize as you said, “Well, you can’t outrun your shadow. You can’t outrun your blood and your DNA.” You become your father, we rebel against our parents until we turn into them. So it’s about that pattern. 

I was thinking, I said it once or twice before, but I was thinking a couple of days ago on a plane if you’re courting a woman and you say to her, “You look exactly like your mother,” end of the courtship, she’s going to slam the door on you. (laughter) But if you say to her, “You look like Virginia Woolf, Emily Dickinson,” someone even if that person is less compelling and attractive than her mother, “Thank you, I’ve been waiting for that all my life. You see me as I really am,” and that’s the double standard I’m getting at in this book. If at age seventeen somebody had said, “You’re just like your father,” I would have felt that the whole project of self-creation had failed, that’s just what I don’t want to be at seventeen. If someone said you sound like Graham Greene, thank you, wonderful. 

But that’s a foiled or quixotic adventure, essentially, so it’s about that and about as with most people the older I become the more people say that I’m like my father, and I can’t deny it and probably there’s a lot in this book that he would have written word for word the same, so it’s about reading a Graham Greene book and feeling, “this is word for word what I would write,” and then writing something and seeing this is word for word what my father would have written, and therefore as you said there are at least two presences in my head and at least two men within my head, so it’s that pattern.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And then there is this extreme difficulty of imagining what one might say to one’s father, having a whole script in one’s head of what one might go about telling him or asking him and then being confronted by the real person and being mute.

PICO IYER: It’s an interesting inverse to what we were describing, because at some level, we feel we know too much about our parents or their failures, they’re like cabin attendants or doctors, we only notice them when something goes wrong, so we feel that we know too much about their failings, but really we don’t know their soul, and it’s exactly the opposite of what I said with Graham Greene, which is I didn’t want to meet him because I’ve got his soul already and I don’t want to see the actual man, so that’s a great disadvantage that real fathers have, and perhaps are contesting against all their lives, and perhaps, as your second reading suggests, are mourning when they see that they’re losing their sons to these shadow creations that the son is forming in his own head because this book is in part, of course, about how I know the most intimate guilts and terrors and secrets of Graham Greene. I feel I know them, but I think I do, because he shared them with the world, and of course I don’t know most of the intimate details of my father’s life and most of us don’t with our parents and even if we do know the details we don’t know what to make of them, as we might know how to make of them in the case of a stranger. So I think that’s an interesting discrepancy. In this book I wanted to move into that wedge between the strangers that we know very well and the people around us who perhaps we don’t know at all.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because I remember, I can’t remember how many years ago you came here when the book about the Dalai Lama came out—

PICO IYER: Four years.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Four years ago I asked you about your father and you were about as reticent then as you are now.

PICO IYER: So the book hasn’t done its bit. It hasn’t worked. Really, I didn’t remember you had—I blocked that out maybe. Do you want to know more about his life? Because I could tell you, there’s some of it in this book. A very colorful charismatic person.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And an extraordinary scholar.

PICO IYER: Yes, who growing up in a tiny apartment in suburban Bombay, somehow, without not in a very scholarly background, somehow became a professor at the University of Bombay at the age of eighteen, won the only Rhodes Scholarship in India in 1950, became the president of the Oxford Union, the great debater in Oxford in his generation who seemed certain to be president in some much larger sphere and who moved to California later, still very fondly remembered and worshiped, I think probably, in many parts of India and California and even England.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And in the book on on the Dalai Lama you write of a photograph, which is a moving short moment in the book where your father appears.

PICO IYER: Yes, my father met the Dalai Lama as soon as the Dalai Lama arrived in India in 1960 and told the Dalai Lama, “Your Holiness, I’ve got this little three-year-old boy back in Oxford in England, and he took a great interest in the story of your flight,” and the Dalai Lama with his characteristic gift for the perfect gesture and finding some way to connect with even people he hasn’t met, gave my father a picture of himself, the Dalai Lama aged four already on the Lion Throne in Lhasa, which my father brought back to me, and I had that picture on my desk for twenty-six years until our house burnt down. And so I mean I suppose that book—when I introduced my father into the text of the Dalai Lama book that’s a step towards this, because I was thinking about the legacy that I owe him, and one of the debts I owe my father is that he passed on his friendship for the Dalai Lama, he first sought out the Dalai Lama when not many people even knew whether a Dalai Lama was a real person or a mythical being, and then he took me up to meet the Dalai Lama when I was a teenager and now—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You travel with him. 
PICO IYER: Every year for a week, and I’m as close to him as I am to you for ten hours a day every day for seven days and much of the time I think about the fact that my father opened the door to this extraordinary privilege and the Dalai Lama, of course, has an amazing memory. It may be temperament, it may be meditation, it may be other kinds of training, so sometimes as we’re journeying on the train across Japan together he’ll suddenly say to me, “I remember the last time I saw your father he was wearing a yellow shirt.” And that last time will have been twenty-three years ago, but the Dalai Lama has the whole world in his head, not just one man, but he remembers every one of his encounters and I’m always humbled to see how he pays such attention to the world that he will remember the color of shirt somebody he last saw twenty-three years ago while meeting and attending to thousands of people every day. But to go back to my father, it’s a great debt that I owe him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You knoe, we live in worlds of tweets now, new forms of haikus in some way, right? And when you can follow the Dalai Lama on Twitter. 

PICO IYER: Yes, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The interesting thing about it is that millions of people follow the Dalai Lama, but he follows nobody.

PICO IYER: Maybe a correction there, he has somebody he calls his boss and often refers to as his boss, the Buddha, and I think he does follow—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But the Buddha probably doesn’t have a Twitter account.

(laughter)

PICO IYER: Sorry, sorry!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s what I mean and I saw this, for some reason yesterday I wanted to know does the Dalai Lama have a Twitter account? And he in fact does. 

PICO IYER: He does.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I highly recommend to the audience to look at it. But he has millions of followers and follows himself nobody. In other words he at no moment in his life is on Twitter.

PICO IYER: So it’s interesting the essential verb “follow” has changed its meaning and I living in rural Japan never having tweeted or seen a Twitter, thought that you meant follow in the spiritual sense rather than the Twittering sense, but it must be said for those eager to follow his tweets that in fact they just take the form—they’re not, “I’m sitting in traffic, am I going to see you at the bar at 5:00 p.m.” They are his office actually finds sentences from his teachings and puts one up every day, so it’s more a thought for the day Twitter than a moment-by-moment account. He’s no Kardashian yet. (laughter) So he may not even be following his own Twitters in that sense. I’ve silenced you, Paul. What’s happened?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m thinking about as we wind down I’m thinking about so many different things I would still like to ask you and so many ways in which I would like to get to know you better. And I think probably in closing what we should do is hear more about your father as you end this book, you—I wonder, by the way, if you know the poem that you read at his memorial by heart.

PICO IYER: Yes, but I would mangle Yeats, “When you are old and gray and full of sleep and dreaming by the fire,” yes, I am almost ready to keep on going, but it’s got that beautiful sentence about that one man found the pilgrim soul in you—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Read it if you would. 

PICO IYER: Oh my gosh, it’s a trick question. Well, I got the first line right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can have it on a separate piece of paper.

PICO IYER:  When you are old and gray and full of sleep

And nodding by the fire, take down this book

And slowly read, and dream of the soft look

Yours eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;

How many loved your moments of glad grace,

And loved your beauty with love false or true;

But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,

And loved the sorrows of your changing face.

And bending down beside the glowing bars,

Murmur, a little sadly, how love fled

And paced upon the mountains overhead

And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did your mother ask you to read that poem?

PICO IYER: She did and I was so startled, because it had been my favorite poem and I did have it by heart, and I never imagined that it was my father’s favorite poem, and this was a few days maybe a week after he died in 1995, I was thirty-eight, and it was maybe one of the earlier moments when suddenly I realized I can’t outrun him, even my favorite poem, the most interior, intimate thing in me, is exactly the one that he had come upon and maybe recited to my mother when he was young and there were quite a few other instances subsequently I found.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So this is another form of shadowing.

PICO IYER: Yes, being shadowed by your parents.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Being shadowed by your parents and sharing certain tastes that you didn’t even know you had.

PICO IYER: And obscure esoteric tastes, yes so there’s another example here, in which I was—I won’t spoil it but I was in Varanasi two years ago and somebody in Santa Barbara said, “You should meet this old professor by the shores of the Ganges,” and I met him, wonderful gracious old man, and it turned out he had been a classmate of my father’s in a tiny school in Bombay sixty years before and well, maybe I’ll complete the story, I’m halfway through it now, and he said, “I never forget when your father was fifteen years old and we were thirteen and he turned us on to this amazing, obscure book about Coleridge, The Road to Xanadu, and about the subconscious and about a scholar who, as he was tracking Coleridge, found an image in a poem that linked with a dream that Coleridge had and commenced a journey into Coleridge’s imagination, retracing the passages and all the patterns that formed in Coleridge’s sleeping head.” 

And when he said that it silenced me, because that very morning as I was doing my e-mails in the lobby of the Taj Ganges hotel, I’d got an e-mail from New York and somebody said, “We’re putting together a collection of forgotten books. Please will you recommend and write about one really obscure book that nobody knows and should know.” Instantly I’d written about The Road to Xanadu. So that was that extraordinary correspondence and I could barely tell the man how startled I was to find that my father independently at fifteen had found this book which I was so proud of discovering when I was nineteen, maybe, in college, which seemed to me, I felt, as nineteen-year-olds do, I was the first person ever to discover it. It was thanks to Sonny Mehta who brought it out in Picador and resurrected this ancient book and made it seem like a cool, fashionable thing to find. It was also of course very salient because it’s about the subconscious and it’s about piecing together things and it’s about how the subconscious makes a different shape, and that’s one reason I invoke it in this book. 

Maybe can I tell another story that just came to me that I haven’t told before, which is that I’m rather hoping that my mother doesn’t read this book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re rather hoping that your mother doesn’t read it.

PICO IYER: But I felt I shouldn’t hide it from her, so I gave her a copy for Christmas and then I craftily said, “let me inscribe it,” and I took it away for the next month, (laughter) until she rather wistfully said, “What happened to that book, did I misplace it?” I felt so guilty that I brought it back to her, and she began reading it, I think she’s on the first chapter still and while she was reading she came down and said, “You’ve got something wrong,” and my mother’s a professor, so I thought I had failed to include a diacritical mark on a Sanskrit word or something rather tiny. And she said, “No, you told this story about what happened to your father and you don’t know the real story,” and she told me this story which is infinitely better than the one I include in the book, and I’m going to try to incorporate it into the paperback edition, but if I can tell it very quickly, now you’ve opened the Pandora’s box of my father. 

When he first went to Oxford he met a man called Mr. Jel, because his name ended Iy, and the man’s named ended “Je,” so they were in line together, and Mr. Jel was a great student of French literature and his hero was Jean Cocteau and again and again Mr. Jel would send letters to Jean Cocteau, fan letters, letters of appreciation, invitations, solicitations, you name it, and suddenly one day an answer came back from Jean Cocteau, that the letters of the words on the page were so arranged that seen from a certain angle and from afar that page of his handwritten letter resembled a demonic face, a grinning, terrifying face, and Mr. Jel was so delighted to have got a letter from his hero that he put it up on the wall, framed it, and night after night he couldn’t sleep, because all he saw was that horrible grinning, grimacing face staring down at him, evil. Mr. Jean Cocteau had put a curse on him or a spell, or kind of hexed him so that he couldn’t sleep. Night after night he couldn’t sleep, finally he went to my father who was in the next room and said, “What should I do?” and my father sensibly said, “Throw it away,” but the story is so wonderful because it’s about a man within his head of course and a man who places a curse on him, and Mr. Jel got everything he dreamed of the letter from Cocteau, and it turned out to be a curse and it turned out actually to be the unraveling of his sanity. And whether Jean Cocteau was so haunted himself that that’s how his letters came out, whether he was deliberately trying to vex this tormenting stalker and fan, whether it was Mr. Jel’s overactive imagination that was seeing this stuff and seeing the grimacing face in what was only a letter, I don’t know. But it’s such a good story and I found it out only really after the book was over, and so now I never want to stop reading this book—I mean, I do want to stop reading this book, I never want to stop writing this book, and I’m still fiddling with it, finding new passages—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I am going to ask you in fact to read this book and to read the last page and a half of the book. You probably noticed that I didn’t begin this evening tonight by reading out the various books that Pico Iyer has written. He will be signing books in a while when we end this conversation. I ask my guests to give me a haiku of sorts, seven words that define them, and the seven words that—you were kind of stunned by this little exercise but complied to it very quickly and didn’t change it like many guests I’ve invited who have changed their seven words many times. You write, “Vagrant, quasi-Japanese, and mysterious even to himself.” This is the way in seven words you see yourself.  
Now, a little more about your father. These are the closing two pages of the book which I’d like you to read and you say that you begin the book under the sign of peace and I’m reminded of a quotation you have in one of your essays where you quote Virginia Woolf, who says, “You can’t find peace by avoiding life.” 

PICO IYER: She also said, “Always be yourself and never,” which I think speaks to some of what we’re talking about.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On that note.

PICO IYER: Yes, well, on that note, I just want to thank you for asking such really thoughtful and searching and actually intimate questions, so if you don’t know me, you still probably know me better than when this conversation began, and I really appreciate your daring me to come out of it from behind my cover. So I’ll also say that I met a friend in New York two years ago and he told me a remarkable thing, which I hope he won’t mind my sharing, which is if you look at the last word of every book, that’s the core of the book, and luckily I already had the last word of this book when I met him, but I made sure not to change it. So this is the end of this book. 
“When I went to the last room my father ever occupied it turned out to be on the same road where I was sleeping though down in the flats while I was in the mountains. I saw his books arranged by his seat on the floor where he liked to reach for them and the mass of yellow, sky-blue gray folders that he always kept with horoscopes, photocopies, caduceus symbols, records of important documents stashed inside them. His ashtray was on the table and the pack of cigarettes that had in fact brought him to his death were sitting there waiting to be opened. He’d died not many days before and it fell to me to sort his things out. 

As I was going through the books he kept beside him, heavily marked up, I saw that he was reading Gandhi, as ever, his chosen father, and was also collecting books, perhaps he’d always collect these more than read them, on how to improve his health. And then I saw to my astonishment a cover that looked familiar and noticed that it was a copy of the first book I’d ever written in the old, burned-down house while he was still wondering if there was evil in California. 

I opened it up and found it as marked up as any of his old books of philosophy or poetry might have been. Heavy double underlinings in some places. Cryptic arrows or infinity signs in red and black in the margins, parentheses that denoted some intense response besides the words. I couldn’t tell what the feeling was exactly but he seemed to have devoured my book with as intensely, with as much rigor and even approval as if it were a copy of The Republic or Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Then I went into his bedroom, where his slippers sat by his bed as if waiting for him to get out from under the covers and slip off to the bathroom. 

There were a few more volumes by his bedside, maybe company for the night and one of them I saw to my amazement was another copy of that first book which couldn’t have been the easiest one for a father to delight in with its raucous and heedless adventures across ten countries in the east. In all its three hundred and seventy-eight pages, there was only one marking at the top of one page. My father had carefully copied out a sentence I’d cited from Proust. “The real paradises are the paradises lost.” A son may choose never to listen to a father, but a father is greensore as well as everyone is always bound to a son and real disinheritance is hard, another advantage virtual fathers have. 

“In the time left to me,” Greene had written in his letter after I’d asked if he might be willing to sit still for a profile in Time magazine, and the phrase had stuck with me, haunting, as the words of those in their eighties often are. Even though more and more of his stories as he went on are set in autumn one of the main occupations of his characters is to see how far they’ve come or fallen rather since the spring. Yet, insofar as spring, youth, is visible, there is always the possibility of vicarious renewal or hopefulness and the mixed feelings of seeing somebody else’s too innocent delusions. 

His inability to trust himself would not have mattered if he hadn’t so hungered for peace and his longing for peace wouldn’t have been so plangent and poignant if it hadn’t his unquiet mind that always kept him from finding it. “From childhood I’d never believed in permanence,” Fowler, in The Quiet American says, “and yet I’d longed for it.” 

There weren’t many things I still had to ask Greene. His life was an open book. He’d laid himself so naked to the world on the page. If I’d met my father I might have asked though perhaps something would always prevent me from broaching the difficult stuff, “how much did you really believe, what is it that most compels you, where did the lines of faith run in you, where did they stop?,” but with Greene there’d be no need of words at all. He knew me better than I knew myself. I knew him better than I knew Louis or my father or many of the people closest to me when it came to his secrets, his sins, his most intimate needs. I closed the door of my father’s final, temporary residence, and got back into my car to drive back up the hill to where a rebuilt house, no longer yellow, sat alone on a ridge and a quiet American inside a faded, orange book was ready to keep me company with talk about the importance of never mocking innocence too readily and of the snarls that invariably turn around compassion.”
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.

(applause)
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