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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of Public Programs at the New York Public Library, now known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As most of you know already, my goal at the Library is quite simply to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution levitate, dance, and what better way to achieve this goal tonight than to have the great Patti Smith? (applause) 

Coming up LIVE from the New York Public Library this spring we will be hosting an evening with Christopher Hitchens on the subject of his forthcoming autobiography, Hitch-22, followed by a conversation with John Waters, Lena Herzog, and we will end the season with a night about soccer, that is, the World Cup. So stay tuned. Now, libraries matter greatly in the life of our nation. Did you know that Keith Richards, one of the founding members of the Rolling Stones, is writing his memoir, due out in October? In it he confesses his secret longing to be a librarian. (laughter) “When you are growing up,” Keith Richards writes, “there are two institutional places that affect you most powerfully. The church, which belongs to God, and the public library that belongs to you. The public library is a great equalizer.” Now, I plan to invite Keith Richards—I plan to invite Keith Richards to be on this stage come October—and I have invited him—(applause) to discuss among other things the role that libraries play in our democracy. I believe we will perhaps be speaking about other matters as well. (laughter)

I urge you to become—and I think he would agree, and I think Patti Smith would agree—a supporter of the New York Public Library. Be it a Young Lion, if you are young enough, or young enough at heart, or a Conservator, or consider joining even the President’s Council. But nobody here should put off becoming a Friend of the New York Public Library. For just forty dollars a year, you can be a Friend of the New York Public Library, which, if you ask me, is a pretty cheap date. Our wonderful independent bookseller, and I insist, independent bookseller, 192 Books—incidentally, bookstores matter greatly to Patti Smith, perhaps we will have a chance to talk about that in a little bit—are available for purchase after our conversation. Her memoir, Just Kids, which Patti Smith has graciously agreed to sign. 

I love Just Kids and this is why I invited Patti Smith to be LIVE from the New York Public Library. Not for the rock and roll, but for this exquisite prose poem of love and loss. Before bringing Patti Smith to the stage, please—and I know you have waited a long time, but sometimes you wait a long time for good things—please pause me with, please. Listen to the opening lines from the foreword to Just Kids and listen to an aria. Be patient. Patti Smith will be onstage shortly. I promise.

PATTI SMITH: I was asleep when he died. I had called the hospital to say one more good night, but he had gone under, beneath layers of morphine. I held the receiver and listened to his labored breathing through the phone, knowing I would never hear him again.

Later I quietly straightened my things, my notebook and fountain pen. The cobalt inkwell that had been his. My Persian cup, my purple heart, a tray of baby teeth. I slowly ascended the stairs, counting them, fourteen of them, one after another. I drew the blanket over the baby in her crib, kissed my son as he slept, then lay down beside my husband and said my prayers. He is still alive, I remember whispering. Then I slept.

I awoke early, and as I descended the stairs I knew that he was dead. All was still save the sound of the television that had been left on in the night. An arts channel was on. An opera was playing. I was drawn to the screen as Tosca declared, with power and sorrow, her passion for the painter Cavaradossi.

(aria plays)

PATTI SMITH: It was a cold March morning and I put on my sweater. I raised the blinds and brightness entered the study. I smoothed the heavy linen draping my chair and chose a book of paintings by Odilon Redon, opening it to the image of the head of a woman floating in a small sea. Closed eyes. A universe not yet scored contained beneath the pale lids. All of the thoughts that ran through my heart. The phone rang and I rose to answer.

It was Robert’s younger brother, Edward. He told me that he had given Robert one last kiss for me, as he had promised. I stood motionless, frozen; then slowly, as in a dream, returned to my chair. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ladies and gentlemen, Patti Smith.

(applause)

PATTI SMITH: Thank you everybody. I’m really happy to be here. I just love libraries. I have all my life really love this library. And I am a—some level of patron—Founder. In any event, you can, as Paul was saying, donate forty dollars a month—two hundred and fifty, I mean a year, two hundred and fifty dollars a year, to save and protect and have our wonderful library. Anyway, that’s my little commercial.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Please take those words to heart, obviously, but importantly, what is it about libraries in particular that you love?

PATTI SMITH: Well, I’ve always loved books since a small child. I wanted to learn right away, as soon as—even as a toddler, and my mother taught me to read quite early, and when I was about seven or eight years old, we moved to South Jersey from the Philadelphia area. A perhaps nice place to play, but not a very cultured area, and my only respite was the library. My only hope in living in a lower-middle-class area where people really didn’t read or didn’t seem to have any aspirations to leave South Jersey, the library gave me many worlds. Travel. I learned about Tibet, Simón Bolívar, Joan of Arc, all of these things I learned about in the library.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Joan of Arc occupied a great part of your imagination as a young girl. 

PATTI SMITH: Well, yes.  

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why her?

PATTI SMITH: Because Joan of Arc was a simple peasant girl, she was a shepherd girl, and, like William Blake, she had a vision, and perhaps not to be an artist or a painter or something that was closer to my own idea of vision, but she had a vision, and, against all odds, followed that vision and stayed true to it to death, so she’s a good model, I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And William Blake was a good model early on—I read that your mother, and we’ll read some of those very early pages of Just Kids, which really were very, very powerful to me because they’re kind of the education of a young girl into the imaginative realm, into the world of literature, into imagining another existence, in the possibility of other contingencies, and your mother—who, what did she do, your mother?

PATTI SMITH: My mother was a waitress, and my father was a factory worker but both of them before World War II, they were New Englanders, they came from good families but fell down on their luck after the war and there were always books in our house. Both of my parents hadn’t finished high school, but my father read Plato, read the Bible, science fiction. My mother had—we had all kinds of books in the house, and we all loved books. It was just a—it was a portal into any world that one could imagine.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I feel that when you say “we all loved books,” you go like that. There’s something to do with tactile inebriation.

PATTI SMITH: Yes, when I was child, whenever I got some coins, maybe from a relative or for raking leaves or something, I would go to a church bazaar or a place where they would sell books. In the early fifties, everyone was getting rid of old things—they wanted everything modern and new. And you’d go to a church bazaar and find first editions. And I loved, you know, the tissue guards, the beautiful typefaces, letterpress, and I had a very good eye for books, and now possess books I bought for pennies as a child that are quite valuable.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And your mother early on gave you particularly one book that you relish, which you mentioned, Blake. That book was given to you as a child when you were eight years old.

PATTI SMITH: Well, my mother first—she gave me two wonderful books. The first one was called Silver Pennies, which was hers. And it had a little inscription—“You must have a silver penny to get into Fairyland.” And this book was a silver penny. And in it it had poems by Yeats and Carl Sandburg and Blake, all kinds of wonderful poems that were either mystical or had something to do with elves and fairies and there was one little Blake poem, I think it was “The Sick Rose,” and I liked it so much and she found in another rummage sale a little a very nice copy of Songs of Innocence and Experience. She didn’t even know the book, she just thought, “That looks like a book Patricia would like,” so she bought it for me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And she was right.

PATTI SMITH: Yes, and in fact throughout my life it took me a long time to realize that Blake wasn’t a children’s—I thought he wrote children’s books. (laughter) Later in life I found that he had expanded his repertoire.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Insofar that one does beyond childhood.

PATTI SMITH: Pardon me? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Insofar that one does beyond childhood.

PATTI SMITH: Well, yes. I don’t understand the question.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s more of a comment.

PATTI SMITH: Oh, I’m sorry, okay. It reminds me one time I had to talk to Charlie Rose, it was the first time I ever met him. And we were sitting in this black room and it was on TV and I was sitting there and he looked at me, and he went, “Robert Mapplethorpe.”

(laughter) 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me try. “Robert Mapplethorpe.”

(laughter)

PATTI SMITH: But I had never been on his show before, so I just said, “Is that a question?” (laughter) So sorry, no point to this story. Isn’t this room beautiful?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s quite beautiful, yeah, indeed. (applause) Let’s go back to the beginning and to—

PATTI SMITH: I love the lions, too, sorry.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you know they have names?

PATTI SMITH: No, what are they?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: See, this is not a question, either. But their names are Patience—

PATTI SMITH: And Prudence.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nearly, no, and Fortitude. And from what I know, Fortitude is closer to Forty-second Street.

PATTI SMITH: And Patience is closer to Patti.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s right, and it’s very far removed from me.

PATTI SMITH: No, I love the lions. I’ve taken their picture, talked to them. I truly love those lions.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They have served me fantastically well as a motto. For the last five years or nearly two thousand days I’ve said that my goal is to make them roar, sometimes to make them purr. Let’s go back to the beginning. (laughter) And the beginning is how we began this evening. With that music. That music that is part of the first page of Just Kids, and which was so important to you, and I’d like you to explore a little bit why that music in particular is important to you, why you thought it was particularly pungent at that particular moment when Robert Mapplethorpe died. And also, speak a little bit about your love of opera, which I know is so strong and which maybe many people don’t know about.

PATTI SMITH: My love of opera started very young. I remember I had this music teacher named Mr. Myers when I was in grade school. Poor Mr. Myers had a very bad stutter. And to have to have a bad stutter and say the word music was very difficult for him and the children were very cruel to him. And I sort of felt sorry for him but I remember sitting there and one day he brought—he would bring his record player in and he put a record on and played the aria from Madam Butterfly and I thought it was—by Eleanor Steber—I thought it was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard. I mean, it was the same reaction. I had the same reaction to “Un Bel Dì” as I did when I first heard Little Richard, a very—as a child, a very visceral reaction, a physical reaction, a sensual reaction as much as a child can have and I just fell in love. I fell in love with the emotional range of the aria and I for a long time my focus was on Italian opera, loved Verdi and loved Puccini and in later years discovered Wagner. But why this particular aria was so important, “Vissi d’arte,” and sorry I don’t pronounce this stuff very good, I am an American. (laughter) And I mean it’s always been, it’s such beautiful words, especially by Maria Callas: “I have lived for love, for art, I have never hurt a single soul so why must I suffer?” And I just—that first line: “I have lived for love, for art.” It just says it all, really. 

And the morning that Robert died. I think it was the A&E Channel. I can’t remember if they were showing the actual opera or The Making of Tosca or whatever, but it was on, and that morning as I sat there knowing that Robert had died and was contemplating this in the space of an hour while this show was on. I sat there and listened to that aria and it seemed like the perfect—I couldn’t have gone and chosen. I could have chosen certain songs that resonated something between Robert and I, like a Tim Hardin song—I could have played “Black Sheep Boy” or one of his songs, or a Tim Buckley song that we both loved. But that’s why I said in the book that providence had decided, discerned what I would be listening to at that moment, and it was that aria, “I have lived for love, for art.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s put on track number 2.

(aria plays)

PATTI SMITH: She says that she has laid her pearls and her jewels before the Madonna. She has prayed, she has been good, she has been a good person, and why, why must she suffer so? But the interesting thing is as a young person I used to romanticize and imagine that when I died I wanted this song played and just by fate this song played when Robert died, so I suppose that means I’m never going to die. (laughter) But I just thought of something while I was listening. I love—that was of course Maria Callas. I love Maria Callas so much and some months ago I went to La Scala to see Tristan and Isolde and I stayed in the Grand Hotel Milan, which is where Giuseppe Verdi died but they also have a Maria Callas suite which has her dresses and her fans, and you know you can sleep in there and be with her dresses and fans, but I didn’t have enough money to stay in that room. (laughter) 

So as I was leaving, as I was checking out, I know this sounds funny, the head of the Italian bank, one of the Italian banks, sent me two dozen long-stemmed red roses, I think because he liked “Because the Night” or something. (laughter) Well, I was on the way to the airport, and so, this is how great they are, the Italians are so wonderful. I said, “Is anyone staying in Maria Callas’s room?” And they said “no,” and I said, “is anyone staying there for the next few days?” And they looked, “no,” and I said, “do you think that—because I had never been in there, I’d only heard about it”, I said, “Do you think that I could take these roses into her room and leave them for Maria?” And they said, “Patti, of course.” (laughter/applause) And so I took the roses into Maria’s room. I got to see her gowns, her fans, and left these. And they weren’t laughing, they didn’t do it tongue in cheek. They understood the spirit in which I wanted to leave them, and the roses were left for Maria for the next few days. Sorry, it’s nice—a nice little story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This spirit, as you call it, is something that you I think quite strongly believe in. The spirit that resides in things. What one might call the sex appeal of the inanimate in some way. 

(laughter)

PATTI SMITH: I wish I’d have known that when I was walking around with my Peter Pan doll as a kid. (laughter) Sorry.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I say that in part because before coming onstage tonight, we had occasion to go to the rare book room and we showed you, for instance, the cane of Virginia Woolf.

PATTI SMITH: It was really—it was so great that I almost didn’t come here. (laughter) Not only did they show me the cane of Virginia Woolf, which was a very light, bamboo, very modest, humble cane, but also the writing desk, the small writing desk of Charlotte Brontë. So you can imagine that I’m almost in another world right now, but because I’ve always believed— well, my mother was also like this, too. I just come from a tradition of—almost a Catholic tradition, though it has nothing to do with religion—the idea of the relic. The relic, you know, how in Catholicism, they have classes of relics. I suppose a first-class relic would be the saint himself, and the second class would be maybe things the saint wore. The third class would be to be in proximity of these things, and so I think that as, you know, for instance, when one is taking a photograph, you have—I’ve taken a photograph of Herman Hesse’s typewriter, which is in itself its own—it’s the relic, it’s the first-class relic, so I take the photograph, which is like a second-class relic, but then I can offer it to the people, and there’s a sense of proximity to this, and, sorry, I think that this discussion isn’t going anywhere.  (laughter) I got a little far out there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no—I think it speaks of your delighting in some way in a tangible and visitable past.

PATTI SMITH: Listen, when I was a kid I talked to my toothbrush. (laughter) I have worlds for everything. If I sat with this glass long enough I would become attached to it.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I was mentioning a little bit earlier that I so much love that very beginning—not the foreword, which you so beautifully read from behind the stage, but the very first page—why should I read it? Why don’t you read that very first page which finishes with “clouds.”

PATTI SMITH: Hey, that was the punch line.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Oh!

PATTI SMITH: No, I’m just joking. 

(laughter/applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: God! You have me all destabilized.

PATTI SMITH: When I was very young, my mother took me for walks in Humboldt Park along the edge of the prairie river. I have vague memories, like impressions on glass plates of an old boathouse, a circular band shell, and an arched stone bridge. The narrows of the river emptied into a wide lagoon and I saw upon its surface a singular miracle, a long curving neck rose from a dress of white plumage—is that plumage or plumage? Plumage? You have better language—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How would I know? Have you heard my accent? (laughter) I mean—I have no idea.

PATTI SMITH: I didn’t realize you had an accent.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I only realize it because people tell me. (laughter) When they ask me where my accent is I just tell them it’s affected.

(laughter)
PATTI SMITH: Plumage. (laughter) “Swan. Swan,” my mother said, sensing my excitement. It pattered the bright water, flapping its great wings, and lifted into the sky. The word alone hardly attested to its magnificence or conveyed the emotion it produced. The sight of it generated an urge I had no words for, a desire to speak of the swan, to say something of its whiteness, the explosive nature of its movement and the slow beating of its wings. The swan became one with the sky. I struggled to find words to describe my own sense of it. “Swan,” I repeated, not entirely satisfied, and I felt a twinge, a curious yearning, imperceptible to passerby, my mother, the trees, or the clouds.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I think it’s time to explore these curious yearnings, because these curious—

(laughter)

PATTI SMITH: Curiouser and curiouser. (laughter) Yes, I’m sorry.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, it’s—

PATTI SMITH: I’m ready.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The music of Callas the day Mapplethorpe dies. You’re spending a lot of time at the bedside of good friends who are dying and the curious yearnings to discover the work of so many great literary figures who have mattered to you, and I’m thinking particularly of the exploration, the tingle in the spine, that some of the writers you have most loved have given you throughout the years, and the fact that you have remained faithful to them for so many years. And I’m thinking particularly of a love we share of Rimbaud in particular and though this question has been asked to you so many times, I would like you to say once more what it is after so many years that still attracts you to Rimbaud. It is it the coté voyou, is it the hooligan side in him, is it the poète maudit malediction that was bestowed on him? Was it the fact that he broke up the French grammar and in some way his lyrical style seems to resemble yours? (laughter) Is it the fact that he gave you through the breaking of this lyrical style a sense of freedom?

PATTI SMITH: Well, I mean, I—it might be a bit of all these things, but essentially his work, and I think that all of the people that I’ve walked with, embraced, learned from, and even entertained by—why do I love them? It’s based—it’s work-based. All of their stories are interesting, beautiful, poignant, but it’s really the work itself. Rimbaud was—he’s a genius, his work endures. I still read it, I’m still learning from it, I’m still seduced by it. When I was young I was seduced by his face. I was sixteen, he had a beautiful face, and I was seduced because he was kin. He dressed like—the way that we dressed the same, we were both vagabonds. There were a lot of reasons why I felt a kinship with him, but always, always that was parallel to my love of his work.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What about the work?

PATTI SMITH: It’s just—I can’t—that’s something. I mean, that little piece about the swan. It speaks of the creative impulse. An artist magnifies his creative impulse in his work, and in that little piece, I was recognizing, though I didn’t know how to describe it or what it was, for me it’s my first memory of the creative impulse when I wanted to express something about something, you know, on my own, whether through a poem or a song or a drawing, but I wanted to say something of it myself and when I see something that I—that I’m moved by or read something, I—their creative impulse I recognize it immediately. The first time I saw a Jackson Pollock I didn’t have to be schooled in it, it was, “Yes.” The first time I saw a Picasso, I had the same sense of recognition. The first time, you know, I opened Melville. It doesn’t happen with everything, but I can’t explain why I suddenly—that I need no schooling about this, or I need no rationale, it’s just—it’s like friendship or love at first sight. It’s more like that, you know—you see something and you feel—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You fall.

PATTI SMITH: Or, you know, you hear a Smokey Robinson song. What makes a hit? You hear “Tears of a Clown,” you don’t need someone to explain, well, “this has a really good beat, and if you listen to it a lot, it means this.” (laughter) You hear it and it’s bang, you feel one with it and—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As a matter of fact, in your early years the way you were taught sometimes played a disservice to what you were learning. Particularly with Melville—I remember you saying you had a teacher who was particularly not good at teaching Melville.

PATTI SMITH: Well, I had a very tedious—I did have a teacher who was again, most of the kids in my school, I had many classmates who couldn’t read or write, and they were,  like, you know, this teacher was giving a very boring dissertation about Moby-Dick, one of the greatest books ever written, and I also am like a teenage boy even now, you know, and I get really bored or something I just can’t control my body language, I’m like, you know, Pinocchio gone wild, (laughter) and the teacher said, “Patti Lee, if you think you can do better, you come up here and teach Moby-Dick,” and I was like, “Yessss!” (laughter) And I went right up, you know, I just laid it all out for them. I just laid it out. And they were like, they were right with me, you know. We were on the raft with Queequeg together, you know. I don’t know what that has to do with anything, but it’s a true story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s a start, and it has to do with the fact that schooling doesn’t necessarily bring about a sense of passion or pleasure or insight.

PATTI SMITH: But I loved school. I loved school as a kid. It still opened again. I couldn’t wait to go to school, I didn’t want to stay home and help with the dishes or, you know, do housework, or, you know, learn to cook. I loved going to school and finding new books in the school library and looking at the really cute guys, but mostly, truthfully, I’ve always loved education. I don’t always agree with how teachers are taught, but it was a treasure box at school, so I can’t say that I—I don’t have any real criticism of my schooling. I have more criticism about my spiritual education, my religious education, than I do about schooling. 

If you had to teach me and my classmates you would—in fact, I remember the principal of my school, looking at our class picture—I graduated in 1964—and I got sent down to the principal’s, you know, office for laughing too much, and I walked in, and the principal, our class picture had just arrived and he didn’t see me and he said to another teacher, “The class of 1964. The beginning of the end.” (laughter) I always remember that. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you quickly left and the school that then became your schooling became New York.

PATTI SMITH: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In some way, and I’d like you to talk about those very—because it’s described beautifully in your book and I hope that everybody who’s here relishes it when they read it because that description of your arrival in New York and meeting Robert Mapplethorpe and how that came about and how the title of this book came about, I’d love you to just, to share that for a moment with us, because it’s I think quite wonderful.

PATTI SMITH: Well, I loved New York. You can imagine being from rural South Jersey. Nobody had cars, there was nowhere to go, there was like a ten o’clock curfew, and the big place to go when I grew up was the square dance hall across the road, and there was like, really—and when I came to New York City, you could walk everywhere. It seemed so safe. It seemed so—There was always—you could buy coffee at all the coffee shops, you could get coffee anywhere. The Empire State Building, which was to me, like, you know, it was like God’s hypodermic needle, (laughter) it was just like so beautiful, and I just felt possibilities. I felt so confined. I mean, I’d had a happy childhood, but I felt confined in Southern New Jersey, I had too much energy, and I was too curious and I had read practically every book in the library, so, you know, New York, again, it was like another treasure box. Everything seemed possible and I had no fear. It was a pretty friendly city and no one bothered me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you arrived here with very, very little.

PATTI SMITH: Well, I had a little suitcase. My mother gave me a waitress uniform, although she predicted that—she said, “you’re never gonna—You know, kid”—that was how she would talk—“you’re never gonna make it as a waitress!” (laughter) Because she was a really—she had a work ethic and she was not sort of a waitress, she was a great waitress. For instance, all she had to do was come in the morning and they would get readymade potato salad and she’d have to put it out and then make hamburgers because she worked like at a fountain and when she tasted it, it was so horrible that she would wake up at five in the morning and make fresh potato salad for the people, because she wasn’t going to serve really crappy potato salad, and it became so popular that, you know, the mayor of South Jersey or some area came, and her potato salad was written up in the Courier-Post. (laughter) And in any event, I didn’t make it as a waitress.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You tried, though.

PATTI SMITH: I did try and that was short-lived, and I left the waitress uniform and the white wedgies that she gave me in the Port Authority bathroom.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I didn’t (laughter)—white wedgies—what does that mean?

PATTI SMITH: It’s like white shoes with like rubber, you know, for, like, walking all day. It’s not like golf shoes, it’s like, I don’t know, they’re wedged. It’s—it’s—maybe it’s American.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is, I didn’t know the word when I read it. So you leave those white wedgies (laughter) in the bin and you—you’re very hungry. I mean, you describe—what strikes me in those early pages of Just Kids is just your motto of being both free and hungry and also the kindness of—the incredible kindness of strangers—there’s so many acts. I don’t know if you know this line of Charles Peggy, one of the great French writers, who said, “I call a friend he who opens his wallet to me,” which is, you know, but people—

(laughter)

PATTI SMITH: How much you need?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How much you’ve got? (laughter) But it’s striking, there’s so many of these acts of kindness that come your way and of serendipity, as in the case of Robert Mapplethorpe, who actually saves you.

PATTI SMITH: That little book The Alchemist, I forget the guy who wrote it—it starts with a C—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Coelho.

PATTI SMITH: Yeah, sorry. And I love this little book. I was reading it on an airplane and I came to this sentence—if you didn’t read this book, it’s in any event, in short form, it’s a young shepherd boy who goes through all kinds of strife to achieve his goal. And there’s a sentence in it which to me is one of the most beautiful sentences in literature. It says that “the universe conspired to help the shepherd boy because he maintained the language of enthusiasm.” And to me, when you have that, somehow it affects people. You know. It’s just if we walk the victim, we’re perceived as the victim, and if we enter, you know, glowing and receptive and as if, you know, the—you know, if we maintain our radiance and enter a situation with radiance, often radiance will come our way. Sorry. (applause) 

But I’ve found it to be true. Really, I mean, yeah, I’ve had tough times, it wasn’t like it was all magical, sometimes just the practical. You know, I have a high metabolism rate, even now it’s like I have to eat, you know, and I sometimes after going a day or two with just maybe a cracker or something like that, being a skinny kid and, you know, with a delicate nervous system, I have to say it was really difficult, but it wasn’t dangerous or anything, it was just something I had to ride out.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you come to New York with very little and the kindness of strangers is everywhere, thankfully, saving you in many different difficult situations, and the encounter with Robert Mapplethorpe happens quite early. You’re exactly the same age and I think a few weeks apart, really, and the same year born in 19—

PATTI SMITH: 46

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If I may reveal it?

PATTI SMITH: It’s in the book.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know, but my mother taught me there are certain things you don’t do. (laughter) And so—

PATTI SMITH: And so—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And so, what I mean to say “and so” is there’s a wonderful moment that I relish where you in a park and you are being I think courted by someone you work with, a science fiction writer wants to somehow get to know you better.

PATTI SMITH: Actually, what happened, no what actually really happened was—I was working, I got a job at Brentano’s bookstore, I was really, I had nowhere to live. I was living in the bathroom of the bookstore unbeknownst to anybody at night. I really was really hungry. I had no food. I was just eating leftovers from the employees and just waiting for my first paycheck and I thought if I just could hold out till that paycheck, it would be okay. And then I went to get my paycheck and there wasn’t any, because in New York City they withhold your first paycheck, and I didn’t know that. And I have to say, even when I think about it now, I can access how crushed I was. I mean, I just—I couldn’t take it—I mean, it was difficult for me, so anyway there was this guy lurking around. Sort of like with a goatee and this medallion and a turtleneck (laughter) and like, and patches on his sleeves, and he kept looking at me, and my floor boss said, “This is—”I can’t remember the guy’s name, but he was a prizewinning science fiction writer. And he wanted to take me out for dinner and I had so little—I had—I mean, I hadn’t dated much, and I hadn’t dated older men, and he must have been twenty-eight (laughter) or something, but he seemed like a grownup, he was like a different—he was a different generation, but I was so hungry I decided to accept his invitation. 

Now, my mother was—every day I went to school my mother would say, “Don’t talk to any strangers. I don’t want to find you raped in a field.” I didn’t even know what rape—my mother worried more about me being raped in a field. (laughter) It was like every single day of my life, “I don’t want to find you raped in a field.” (laughter) This guy, I’m sitting with him and he takes me out to eat and there was a diner in the Empire State Building, I think at that time it was called the Empire Diner, but I could be wrong, but I remember eating and I was so nervous about, you know, the whole thing like reading in Peyton Place or something like, “He’s spent money on me, what’s he want in return?” (laughter) 

And then afterwards, we walked. We walked all the way down to Washington Square and then we cut east and we went to Tompkins Square Park, and I was getting really petrified. I thought, because I had nowhere to go, I didn’t live anywhere, and I had eaten, but it was so unsatisfying, and I was so scared, and then he said, “You know, I live right up there. Like to come up for a cocktail?” And I thought, “This is it.” (laughter) I was imagining he had a field up in his apartment. (laughter) So I was, like, terrified and I’m thinking, “How do I get out of this situation?” and just as I was sitting there trying to figure it out, as if the angels had opened a portal, here I look and here’s this boy who’d I’d already met once or twice and I didn’t even know his name coming up toward me in like a long, dark curly hair and lots of little beads and a sheepskin vest and huaraches and he’s all by himself, you know, just walking, smiling, and I ran up to him and I said, “Do you remember me?” because we had only met casually. And he said, “Yeah.” I said, “Will you pretend you’re my boyfriend?” (laughter) And he said, “Sure.” 

So I bring him over to the science fiction writer, and I said, “This is my boyfriend. He’s really mad. He’s really mad because, you know, I went to dinner with you and he wants me to go home now.” And the guy’s looking at me, and I said to the boy, “Run!” (laughter) So he grabbed my hand and we ran, we ran right across Tompkins Square Park, and then we found a stoop and we sat on the stoop and I said, “Thank you. You saved my life,” and then I said, “I should introduce myself, my name’s Patti,” and he said, “Oh, well, my name’s Bob,” and I looked at him, and I had an Uncle Bob who was really nice but kind of portly, and I said, “You know, you don’t seem like a Bob to me. Is it okay if I call you Robert?” And forever after he was Robert.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And thus began your friendship with Robert Mapplethorpe that lasted throughout his life, with many changes in your relationship.

PATTI SMITH: Still going on. He’s still, he’s still right with me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I had occasion over the last few days to speak with Edmund White, who you were incredibly supportive of without ever even having met him. He was particularly struck by that—

PATTI SMITH: I wrote him fan letters.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You did send him fan—he said, “I got fan letters from Patti Smith.”

PATTI SMITH: But that’s not exactly how it went. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You see how men transform things.

PATTI SMITH: Edmund White lived in Paris and somebody told me that he was working on a biography of Jean Genet. Now, I had been desiring a biography of Jean Genet since the sixties and finally somebody was writing it, and they said, “Oh, but he’s never going to finish it. He’s been working on it for ten years or so.” And I said, “Do you have his address?” So I started sending him, you know, letters of encouragement and telling him, you know, that I would be the first person to buy it and please work on it and don’t be discouraged, and I would send him these letters. And once he would send me a very nice polite little message back, but what happened was his companion at the time, who has since passed away, really used to like me in the seventies, I mean, he liked my music, and one day he sees them laying on Edmund’s desk and he’s looking and goes, “What’s this?” And he said, “Oh, it’s a letter from, this girl sends me words of encouragement.” And his companion said, “You’re getting letters from Patti Smith?” 

So, in any event, I think it was really his companion who was impressed with the letters. But I do have one little footnote, punch line or end to this story. Edmund did finish the book, and then he sent me the English edition, and he had like a thousand acknowledgments, he thanked like a thousand people, and he sent me the book, and I was so proud, and I was so excited to read it, and I happened to notice my name amongst all of these people, and I have to say, to this day, I’ve had many accolades and a certain amount of recognition, but being in that book and being thanked by him for this most marvelous accomplishment has meant as much to me as anything.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, Edmund has a question for you.

PATTI SMITH: Okay, uh-oh.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So Edmund wrote to me today knowing that I would be speaking to you tonight.

PATTI SMITH: He wants to know the name of the science fiction writer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Exactly! 

(laughter)
PATTI SMITH: Sorry.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No. He wanted me to ask you if you think that Mapplethorpe and you gained the courage to be transgressive and truly daring as artists partly through the reading of Genet and Rimbaud. 

PATTI SMITH: Well, I think I might have. I think—Robert was not much of a reader. Robert didn’t need anyone to produce courage within him. Robert was just—had such a sense of himself and who he was and his abilities and his place, you know, he just—he just knew. He was a very shy boy. He was shy socially. It took him, you know—he was not always articulate when he was younger. But he never lacked confidence, and he never lacked confidence in his work. I was more, you know, open and, you know, like a big Saint Bernard in any situation, just bounding in. But in terms of who I was, these people, other poets and writers, magnified my spirit, but it was really Robert for me, even more than other artists or writers, who gave me confidence and gave me strength. But I was more the kind of person that drew from others. Robert, really—he didn’t—he didn’t operate that way. So I would have to say probably for myself that Robert liked me to read to him—I often read Genet or Rimbaud to him—but I would be—I would really have to say that he derived that courage from himself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Some of your songs are directly influenced by Rimbaud, and some of them pay homage to Rimbaud, and I’m wondering whether it mightn’t be something I could ask you to perform, if you might perform a Rimbaud-inspired song.

PATTI SMITH: Well, I don’t think—I mean, the main song inspired by Rimbaud is “Easter,” very difficult to sing accappella, and I can’t sing it. I can sing a song inspired by William Blake.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why don’t you?

PATTI SMITH: If that would be all right. (applause) Where’s my fella? There he is, all right. I didn’t mean to call you “my fella.” (laughter) One-two. How does it work? Am I using this microphone or this microphone? One-two. Sorry. Is it on, it doesn’t. I mean, is it on here, one-two. You can bring the guitar down, though. No one wants to hear it. (laughter)

So this little song I wrote, I don’t know, about five or six years ago. I don’t—is everything okay? I just—I went to bed sort of, I don’t know—I can’t remember what was going on in my life at the time, but I was feeling somewhat blue, down, unappreciated, misunderstood, various things like that, and to a great extent, and I woke up with this little song in my head and I scribbled it down, and then I fell asleep again, and then I woke up and I looked at the words, and then what it seemed to be reminding me was that William Blake in his lifetime, of course he lived in the late eighteenth century, seventeenth,  would I say eighteenth century? Yeah, they’re one ahead, to 1827. He lived for about seventy years. And William Blake of course being a sort of a victim of the Industrial Revolution he was a great poet, a great songwriter, an activist, a philosopher, a visionary. He gave us beautiful books, paintings, ideology, and yet William Blake in his lifetime was never appreciated. He had no real success. He was often ridiculed. He died poverty-stricken, but he also died full of joy. He never let go of his vision, he never let go of that radiance, he never let go of the language of enthusiasm, so I try to remember now when I feel sorry for myself to give a little thought to William Blake.

(performs song “My Blakean Year”)

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you so much.

PATTI SMITH: Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, what strikes me so strongly here is this notion of embracing what one fears, and this, despite—and the book is filled with it and your life has been filled with a lot, as I said in the introduction, a lot of losses and despite those losses you have somehow maintained I don’t know if the word “optimism” is the right word—

PATTI SMITH: It’s not a bad word.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s not a bad word. You say—I mean, it’s so poignant for me this statement of yours that life is the best thing we’ve got. 

PATTI SMITH: Well, you know, I was born right after World War II, and I became aware very early of the strife that people had endured before I was born. You know, whether through the destruction of cities—Nagasaki, Hiroshima, the Holocaust, little Anne Frank. You know, all of these—learning about—you know, in learning about all of the strife that happened right before I was born I became very conscious early in life that people have suffered greatly and so not to minimalize one’s own suffering or my own suffering, I understood very early that one is not alone in their suffering.

And, you know, with these things that happened in my life—they didn’t happen to me, they happened to the people that I love, and, from early childhood, in losing my friend when I was a little girl and my closest friends, my pianist, my husband, my brother, my mother and father. It’s not personally against me, it’s part of the package of life that we have to someday experience passage, and so I—I just tried to continue on and keep everybody with me and keep myself open so they can, you know, walk around with me, inside me if they want, or next to me, you know, whether it’s Rimbaud or Blake or my father or—you know, it’s just if we keep ourselves open. Our people are with us, they’re all with us in a different way. Like I feel my brother in my heart. Robert is the person I’ve lost who I feel most as a person, he’s like—there or very present. I feel my husband in my children, our children. You know, each—Sometimes I hear my mother in my ear—“Trisha!” “Yes, Mommy.” But we don’t—you know, as long as we keep open and alive and keep full of love, these people are with us always.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Despite the pain at your brother’s funeral, you could, together with your family, you could find moments of laughter, of nearly uncontrollable laughter.

PATTI SMITH: Well, I mean, it happens at different moments. I mean, I’ve wept more for my brother long after he died than I did—You know, there’s no rules about when people cry or I’ve told this story that, you know, when we lost my brother—I lost my brother a month after my husband, and I was already so shattered and my sister—my sister, my brother and I are all a year apart and my sister Linda and I sat alone in a room with our brother’s body and he had a cloth over him, and my sister wanted to read him a letter, and we sat there and she read it and we wept for a long time and then my brother had his hands folded here, and my sister is very religious, and I said to her, “Lou, is that Toddy’s hands or what?” Because it was bulging at a certain place under the sheet, and she looked and saw, and you know how sisters are, we looked at each other and we started laughing, and my brother and sister and I used to laugh. We were always punished for laughing. I mean, my mother was so good. Only a mother could punish you for laughing. (laughter) 

And we laughed so much and, believe me, nothing was more heartbreaking even to this day than to lose my brother, but we laughed so much that the funeral guy came in because he thought—he rushed in, he thought we were howling like Irishmen or something, (laughter) and he walked in and saw us and he was like shocked and he left, and so, but my brother would have loved that. I’m sure he instigated it, (laughter) because we were always laughing together. But the just the point of the story is that, you know, life encompasses laughter and tears—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In some way that’s a very Blakean move between the duality of the soul in some sense.

PATTI SMITH: Yeah, well, we are all dual beings. Anyway. I guess the point of it is I think it’s very important that people know—should understand that it’s okay to laugh and smile and be happy even in the face of any tragedy. It’s part of the human condition.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In order to write Just Kids you waited in some sense two decades to give yourself the license to, as it were, memorialize or remember or write a memoir in some sense—I mean, “remember” nearly in the literal sense of putting back the members together. This friendship, this very deep friendship with Robert Mapplethorpe, and I’m wondering how important or how conscious or not that need for distance was for you?

PATTI SMITH: Well, it wasn’t even like that. Robert asked me the morning—the last morning of his life, I mean, it’s the way we were. I said, well, I promised him I would keep working on his behalf. I asked him what I could do for him. He gave me some, you know, some very specific things, “Will you write an introduction to my flower book? Will you tend to certain things?” And then he just—and a moment went by and then he said, “Are you going to write our story?” And the reason he said that is because Robert—Robert and I especially when we were young and very hungry sometimes he would say, “Tell—” he would ask me to tell stories because he didn’t really like to read and he would say, “Tell me the story about us,” and then I would have to account how we met, like all the steps and I recounted it so much through the years and added new things that it was very, it was almost as if it was written in my mind, but the reason it took so long was just, you know, after Robert it was too painful to write, and then when I started writing, I lost my pianist, I lost my husband, my brother. I couldn’t, I couldn’t write for a long time. I took photographs, I sang again, but I couldn’t write. (sneezes)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Bless you!

PATTI SMITH: Sorry. So it wasn’t like a planned thing, it was just I wrote it when I could. I would take it out and write for a while and sometimes it would make me happy and sometimes it would make me miss him too much, and I had children to raise without my husband, so I wrote when I could, and it was only in the last year or two that I finally found the voice, found, you know, got my, the inner narrative and my discipline, because I have stacks and stacks and stacks of pages and I finally what I wanted to do, because sometimes it was too abstract or too digressional, I wanted to write a book that not only people would like but that Robert would have liked. Not being a big reader, I can imagine if it was like overcomplicated, too abstract or went on in some weird places, he’d say, “Patti, this part’s boring,” (laughter) so I really didn’t put anything in the book that first of all that I couldn’t validate by various, whether diaries or letters or something but that I couldn’t see like a little movie, so I tried to make it a sort of a little cinematic story, because if I couldn’t see it, then I didn’t write it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it is a book obviously about him and your relationship with him but it’s also a lyrical poem in some way to a bygone New York, a New York that may no longer be here but for the praise it gets in your work.

PATTI SMITH: Well, New York has gone through a lot of changes. I don’t think they’re all for the best.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s one way of putting it.

PATTI SMITH: I liked New York when it was down and out. I liked New York when you could—you know, where droves of young people and people down on their luck or people with a vision could come and get a really cheap apartment or get a job in a bookstore or get a job as a cabdriver and still forge on and where we could develop scenes and communities of like-minded people, because we could afford to live here and I think that aspect is lost and I mourn that. I know that, you know, we progress and we change and shift, but I think that cities are supposed to be gritty. They’re not supposed to be you know economically upscale and you know squeaky clean and without you know a gritty homeless element. That’s what a city is, it invites all people of all walks of life and from every rung in the ladder. I still think New York’s a great city and, I mean, I’ve traveled all over the world, and for diversity, you know, and for the fact that you can walk everywhere and there’s almost coffee on every corner, (laughter) still a great city.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Can I perhaps ask you to take us out with a gritty New York song?

PATTI SMITH: A gritty New York song? Like that one?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or even two?

PATTI SMITH: I don’t know if I have a gritty New York song. Well, the problem is I’m a very limited guitar player and I only know a few songs, but I’ll sing a song anyway.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do that.

PATTI SMITH: Okay. (applause) Anyway, I am really happy to be here. I really—I do love libraries. I spent much of my childhood in libraries and I’m very proud to be here. And please if you can donate anything to the library or come visit more often and look at the books and pet the lions. (applause) This song is called “Grateful,” and I am.

(performs song “Grateful”)

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you want to sing one more?

PATTI SMITH: Thank you, thank you. Thank you, Paul, for everything.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you.

PATTI SMITH: And it’s been really great to be here. I’m going to dedicate this little song to those people—that boy and girl that I can still picture in Tompkins Square Park and the reason I called the book Just Kids is because we were. So I’ll sing a little song to them because I contain them still and also to the lions.

(performs song “Wing”)

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.
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