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JEAN STROUSE: Good evening, welcome to the New York Public Library. I’m Jean Strouse, the Director of the Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers. You are here tonight to listen to the incomparable Colm Tóibín. I promise to be off this stage in about four minutes. The Cullman Center is delighted to be cohosting this program with LIVE from the New York Public Library. 

I will give you a quick preview of upcoming events from both LIVE and the Cullman Center. LIVE’s list of program is called “cocktails,” and the next one coming up, the next delicious cocktail, is Mark Salzman, the astonishingly entertaining writer on February 18th. After that, later LIVE programs will present A. B. Yehoshua, Haruki Murakami, Ralph Nader, Elizabeth Gilbert, and Chris Blackwell, among others. The Cullman Center programs this spring are on this card. You can get both cards as you leave the program tonight. These—our programs include conversations between Maya Jasanoff and Jill Lepore, both historians, the novelists Karen Russell and Wells Tower, and also novelists David Bezmozgis and Francine Prose. You can pick up these cards, as I said, on your way out, and if you’d like to be an e-mail list to get advance notice of these programs, you can sign up there, there’s a list for you to leave us your e-mail address. I’d like to thank Meg Stemmler and Marie D’Origny for their work in helping tonight go so well. It’s lovely to have all of you here, we really have a full house. 

Talking with Colm tonight will be the Director of LIVE from the New York Public Library, Paul Holdengräber. Since Paul came to the Library in 2004, he’s brought hundreds of vibrant and influential people to speak here, from Daniel Barenboim and Umberto Eco to Spike Lee, Norman Mailer, ZZ Packer, Zadie Smith, Keith Richards, and Jay-Z. We’ve gotten into the twentieth century just as it’s the twenty-first century. When I e-mailed Paul this afternoon asking him what he’d like me to say, he wrote back, “that I am less divine than Colm, and very tired.” 

Just about everyone is less divine than Colm, who was a fellow at the Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers in 2000–2001. As most of you know, he’s a brilliant writer of fiction and nonfiction, essays and reviews, and he’s an enchanting speaker, as you’re about to discover. Very few people in contemporary writing can create sentences like Colm Tóibín’s sentences. In nonfiction or in fiction, they’re just beautiful and really worth playing intimate attention to. The ghost of Henry James haunts a great deal of Colm’s writing in a good way. Some of it is actually about Henry James, and some of it is just having been saturated in Henry James, you feel where Colm’s lineage is, his creative lineage, it comes from many sources, but Henry James is definitely in there. 

His superb books include The Blackwater Lightship, The Master, Brooklyn, Love in a Dark Time, Bad Blood, All a Novelist Needs, Mothers and Sons, An Homage to Barcelona. He’s so prolific he makes many other writers feel like total slackers, and we love him anyway. He’s here tonight to talk with Paul about his haunting, beautifully painful new stories in a book called The Empty Family, sorry I had that backwards. He will sign books afterwards, so please buy them and have him sign him. They’ll be all set up for that outside as you leave. Please welcome Paul Holdengräber and Colm Tóibín.

(applause)
(music plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In a fairly new book called All a Novelist Needs: Colm Tóibín on Henry James, in the third chapter, which I love, called “A More Elaborate Web: Becoming Henry James,” you write the following: “Some years before the time I’m describing, my mother changed the rooms around: the dining room to the front of the house, the sitting room to the back.” Then you say, “She was mainly absent that summer I came home from my college, as were my sibling, I was nineteen. Among the records, there were three I listened to over and over again: the first three Bach cello suites played by János Starker, the Beethoven violin concerto”—you don’t tell us who is playing.

COLM TÓIBÍN: I don’t remember.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You don’t remember. “. . . and a collection of German, French, and Spanish songs sung by Victoria de los Ángeles,” who we just heard. I began, and that’s what’s interesting about a mixture of the music before to intrigue the audience, wondering why on earth they were hearing this, which is something I quite enjoy doing, and what you write in the next sentence and a page later, you say, “I began for no special reason to read The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James.” And later on you say, “In the meantime, Victoria de los Ángeles seemed to win out over Bach and Beethoven. There was a great yearning in her voice, a grace of expression mixed with acknowledged pain. Slowly I began to associate these songs by Schubert and Debussy and Falla with Isabel Archer. I looked forward to coming home every evening to this back room and these two women who wanted something rich from life that life was slowly denying them. I never once thought about Henry James himself.” So I’m quite intrigued how this music brought you to Isabel Archer and what the inspiration of the music was for you. 

COLM TÓIBÍN: I wonder if that movement from, say, popular music or records I was buying for myself to this music was an important movement from sort of adolescence into some other state. But those were not my records. I would never have dreamed of listening to them. But I was so tired of my own, of playing and playing and playing stuff that I had bought. You know, Leonard Cohen, for example.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were tired of Leonard Cohen.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, I mean I couldn’t go—I had played them to death—“four in the morning,”—I had played them to death, I had played them over and over and over and something had to give, him or me, you know, and so I started putting on this other music, which wasn’t mine, it belonged to my mother, you know, and they were all away, and slowly that voice, Victoria de los Ángeles’s voice, which can still do it for me, and at the same time Isabel Archer, Portrait of a Lady, and again in both cases I wasn’t encouraged by anyone to do this, I was alone. I’d found it myself, and both of them sort of merged. That plaintive, particularly. I mean, Victoria de los Ángeles’s voice is not a great voice, but there’s a plaintive thing in it and a yearning in it that when you hear it has a very special sort of expression, and there are moments especially in Portrait of a Lady when you come to her being alone in Rome and wandering in old Rome alone and then realizing what it was that happened to her, that the two voices matched, as I said in the piece, the idea that Henry James—that he was absent from his own books and he seemed to me at that time, and I admired this and I was interested in it, someone who came to England, wrote a great deal, grew fat, and died.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is that his trajectory?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yes, and that he was notably absent from the books in the way that say George Eliot was present in hers or that James Joyce, especially in Ulysses, but also obviously in the Portrait, is present. So I was interested in that sense of a palpable absence of the author as artist and the novels being pure artistry, and that interested me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So many things to respond here. I would like first to get a response to what it felt like for you to be sitting in this chair a few minutes ago listening to that voice.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Well, the first song especially and then Falla after, I mean, it’s a funny thing about—I suppose for some people it’s smell. I don’t really care about smells, but the sound of—I mean, music brings everything, doesn’t it? I mean, the first time you hear music, and then hearing it again, yeah, so you could take up again the same set of feelings—it’s no different.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So would you aspire to—Walter Pater’s line about, about—I think in the Renaissance he says that all art aspires to the condition of music.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Well, I have it in for Walter Pater, but—no, no I don’t think that but I think that certain people, music matters for memory, and music simply reminds you of something very fiercely, strongly, and but—no, no, I don’t think that’s true. I mean, I think words are—I mean, I don’t think many things are like other things, and I don’t think language is like music. It’s maybe slightly like music, or there are similarities, but you need to be careful about that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before we get to your new book which we’re here to discuss, I’d like to read another small passage.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, dear, what’s this going to be?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t worry too much. In the same book, Colm Tóibín on Henry James, in the same chapter, you say the following thing, which is very much in line with what you just said about James and his absence. You say, “James is my character, and I want him haunted and uneasy but charming. I want his sexuality to be concealed, unspoken, with no private sexual moments shared with the reader. The reader must be like the wider world kept at arm’s length. This is the nineteenth century. This is a reticent man from a puritan place, ready to do battle on behalf of freedom for his characters but more skilled at allowing them to renounce what freedom might come their way for the sake of other things that are harder to define.” 

This—I’m sorry to be doing so much reading at the very beginning of our little session here together. But this brought to my mind close to my favorite passage of all Henry James’s passages in the preface to The Aspern Papers, where you talk here about “at arm’s length.” You say, “James says in the preface, ‘I delight in a palpable, imaginable, visitable, in italics, past. In the nearer distances and the clearer mysteries are marks and signs of a world we may reach over to as by making a long arm we grasp an object at the other end of our own table. The table is the one, the common expanse, and where we lean so stretching, we find it firm and continuous. That, to my imagination, is the past, fragrant of all, of almost all, the poetry of the thing outlived and lost and gone, and yet in which the precious element of closeness telling so of connections but tasting so of differences remains appreciable.’”

COLM TÓIBÍN: It sounds like something translated into French doesn’t it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why do you say that? Not because of my accent.

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, no, no, I mean that seriously in the sense there are times with James, especially in those prefaces where you feel he is really interested in concealing as much as he’s interested in disclosing. And there’s constantly in his phrasing, in the music of how he’s moving an urge to sort of fool you into thinking that this is actually what the book was about—in other words, its artistry, the thought put into its construction, rather than the depth or levels of feelings or things that happened to him out of which the book also came, which he’s very reticent about.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So is it deliberate on his part to try to mislead you?

COLM TÓIBÍN: I think that he was serious when he came to write the prefaces for that New York edition about the idea that the job of the novelist was to create novels, and within the novels the characters were supreme and would be given supremacy, and they would be given added supremacy by the novelist later on keeping himself at bay, in other words, not writing prefaces to say, “oh, yes, that was really my mother, that was my cousin Minnie Temple, or that was so-and-so, I was using,” now in The Aspern Papers when he does say that he saw these women in Florence and was told who they were and based the story on them—it was Claire Clairmont—he does do it in that preface. I think it’s the only one he actually gives you the actual, let’s call it the rusty, clunky key to the piece of fiction. In the other prefaces he really very, very carefully doesn’t. And what he wants to do is lead you towards a reading of the books which is pure, which will give the characters their autonomy and where he himself as I said is merely hardworking and fat and then dies, in other words, he’s absent—he’s not there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A rusty, clunky, key. Does this in any way define what you’re trying to do in these new stories? I’m particularly thinking of the first story, “Silence,” where you are deeply, painfully, beautifully Jamesian.

COLM TÓIBÍN: I think the issue is that the novel could develop because the novelist could do two things. In other words, I think the novel is a sort of fragile form. It’s a slightly clunky form in that it isn’t ever sure what it is. In other words, it’s voice. It’s dramatic. In other words, it has people arriving, leaving, but what more than anything it has, it has people thinking, and from the early nineteenth century, especially with someone like Jane Austen, you had the idea of solitude, of the quality of a character’s solitude actually defining the character more than anything else. So if you look at the character of Lady Catherine de Bourgh, say, in Pride and Prejudice, she does not have a solitude, and therefore her presence in the book is not as deep say as Captain Wentworth’s in Persuasion where he’s almost silent throughout the book and watching. 

And that idea of someone silent, watching, thinking and the novelist being able to engage with that as a dramatic thing is something that James was terribly interested in, and in the preface to The Portrait of a Lady he points this out, that that scene when Isabel Archer is alone by the fire he says is the best thing in the book even thought he book is filled with characters, filled with cities, filled with different people coming and going, nonetheless, that chapter when she’s alone by a fire and it’s the night, and nothing ostensible or ostensibly dramatic occurs, but everything, which is one of those James words, everything occurs. And a novelist can do that, and James became very interested. In a way that dichotomy, that strangeness you can play with in a novel between aunts arriving—Mrs. Toutchett arriving and going or people leaving and the sort of glamour of social life versus that richness of solitude and you can play with both in a way that’s very difficult for any other art form to play with in the same way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What about Tóibín? Tóibín and—I mean, there is a natural link between Tóibín and James, and I’m asking you now about your first story in this new book of short stories, maybe we’ll get to the form of the short story.

COLM TÓIBÍN: I mean, I’m tempted to say that when—someone asked Nora Barnacle if she was Molly Bloom, she said, “Oh, no, she was much fatter!” 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What else might you be tempted to say?

COLM TÓIBÍN: I’m interested—I was interested then—I mean what happened was that I had to write a review of a book about the history of gay literature, and I became interested in the sort of scholarship being done about James, which was suggesting that somehow or other James’s novels arose from a neurosis, rather than, say, an artistry, and this neurosis was about a secret sexuality that he was so desperate not to disclose that he disclosed almost all the time. It seemed to me a very crude way of reading that and so I settled down to look through Leon Edel’s five-volume biography and then I was in Yaddo trying to finish a book and I thought, “I need to read—I can only work a few hours a day, so I’d better read something. I mean, they sort of lock you up Yaddo so I thought I’d better do something.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They bring you your meals.

COLM TÓIBÍN: So I brought the five volumes to my room, thinking this must be the most boring book alive, you know, five volumes about someone to whom nothing ever happened. I mean, he wasn’t Napoleon Bonaparte, you know, (laughter) but of course it was absolutely intriguing, the story of the life. Just—the life is interesting because of its ambiguities. I mean, in other words, I became interested in this—the way in which he, for example, loved his family and sought to get away from them and stayed away from them but stayed loving them. The way in which he was English and American. The way in which he was probably homosexual and probably knew he was and had friends who knew he was, but he really preferred women. And he liked going out to dinner but he really liked being on his own, but nothing was stable within his makeup.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s ambivalence you like.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Well, you see, I thought a novel could examine this. In other words, you could enter into it and play with it and give the nuances their full amount of attention and, you know, that it would be a complex story, which is more than you can say, say, if you were writing about Bonaparte, or you know—he went, you know. In other words, he was not a simple man, and I’m interested in novels that deal with that lack of simplicity and that ostensible way he was polite and seemed to be attentive and then the diaries and the letters show another part of him which was steely and determined and serious. So that he was many things. And a novel can sort of play with those many things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But here we don’t have a novel. Here we have a collection of short stories. What made you gravitate towards this form rather than writing another long novel?

COLM TÓIBÍN: The business of writing The Master was that I was working every day, and I was often working twelve hours a day, you know, and I was working in longhand, and, of course, no one could read my handwriting, so I had to sort of type it out, then I was yes—then I was over and what do you do then? I mean, you get up the next morning and the problem is that you have been living with phrases for so long that phrases keep coming to you. I’m basically—I mean, I’m a failed poet, so I have as a result of writing that novel I have nineteen poems. Sorry—is this okay?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no—I just was told not to play with my glasses because they’re hitting the mike.

COLM TÓIBÍN: But that what happens is that you live in phrases and that you can’t get out of that if you’ve been working so hard. I mean, it was a funny thing happened to me the other day because I arrived in your beautiful country, and it was snowing and slushing and sleeting, and I was in Princeton trying to deal with, you know, the beginning of classes and keys for offices and offices and colleagues, and anyway, I was moaning to myself walking along, thinking, you know, “could things ever get worse than this?” It was a funny experience, and I put my hand into my coat pocket. And it must be what happens when a nun puts her hand and finds her rosary beads. In my coat pocket I found a pen, this pen—and this is a true story. What I felt—I mean, the nearest thing I can use to describe it—I felt a softening of the self, that all the moaning self and all the, you know—I suddenly felt comforted, I thought, “Oh, I’m okay now,” it’d never happened before just touching the bloody thing, the pen, that I was okay now, that I would be okay now, the pen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think you should keep holding on to it during the whole interview now.

COLM TÓIBÍN: So the short stories arise from that and also from uprooting that I found myself—I mean the difference between getting a letter from Stanford saying “Would you like to come and teach?” and then being there. I saw a movie recently called Social Network and it was all about the parties going on in Palo Alto. Well, I was there at that time, and I wasn’t invited to any of those parties, (laughter) and I mean, California’s lovely and I’m glad we invented it, but Monday night at about seven thirty in Palo Alto is hard. You’re in sublet accommodation. It’s dark outside. You know, you don’t know what to do, and so some of the stories came out of the blue with a phrase coming. 

My boss in Stanford was Eavan Boland and she had put me reading Louise Glück, and those sort of confessional poems, those strung-out poems of Louise Glück, got me going again, and so that some of the stories came in those rented places. I think every time I go to teach somewhere I get three desolate stories. (laughter) I bring them home. I mean, I’m quite happy the rest of the time other than when I write them. So some of the stories come out of that. Others took longer and came out of other occasions, but a lot of them came out of that business—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did “Silence” come out of? Because it’s a very intriguing story. It has sentences such as “Listening took more work than talking. She would write out a list, and the writing itself would make her smile. Things to live for.” And a bit later you say, “She was glad or almost glad. She had no natural grace, and she made up for this by having no empty opinions. She took the view that it was a mistake for a woman with her looks ever to show her teeth. In any case she disliked laughter and preferred to smile using her eyes.” What’s this story about?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, it’s a simple business. Henry James is very good about—he has a wonderful letter to Hendrik Andersen in 1906, Anderson’s making work—he’s a sculptor in Rome—that nobody wants. And James writes to him to say, “You know, some of the best work ever made began as a potboiler.” And he literally uses the phrase potboiler as a good thing. And that was a potboiler. In other words, Javier Montes, in Madrid, was producing a book using the unwritten stories from Henry James’s notebooks, and I think I was the only non-Spaniard involved. I mean, I wrote it in English and it was translated first and published in Spanish. So it was a commission. In other words, I foolishly agreed to do it. Then, I didn’t do it. Then Javier wrote to say, “Look, we need it.” And then I was in Toronto and then I was in a hotel. Another occasion, those hotel rooms. You know, you’re in a hotel room, it’s great. You know, you do room service, you sort of, you know, you check your e-mails, you look out the window. And it was November, it was cold, and so I thought I’d start it, and so over those days in Toronto, working from early morning until I had to do something each evening, I wrote that story. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just a few moments ago you said you arrived in our country, which recently has been rather cold on this part of the country rather than the other part of the country where the Social Network is happening, and it makes me want to ask you a quite obvious question about exile. Colum McCann, who I interviewed here once, sees himself as a citizen of his own imagined elsewhere, this is what he said, as a patriot of elsewhere. Colum also said that he views himself as an international mongrel. Do you view yourself in a similar fashion?

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, I’m from Enniscorthy in County Wexford. Three of my grandparents were born in the town, there are only six thousand of us, and because a lot of my family were teachers, I sort of knew everybody, I knew a lot about people there. All of us are buried there, I have a little space for myself when the time comes. And I’m from there and I’ve lost it, you know, to some extent I’ve lost it. I left there in some way, but I’m from there, so that tension between being from there and not living there or having lost it is in one way nourishing and in another way sort of damaging. And so out of that nourishing and damaging part I work, but I’m very much. I mean, there isn’t anything else. I mean, that’s where I’m from.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you’re quite interested in tombs in graveyards. They inspire you.

COLM TÓIBÍN: What else is there? Yeah, I suppose. I hadn’t thought of that. Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve made a few pilgrimages to tombstones, no?

COLM TÓIBÍN: It was very interesting to see that graveyard in Rome where Henry James’s friends are buried and where he buried some of his fictional characters, and to see this one spot he could stand in the Protestant cemetery in Rome and see that his friend Constance Fenimore Woolson, Addington-Symonds is there, and William Wetmore Story was there, and the idea of James being in that cemetery and I am—have him almost embracing somebody, it’s almost the moment of the embrace of love in a cemetery, and yes, it’s true that I had a friend who wrote to me from Buenos Aires, saying, “but that’s what we did in the Recoleta Cemetery in Buenos Aires.” And I said, “Oh, I know, I was using that, I was using what we did in the Recoleta for Henry James, I hope you didn’t mind,” and the guy wrote back and said, “no, no fine, anything you like, if you want to use me in your book, like, fine, cool.” Have I answered your question?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Somewhat.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Sex and death, sex and death in other words.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Cemeteries—Père Lachaise in France is very well known as a place where lovers—

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know about that.

COLM TÓIBÍN: We’ve all done that, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve described these new stories; all of them are about people who are uncomfortable with ideas of home and who are in one way or another alone. The question would be do you feel like you have exhausted or mastered this theme, or is it your life’s work to cover this emotional topography?

COLM TÓIBÍN: It’s almost—What happened was I did, I wrote the title story for a catalog for the Pompidou for an exhibition by a painter called Vija Celmins, and I wasn’t there when the show opened, so I went over from Dublin to see it, and it was all drawings on the fifth floor of the Pompidou, the floor that’s often very, very quiet. And outside the place where the drawings were were these—all these places where you could sleep—I mean the place is, the French are great. You could sleep and it was open until quite late in the evening. And I spent a day there. And I would go in and look for about half an hour, because each drawing was more or less the same drawing of the sea and then there was some with the sky, but these are more or less all of the sea. Slight variations, but not many. I would go in and look and then I would go back out and fall asleep, and then I would go in and look again. And as the day went on the book came. 

You know, that there would be a book of stories which would deal with this area—of solitude, exile, strangeness, awayness, apartness, and that I would find enough different characters to do it in different ways. As she was repeating her sea, I would repeat my set of these emotions, and it came very powerfully, and I had some of them half done, some of them bits and pieces, but therefore when I was working on them, I knew where I was going with them, that each one would add to another one, and they would be—not exactly like a jigsaw, because a jigsaw makes too much sense for that, but that they would somehow almost appear as a book of poems might appear or as a collection of songs.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You write about this in that story “The Empty Family,” you say, “and all I have in the meantime is this house, this light, this freedom, and I will, if I have the courage, spend my time watching the sea, noting its changes and sounds it makes, studying the horizon, listening to the window, relishing the calm when there is no wind. I will not fly even in my deepest dreams too close to the sun or too close to the sea. The chance for all that has passed.” The courage of staying with something for a very long time, is that what you were trying to describe there?

COLM TÓIBÍN: I was trying—what I was also trying to do was I was trying to get a certain tone that I was finding in certain moments in, say, someone like Sylvia Plath, or in Louise Gluck and trying to see if a guy, if a bloke could take that, and I could speak like that too, just to see if you could masculi—how do you say that? Anyway, take it over and use it me. A certain tone of voice that was more strung out with a lot of say caffeine or cocaine or some tone in the voice that was more staccato that would move like that, so it was a rhythm I was working with. I mean, the meaning was important, but it wasn’t as important as—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The sentence was important.

COLM TÓIBÍN: The only way you can work, the only thing that really matters is when an idea that you’ve had moves into rhythm, and with a story it often does so of its own accord, in the same way as a dog often stands up and walks across a room—you don’t know why the dog has done that. Similarly, an idea can move from that part of the brain that’s useless, that stores ideas, you know, that you could do without, and suddenly the old business—the nun’s rosary beads has appeared—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s a different pen.

COLM TÓIBÍN: But I’ve got a whole lot of them, they might run out. That you end up writing the beginning down, and it comes almost on its own.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Unconsciously? Unconsciously?

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, not consciously, in other words, it comes on its own, and that doesn’t happen with a novel in the same way, and it doesn’t happen twice in the sense that you get an opening, you get a sound for an opening, but now you have to work, you don’t now decide, “oh, I’ll have to wait until it happens again.” Because you have to work, pounce, now pounce.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve used that word a few times. Pounce now—in other words.

COLM TÓIBÍN: I like the word “pounce.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So do I. It sort of sounds like what it is.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Pounce.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And there’s an ethical imperative here. Once you have pounced, in your view, you’re not allowed to give up.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, I think an ethical imperative is a very good description of that, actually, you have a duty to do it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, when I was having some trouble at one point finishing a dissertation I wrote, my adviser said to me that there were two kinds of dissertations—brilliant dissertations and finished dissertations.

(laughter)

COLM TÓIBÍN: Again, I think that’s very interesting about finishing things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which you believe in.

COLM TÓIBÍN: I think it’s very interesting about, for example, W. B. Yeats and Henry James that their fathers were great nonfinishers of things. They were great, you know, they were great talkers, and so both of the sons became these figures who loved ending. Who loved, you know, the architecture of the thing and building it properly. Almost in retaliation for what they had to put up with during their childhood with this wandering gambling father. And I didn’t have a wandering, gambling father, but I do believe fundamentally in finishing things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Unlike your master, you don’t take notes.

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, notes are no use. In other words, if you can’t remember something, it’s clearly of no use to you. But also in noting something you can then decide, “I have it noted now, and I needn’t do anything more with it,” whereas if you hold it and whatever funny thing happens in the mind in the movement between the idea and rhythm, it will move of its own accord and funny little things will happen to it, but if you’ve noted it, you’ve somehow solidified it and slightly, you know, put it in cement and destroyed it. So it wouldn’t be any use to me at all, no, no none.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So how does it come to you?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, a few times—I mean, there’s a story in this book called “Two Women,” and about ten years ago, after the making of the film in Dublin, which was one of the big movies of the last twenty years, someone told me that someone working on the film was very difficult and very good at her job, and an old woman, suddenly discovered in the bar where they were meant to be clearing everyone out so they could make the film, there was a woman and a young man sitting and when she demanded they be removed, asking “Who are those people?” somebody said their names, and she went to a mirror, put on makeup, a woman in her eighties, put on makeup, put on lipstick and moved over towards one of them and said her name, and the woman stood up, and they talked, and when she came back she said, “Yes, she was married to him, but I was with him for the twelve years before she was married to him.” And I just loved that idea that they would only meet once in a strange place after all the years and they would speak briefly. And stayed in my mind for years.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nowhere marked. Nowhere written down.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, no. The story was so wonderful.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In a way writing it down diminishes.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, I mean, you wouldn’t dream of forgetting a story like that. But that’s merely one example. I mean, at the end of this book, The Empty Family, I came out of the opera house in Barcelona by a side door at the interval when there were a lot of people queuing at the bar, just to get a quick cold drink, and I discovered, because I had to go to a supermarket, that every single person on that street that I saw in that sort of fifteen minutes was Pakistani. And I hadn’t been down that street for years, and I realized that a whole area of the city that I had known before when it was grimy and dangerous, had been entirely taken over by a new group of people, and there were barbershops and phone shops, and there were butcher shops, and there were Pakistani guys wandering up and down. 

I was intrigued at this idea, that the city I’d known so well, that I’d written about, had changed in this way and so that I began to study it, and I had no idea where it would take me and it was about five or six years of working, and I would go every day and get shaved in one of the barbershops, and just sit there looking at them all, and they treated their barbershops like Irish people treat bars, in other words, it’s where most things happen. They would—no guy would go by the window without coming in and they would all talk for ages about something and then he would go out and he wouldn’t even get his hair cut. And they had big plate glass windows so they missed nothing on the street and there was always one guy— 

And then I suddenly thought, “Imagine if I was sent from Pakistan to become a barber in Barcelona.” The first thing is I’d be no use at it at all, I mean, I can barely turn a key in a lock, and imagine having to cut someone’s hair with them looking in the mirror at themselves and you’re going (electric clipper noise) up behind them—I’d get it all wrong, so I’d start with that idea, and then I said, “I bet you they’d put me sweeping the floor,” and then I thought, “what would it be like to sweep the floor in a foreign city without a word of the language if you had that thing that I have where I sort of notice everything and remember everything?” So I started to work on the character then using all those what-if parts of myself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The what-if and also your interest now in actually the political condition of Europe and its Moslem population.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, I was very concerned, I think, as we all should be, about the imagery surrounding Islam, sort of the way in which it’s being portrayed, that if there is an Islamic community in a city that the city is all the more dangerous for that. And the more I studied the Pakistani community in Barcelona at that time, the more I realized how desperately they were interested in making money, in making some money, and phoning home, and the hours they were working were so hard, and in the middle of the whole thing then the bomb went off on the train in Madrid, and they were all sort of suddenly compromised by that, and in the middle of the whole thing the Abu Ghraib pictures appeared, and I was trying to imagine what that would be like if they had been Irish people, and if I was in England and I was Irish and I looked at those pictures of Irish people in say English jails and what those emotions would be like if I was desperately trying just to make some money. 

So I became interested in this idea that if you’re going to portray someone who’s of Islamic origin in fiction be very, very afraid, be very, very careful that you don’t simply use for the plot of your book some dastardly action that a very few people have committed. So in other words I became interested in what ordinary life might be like and what love might be like and what forbidden love might be like and what love allowed might be like and what someone new arriving and food being served might be like, rather than the plot-led business, “oh this boy would become a little bomber.” I thought that would be the crudest thing you could possibly do, a terrible betrayal of the art of fiction, and I was interested in that, in trying to work to make it fully credible without going down that road.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the last short story which you are portraying now, of The Empty Family, “The Street,” one character says to another, “My real family is you.” What kind of family have you formed worldwide?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, I never talk about myself in public like this. I mean, in other words, that Jamesian idea of pure reticence. You have to read the stories. There are a number of them that are simply true. You know, in other words, I was interested again in looking at someone. Every poet seems to have a duty. You have to write a poem about autumn or the turn of the seasons or new things that happened, and then you turn the page and there’s a fully confessional poem about something that did genuinely occur so that there are a few of the stories where I’m using a first-person voice. I mean, I’m slightly exaggerating, but mostly the things did actually happen. But I do need to preserve a sort of distance between me and some of the other stories. What I was interested in there—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I could ask—

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, no, no, hold on. What I was interested in there was that this book is designed as a series of stories, and it’s called The Empty Family and in most of them there are empty families. In other words, there were families, there are now individuals, there’s absence, there’s palpable absence, there’s strangeness, and there’s someone alone. I wanted to move as the thing went on, as the book went on, towards one moment, one second, and you’ve chosen it, one second where, you know, one of the Pakistanis discovers that the other one, who he’s in love with, is married and has a family and then wants nothing more to do with him, “that’s the end of us,” and the guy who isn’t given to talking very much has to try and explain to him, “No, I want you as well, come back with me, it will be all right, I’ll be able to integrate you in some way or other with the family,” and then the sentence, “You are my family,” being—the word “family” being as important in the book as “empty” and to build that and get it there, but if you want me to explain that in terms of me—then you really will have to, you know, I don’t know where we’ll go later, but we’ll have an awful lot of drink, and about four in the morning I’ll start.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So beware. This leads me to a quotation I have here which I love, because I think the book is so much about absence and so much about missing and so much about the hiatus and the opening, the gap. John Berger, who’s somebody I very much love, wrote that poetry—you were talking about being a failed poet—“poetry can repair no loss but it defies a space which separates, and it does this by continual labor of reassembling that which has been scattered,” and it seems to me that you are very interested in the missing and the absences, and I am wondering if Berger in some way or another does describe well this desire you do have at that particular moment to reassemble or to—you know, you take no notes but to re-member. I always think of the word “remembering” in its strongest form, as a way of putting the members back together. 

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yes, I suppose you’re right that you work with images as much as you do with phrases and that you are constantly—whatever way the mind is structured, we are constantly in search of images of consolation. No matter where we go, and I’m desperate sometimes to avoid that, to see if images of desolation would not be closer to things or more—or just more fun at the time to throw in a dead dog, you know, a rat, you know, or an awful feeling, and you can do that to a certain extent, but somehow or other, no matter what, there’s a beautiful poem by Thom Gunn called “The Reassurance” about that, where he talks about, “how like my mind to make myself secure,” that the whole way we pursue experience or that experience pursues us just somehow or other, which one of the maybe reasons why we can explain religion, somehow or other the hunger to find within experience images of consolation or of completion. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One of the subjects that is haunting this book and comes up again and again, and particularly in the first story but also in others, is the notion of secrecy. Secrets are a very important—one finds them—I won’t read all the various passages and this is mostly handled in this first story called “Silence,” and I wonder whether the play on secrets that you work with here on your characters reveal—that they both reveal and conceal something is consciously something you feel you owe to James alone.

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, you’d never do that idea of consciously allowing James to dictate anything to you. You know, in other words, I mean, I’m interested in him, but it wouldn’t be that, as much as the idea that the novel itself and indeed, I mean, dramatic structure itself lends itself to the idea of a secret that some people do not know that others do know that will be revealed. Or a secret that the reader or the audience doesn’t know. I mean it happens in Alan Ayckbourn, where there’s always one idiot on the stage who says, “Oh Good Lord” when he finds everything out at the end. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right.

COLM TÓIBÍN: You know, and you know Hamlet doesn’t really know for a while what really happened.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the first story, without revealing the secret of the first story, the main character if there’s a main character in that first story, would wish for her secret in some way to be revealed, and if it isn’t, I’m not going to say much more, you’ll have to purchase the word afterwards—But the idea is that that the secret—I mean, the word secret, okay, you get it.

COLM TÓIBÍN: I do. I have a friend, Anthony Cronin, in Ireland, he says when you look at old portraits of aristocrats it never strikes you when you see them that they sha—oh, what’s the word that you could use politely—that they had sexual intercourse like rabbits. It just doesn’t seem to be there in the portraits. But then he said it struck him recently that rabbits don’t look like that either. (laughter) And, you know, the whole idea that once you start, and I see Roy Foster in the audience here, once you start looking at the lives of Edwardians and Victorians and you realize the amount that some of them kept to themselves, the amount of secrecy and privacy. 

I mean, of figures such as Roger Casement, we would think he was a wonderful human rights activist, as indeed he was, except that he left these diaries in a trunk in London, and we suddenly discover that he was also having a whale of time with various members of the population in both the Congo and Peru, but without the diaries, we wouldn’t ever—we wouldn’t guess that by looking at him. And similarly with Lady Gregory—I mean, she dressed like Queen Victoria, she went around like Queen Victoria, she bossed everyone around, and yet upstairs in this building there’s a letter from her to John Quinn that she asked him to burn that he didn’t burn, she was fifty-nine years old, and she was in his apartment, and she writes to him as though she’s like a—I mean, the letter is really compromising and the fact that when they opened Wilfred Scawen Blunt’s papers, there it was, he had it, that within two years of her marriage, this most, this great Victorian prude, really, was having the most extraordinary torrid affair with him, and you wonder, I’m not looking at anybody personally in the audience, (laughter) but you do wonder when you study these people in the past you wonder if everyone you know are always on their way home stopping off somewhere else, I’m just saying that this is a very interesting idea, and it’s a particularly interesting idea about the past. In other words, the secret life of Oscar Wilde, Roger Casement, Lady Gregory. That idea. And then keep adding—Lady Gregory kept that to herself, no one ever guessed in her lifetime that this had occurred, and if the boys in question, the two guys, had burned what she’d told them to burn, we still wouldn’t know, so I’m interested in that as a sort of dramatic idea.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in the story you dramatize further by making one feel that in a way she would have liked to be found out, that not being found out in a way made her feel as though she was missing the completion of the affair somehow.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yes, I was interested, yes, I was interested.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That is an interesting idea because I’m interested in—do you know where the word “secret” comes from?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Tell.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s actually interesting, and I think I’m right and I’m sure people will check if I am on the Internet and we have some scholars in the room who probably will know. I see them there, but I’m sure that Jim Shapiro will prove me wrong, but as I recall from studies a long time ago, it first was a piece of furniture.

COLM TÓIBÍN: You mean you could sit on it

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, in other words, a secret was a secretaire, it was something in which you put secrets and you hid them in hidden drawers and then it became actually somebody who worked for you, a secretary, who kept your secrets and the word “secret” itself is so complicated because it already secretes as it were, and that’s the whole issue with it. I mean, you know the Thomas Jefferson line that for two people to keep a secret, one has to be dead, and so there is this notion that a secret is something you tell one person at a time, so there are different versions of it, you play with this idea, but you play with it in a way that I’ve never discovered before, namely that it’s nearly a Freudian idea or the purloined letter, I mean, “Please find out.”

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, but what I was interested in that was the idea that she’d had an affair with him and no one know and therefore that that experience, because it was not public, crumbled, ceased to actually be, hardly had happened, because it wasn’t known, and I suppose what I was implying was that it hadn’t been described, that words hadn’t been used for it, and therefore it almost wasn’t there, and that she had to write something down, she wrote sonnets about it, in order for it to be not only ordered as experience, but brought into being as experience, that otherwise it wasn’t experience, and I was interested in that idea and in what that idea might look like years later, and see if you could make the idea real and true within a given moment in the life of a given character. It’s very hard with ideas—you’re often better to leave them out, especially Freudian ones, or open Freudian ones, of a novel, because it’s too crude. You’ve got to give characters enough life that they can slither out of that, slip out of that net, but in that case I thought I’d have a try.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You did, partly because I think that if we keep something to ourselves alone, and if nobody else knows but us, which is such an interesting idea, the notion that we are alone, the storytellers of our own secret, it makes you feel as—

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yes, it’s the only explanation for Oscar Wilde suing the Marquess of Queensbury, there isn’t another one, that he needed to be found out desperately, and he wasn’t being found—despite all his best efforts, no one was finding him out and he needed that. So I have an essay about that called “The Art of Being Found Out” and I was trying to get those ideas into a given sensibility, but I won’t try that again, I mean you shouldn’t be doing that, because you should be keeping those things away from each other.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The last comment about that is I’m reminded of a French sociologist called Maurice Halbwachs, who wrote a book called On Collective Memory and he says in it quite clearly that people really become old when their neighbors start to die, and everybody who knew their story disappears. And the points of references sort of disappear.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, that’s an interesting idea. Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ll use it?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Very soon. Thank you.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Coming back to short stories. In a review that Pico Iyer wrote of Mothers and Sons, he says that the short story also seems an ideal form for a writer much more interested in emotion and the slow exposing of a character than in action or community. I’m wondering if you agree with Pico, first of all, and do you prefer one form to another, and do you prefer writing one form to another, do you prefer reading one form to another?
COLM TÓIBÍN: I read that review actually, and he said that the short stories were like Bruce Springsteen songs, and I’d never heard any of those, so I went and bought a CD, they were nice, some of those songs. If only I’d known them before—the songs before, I would have made the stories better. It’s really very difficult to make any clear absolute differences except the following. That I’m interested in history.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re interested in—

COLM TÓIBÍN: History. I’m interested in what happens over a lifetime as certain pressures happen to certain individuals, and the novels deal with that idea, they all happen. I mean—okay, Brooklyn’s only over three years, but all the other novels are over many, many years, and there are things involved: time, society, political change, and other changes that occur, and those things interest me to see what that actually looks like over time, and I suppose with the stories, you’re much closer to a song than a symphony, and you’re much closer to a lyric poem—or yes, or a piece of long music where you’re getting—and you’re almost building it up where it does have to have a pressure point. In a sense a novel’s pressure point doesn’t have to occur almost in the novel, because the novel’s being read over time. You have to do something entirely different with how you handle time and pressure. 
Now, I say pressure points. I’m meaning those moments of pure emotion, when the reader is being asked to shiver, “please shiver.” If you make movies, you put music up, if you write novels you can’t—or fiction you can’t do that. You have to sort of build towards it. So in that story, say, “Two Women,” I’m building all the time towards a scene at the end where the two women will meet, and they will say something very simple to each other and almost say nothing at all, and in that business of saying nothing at all, I will gather an awful lot of something, and my job is to get the reader to put the book down just for one second and not be able to take it up again. 
And in every story you’re building towards that and then getting down out of it. And in a novel, if you’re very careful not to do that too much, to have it there some of the time, but everything doesn’t depend on it in the same way as it does in a story, and I think the singer with a song knows that, that if you’ve got a single three-minute song by Schubert, you don’t start with the emotion, you let the emotion in, and then there’s a moment where in a turn of a phrase you do it, and you get it. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Wow. So, I’m—one thing that strikes me in the comments you just made is would it be accurate for me to assume from your depiction that short stories are more manipulative?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yes. Yes, I suppose that’s the case and also can fail easier, can seem to be damp with that level of open effort to make you feel. I mean, there’s nothing worse than someone trying to make you feel, is there? I mean, when you notice it. If you don’t notice it, then it’s cool.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What’s your favorite short story?

COLM TÓIBÍN: I’m not as interested in Chekhov as I used to be, and I like the earlier parts of James Joyce’s “The Dead,” rather than that sort of very famous poetic ending. I love the aunts on the stairs, I love all the business of that. And there are a few stories by Alice Munro, just speaking of sort of stories written in recent years. There’s a recent one called “Child’s Play” in which something happens that’s very interesting and I think marks you if you read it. And I could nearly tell the difference between people have read that story or not by looking at them. But I think she’s someone who’s done very good work in that area, Alice Munro.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m curious this idea you expressed a moment ago of a wish, I think, would be one way of characterizing it, of having the reader put the book down.

COLM TÓIBÍN: Yeah, but that’s going to happen in novels as well, I don’t know if anyone here has read David Grossman’s book To the End of the Land, and if we’re having that argument over the difference between short stories, well, here we are a novel almost using the full tricks of a short story so that regularly in a small episode something like that happens, and that you feel you’re not being manipulated, but somehow or other, this is true, this is real. If you can do it, there’s nothing more magical than it and when it happens in the theater, I think it’s probably better than anywhere ,because you’re in the audience and you’re all feeling at the same moment when some actor—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it’s terrible when it doesn’t—

COLM TÓIBÍN: Some actor can turn and in a second do it. There was an Irish actor called Donal McCann, who was in John Huston’s version of The Dead, but I saw Donal a number of times working and doing just something small, and the entire audience in the same moment felt the same thing, and I think that’s entirely interesting for a novelist.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It feels to me that you’re describing what Nabokov was talking about when he talked about a novel giving you a tingle in your spine. You know, Roland Barthes, a French critic, once said that when a book excites him, he has really trouble reading it, he just wants to get up and walk around, and when a book doesn’t excite him it does the same thing.

(laughter)
COLM TÓIBÍN: Yes, I had an editor in London who was buying a lot of Irish fiction, and he made a speech in Dublin and he said that when an Irish novelist comes on his desk he gets really excited. So I remembering thinking that was pretty interesting at the time. 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re quite interested in reviewing the failure of the prize you didn’t get, the Booker Prize. Can you describe that moment for the audience?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, It’s great. People talk about, you know, England, I’m glad we built England, and they have this thing called the Booker Prize and it’s really important and people talk about you were on the short list twice. No I wasn’t, I lost it twice. What happens is there’s a big dinner, the entire of England, including Lord this and Lady That, people who have never read a book in their lives are at this dinner, and there’s an awful lot of drink beforehand and it’s very very like being the bull in a bullfight, they drag—you have to wash yourself before you go and put on clothes and things and you’re in England and they’re all very polite, terribly polite, “Hello, wonderful book, marvelous,” and they haven’t read it, you know. (laughter) 
Anyway. There are six TV cameras and they film you eating throughout the meal, you know, throughout the dinner, and in order to punish you further, the chairman of the Booker, who, you know, has never read a book in his life, and I mean his mispronunciation of my name isn’t even ordinary, you know,will have an envelope for each of the short-listed people. You have to go up and get this as though you’re in school, everyone looking at you, and then the judges come in like executioners, and then some people know who won and others don’t. Most people don’t. You don’t. 
And I was talking about that idea of the mind, I was going to say the human mind, but maybe even animals are like this. But no matter what happens, you think it’s going to be you. I mean, there’s no evidence it’s going to be you. Your book is probably no good, no one has told you it’s going to be you, but in that second, the Henry James thing called the enchanted moment, you think it’s going to be you, and the lights are on you, and the camera’s right up in your face. And you think, “Oh, great, I must thank my aunt because she was helpful that time when I was growing up,” and then it’s not you, they name somebody else, who’s much better known than you anyway and then they turn the lights off instantly on you, and everybody wants you to go. 
And people who loved you up to then now avoid you, and if you go to the men’s and there’s a guy, you know, urinating beside you, he’ll be very careful to get out this way so he doesn’t even have to look at you, and then you go out into London, and you think, “What did I do to cause this?” This horrible fizzing in the blood, that’s now drained out in the most horrible way, and you want to curl up and also the last flight to Dublin, which you would be consoled in one way or another by the air hostesses on Aer Lingus, or something is gone, so you have to stay with the bloody English for the evening, listening to them because they give a party and so it is very, very useful. The art of losing isn’t hard to master, and when I needed a scene where Henry James has a failure in London, he thought it was going to be a big success. I needed to know what that was like. I had no trouble with that. (laughter) I didn’t need to look far for that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m quite interested actually in notions of failure. You too?

COLM TÓIBÍN: Oh, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you were talking a bit earlier about putting books down and I mentioned to you the Roland Barthes line. Teaching has had quite a big influence, on—perhaps even on your writing. How so? And I’m wondering also if you’re interested in this notion of a historian I very much admire named Carlo Ginzburg who speaks about the movement in Italy now known as Slow Food, not only in Italy of course, and he’s really interested in Slow Reading.

COLM TÓIBÍN: All right. Slow Reading. I come from a family of teachers, so that even, I mean, up to, my auntie Kathleen even you know after I published some books would say to me, “Would you ever think of doing that diploma, that teaching diploma, you know, because it would be something to fall back on?” In other words, in my family not being a teacher was considered a strange form of failure, and I was, you know, that, speaking of failure, so then I started to teach. 
In—I mean, a few times now I’ve done it where I’ve taught both a creative writing class and a literature class. And in other words in Princeton I think I’m alone in being in both the English department and the creative writing. In other words, we rate literature on Monday, and we make it on Tuesday. What’s very interesting then is that you learn—that you go back as a student yourself and begin reading. In other words, in the courses I’ve done, the business of spending three or four days beforehand just marking things, noticing things, and watching things and looking at how certain things are done, and in Stanford I started with Jane Austen, so I started to look at how those books were constructed, and I ceased reading them for pleasure, and I even got more pleasure from them now by actually examining them and examining how certain characters emerged. So I found the study, just going back to study at my age, really useful and with creative writing you can really see how easy it is for prose to be dead and what it is that animates prose is so mysterious and how detail can work. 
I also have to say I really enjoy being very bossy. I mean in Texas, in the first class, I had, you know, three short stories, and they were all written by guys and they were all about sex. Sex is a really difficult subject. You really can’t go on about it enough as a problem and I banned any further mention of the penis during the semester. (laughter) I said, “We will have no more penises mentioned in this class. That’s enough about penises now, all of you.” And I realized—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You started the class that way?

COLM TÓIBÍN: No, at the end of the class. I said, “We’ve had that now, we’ll have no more penises, and you can put, you know, the cars or the motorbikes or anything you like but no more that.” And it’s very enjoyable sometimes making that rule, because I made another rule, which was really useful, and the penis rule was slightly helpful, but not too much, I mean I didn’t take it to heart as much as perhaps I should have. But I made a rule one day, “I’m having no more flashbacks in this class. Flashbacks are the laziest thing alive. Jane Austen didn’t do them. James hardly ever did them. Stop doing them. I don’t want to know how Mr. and Mrs. Bennet met. ‘Five years earlier, when Mr. and Mrs. Bennet were’—no, get on, move the story in a line.” 
And I didn’t really mean it, but I enjoyed saying it, and it sounded true. (laughter) And what happened then was I began to do it, so that in the final story of the book Mothers and Sons there’s a story, and there were flashbacks in the story and I cut them out, and similarly in “The Street,” the last story in the book The Empty Family, I could have easily gone back into Pakistan, given these scenes from his childhood, and I was trying just to bring it along in a line—draw a line, take language on a line, and in Brooklyn I did the same thing. I’m going to give it up soon again, and the Henry James book is filled with flashbacks, it’s all flashback, and in a way I was talking to myself, which is what you’re doing sometimes when you’re teaching, a lot of the time in fact, I mean they never listen to you. 
And the other thing I suppose that’s very useful. I had an e-mail from a student looking for a reference, as they do, and I wrote him the reference, and then he wrote to me to say, “thanks for the reference and by the way thanks for the classes,” you know, “they were nice,” and I just felt, “actually, this is just a bit much.” And I wrote back to him and said, “You never listened to—notoriously never listened to a single word I said.” And he wrote back and said, “I did once.” And that was when I said to him, which I think is a really important issue, “don’t spare anyone when you’re working.” 
In other words, if you’re working, and there’s a sudden moment when you realize you’re going to tell a story, and that story is going to be very difficult for you or for others, tell it. Write it down first, worry about it five years after it comes out, you know, let it happen first. Because it will probably change on the way anyway, but don’t do that to yourself, especially when you’re starting, of thinking this one story belongs to me so fundamentally that I can never tell it. Don’t do that to yourself. And I found that also useful as a way of talking to myself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because so often writers find teaching to be such a drudgery. But for you not at all. Teaching seems to be a way for you to be paid to read again, as you said, at your age. At your age.

COLM TÓIBÍN: At my advanced age, it’s great.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, but it’s happening to me as well and I feel that I’m more and more interested—I wonder if you’re interested in this. I wonder if you’re interested in this. Let me ask you if you’re interested in this. Are you interested in the relationship between age and taste? By that I mean to say the following: as we age, as you and I both do that in tandem, there are certain things—
COLM TÓIBÍN: Paul! Paul!
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There are certain things that we once upon a time liked in literature that maybe we either have outgrown or not or we reread because we’re teaching them, let’s say, and we read them and feel betrayed in some way. Or feel that—not betrayed, that’s the wrong word, but feel that this was a past love, and we don’t recognize what it is that we loved back then, or we wonder how much we have changed, and I’m interested in the notion of fidelity there, of course, of, you know, what you remain faithful to through time and so you rereading let’s say Jane Austen, I have a line here about it, but you have said it as well as I would read it here. Rereading Jane Austen is another kind of pleasure, because you’re about to teach it and read it differently, maybe. 

COLM TÓIBÍN: I was lying in bed in Texas one morning and National Public Radio was on and a Polish trumpeter called Tomasz Stanko came on, so I was just listening to him going on, and the presenter asked him if he was blowing better, if he was playing better now that he was older, and Stanko said, “Oh, yes,” he said, “yes, sir, my sensibility is more rich.” And I remember lying in bed thinking, “Oh, wow, I’m going to get up now. You know, that’s what it is,” and what’s interesting then is that certain things that really matter, that Victoria de los Ángeles, the first song, I mean, certainly that really mattered, matter more. It’s a funny business. It’s not as though—I mean, last year when I was here for a thing I had to read again A Moveable Feast and The Sun Also Rises, which were books that mattered to me so much, and reading them again was just such a lift out of the self, it was so exciting again. And there are certainly poems from the time I was seventeen or eighteen that still do that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Such as—

COLM TÓIBÍN: Well, Wallace Stevens, “Notes Towards a Supreme Fiction,” Yeats’s last poems, poems by American figures—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you know some of them by heart?
COLM TÓIBÍN: What?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you know some of them by heart?
COLM TÓIBÍN: “You do not do you do not do you do not do any more, black shoe in which I’ve lived like a foot for thirty years, poor and white, barely bearing to breathe or achoo. Daddy I’ve had to kill you. You died before I had time. Marble-heavy, a bag full of God, with a head in the freakish Atlantic where it pours bean green over blue. I used to pray to recover you. Ach, du. In the German tongue, in the Polish town scraped flat by the roller of wars, wars, wars.” I’ll go down towards the bottom now. “And then I knew what to do. I made a model of you, a man in black with a Meinkampf look and a love of the rack and the screw. And I said I do, I do. So daddy, I’m finally through. The black telephone’s off at the root, the voices just can’t worm through. If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two—The vampire who said he was you and drank my blood for a year, seven years, if you want to know. Daddy, you can lie back now. There’s a stake in your fat black heart and the villagers never liked you. They are dancing and stamping on you.

Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through.”
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.

(applause)
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