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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As you know, my goal here at the library is simply to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and, when successful, to make it levitate. 

It is a great pleasure to welcome you to this spring season of 2013, which will include the following guests we will have—I don’t remember them all—after John Irving tonight Carlo Ginzburg, followed by Nassim Taleb, Daniel Kahneman, Adam Phillips, a great English psychoanalyst I very much love who wrote a book called On Kissing, Tickling, and Being Bored. I highly recommend you come. He’s written a new book on frustration. (laughter) It’s inspired somehow to say that tonight. George Saunders and Dick Cavett, Anne Carson, Sandra Day O’Connor, Nathaniel Rich, William Gibson, Junot Díaz, Daniel Dennett, Jim Holt, David Chang, and many others. The many others you will want to discover by joining our e-mail list. So do join tonight, I highly recommend it. For instance, you will want to know when Dan Savage is coming, or when Ed Ruscha is coming, so do join our e-mail list. I also am very pleased to welcome back 192 Books, our independent bookseller. They are always here with us. And some of you have written questions for John Irving tonight, and time permitting, depending on how we get along, we’ll take those questions. 

As you know, for the last five, six years I’ve asked my guests to give me a biography in seven words. Instead of reading long accomplishments, as witnessed by your attendance tonight, I have a feeling you know who John Irving is. So I’ve asked John Irving to give me seven words. They are so good those seven words that I don’t want to just say them now, but I actually want to begin our conversation by unpacking those words and pondering them, semicolon and all, so ladies and gentlemen, please warmly welcome to our opening night this spring John Irving. 

(applause)

JOHN IRVING: The seven words was your idea?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know—I don’t know how to answer. If it’s a good idea, I should say yes, if it’s a bad idea, I should say maybe. No, it was a former producer who worked with me here who had this idea. And I don’t know exactly why. Maybe because I went on too long, and so she figured seven words might be helpful. We’ve been doing it for four or five years. But you enjoyed doing it, I think, you enjoyed submitting those seven words, didn’t you? Because you gave me more than seven. (laughter) You gave me seven about yourself and seven about other people.

JOHN IRVING: I enjoyed the other people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You enjoyed the other people. Let’s start with what you enjoy less, yourself, and read those seven words back to you and have you comment on them if you would. So your seven words were, “imagined missing father; wrestled, wrote, fathered children,” and you add to those seven words in parentheses, “(note semicolon).” Semicolon is between imagined missing father and all the rest. So why don’t we start with the semicolon?

(laughter)

JOHN IRVING: Now you’re talking. Well, I think if, if I’d been fed a diet of contemporary fiction, even contemporary in the fifties and sixties, I don’t know that I would have wanted to become a novelist. I don’t know that there was enough for me in the contemporary novel to hold my interest or ever to make me desire to imitate it. But I had a fairly old-fashioned education, first in the theater, before I was old enough to read those novels of the nineteenth century that made me want to be a writer of that kind, a writer like that, like those writers: Dickens, Hardy, Melville, Hawthorne, those people. And, as you know, sentences were longer then. (laughter) So were the concentration spans of readers. The constraints of time and space weren’t, I think, so artificially imposed, and the semicolon meant that you weren’t quite ready to let that sentence go. What began as that sentence wasn’t somehow sufficient. Everything was in need of more qualification; that’s all. And I love that. I never felt that people had enough to say. I never felt that people said enough or revealed enough or did enough. I was disappointed, as there’s a moment in David Copperfield where Copperfield expresses his disappointment that literature, and he’s young enough at the time when he makes this observation, so he really means children’s books, that there was more in them than there was in real life, that after you read some good stories real life was simply disappointing. And I—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A view you share?

JOHN IRVING: I don’t remember even how old I was exactly when I read Copperfield for the first time, but I never forgot that moment that I had long felt that way without knowing that I felt it or why. That’s not a seven-word answer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, and it isn’t quite enough about the semicolon, either.

JOHN IRVING: Well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Semicolon matters to you so much and you were teased about the semicolon by Kurt Vonnegut. You used as many as you possibly could when you wrote to him and he said that the semicolon was a transvestite hermaphrodite.

(laughter)

JOHN IRVING: Yes he did. That’s one of the things he said.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: About the semicolon and I wonder what—

JOHN IRVING: I had a—my first editor ever, Joe Fox at Random House, told me this about the semicolons in my first novel. He said, “You know, for most American readers today, this looks like a small fly inadvertently killed above a comma.” (laughter) But he did not discourage me, nonetheless. I found it kind of a withering comment, but so be it. I went on killing small flies above commas. Nobody likes them, you know, and very few people—very few people now even who do use them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Know why.

JOHN IRVING: Well, not only that, they don’t know how—they don’t use them properly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So I assume them, you used the semicolon properly in the seven words you submitted to me, separating “imagined missing father” from the rest.

JOHN IRVING: Yes, but, to be fair, the way everybody uses semicolons which is acceptable is in making lists. If you make a list, semicolons—there are no rules when it comes to lists. You can use semicolons in that fashion. But properly what follows a semicolon should also be a complete sentence. I’m not saying it is or that most people care or even know about that rule, why should they, but I do.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you separate—here what you separated was “imagined missing father” from three major achievements in your life: “wrestled, wrote, fathered children.”

JOHN IRVING: Well, if I had tried to encapsulate what was on Dostoevsky’s mind in seven words, I would also have used a semicolon. “No more fucking brothers; (laughter) kill the landlady.” (laughter) See, they’re not unrelated. (laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, and I think— 

JOHN IRVING: “Kill the landlady” is also a sentence, that’s my point, that’s all.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were very generous with your seven words because you gave us seven words for a few of the other writers, many of whom you loved. For Dickens, you said, “Had many kids; wrote about unhappy childhoods.” For Dickens your dog, you said, “Best dog ever; she had a family.” For Thomas Hardy, “Fate, the universe-driver; stopped writing for idiots.”

JOHN IRVING: The semicolon’s very useful, you see. (laughter) For Flaubert, “Not Mrs. Bovary; she’s a married woman.” 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And for Melville: “More than a postal worker; knew whales too.”

JOHN IRVING: Yes, he did, yeah. But why do this? I mean the seven words. Why not say this is Herman Melville, he wrote a really long novel.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s an exercise. It’s an exercise. And I’m interested that you put “wrote” instead of “write,” the past tense. 

JOHN IRVING: Well, perhaps because the very idea of writing about myself in seven words made me feel that I was writing an obituary. (laughter) Which is why I said I enjoyed it more for the other writers.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before coming down tonight for this conversation we’re having, I took you to the Berg Collection to see some treasures the library has, in particular Dickens, and I’m wondering if you could relay for the public what this inspired in you?

JOHN IRVING: Well, just looking at the marked, the reading copies, from David Copperfield and Nicholas Nickleby, it’s impressive to imagine how that audience could sustain readings of that length when most audiences today could not. Push most audiences today past forty-five minutes, you’re looking for trouble or at least a downward look at the text message. You know, it’s different. That’s impressive. But it’s also impressive how he edited his own material, how ruthlessly he edited his own material in the case of public readings, because he was very much driven by an ending that he couldn’t have gotten to if he hadn’t edited. And edited quite harshly. I never knew he used the word “stet,” however, that was impressive, I didn’t know that happened. 

You do get the feeling with many of those nineteenth-century writers, which is where I learned it from and before them Shakespeare and certainly Sophocles that everything was driven, is driven by an ending. Where something ends is the most important thing to know about it. I don’t think many writers today or in the past century, even the past century and a half, feel that as strongly as I did as a kid when I read Dickens, Hardy, Melville, Hawthorne for the first time and felt, “Oh, yes, this is driven by where it’s going,” and where it’s going is also foretold, is also foreshadowed, and there’s no such thing as a good ending that doesn’t make you feel, “Oh, of course, that was always going to happen.” It’s not a surprise. 

It is often with the books I read now, I sometimes think, well, perhaps the writer was only two or three pages ahead of me in knowing where this book ended, if two or three pages ahead of me, but what made me—I was very young when I decided this about stories, that I wanted to be involved, but that I wanted to be involved for this reason. It was perhaps convenient for me as a fifteen- and sixteen-year-old, at which time plot was already disparaged as old-fashioned, no longer relevant, no longer what storytelling was about, but long before I was able to attend to the language and the characters and all the rest of it, I was able to see that something better happen, this better come to something. This has to end somewhere, and you better know where that is, or I didn’t imagine how to do it if I didn’t know where that ending was. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You make a principle of it; you say that you start with the last sentence in mind.

JOHN IRVING: I think it didn’t become a principle, Paul, until as late as my sixth novel, which was The Cider House Rules, it didn’t become a method or anything I would have by name called a process until I had written almost half the novels I now have, thirteen, now halfway through, more than halfway through a fourteenth. In other words, I didn’t think about it for the writing of those first four or five novels, I thought, well, I don’t know why it is, but somehow I get endings first. And even when I think what I’m looking at is a first sentence, I’m wrong, it’s a last sentence.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does it mean?

JOHN IRVING: I used to think that this would change, and I didn’t—to use your word “principle”—it didn’t—I didn’t become aware of myself as even having a method or a process until I’d written that sixth novel, which was Cider House and which was one of the novels that had what I call a refrain ending. The ending is in fact the repetition of something you’ve heard before.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which happens also—

JOHN IRVING: Which happens in In One Person, which happens in A Widow for One Year. It’s very comforting when that happens. You can’t make it happen every time, or I can’t, but I kind of like it when it happens. I also like it when it happens when the title of the novel can somehow be contained in that last sentence, but I’ve never found a way to make that happen by force, either, and that’s only happened twice, and if it happens, great, I’m happy about it, but I don’t look for it. You can’t look for those things in my experience. You think about a novel or I think about a novel for six or seven, ten or twelve, fifteen in the case of Twisted River, twenty years, and then one day there is not just the last sentence, but the last two or three paragraphs, but that has a lot to do with how well by then you know everything.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know everything—

JOHN IRVING: I’m in a hurry about a lot of things but I’m not in hurry to begin a novel. I put it off and off and off and off. There are always three or four novels I could make the next one. And the reason I decide to do that one instead of this one has nothing to do with for how many years the whole story has existed, for how many years I’ve known who these characters are and virtually everything that happens to them. It has only to do with how certain I am that the ending will not change, not a comma, not a semicolon, nothing, and so I might choose a book that’s been in my life only seven or eight years as opposed to one that’s been there for eighteen years, on the evidence of how certain I am about that ending.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you say those characters you know them so well, they live for you, you know their every movement. I were thinking with your love of certain nineteenth-century tradition, I were thinking of my love of a certain nineteenth-century tradition which also includes the likes of Balzac and I was reminded that on his deathbed he called one of his characters who was a doctor to come by his bedside. So real was it in his mind, these two thousand some characters he had created. Do you feel that way about your own characters?

JOHN IRVING: I do. Maybe the most strongly about those characters who I feel were the farthest stretch from me, the farthest from who I was at the moment I began thinking about them, the most unlike myself. Maybe most of all for them but I think the intentionality of an ending, the inevitable quality of it, is something that I first loved when I saw the first Greek classical drama, that you not only knew what was going to happen, you were supposed to know. You didn’t quite know how it was going to work out, but you certainly knew how it was going to end. Does anyone imagine that there was an earlier draft of Hamlet where Ophelia doesn’t have the problem around water, and she and Hamlet get to go off together? Do we think that draft existed? Do we think it’s not evident, Act 1 Scene 1, that despite what a fool Lear is he’s going to lose before his very eyes the only daughter of the three who really loves him? Everyone in the audience knows she loves him, but he doesn’t get it. But she’s going to predecease him, which is the only reason anything about that stupid old man tears your heart out. That’s why. Do we think there was an earlier draft where Cordelia didn’t die? She was always going to die. Those were the things that made me want to be a writer. 

To a first-time reader, especially a kid, especially a student who’s skipping the parts about the whale vomit, it may seem like an accident that Ishmael is saved by what was first intended to be Queequeg’s coffin. It’s not an accident, it’s in chapter fucking three, right? The proprietor of the inn, right, the inn, the innkeeper who introduces Ishmael to Queequeg, his last name is Coffin. “Common Nantucket name,” Ishmael says, oh yeah, well, it is, but not so common what the intentions are, right? There’s—why so much about the coffin? Well, duh. It’s his lifebuoy and it’s always constructed as such. Well, that’s not an accident and I—those are the things that make me—they’re architectural things, they’re structural things, and it made me think, well, before I presume to write this story, before I presume to entertain you or make you afraid or both, I’d better know as much as I can about everything and how it turns out, and in a way I want you to know those things, too. Not all those things—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you do like giving the reader a sense of what will happen. You call it foreshadowing.

JOHN IRVING: I do.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And there is a sense in which the reader becomes, if a careful reader, a detective in some way finding clues.

JOHN IRVING: That may have more to do with the fact that I saw a lot of theater before as I said, I was old enough to read those novels that made me suddenly more interested in novels than I was in the theater. There is a—there is a dramatic structure in the novel that I deliberately know comes from my fondness of theater and especially that moment we often have in classical drama where everyone in the audience knows what’s going to happen to that principal character onstage long before that poor character knows it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And yet I have to tell you, John, I—there were many, many, many surprises.

JOHN IRVING: There have to be some surprises, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But there were really many surprises. Some of them, I must say, truly shocking.

JOHN IRVING: Well, that has to happen, too. If you know everything that’s going to happen, you’re bored whether it’s in the theater or reading a book. If you know nothing that’s going to happen—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re clueless.

JOHN IRVING: I’m bored too, then, I think, why am I listening to this person if he or she doesn’t know more than I know about this story, why should I care?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know I said a principle of knowing the ending, and I used the word principle starting with the last sentence. There’s a line by Jhumpa Lahiri that I’ve always loved where she says the first sentence of a book is a handshake, perhaps an embrace, and keeping that in mind I’d like to read to you the first page of In One Person.

“I’m going to begin by telling you about Miss Frost. While I say to everyone that I became a writer because I read a certain novel by Charles Dickens at the formative age of fifteen, the truth is I was younger than that when I met Miss Frost and imagined having sex with her, and this moment of my sexual awakening also marked the fitful birth of my imagination. We are formed by what we desire. In less than a minute of excited, secretive longing, I desired to become a writer and to have sex with Miss Frost—not necessarily in that order. 

(laughter)

“I met Miss Frost in a library. I like libraries, though I have difficulty pronouncing the word—both the plural and the singular. It seems there are certain words I have considerable trouble pronouncing: nouns, for the most part—people, places, and things that have caused me preternatural excitement, irresolvable conflict, or utter panic. Well, that is the opinion of various voice teachers and speech therapists and psychiatrists who’ve treated me—alas, without success. In elementary school, I was held back a grade due to a ‘severe speech impairment’—an overstatement. I’m now in my late sixties, almost seventy; I’ve ceased to be interested in the cause of my mispronunciations. (Not to put too fine a point on it, but fuck the etiology.)

“I don’t even try to say the etiology word, but I can manage to struggle through a comprehensible mispronunciation of library or libraries—the botched word emerged as an unknown fruit. (‘Liberry,’ or ‘liberries,’ I say—the way children do.)”

Quite an extraordinary beginning. The lust begins in the library. The desire to begin to be a writer begins there through the most remarkable character I’ve read about in a long time, Miss Frost. Quite a handshake. 

JOHN IRVING: Well, when I first imagined this novel, it—I imagined the whole thing, really. Some minor characters excluded, but I saw the whole trajectory that a boy who is a sexual minority among minorities, a bisexual boy who is coming of age sexually in the 1950s and early ’60s, that the first love of his life is a transgender woman that he believes is a real woman and in fact he believes his possible salvation from a life of homosexuality. I, speaking of what the audience knows, it was obvious to me for seven or eight years before I began writing this book that from the very beginning the readers of this novel would know long before my main character that Miss Frost is transgender and that waiting for this bisexual man nearer the end of his life is a young boy who hates being a boy, who wishes he’d been born a girl. “A transgender in progress,” as my bisexual main character thinks of her. 

So before I wrote a word and for eight, almost nine, years before I would, these two sexual minorities among minorities, two transgender women of different ages and from different eras, are kind of the bookends to this transsexual man’s life. And I thought, well, if there's anyone that he’s going to admire and respect and find brave, who would it be but someone who he recognizes has had as difficult a time being accepted even among other sexual minorities as he has had, maybe more? So it was always a—the trajectory of the novel was plain. As a young boy still discovering and in some respects running away from his sexuality, as many people of my generation did, well, these two transgender women were both the beginning and on the page, the end of his story. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think furthermore it is important and remarkable that not only is Miss Frost what you said she was, but she’s also a librarian, and I think the fact of her being a librarian is very important in the book and when Billy comes and asks that he would like to get books that could in some way explore what he’s going through, namely having crushes on the wrong people, she has a solution to that issue, meaning she has a book that might save him. She not only has a book that might save him, but she has a book that might save him at that moment and also warns him of not reading Madame Bovary before he's experienced terrible disappointment in life.

JOHN IRVING: Yes, and her reading list, which begins innocently takes her to Giovanni’s Room, which she deems in Billy’s case a safer subject than the woeful disappointments in Madame Bovary. Yeah, I always wanted her to be responsible for more than his sexual education. I guess I should say too that it’s hardly the first time I’ve written about a sexual minority in this book. It’s hardly the first time I’ve written about a writer, either, but that was a part of what I also knew from the beginning, that Billy’s desire to be a writer would be born in a library. That was a part of the original thought.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He gets a library card, Billy, the main character of the book, when he’s thirteen. Richard takes him to the library to get a library card and he says, '“I’m interested in me, I said, what books are there about someone like me?” I asked Richard Abbot,' and that is the primal scene of the book in some sense where he arrives and meets Miss Frost, who will then give him a list, a reading list which you also provide to the reader of your book, of books that might have that impact to change our contingencies, or might have that impact to change our lives, or might have that impact to guide us sufficiently that we will become what, free, or freer? Or less in pain or more understanding or having more compassion or none of the above?

JOHN IRVING: It’s a novel about secrecy, about the secrets we keep from even the people we love and in some cases even ourselves, which is also not entirely a new subject for me. But I think, you know, we’ve been talking a lot about foreknowledge of a book prior to its first words, prior to it being committed even at the most rudimentary level to the page, but a part of any writer’s process is also discovering what you don’t know, is also even for someone who needs to be as overorganized as I need to be as a writer, there are also things that I am wrong about and come to accept about a book shortly before I begin it, very grudgingly or reluctantly. In One Person is not the first book in which I have—I had for a number of years confused the most important character, who was Miss Frost, with the main character, who is my bisexual narrator.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Important and main.

JOHN IRVING: That’s something that I make a mistake about not infrequently. I was really slowed down in beginning The Cider House Rules because I had a similar confusion. I misjudged Dr. Larch, who is the most important character in The Cider House Rules, I confused him as the main character for the longest period of time and when the rather plain in comparison to Larch, the wait-and-see character of the orphan who is so late in forming himself, that’s the main character, but he’s less interesting than Larch just as Billy may be less interesting arguably than Miss Frost.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Miss Frost is extraordinary. I mean, I must say—I did not—I wonder how bad of a reader I was or am to have been surprised by what you pointed to so early on? Namely, her—the fact that maybe she was too, I have trouble saying all this, but I didn’t know that she was who you wrote her to be until a hundred and fifty pages into the book.

JOHN IRVING: Really?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah. So what is that about?

JOHN IRVING: I don’t know. (laughter) I mean . . . I don’t know about that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But I was very attracted by her, I must say.

(laughter)

JOHN IRVING: The big shoulders, the big hands, the small breasts. Okay, I don’t know. (laughter) Just when you think you’re obvious. (laughter) No, but I—that, that confusion between most important and main character is—it’s understandable in hindsight, you realize why you do it, but you have to be careful about that because it’s also connected to the very important choice of the voice you’re in when you tell the story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Edmund White came to your rescue in some way with this particular book when you didn’t quite know in whose voice to write.

JOHN IRVING: Well, it was an interesting coincidence. I mean, Edmund and I have written each other about each other’s books when we’ve been writing them before, but this was the first time in my memory that he happened to be beginning a novel at the same time I was beginning a novel, or he was a little ahead of me, he was also writing a somewhat shorter novel, and he writes more quickly than I do, but we were sending some e-mails back and forth, and I had not committed to this novel, I was actually weighing this novel as the one I would write next and another novel, which is not altogether unusual for me and—but I knew the story of In One Person, and he told me the story of the book that he was writing and what worried him about it and I told him about Billy and Miss Frost and I said I was—at that point I wasn’t even committed to a first-person narrative in the case of this novel. 

I was simply struggling to know who my principal point-of-view character was and that was a similar problem I had with The Cider House Rules, so I just complained to him and said, “You know, I’m more interested in the Miss Frost character, I’m more interested in the transgender woman than I am in Billy. She’s more of a mystery but I don’t know how I can be in her point of view because of course I knew what happens to her. That was my problem in The Cider House Rules, too, I thought, “How can I be in the point of view of a character who’s going to die?” I didn’t like that constraint, shall we say. This is narrative constraint, it’s very confining to know that your point of view character is going to die on you before the story’s finished. So I don’t know I was sort of—I was complaining about it to Edmund, and he just wrote me back and said, “Well, you should obviously be in the point of view of the bisexual boy, not the older transgender woman,” and I thought, “Oh, that would be easier,” and yes it was, it was a fortuitous, it was a fortuitous moment and which led me very quickly to the first-person narrator or third-person omniscient voice, which is the voice I generally prefer. I am more at home, I am more comfortable in that third-person omniscient voice than I am in the voice of a first-person narrator. 

But I have to say this that whenever I, with some resignation and reluctance say, “Oh, this has to be a first-person narrator” – The Hotel New Hampshire, A Prayer for Owen Meany, In One Person, chiefly – once I do that, everything becomes easier. It’s not only I think for most readers easier to read a first-person narrator than it is to read a third-person omniscient narrator, it’s much easier to write, it’s much easier to write a first-person narrator. Do you know why? It’s because it’s a monologue. There’s never any question about how you should sound. You know who your character is. If you know who Billy is, you know how he sounds. If you know who Johnny Wheelwright is, in A Prayer for Owen Meany, you know what he would never say as well as what he would, but in that third-person voice, it’s slower because there are no confinements. You can say what you want. You’re not in a character. You’re not a—this isn’t a soliloquy, so every—as reluctant as I’ve always been to choose that first-person narrative voice, I must say that every first-person novel I’ve written is much more forthcoming. It writes itself a lot more quickly than any novel in the third person. 

There’s a caveat to that, which is you have to be aware, I think, as a storyteller, any storyteller that any story you tell from a first-person narrative point of view is going to be much longer than that same story would be in the third-person omniscient voice. Why? Because you have to account for how that narrator knows everything. There’s a lot of exposition. You have to explain how Billy, how Johnny, knows things. How does Johnny know this about Owen? Well, somebody says it, or Owen says it. There’s all this hearsay. There’s much more dialogue, there’s much more exposition. 

So for someone like myself who likes long novels and is inclined to longer novels rather than shorter novels, it’s an invitation to run even longer. But the principal culprit, if it is a culprit, as to why my novels would be long is that in most cases, the passage of time is essential to the story, in most cases. In almost every case of the thirteen novels, the passage of time and the effect of the passage of time on certain characters is as important as any major minor character in the story. I don’t write novels about going away for a weekend. (laughter) I don’t enjoy reading many of those novels, either. I don’t, I mean it’s tough to write a short novel about fifty years. It’s tough. Flaubert did it in A Simple Heart, beautiful, but it’s a task, and that main character is by most novelists’ definition a minor character in most other novels. That character of Félicité.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Really? I beg to differ.

JOHN IRVING: She’s a little simple.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, but A Simple Heart.

JOHN IRVING: Well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, but that’s the point.

JOHN IRVING: She’s got more perception problems than the parrot.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But that’s part of the point, too.

JOHN IRVING: She’s limited. She’s very limited. That’s a story that has to be short. He didn’t have a lot of options for that character.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he didn’t want to offer himself a lot of options, either. He wanted to take that very restrained, restricted vision.

JOHN IRVING: I’m not talking about what he wanted, I’m talking about the usual parameters concerning the length of a novel that the passage of time generally presents. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I see.

JOHN IRVING: You know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You need the length.

JOHN IRVING: For example, there’s a lot going on in Félicité’s imagination, but not much happens to her. There’s a wonderful sentence in A Simple Heart where you recognize the passage of years by how many tiles fall off the roof. That’s it. Those are the kinds of things that you can cheat time a little bit in a third-person voice the way you can never get away with it in a first-person voice. There’s a chapter in The Cider House Rules past the middle of the book called “Fifteen Years.” And the first sentence of that chapter is, “For fifteen years, they were a couple.” Well, that’s my way of saying, okay, for fifteen years nothing much happened. (laughter) Well, you look like an idiot or your narrator looks like an idiot if you try to get away with that in a first-person narrative voice. You really can’t say, “Nothing happened to me for fifteen years.” Nobody’s going to believe you. Nobody’s going to believe you. 

If you think Moby-Dick is long now what would it be like if somewhere in the middle of those four to five hundred pages Ishmael said, “We just went around the world for years.” No, no, you couldn’t get away with that. He gets away with a lot in that novel, but he can’t get away with that. He can’t say—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m so tempted to continue talking with you about nearly my favorite book in the world, which is A Simple Heart, but I feel that people here maybe have come for another reason.

JOHN IRVING: Right, right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And so—but that first sentence, “Pendant un demi-siècle, les bourgeoises de Pont l'Evêque envièrent à Mme Aubain sa servante Félicité.” “For half a century the bourgeoisie of Pont-l'Évêque envied the servant Félicité,” the way in which Flaubert constructs that sentence to make Félicité really the subject at the very end of everybody’s envy, it is such an extraordinary – to use Jhumpa Lahiri’s wording – it is such an extraordinary handshake. 

You have such sentences in In One Person, you say, “Oh, the winds of change they do not blow gently into the small towns of northern New England,” and you were saying a little bit earlier that one of the main subjects of In One Person is secrecy. I’m always taken by the word 'secret,' because secrets secrete, and they can’t contain themselves. You know the Thomas Jefferson line where he says that for two people to keep a secret, one has to be dead. (laughter) And you—the book is also about another subject, which I think is perhaps one of your themes or obsessions, which is the theme of intolerance, and have you a passage which I’d like to read, a short passage. “I would have guessed that Richard hadn’t had the time or inclination to read my third novel, but he’d read it. ‘The same old themes but better done. The pleas for tolerance never grow tiresome, Bill. Of course everyone is intolerant of something or someone. Do you know what you’re intolerant of, Bill?’ Richard asked me. ‘What would that be, Richard?’ ‘You’re intolerant of intolerance, aren’t you, Bill?’ ‘Isn’t that a good thing to be intolerant of,’ I asked him? ‘And you are proud of your intolerance, too, Bill?’” Could you comment on that?

JOHN IRVING: Well, that’s a part of the novel that is very deeply connected to Billy’s identification with Shylock, which Richard categorizes as a problem play. It’s a problem because what do we do with so much anti-Semitism, what do we do with this hateful old Jew? And Billy says, “He’s not hateful. I’m on his side.” Billy identifies with Shylock. They’ve taught him how to hate and he hates back, and so does Billy. And it seems to me that in that little dialogue there that we like Richard, Richard’s a positive character. We like Billy, too, I hope.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Very, very much.

JOHN IRVING: And they’re both right. They’re both right on this one. Richard knows Billy very well and he knows that Billy is not above being intolerant, but he’s seen more than his share as a receiver of other people’s intolerance, and he cares about paying back, so he is a Shylock kind of character in that respect. It’s not a coincidence that who he should meet at the end of this novel is the angry and altogether disappointing son of his great love but also great nemesis, his tormenter. Whom he’s also in love with, Kittredge, and there is his lookalike, his son but in looks only. This angry, disappointing, intolerant boy whose intolerance extends even to his father. And so it’s—

The end of the book was also a moment of Billy expressing his intolerance of intolerance and he learned that from Miss Frost, so there’s a—he’s not above, as Richard points out to him, he’s not above an intolerance of his own but it’s troublesome, it’s—I had an interesting time talking about this novel in Europe, where it has now been translated into not all but most of the languages it will be translated into and I’m very used to going to Europe with—especially with those novels of mine which I would call political—The Cider House Rules, A Prayer for Owen Meany, this one, certainly, but also another subject, another novel on the subject of sexual intolerance, The World According to Garp, it’s about sexual hatred, really, it’s a sexual assassination story. A man is killed by a woman who hates men, and his mother is murdered by a man who hates women. There’s nothing that radical or extreme in In One Person, but it’s the same subject. Well, what was curious this time is that I’m used to being in liberal Europe, right? I’m used to being in liberal Europe, which I have always looked up to as an example, especially in my view, a sexual example of what I wish this country was or could be, how I wish we could get over our sexual uptightness and immaturity and judgmental aspects and be more like sexually more liberal Europe. But things are different. Things have changed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How so?

JOHN IRVING: And one of the issues, interestingly enough, in traveling with this novel to the Scandinavian countries as I have, traveling to the Netherlands, an achievement in liberalism, the Netherlands has always struck me. I love Holland and Belgium, too. Well, for the first time, the Europeans are used to asking me what—they’re always asking me, “What is wrong with America? What’s the matter with you? Why can’t you accept these things that we’ve found so acceptable for years now? Why are you so backward?” It’s a common experience for any American author who is translated and goes to Europe is you’re often put in the position of talking about your own country with a complaining tone of voice and Europeans love to hear how you wish that your country would be more like them. (laughter) It makes you very popular with them, you know. But something’s wrong, something was very wrong, because I—on this subject, on the LGBT subject in Europe, I could sense that my audiences in Europe and the journalists who were interviewing me in Europe, that they suddenly had something that they were very uncomfortable about, and they were very uncomfortable about that very thing, the issue of intolerance, of being intolerant of intolerance. Because I just kept asking the question and I kept asking it because I knew the answer. I kept saying, “Well, are there—you don’t mean to tell me there are parts of Brussels or Oslo or Amsterdam, of all places, where a couple of gay girls have to be careful not to be kissing in a bar or a couple of places where gay boys coming out of a club shouldn’t be holding hands? Is there a problem?” 

Well, there is a problem. There is a problem. There is increasingly an unassimilated and very nonliberal Muslim population who has not bought in to the European sexual culture. They haven’t bought in to it at all, and it puts the liberalism that I much admire and have, I hope, stood for in my own country politically as well as in my writing, it raises a question of what do you do when a minority whom you are supposed to support and defend is thoroughly intolerant of another minority? What do you do about people who are intolerant if the people who are intolerant are themselves a minority? You see? Now, that was different and for the first time I felt that I hadn’t—this is a strange thing to say as someone who has taken the position toward sexual tolerance, acceptance of abortion rights, et cetera, as I have, it’s strange to feel that in much of Europe right now in the issue of acceptance of sexual minorities, Europe’s in a very uncomfortable place. They have a problem and they don’t know what to do about it, and they’re not handling it very well. They don’t handle it very well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is the strange thing to say?

JOHN IRVING: It’s just strange to feel that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Are you let down by Europe?

JOHN IRVING: On liberal issues, I usually feel when I’m in Europe with my European publishers and in those communities on the occasion of a translation of this or that book, I usually feel that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They get it.

JOHN IRVING: That this country has a lot of catching up to do. On this particular issue and this particular problem, Europe has a really big problem. It has a really big problem and no one that I know in Europe would refute that. They’re aware of it. They’re very aware of it. What do you do about that? If you move it into the public sphere, how do you enact, how do you legislate that you’re going to be intolerant of intolerance? That’s a problem. That’s difficult.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I personally was quite touched in this particular novel by the reappearance of Vienna and how important Vienna is for you and I discovered to what extent, two writers who matter to me tremendously, Freud of course but also Schnitzler, matter to you and you’re taken by this sentence of Freud on Schnitzler where he says that his colleague underestimated the much-maligned erotic. And so it would seem that the Vienna of yesterday to quote Stefan Zweig, is doing poorly now. It was perhaps doing better on the erotic before. 

JOHN IRVING: Well, it’s different now. It is different now. The world is—Europe is not the same as the Europe where I was in school in the sixties. Vienna isn’t what it was in the sixties, in some ways to the better but here’s the issue. And all of Europe has to face this and this is really getting us off the point, this is not a European audience. I talked about this a lot in Europe, I don’t mean for this to be such a lengthy digression, but I think it suffices to say this: that if liberals don’t decide what to do about intolerance, there's a terrible history that will decide it. Right-wing governments and right-wing leaders are very much on the rise in Europe now, and many of them are very much on the rise, because they find it very easy to point to what liberals are not doing about a problem. And we all know, I hope, that the solution to that problem is not the right-wing solution, which is don’t let anymore Muslims into Europe and crack down on the Muslims who are there. That’s not the problem. The problem is why is it that the grandchildren’s generation of those Muslims who came to Europe to work in the 1960s, why is it that their grandchildren are more radical, less assimilated, less European and more hating of European culture, especially liberal culture, than their grandparents were? You know, that’s just a problem and it’s more interesting to talk about in the case of this book there than I think it is to talk about to this audience, but I’m just saying—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m not sure.

JOHN IRVING: I’m just saying that the specter of “what are you going to do about intolerance?”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And hatred.

JOHN IRVING: And what are you going to do about that kind of discrimination against minorities? Well, this book is about sexual minorities and how they deal with that intolerance, and Billy deals with it by being intolerant of them, but this is a novel and this is about an individual’s bisexual life and his reaction. It’s a little different when you have more than forty thousand, approaching sixty thousand Muslims living in the Netherlands. And many of them are assimilated and some of them have no intention of ever being assimilated. And they’re not tolerant, so what are you going to do?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing—

JOHN IRVING: On this subject. I mean, they’re not tolerant on this subject. All of a sudden, you know. I have an old friend in the Netherlands, and those of you who have read a couple of my books won’t be surprised to hear this. Someone I worked with very closely in the case of two novels is a homicide policeman, and I spent a lot of time with this guy and it’s interesting how the—this guy’s whole life is about who’s safe and who isn’t. Is about who are the potential victims and how do you save them and what are you saving them from? That’s his life, and all of a sudden the problem begins to look unsolvable. And it’s in part because of the right thing is always to treat any minority as you yourself would wish to be treated and to do the very best you can for them, but—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So I wonder if, if I may interject—not interrupt, but interject, if I may interject—perhaps also you said but this is a novel, perhaps the role of the novel is to in some form educate a readership to understand and empathize and comprehend differences such as difference you see the arc between Miss Frost and Billy and Jean and other characters in your novels.

JOHN IRVING: I think you have to be careful of wishing that the examples of heroic characters in fiction could sort of be of much use to—practical—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Miss Frost believes so. Doesn’t Miss Frost believe so? Doesn’t Billy believe that Miss Frost in suggesting certain books to him—

JOHN IRVING: I think this is a long sidetrack and I’ll tell you why. Is that Miss Frost isn’t responsible for our population. I don’t know how you legislate being intolerant of intolerance. Personally I’m on Billy’s side. When I see The Merchant of Venice as many times as I see it, I’m on Shylock’s side. I think Portia is a vapid Christian spouting Christian mottos. I take Shylock’s side, and I think Shylock gets screwed. I think Shylock is perfectly human to want his pound of flesh. I don’t think he’s the villain of that play. I think all the frigging anti-Semites in that play are the villains of that play. So it is a difficult play. It is a difficult play. 

But there’s a difference between—my role is to make Miss Frost credible, and I believe she is. My role is to make Billy behave as I absolutely believe a bisexual man of his generation, which is my generation, who has had his experiences, would behave. And what would make him angry and what would be his hot buttons and who he would also hate. Right? That’s my job but what you do about the insufficiently enlightened and insufficiently educated young eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds who are cruising gay bars in Brussels or Amsterdam and harassing or beating up lesbians and gay couples, what you do about that, I’m not in the business of making social prescriptions, but I am in the business of saying, you know, of looking around, and simply saying to these cities where I’ve been many times and where I’ve talked in many forums about abortion politics and the gay and other sexual minority politics many times and over the course of many other books, all I’m saying is that this time I was able to look that audience in the eye and instead of saying, “I wish my country would,” “I wish my country would,” “I wish my country would,” which I’m always saying, I was able to say, “You have a real problem.” And nobody said, “No, we don’t.” Nobody.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, to come back to Miss Frost and to read a passage from A Prayer for Owen Meany: “If you care about something, you have to protect it. If you’re lucky enough to find a way of life you love, you have to find the courage to live it.” I was particularly taken by the use of the word “protect” here, because it’s a word that comes up again and again in one person, with the character of Miss Frost. And I was struck by that word in connection to this novel, in connection also to someone I know we hold dear, both of us, Jan Morris, and the extraordinary book she wrote about her sex change in 1973, the word “protect” seems so resonant and so strong and that you need to protect that passion in the face of all adversity.

JOHN IRVING: Yes, it’s also though I think more the novelist’s job, or at least I see it as mine, is to find those characters like Owen Meany, like Dr. Larch, like Miss Frost, who are essentially unprotectable. They can’t be saved because that’s what makes the story work. It is a perverse activity to some degree that I am aware as a writer that I have to create situations that I would be afraid of. I have to create things that I never want to happen to me, or to anyone I love. I set out to do that. I set out to make you like someone, like Larch, like Owen, like Miss Frost, and then kill them. I do that. Deliberately. Because that’s what hurts. They’re not salvageable. 

Billy, like most characters onstage or in a novel, I love the phrase better in German, ein Pferd mit Scheuklappen, a horse with blinders on. Well, given Billy’s experience – the friends, the lovers, the people who he didn’t know were gay who die of AIDS – Miss Frost, Billy can only hope is safe, “Is she safe?” And when he learns that she never has actual sex at all, he’s actually enough of a horse with blinders on, he’s actually myopic and stupid enough to think, “Oh, she’s going to be all right, then. Because she’s not going to get AIDS, she’s going to be okay.” But she’s not going to be okay, because people will hate her. 

And that’s what kills her, and I knew that from the very beginning, just as I knew that Owen Meany, who imagines he dies in Vietnam, and who sees so much of the future, he gets it wrong. He doesn’t die in Vietnam, but he does die because of it, and that was always my intention because it was always my feeling that that war was so wrong, so misguided, that it had a lot to do with what this country did to ourselves and to some degree have not recovered from. But I always liked that, or rather was afraid of that about that story, that Owen Meany is a victim of the Vietnam War, but he is killed in the United States by another American, and if I knew one thing from the beginning I knew that. Just as I knew that of all the characters in this novel who do die of AIDS and of what a specter that epidemic is in Billy’s life as it would be, as it should be. That that’s not what kills Miss Frost. What kills Miss Frost is that people hate her, they hate her. She’s not like them. She’s weird. So it’s the old sexual hatred thing. Miss Frost is beaten to death, she doesn’t die of AIDS. Well, those were always a part of my intentions. It’s—and I didn’t make that aspect of storytelling up. I observed it. I saw it. 

To go back to Moby-Dick, you could think, well, Ahab is one of those characters consumed by an obsession. You don’t go whaling to kill one whale. There’s something wrong with that very idea, (laughter) and any moron who reads the first hundred pages of that novel and imagines that voyage on the Pequod is going to turn out all right is in truth a moron. That’s not a ship you want to be on. This guy has got the wrong idea about the whole thing. It’s the wrong idea. He’s supposed to be hunting whales, not one whale. That’s wrong, that’s already wrong from the very beginning, right? It’s screwed up. But there’s a moment in that novel, and it’s not difficult. There’s a moment in that novel where you realize just how brutal Melville’s intentions are and how he is following his own example when he said to other writers, “Woe to him who seeks to please rather than appall.” Well, he gets that right. There’s a moment when they all deserve to die, not just Ahab but all of them and that’s the moment when the other ship, the Rachel, comes looking for the lost boat and the captain’s son was on that boat and the captain assumes that Ahab and the Pequod will help them look for the lost whale boat, but Ahab is so consumed with the white whale that he wants to go after the whale and not the missing boat. And the moment he makes that decision, it isn’t just that Melville says, “They all die.” Melville knew they all died, right? That’s the moment when they all die – because they went along with it, they all die. Only the storyteller alive lives to tell the story to you. But that’s the moment when you say, “Okay, you did the wrong thing. You help these people find that missing boat and fuck your obsession with the white whale,” but they go along with it, and that’s the moment they’re doomed, they’re doomed from that moment, because it’s the wrong thing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On this note of doom and gloom, (laughter) I’d like to thank John Irving.

JOHN IRVING: You don’t like doom and gloom?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do. Thank you.

(applause)
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