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MARIE D’ORIGNY: Good evening. My name is Marie d'Origny; I’m the Deputy Director of the Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers, which is right down the hall. We’re delighted to be presenting this evening’s program with LIVE from the New York Public Library. I’d like to thank the LIVE team—Paul Holdengräber, Aisha Ahmad-Post, Alionka Polanco, Jesse Rabbits, Tali Stolzenberg-Myers, and Ben Richards as well as Jean Strouse, Paul Delaverdac and Julia Pagnamenta from the Cullman Center for organizing this event. 

This is the last program of our Conversations from the Cullman Center season, but we already have several programs scheduled on our website, and you can go and have a look. LIVE has a few more events—tomorrow night they have John Waters. Friday night Karl Ove Knausgaard with Jeffrey Eugenides. This is really difficult to say, Nathanial Rich and Elizabeth Kolbert on June 9th and then their last program will be Geoff Dyer on June 10th. And if you’d like to receive information about upcoming programs from LIVE or the Cullman Center, please add your e-mail to our mailing list outside—there will be clipboards. And both Rivka and Karen have agreed to sign books after the talk, so please gather outside this room once the program is over, so people and Rivka and Karen can get out.

Okay, I’ll keep this short so showtime can begin with these two extremely talented and funny stars. Rivka and Karen are old friends, and their friendship deepened over the course of their fellowship at the Cullman Center in 2009–2010. The fifteen fellows in Karen and Rivka’s class—many of them are here tonight—refer to their time at the Library as “the best year of our lives,” and considering how many of the fellows were super young that year, this makes the long future ahead seem very bleak, (laughter) but they did pretty well in the end and you always knew when Rivka and Karen were in because of the loud laughs coming out of their offices in defiance of library etiquette. Right, Karen? 

And yet during their really fun year, they both produced exceptional books. Rivka worked on American Innovations, her superb collection of stories that brings you here tonight. And Karen finished Swamplandia. Rivka, who holds an MD, and a year ago she wrote a brilliant portrait for the New Yorker of the Elmhurst Hospital in Queens, is the author of a novel, Atmospheric Disturbances, and many short stories and articles that have appeared in among other publications, The Believer, Scientific American, Zoetrope, Bomb, the New York Times, and the New Yorker. Among her many distinctions she’s received a William Saroyan International Prize for Fiction and a Rona Jaffe Foundation Writers award. In a recent interview, Rivka said, “When I was twenty-five years old, I looked at my books and it was all men; all of my favorite books were by men and had male narrators. American Innovations rectifies this imbalance by rewriting and giving female narrators to classic short stories written by men.” The result is an original, artful, and incredibly witty collection of stories. One critic calls it “a collection to read and keep on the bookshelf; it will stand the test of time.” 

Karen Russell, who will lead the discussion tonight, is the author of two collections of stories: St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves and Vampires in the Lemon Grove. Her novel Swamplandia was a finalist for the 2012 Pulitzer Prize in fiction and she’s received many awards and most recently a genius grant from the John T. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. Her writing has appeared in Granta, Best American Short Stories, The Oxford American, GQ, Zoetrope, and the New Yorker, and Karen has a short love story in the current issue. She’s taught at Columbia, as does Rivka, and Bryn Mawr, NYU, and the University of Iowa Workshop. 

In 2010, both Rivka and Karen were named by the New Yorker among the twenty under forty American fiction writers to watch and indeed for several years now, the talent of Rivka and Karen has caught the attention of critics, fellow writers, and fans. These young ladies are rightly considered two of the finest American writers of their generation. Paul Holdengräber, the Director of LIVE, has a tradition of asking speakers to give him seven words, words that define them or not. Rivka: “I prefer reading haiku lines by others.” (laughter) Karen: “Florida native continues to make strange choices.” (laughter) Need I say more? If their conversation tonight is anything like spending a few hours in their divine company offstage, we’re in for a treat. Please welcome Karen Russell and Rivka.

(applause)

KAREN RUSSELL: Well, hi, you guys, thank you so much for coming to this Masterpiece Theater in which we all find ourselves on a weeknight. Rivka and I were thinking about like what a startling proportion of people here are like our nearest and dearest, so that means a lot to us. I really want to thank Marie, you know, for offering to put this together. I think it’s a real victory that we both made it up here. We had to get over the hurdles of our own self-consciousness, to get to the night before, so I’m already calling this a win. Our mutual goal—I know Marie made it sound like I would lead a discussion, but we see ourselves more as cocaptains of a volleyball team of two. (laughter) And I guess we’re just collaborating against time. We’re collaborators here. Our goal is to stay loose and not reinvent the wheel but get information to you (laughter) about how we managed to write these books. 
You know, I thought—I’m a huge fan of Rivka’s and she is one of the writers I most admire. This puts me at a strange deficit. This is like my sports, it has been for years, trying to compliment Rivka. Now she’s my hostage up here, but I don’t want to make her uncomfortable or turn all the colors of the sunset. So I thought we could start with like a pretty easy question. Her new collection is a total masterpiece, and I was lucky enough. I’ve known Rivka now—we were in workshop together—until the present. So I thought maybe that would be one place to start. You know, we’ve been writing stories near each other. I somehow feel like I’ve spent so much time with Rivka that I have a, you know, homunculus like with me at all times, which is a real luckiness. 

But I wondered a little bit. The stories in the new collection—David Gordon, a mutual friend of ours, paid you what I thought was one of the most beautiful compliments. Where he said, “You know, people become more technically proficient at writing and sometimes you feel like what is idiosyncratic and best about their voices has been sanded away. But in Rivka’s case, the more mature she becomes as a writer, the more fully herself she is.” Pretty nice and accurate.

RIVKA GALCHEN: That’s pretty nice; that’s a good phrase.

KAREN RUSSELL: Let’s make eye contact with him now, let’s make some eye contact with the compliment there. I just thought I would bank it off other people.

RIVKA GALCHEN: That’s true, we both come from kind of that workshop tradition where it has like certain phrases that you hear again and again, all of which are true and all of which are not true, like “kill your darlings,” or “write what you know,” and I don’t know, I sort of feel like we’ve kind of gone through the whole loop-de-loop where you go through workshop and you think that you’re working really hard to please everyone but really it’s like something else. You’re working hard to please something, some like weird djinn in the middle of the table. 

KAREN RUSSELL: It isn’t actually you know, Doug, it turns out. Or any one of the eight people that you think you’re actually—So I mean this was a unique thing, right, we really started out writing stories for the same cast of twelve people maybe, you know, and the same professors who worked as ingots for our better impulses. Do you feel like your approach to stories has changed substantially since back in the day? This was about a decade ago that we were in workshop together.

RIVKA GALCHEN: I sort of feel like I was always afraid of short stories. Everyone always like says, “Oh short stories are so much harder than novels,” and we know they’re obviously lying because novels take up so much more space and must be more difficult to write. But on some level like they’re not lying. There’s something about a short story where you do feel, like my thing is I’m sort of like, a novel, you have a full orchestra, there’s like ballerinas onstage, you could do anything. And in short story, it’s just like the solo clarinet performance.

KAREN RUSSELL: It’s just like a bear with a kazoo, times a’wasting, “You’ve got eleven pages, bear.”

(laughter)

RIVKA GALCHEN: But I sort of feel like finally that started to seem like a nice thing to me, like all the sort of things that are tight and claustrophobic and difficult about a short story that you’re sort of—it’s already over before you’ve even started it, all those things that seemed annoying now seem appealing. I don’t know—do you feel like you’ve morphed?

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, I love that straitjacket, it’s so great, I do think that too. I mean, it’s funny. Rivka and I when we met were both working on novels and then would have these sort of corner-of-the-eye stories sort of bind our attention. I was thinking it works—here’s like a very nonliterary reference, but Magic Eye, do you guys know this from the malls of your youth—it’s like one of those paintings where you have to productively unfocus your eyes so something can come out of the painting. Often it’s a sailboat. (laughter) Sometimes it’s a mountain. You can’t see it, though. It like it’s sort of embedded in some weird—you have to really let your eyes slide and relax in such a way that something that you’re not focusing on in noon light is going to come into focus. 

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s going to pop up, yeah.

KAREN RUSSELL: And I think that’s been the real pleasure of stories for me lately. It was different at workshop because that sort of was your exclusive ambition where you had this totally false beautiful sense that there was a deadline, like everyone was really going to be irate if you didn’t finish your short story about the moon. You know, like? And that was kind of a different pressure. But I do think there’s a funny way where for me lately it’s almost like setting up the geometry to where you have you like your main project, the thing that is going to allegedly bind up a lot of your ambitions. And then something playful and exciting and uncanny can happen in like a shorter form. Almost by accident.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Like in the corner. I sort of feel like I should confess that like of my short story ideas start out as text messages that Karen has sent me.
(laughter)
KAREN RUSSELL:  I am so honored by this. Yeah. What a pleasure. Is that too awkward, to ask you to take people through like the gestation of one of the stories? Because they all had kind of different gestations, right? I felt like some you wrote in the dark so quickly on a spree, like some kind of supermarket sweep, and then some I remember hearing a little bit about. This is like the etiquette of writers—where if you don’t hear about it for a while, maybe you don’t bring it up ever again. (laughter) Rivka kindly, I mentioned this story about the ghosts of cows that talk on a barbed-wire telephone, this was in like 2011, we’ve never spoken of that. I just think that’s sort of interesting, sometimes, to hear about how what snags in your mind that haunts you or what image or how you get from kind of stray image to a final story.

RIVKA GALCHEN: I mean, I sort of—I’d be interested to hear what you would say—like Karen I sort of feel like is one of these people who has almost like a disease, it’s like she’s almost like sneezing.

KAREN RUSSELL: I like where this is going—she said “almost” to be kind.

(laughter)

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s almost like an allergic reaction of brilliant ideas, so you sort of think, she’s not going to feel bad if I take one of these, because she isn’t short on it. But I remember.

KAREN RUSSELL: Clive Cussler does that. He’s just like “thriller set in Dubai. Go.”

RIVKA GALCHEN: I just remember that she and I used to have like a kind of running joke. I don’t know why we thought it was so funny, but we thought it was very funny where we were like, “We are so driven to please other people.” I know people in our lives are shocked to hear this (laughter) and they haven’t picked up on this trait that we have. But we feel like we have this strong drive to please the people around us. So it just kept evolving and we’re just thinking of more and more.

KAREN RUSSELL: I like where what we actually learn tonight is that’s a totally inaccurate self-delusive fiction, all our friends are like, “You selfish assholes never paid attention to our needs.” (laughter) It’s a night of epiphanies.

RIVKA GALCHEN: But I remember we used to have this thing where we’d just sort of think about how far it would go and it started to turning into sort of picking up the phone and someone wanted—for some reason we thought it was funny that they wanted pollos a la brasa, I don’t know why, we sort of were like, they want pollos a la brasa, not only do we go look up the recipe, get like a spigot, roast the chicken, and deliver it to their house on a bicycle, but we worry did they enjoy the meal, even though we don’t actually run, like, the restaurant and I just thought, and I just stole it and put it in a story because I was really stuck in my novel and when I thought about this, like, chicken joint that I don’t work at and I sweat over delivering for, I thought, “Well, that’s a story I’m willing to write.”
KAREN RUSSELL: This is an amazing story called “Lost Order” in Rivka’s new collection and sort of the generative incident or the catalyst is this woman answers the phone and somebody’s just demanding really angrily that starts kind of like in media res that they’re expecting their Chinese takeout delivery. Most people would react to this by saying, “I’m so sorry, this is a mistake, what a mixup,” but this woman as I’m sure either one of us would do, becomes preoccupied with delivering the Chinese food, you know, sort of apologizing for the delay and I think a lot of your stories, right, would sort of feature a miscommunication, I think we both maybe like as a joke, but where a joke sort of slides into a real tragedy or sort of where some inertia or momentum develops, so something that was just like a basic, yeah, you know, you have a Naughty Nikki style mishearing of something, or in some case a mistaken identity.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Yeah, or like you commit to a small white lie, and then you’re sort of bound—then you’re like bound to the white lie, and I feel like that often generates—

KAREN RUSSELL: Right, so there’s some snowball accretion of consequence. But it’s also so interesting, it’s just interesting, right, because those sort of—you know, the willful deafness, kind of these characters who are really complicit with a misunderstanding. You know, I have this quote. 
I have like three quotes I was going to read to sound like I’m leading the discussion. Here comes one. And this was just about that sort of. I was thinking about this so much with your characters, I think they have a lot in common with some of our favorite characters in Mary Gaitskill stories, or those of you who have read The Flamethrowers by Rachel Kushner. There’s a character named Reno, who Rachel Kushner was complaining in an interview is really misread as passive in a flat way and that her passivity is misread as sort of an innocence or a naïveté or a weakness, when actually it’s—

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s powerful.

KAREN RUSSELL: It’s very powerful, right, so this is just one of my three. She says, “This for me is somehow less gendered than other people have interpreted it to be.” Right, the idea of this passive young female is sort of letting things happen to her. You know, or sort of yeah, taking the call and participating in somebody else’s version of reality. “I consider passivity to be a kind of radical bravery, and strong active people with agency to be something more, well, rigid, even as I don’t disrespect that, not by any means, but releasing yourself into life and letting it have its way with you is an education of a kind.” 
I was just thinking a little bit about that. The other one sort of to that point, this is Mary Gaitskill on her protagonist in “Secretary.” I mean, her tastes skew differently than many of your protagonists. I’m not saying they have everything in common. She says, “The heroine is an unusual combination of very weak and very strong, and I consider it very realistic and not often depicted. There’s nothing in the world around her to reflect back her experience to her. It’s a very tough place to be, and I think an increasingly common one.” I don’t know, were you thinking about sort of the passivity and strength of some of these chiquitas? 

RIVKA GALCHEN: It reminds me of this story I like was never able to write, because I always thought the like passive character in literature who sort of has thought it through almost all the way is Bartleby, right? He sort of ends up getting this guy to sort of move offices, everyone sort of moves around him because he prefers not to, and it seems like there’s some secret interesting thing about a kind of passivity that has to do with preferring to, with a kind of obedience, which would be a little different, but I think it’s like an interesting area she goes to. I was thinking about also that Mary Gaitskill story where the woman is sort of highjacked in her car by a guy who’s like.

KAREN RUSSELL: “The Other Place.”

RIVKA GALCHEN: And the amazing turn in the story is he’s like, “Go do this thing, go this road,” I don’t remember the exact details, “otherwise I’ll shoot you,” and she just sort of pulls over and goes, “that’s fine with me.” And then, like, nothing can proceed in the same way after that, when she’s like, “Actually that’s fine with me.” 

KAREN RUSSELL: And that what is so, so powerful. The potency of that moment is that she is so willing to surrender to his scheme. Right what he’s desperately wanted or imagined is any kind of resistance, and she just won’t give him that, right? So I think that kind of oscillation, right, it is the spookiest of passivity. You know, this is this person who’s really spent the entire story, I guess he’s just like immersed in violent fantasies of violence against women, he really kind of—And now he’s going to translate the “other place,” this space where he does terrible things to women, into reality. And she kind of blocks that translation by surrendering to him. She’s like, “Sure, take me to the house. What’s on the itinerary? My death? That’s cool.” It’s actually such a powerful moment, it’s so shocking. 
But I found myself thinking about that a lot, reading your new collection. Just the power of yeah, surrendering to a certain kind of momentum, and how much will is involved in that move, too. And then I think another, just the things—I don’t get to have these conversations with Rivka at the bar, so this is fun for me too. I was wondering a little bit. You know how when you write something, you’re sort of, it’s like you build a house—you’re the architect of a house that you lock yourself out of. So you can’t experience it as a reader, it’s such a weird thing. It’s like you made this place and you can just sort of like peek at people traveling through behind the windows.

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s the sort of answering machine thing where you’re like, “Oh my God, that’s my voice.”
KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah. “That’s the house I made? I hope that sofa bears weight.” So I guess this is kind of an unfair question because it would be tough for you to have an experience of experiencing—of some experiential way of moving through your stories as a reader. But when I was reading the stories in this new collection, many of which involve transit or dislocation of some kind, or as sort of, I was telling Rivka, to me it reads like a non-non sequitur. You sort of think that some of the information you’re getting is playful or elusive or you’re not sure how it’s connecting. And like really gradually, the way like something comes into focus in a Polaroid, you realize often along with the protagonist what’s really at stake. 
So there’s a story about which I wanted to read as a love triangle, “The Region of Unlikeness,” it sort of announces itself. There are these three people at a coffee shop. You think you know the genre of the tale you’re in. And then the story like a trap door will fall or it will bottom out and sort of you and the protagonist both realize simultaneously what the real stakes, which are cosmic and vast and always surprising. And I guess I just wondered, you know, as you’re moving through. Or the “Lost Order” that we were talking about is one like this. You sort of get the sense that this narrator might be unreliable and just have a deepening awareness as you’re traveling through the story, really immersed in this particular vision. I guess so much of the drama for me is watching the hairline cracks begin to spread on one capture of reality. And understanding that what you’re being told, often by a pretty unreliable first-person narrator is not sufficient to the reality that they’re living, or they’re somehow living in the wrong tense or something.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Well, you’re also sort of really often working in the first person. And I like, I just think that idea of the unreliable first-person narrator, while like very useful, because some first-person narrators are distinctly unreliable. But like in truth of course it’s just like an unreliable form, right? You just sort of like it’s just such a narrow vision no matter sort of how sort of stably placed, and I think that’s it really—it’s almost hard to sort of envision doing a story where you don’t take advantage of that space where the reader sort of—the reader sort of has like a kind of like—feels they can see around the first person. Not in a simple way—but you always get like that tingle.

KAREN RUSSELL: The back-of-the-neck tingle.

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s a tingle of pleasure that’s hard to give up and it seems like almost hard to conceive, even though, like, I can think of a lot of third-person stories that I love to read and very rarely, like I’ll find myself able to sort of write a story from the third person, but that kind of wrongness is a way of getting an extra layer of information in your story. Like, every time you’re sort of writing something you think, “Well, I want this sentence to like convey straightforward information like the car was blue,” or whatever it is, “and then I want the language of it to convey some other information.” And you always want to sort of think, I hope that like there’s at least seven layers of information going on, just so I can like compete with television, just so that something—and I don’t know—there’s something about the first person. Each one wobbles in its own way. Like, each one has its own funny walk that doesn’t quite—

KAREN RUSSELL: Right, that’s always going to list in a—like your peg leg. Well, I guess I was wondering when you’re composing, because this is a secret thing that happens in the dark. I kept thinking, maybe my experience of reading these is an artifact of their composition. So when you’re writing them, it’s just like the joy and surprise of discovering—and the scariness of kind of discovering some facts about these narrators’ lives that have been occluded from your view until often like the last third of a story, say. Was that when you’re—Is that kind of an artifact of moving through the first draft, like when you were meeting these women, was that sort of your—or did you have in mind. You know, I guess it’s like that Watergate question: “How much did you know and when did you know it?” Sort of thing.

(laughter)
RIVKA GALCHEN: I mean, I’m like assuming that it’s very similar to you. That whenever you’re really—When a story works enough that you’re sort of willing to show it to someone else it has to have surprised you in some way. Like I remember I had a very kind of stiff conception. Like for a long time I wanted to write the story that we were talking about with the chicken delivery. I sort of wanted to, I was like, “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,” I want to write “The secret life of Willa Mitty.” We don’t have the same kinds of daydreams. It’s going to and I sort of have this whole kind of like rigid, kind of broken boring concept that sort of the female inner life is constrained in a different way. And sort of we—I had a kind of—you know, we, I had a kind of—I call it like a broken nonfiction way of thinking about it. I was like when we think about a male figure like a Don Quixote or a Walter Mitty, and these are like figures I love, they’re some of my favorite characters in literature. It seems so great that they are deeply irresponsible. They are living sort of—they are sort of not picking up the shoes from being polished at the cleaner, they’re not like picking up their wife from the hairdresser, that’s what they’re supposed to be doing. We love them for like for being kind of practical failures.

KAREN RUSSELL: We should do Walter Mitty’s kid. Like, waiting to be picked up from school in the rain. (laughter) “Like, Dad, could you fantasize about my soccer game? Goal!” Different constraints, different interior life.

RIVKA GALCHEN: But that was like—different constraints, but that was like kind of like my rigid nonfiction kind of I don’t know broken way of thinking about it and I think that’s why the story was never getting written, because it was sort of coming from this place that was predetermined, and so I kept trying to rewrite the story and figure out what was going on in this other kind of dream life and what was appealing about it and what was repellant about it and when I just sort of gave up my ideas about sort of what’s the difference between like the male dream life and the female dream life, all of which were kind of predigested and kind of come in like pollen from the kind of generalized weird angry Web or something. Once it’s sort of like on the paper sentence by sentence it can kind of escape that and then once it surprises me then I sort of think, “well maybe then it’s true,” because if it didn’t surprise me it would be like the comfortable kind of, you know—

KAREN RUSSELL: Received idea.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Received, generalized idea, that I find comforting in some way and already have. 

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, I was thinking how funny that is, that’s so much. I will do the same thing, so if it feels true to me or genuine at all, it’s somehow also involuntary in some sense, which is scary, right? Like you don’t know sort of what’s going to show up on the page when you’re drafting something. And I think those are the most exciting moments, when you’ve sort of moved away from your C+ English major idea about what the story is going to be into a new terrain. So this is also—oh, maybe this is an opportunity. I don't know how to set this question up without asking you to explain how you became a writer. Is that annoying? Can you do your origin story? I can do it but that will only annoy you more.

RIVKA GALCHEN: I sort of feel—I think I had an origin story. But I’ve decided I’ve changed it. I think, like, I mean, Karen grew up in Florida which I feel like is its own foreign—Well, it is it’s like a foreign country. 
KAREN RUSSELL: I agree.

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s almost not a state, I feel like it was secretly for a long time just for outlaws.

KAREN RUSSELL: My brother calls it “our Australia,” it’s true.

RIVKA GALCHEN: But there is a weird number of writers from Florida.

KAREN RUSSELL: Donald Antrim was also born in Miami, did you know that? 

RIVKA GALCHEN: No I did not know that.

KAREN RUSSELL: Kelly Link. Yeah.

RIVKA GALCHEN: I don’t know. 

KAREN RUSSELL: Something in the water. Or something not in the water. Something vital that should be in the water (laughter) that we don’t have in the water, also possible. Well, I always think. This is the fact. So Rivka started out a little differently in our program, we all forgave her this, eventually, because she’s so kind and amazing you have to. But unlike the rest of us just clowns and fools, Rivka came with a medical degree, right? So sort of a different—just not everybody’s trajectory, I don’t know. Although I do feel weirdly in our program everybody was like, “I circumnavigated the globe with balloons.” “I was a pediatric oncologist and on the side, you know, I wrote a PEN/Hemingway nommed . . .”

RIVKA GALCHEN: Well, it gets at that thing we were talking about earlier, which is this idea that it’s the influences question when people talk about influences. And of course influences often we interpret it as our favorite writers, which is like its own question, it’s like who are your favorite writers that you love to read and surely they influence you. But then you know that secretly you’re formed so much earlier, almost before you’re really reading, especially if like me, although I had like a very kind of, I just didn’t grow up in a very like book household, there were like just very different interests. Like I remember it seeming interesting to me to hang out in the car and read the Subaru manual because it was just a lot of text, or the side of the cereal box.

KAREN RUSSELL: I liked the Stouffer’s, yeah they always had a story on the back.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Or Celestial Seasonings.

KAREN RUSSELL: Not with a lot of conflict. Like if we were workshopping the Stouffer’s story we’d be, like, “Maybe there should be conflict, it seems awfully easy for your family to have invented Stouffer’s (laughter) and become a sensation. No friction, no uncle that sued you, whatever, choked?”
RIVKA GALCHEN: And also just like the label on like the Red Zinger tea, you’re like this is literature. Kind of Camus for the first time is like coming on the little tea thing.

KAREN RUSSELL: But people think that influence kind of intrudes later, right? So being a psychiatrist somehow would have more weight than your backpack.  
RIVKA GALCHEN: Whereas I also sort of think, and this also makes me kind of weirdly sad and ashamed but I just take it I realize I feel like some of my strongest influences are TV, which I barely even watch anymore, but when I was young I think I watched nine hours. I remember Cheers you could watch it at 4:35 and then 5:05 but then you’d miss five minutes because it was shifting from the Chicago channel to another one, so you’d watch like three reruns and every morning it was like Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie and of course I’m not saying these are great shows but you then weirdly find out, you’re like oh, those shows were like shows about women who had bizarre powers that made the people they were with very uncomfortable. (laughter) 
And then like this sort of thing, weirdly that’s what’s coming out in these stories and those are weirdly my theme for earlier female role models in some perverse way are sort of like Samantha and Jeannie and then that, like, is getting reimagined even though at some point you become a reader and it sort of—it does become books that sort of—at least for me books became my dream life, but they weren’t like my original dream life and I feel like my original dream life was kind of like ingredient lists and—

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, like Mighty Mouse cartoons or something.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Yeah, those things were like the original dream life and then they just sort of get like kind of shook up with other things.

KAREN RUSSELL: Absolutely, right. So Mary Gaitskill we were referencing earlier. I thought this was so smart—this is one of my—now we’re getting down to the wire, we’ve got two more things that I can read to you. But this was Mary on influence, because that question comes up a lot, right? And I think the temptation is to say it was Nabokov, which I once did and mispronounced. Nobody believes you then. (laughter) 
But, yeah, Mary got a question: “What was the book that most influenced your life or your career as a writer?” And she said, “This question is a hard one to answer because influence is often unconscious and indiscriminate.” 
One of the things that is really beautiful about Rivka’s new collection is you feel sort of like the haunted way that objects can choose people or that memories choose you, right? It’s not necessarily what you would ever wish to be haunted by or what you would wish to endow with significance, you know? It’ll be something from the humdrum, something really humble that for mysterious reasons attaches itself to you. I love that in Rivka’s work, just the symphony of memories sort of or sort of the way that concrete objects will announce themselves as significant, have agency, have like a dream life that really feels independent, almost, of their possessors, so that kind of influence, where it’s unconscious and indiscriminate. 
“When people are asked to name the books that influenced them they usually name their most favorite prestigious authors, the people they hope they were influenced by and perhaps legitimately were. I think I’ve been influenced by Vladimir Nabokov simply because I read him intensely. I would say the same of Flannery O’Connor but I think I’ve also been influenced by writers I actually don’t admire because I read them early at a crucial time in my writing life, and they touched me on a nonintellectual level. Some writers that I would put in that category are Victor Hugo and Tom Wolfe, from whom I learned at the age of seventeen that writing can be elastic and can work like sound. Once some jackass at a reading asked if I’d been influenced by Erica Jong, which he clearly meant as an insult. I said no, but of course I was without realizing it. I did after all read her at sixteen, and I’m sure her characters and voice have been secreted away in some cerebral fold that I don’t know about anymore.” 
So I wondered if there are writers like that, that like you, they’re just in your family tree, they just got there ’cause—

RIVKA GALCHEN: Well, my mom writes amazing e-mails, and I do sort of think there is that weird, I do think that, you know, families are like island culture, you know, sort of how every time you go to an island there’s these sort of weird birds that can’t exist anywhere else and that you wouldn’t feed that way anywhere else, and I sort of think that’s usually very powerful for people, it just doesn’t translate very well, and it ends up not being like an important way of how to read their work, but it’s sort of actually what formed them. So I think for a lot of people even it’s just a foreign language. 
Like my parents spoke a foreign language and my dad always had these really weird messages on his answering machine where he would say, “I will be returning your call as soon as feasible,” and no one says “feasible,” or whatever or like he will be like, you know, “what an egregious error they just made,” and no one says “egregious” or whatever. So there’s that kind of private language where you think, “Oh, like that sort of made me like alive to language in a certain way just because everything was both like more—was really like more accurate than it’s supposed to be—

KAREN RUSSELL: Right.

RIVKA GALCHEN: And that sort of, like, wakes you up, even though—you know, I don’t know. Because I mean I sort of think like one thing with your language I think like it’s one of the things that almost gets missed because—because everything’s amazing, like everything’s going in your stories, and so there’s always like concept and emotion but I just think like your sentences often have this thing, I like to think of it as like a kind of slipping of the pen where you come up with an image and most people sort of—you make the metaphor, you make the analogy, and then you sort of return to the center of the story, but often with Karen you sort of like you start on the metaphor and then you literally just keep sliding along, like it’s kind of like a slip-and-slide, and somehow that works, it almost feels like a fall. You feel like you’re falling into like another whatever, you know, the rabbit hole is what we always think of. You feel like you’ve fallen into the rabbit hole, but then there’s like a deep logic under there too so there’s this weird tension between a kind of irrational chaos that just keeps somehow returning to its center. And I’m kind of curious for you like where you feel like your language comes from, because you are in control of it, of course, on some level but you’re also not in control of it when it first comes up.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, that’s the good part or the humbling, the humiliating part. That’s so kind, friend. I just feel like I’m not a very sophisticated thinker so I have to literalize metaphors, you know? So it will be like what if a shy, insecure girl got stuck in like a literal enormous shell? How would that go? What might that reveal about her personality? Almost like taking a cliché or something and making it a world, you know, or giving it those kinds of dimensions.

RIVKA GALCHEN: But also so often, I mean, I’m almost thinking like on the sentence level within your stories, within the concepts you’ll slide like this, but then also I do think like the concepts that you choose, and I think they choose you or whatever—

KAREN RUSSELL: Why won’t those cow ghosts call me back?

RIVKA GALCHEN: The concepts that you choose so often like are magnetic, they sort of attract all sorts of analogies, but they won’t resolve into any particular one, like one that I think sort of makes this the most clear is where you have Rutherford B. Hayes reincarnated as a horse (laughter) and there’s all these other presidents, also horses, this is and they don’t know if it’s their afterlife or their next life or—. But, it’s not obvious to me how to read this as a fable or as a kind of morality tale and that’s kind of what’s amazing about it. Is like it’s just, it’s not going to kind of collapse quickly into one-on-one correspondence. How does that kind of idea sneak up on you?

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, I think for every one that actually feels like it works or like I can ride through the world of this story that way, there are like so many lost comrades. So just like the Oregon Trail, (laughter) graves behind me you know, every day more, like felled by snakebite. Like I think it’s a wonderful feeling, right, where something is written in front of your conscious mind. And it doesn’t happen that often to me at all, but if it works at all—my worst ideas, I think, collapse into some flat allegory, you know, they collapse back into some really one-to-one, the metaphor is actually legible as like an easy, it’s just a way to dress up.

RIVKA GALCHEN: And then it dies by the side of the trail.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, and then it just never has, it doesn’t feel like it escapes me in the right way, maybe, like my lamest ambitions, right? So or I wonder, this was a couple questions ago, I was going to ask you because you do have this—Rivka is the smartest person I know about human motivation and I feel like you are so absolute in your perceptions. And then yet when I was reading you I was like, “There is so much spaciousness.” She has a story about somewhere where a mole is “multiply interpretable,” is the metaphor, right, so there’s so many interpretations alive, at play in the story, it’s the same, I guess, it doesn’t collapse into any single diagnosis of character and motivation, and I wonder like do you have to resist after all early on like a developing clinician sense of why a character is behaving in a certain way to create that, you know that kind of freedom, or that multivalent sense that kind of runs through all the stories?
RIVKA GALCHEN: Yeah, I think that gets at that magic thing with—you often think, I mean not in the case of like a president reincarnated as a horse, but sort of in that case also like you’re often thinking, well, why is this fiction? Like, almost everything you think to yourself, well if this is like a story that’s interesting why isn’t it—why don’t I just learn about it in the real world? Why isn’t this just like a great documentary?

KAREN RUSSELL: Dads of America want to know! (laughter) All of the dads are waiting for our answer, they’re like, “Daughters, tell us, we want to go in on your weird project, but what are you teaching us? About a war? Machines?” 

RIVKA GALCHEN: But I do think and I think, I sort of think, and so I almost do think it is almost like you think to yourself, well, what is the rare talent fiction has? Because there are so many talents fiction doesn’t have. And in that sense I almost think it’s not the crisis or something that painting must have gone through when photographs were like, “Actually we can get a pretty good image of what this person looks like, maybe we’re going to go another direction.” I think—I do think fiction always has to be asking itself, why is this being like, “Why don’t you just tell me an anecdote about your cousin because that was an interesting story about your cousin?” 
And so but I think that’s where it ends up being sentence by sentence feeling more precise because I think psychological motivation when we talk about it in general, we talk about it in general, and there’s these sort of rubrics that are sort of handy and they sort of light up the room in a way that shows quite a few things, and you can be like, “Oh, when that person says that they always mean the opposite, and of course they don’t always mean exactly the opposite, but it’s kind of helpful and it lights things up, but then I just feel like fiction is just like ends up if it’s working, being more precise, because it’s sort of sentence by sentence, nuance by nuance, and it’s not going to explain something, it’s going to describe it in as much detail as possible, which is its own kind of explanation, so it’s almost like Birds of America, both the Lorrie Moore short story collection which is so amazing but also Birds of America, the like book that was this tall and this wide and the birds are like this, but the drawings were like this and they said something, and I sort of think like that’s kind of, I think of fiction usually is like a kind of field—a kind of field biology in that way.

KAREN RUSSELL: Like, look at this freakish species.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Look at this freakish species.

KAREN RUSSELL: It has some things in common with its brothers and sisters but what a weird pink feather. Yeah, I think that’s really beautifully said, right, and that’s part of what I love about Rivka’s characters. There’s something irreducibly mysterious at the end of the day you know about why they do anything really and some of the leapiness in the language I think gets at that too, and for the same reason I’m sure I’m drawn to write about weird-ass horses with the spirits of presidents inside them.

RIVKA GALCHEN: You like can skip past all your bad ideas about whatever, presidents or whatever, in a weird way, I feel like what’s so ingenious about that is everything comes to you fresh again, fresh again, right? It is the kind of—

KAREN RUSSELL: I really think it is. It’s the only way I know how to do it. Because I’ve been trying to write about other adult characters recently—

RIVKA GALCHEN: Who aren’t horses.

KAREN RUSSELL: Adults in jeans and it’s so much harder for me to feel like I’m being honest about what’s vast and uncomfortable about motivation, right? Or about whatever you want to call it about the strange gulf between like kind of like what people, what stated intention and then how things behave, and, yeah, I think that we both have written these totally weird stories and like in different kind of countries of the weird, you know? 
I was thinking a little bit about, so Rivka inside this one book just will come at the fantastic from really different vantages, so you will have like furniture that’s literally running away, you know, or just like this heartbreaking exodus of this woman, all of her furniture just decides to, with grace, leave the apartment. The ironing board like moves in this undulant way like a manatee and just like leaps out the window and it lands as lightly as a cat burglar. I mean, it’s a magic story, it’s really, there’s—you really foreground, objects are moving in a way that defy like natural law, and like there’s another story where a woman develops a third breast, so there’s sort of a spectrum of possibilities, but then there will be something where you’ll just come at it I think from the other dark side of the moon so there’s just a woman in a courtyard it’s basically a Wednesday that resembles our Wednesdays, and the miraculous thing there is we see some female UPS deliverywomen and that’s like Halley’s Comet—

RIVKA GALCHEN: Which is a miracle!

KAREN RUSSELL: It’s a miracle, I know! And so to be returned to like the fresh shock. I think it’s just interesting and I wonder, like, if you know going into a story kind of what relationship the story’s going to have to something fantastic, if you know immediately from the premise, like, “I’m going to foreground the strangeness of furniture coming to life and fleeing,” versus I’m going—“I’m ostensibly telling you about a real Wednesday and I’m going to use the language to highlight for you what is totally bizarre about any given, like, ordinary Wednesday.” 

RIVKA GALCHEN: I definitely, like, think of all of my stories as, like, very emotionally real, so that’s the starting thing and I don’t really usually know whether it’s going to be actually—

KAREN RUSSELL: Like a real unicorn or just UPS women.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Like it’s going to seem like actually fantastical or whether it’s going to be more of a normal correspondence to like reality as we know it, but try and look fantastical, but I was thinking about this today, and I don’t know why my childhood television viewing is so on my mind right now, but I was thinking that it reminds me—that the way I like for a story to work is in the TV show Get Smart, I don’t know if you used to watch that.

KAREN RUSSELL: Of course.

RIVKA GALCHEN: But whenever they had something like really important to say supposedly, something top-secret, so it’s like a spy spoof sitcom, and whenever they had something really important to say or top secret, they would bring down the cone of silence, and it was sort of like a running joke, because, first of all, the cone like looks absurd, it’s just like a sort of  Plexiglas thing that comes down, and it’s like always hitting someone on the head, and there’s like an additional joke that they usually have something really stupid and banal to say that doesn’t require the cone of silence and they’ve gone to all this trouble to bring down the cone of silence. But I was like, “Oh, the cone of silence just draws attention to what’s actually absurd even in the really banal exchange.” So I was like I think like with the story you just want like the cone of silence to come down even though it’s just normal regular life happening but somehow with this weird piece of Plexiglas it, like, reveals itself as kind of silly or touching or whatever it is, like something like just gets revealed because of this weird prop. 

KAREN RUSSELL: Because you’re creating a—we can finally hear it. It’s so funny I was thinking about this quote when I reading you—Charles D’Ambrosio, a writer we both admire, he just had some line about how he was talking to his sister and he realized that unless he made a really generous extension to her, she sounded like a crazy person and then he practiced retracting the generous extension. He was like, “We all do all the time,” so sort of recovering that, yeah, the poetry and insanity of just like the most banal exchanges, right, like what’s your doctor is attesting, I don’t know, yeah, or latest like diet scheme, risks, rewards of Jenny Craig or whatever, like really hearing—like really hearing the miracles and the magic that we all kind of sign on to just on an average Wednesday.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Do you feel, why do you think you feel often, why do you feel you’re so often drawn to, you know, somewhat fantastical elements? Because you’re not always drawn to them, but you’re often drawn to them, what do they seem like they’re solving?

KAREN RUSSELL: I know, I was thinking that for both of us, it’s funny, right, I mean, I think I have a similar answer, which is just to be emotionally honest about something, it helps me—I think it helps on a number of levels. Like if you tell a story about a bunch of horses with the reincarnated ghosts of presidents inside of them—

RIVKA GALCHEN: Their guard is down.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah! Your guard is down, too, you’re like, well, it’s not going to be a great American short story, but maybe it will be a story. Like I somehow think for me it helps, you know, it’s just sort. Do you remember when Doug Gordon, who’s a colleague of ours, he wrote an amazing love story about this man who fell in love with a squirrel. And I always thought one of the productive things that did is he could tell a love story without—

RIVKA GALCHEN: Getting upset. 

KAREN RUSSELL:  Yeah, without the burden of—for a bunch of these stories, too, I was thinking you found such sly points of entry. So sometimes it’s that, it’s where is the gate unlocked, you know. It can be so deafening to think about tradition, to me, anyway, so scary in a way, to something to be in dialogue with, and if you have like a goofy or silly story that later announces itself as serious, it’s almost like I think in a weird way it works the way the slide, the slipperiness in some of these stories work. 
You have something that you actually do want to try, you have an ambition but it’s too threatening or frightening to come out in noon light, so you have to find some oblique way to get there. And/or the question is just too huge to come out in noon light, so if it’s like, you know, going to be about the uncanniness of death, right, which is enormous, sort of, you need to find the cone of silence, you need to find the pinhole that you can see the eclipse with or whatever. Sometimes I think it’s like that, sometimes I also just think it’s fun to ventriloquize a parrot, you know. You don’t get to say that as much, but it’s also just fun.

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s fun.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah.

RIVKA GALCHEN: And what do you—what do you feel like makes a difference between something that resolves itself, works itself out in like a story length, and something that works itself out longer?

KAREN RUSSELL: Oh, yeah, let’s try to figure this out. I don’t know. I really don’t know. Story length lately for me, if it’s a premise as sort of like absurd as some of the ones we’ve been discussing, like I was thinking like “third breast,” perfect for a story length. Surely it could be a trilogy, (laughter) but I mean, it just seems like, it seems like a bigger ask, it seems like in the middle what are you going to do? Like, how, I don’t know, is there a baby? Something bigger’s gotta happen. Seems like you’d really be courting melodrama if you want to, if you want to, sustain Breast Three, you know, for five hundred pages, like Tolstoy length, so I think there are some things that are just like delightful and you can explore one question with a pretty narrow cast or you can kind of keep it juggling and it requires a certain kind of energy that maybe isn’t suited to a longer thing. 
But I don’t know, man. I like we’ll do these events and everybody will ask us, I bet that—yeah, now we always, now we get to be called novelists, which is cool, but like if I made one omelet in my life, no one would be like, “Chef Russell on omelets.” (laughter) “What is your favorite ingredients to use?” I’d be like, “Eggs? (laughter) I don’t know, it only worked once.” (laughter) So it feels a little dubious like I think I have more experience in what didn’t work in noveling now. Do you have, what do you think?

RIVKA GALCHEN: Well I even think about that with novels that I love to read, I’m sort of like, are these, I can’t figure out what the difference is because in a weird way I almost feel like I think of novels having to have fewer events. 

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Like I sort of think it’s not surprising that Nicholson Baker’s novel—that it was a novel he wrote about riding up an escalator from the bottom to the top, he’s like, “This is obviously not a short story, it has to be a novel, because it’s so, such a tiny span of time,” it does almost seem like there’s a kind of proportion—like the pressure expands so the volume shrinks and the volume expands so the pressure shrinks.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, well, that is true too, right, because I’ve been teaching short stories all semester—do you find this happens to you?—then all dialogue sounds fraught and ominous. Someone will be like, “We should go to the lake,” (laughter) “No, I would not do that.” Go four more pages and nothing has happened, your marriage seems good, your kids are alive, don’t go. (laughter) So I think that’s true, that is like the physics of it.

RIVKA GALCHEN: That’s like the big problem with the short story is you can literally like reveal the end of it.

KAREN RUSSELL: Nicholson Baker short story with an elevator, I’m like “adios somebody, poor maintenance.” That’s really true. Did you find, were you working on the novel simultaneously, you were, right, while you were doing these stories. I heard somebody once say and this freaked me out forever, it was Jim Shepard, who we both love, that when a novel is going well for him, he never writes short stories, sort of he’s just—he’s all in with his novel. 

RIVKA GALCHEN: That sounds right.

KAREN RUSSELL: And I just took that as gospel truth, right? But I wonder yeah if you sort of have multiples going, you know, will you be kind of like working on different canvases at once?

RIVKA GALCHEN: I feel like I always think I’m working on different canvases but only one canvas is ever working.

KAREN RUSSELL: I know, It’s like the weak Siamese twin.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Everything else is kind of dead, is a sad little doll that’s just not going to dance. But I almost think that can be helped—I think a lot of people crutch that way where you sort of for some reason. Because I sort of felt like I was, I was, like, working on a novel, but it didn’t have an urgency, and so these felt like little urgent missions. It did sort of feel like an urgent mission. Not that—and so I think you just have to follow that. And if somehow like psychologically it’s more useful to feel like you’re working on something else and the thing is like a small project, then I think that makes sense, even though I think other people are able to sort of not lean on a psychological crutch and feel like they’re in the side place. 

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah. Can I ask you? Because I get this question and I answer it badly. With these stories I thought it was so interesting, is they really came out of the same period of your life in a certain way, right? Like, I know there are a couple that are older but many of them are just, they’re sort of—yeah, that’s the flowerbed, it’s sort of a pretty definite period of time. At what point did you sort of start to think of them as in dialogue with one another or did you? Were you thinking at a certain point, okay, I want to keep so many of them are about again right certain kinds of miscommunication or certain forms of, I guess sort of, like, elliptical defenses against or responses to loss, you know? So at a certain point were you like these thematic preoccupations kind of keep recurring and I’m going to consciously think about how these stories are in dialogue with each other or is it like you let the flowers all come up, you just let the flowers all come up out of that particular season?

RIVKA GALCHEN: I almost feel like that’s when it’s over, like as soon as you catch sight of it and you start seeing the preoccupations, then you’re like, oh, now it’s done, now it’s over, because in a weird way as soon as it’s not mysterious to you, it’s over. Because I do sort of think like I wouldn’t want to read my short story collection now just in a sense that I do think you sort of—you see a set of preoccupations that were like absolutely essential, they were your fuel, but as soon as you catch sight of them, they vanish. I mean, they’re, you know, they—and then they don’t work anymore. I think that’s why like writers drop out of therapy, they’re sort of like, “As soon as I have insight, it’s over,” and so I do sort of think you do have to kind of feel like you’re walking backwards and as soon as you sort of turn around, then the collection is over. So I don’t think I really knew, I do think it was around the seventh story that I thought, “Oh, this is coherent.”

KAREN RUSSELL: This coheres and actually there is like a dialogue that has happened but spookily and sort of outside of my—not to bring it back to Magic Eye. You can really jinx the sailboat emerging from the painting if you look at it headlong.

RIVKA GALCHEN: I mean, do you feel like you have that experience? Because I don’t feel—I feel like that’s the thing. I sort of feel like even though because you’re, like, very productive, it seems like you’re the captain but I know you’re sort of not the captain.

KAREN RUSSELL: Nooo. No and in fact it almost seems like you’re—the best thing you can do sometimes is to wear your captain’s hat even as you hear groaning footsteps and see tides all around you and pay no heed to those things—right? Like I think in a funny way for me it’s always weirdly—it’s like a little humiliating, I don’t know why, I guess because you’re not in control, so I wrote all these like monster stories and they would be presented to me sort of once again.

RIVKA GALCHEN: And yeah you don’t sort of see it until later.

KAREN RUSSELL: And almost like you really want to in a productive way—you want to keep yourself, keep your conscious mind from developing sort of a reductive and dumb theory about what you’re doing, right, I think?

RIVKA GALCHEN: Because all of its theories are dumb. Yeah. Like all of the sort of the front-of-the-brain theories kind of weirdly don’t—are not useful.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, George Saunders, a writer we both admire, has this sort of talk about the—because it sounds spooky and silly maybe to talk about the unconscious and its role in all of this, or we need better language, but just the idea that the conscious mind is like a fat sailor who stomps around yelling orders, and the subconscious is a playful chimp that, like, urinates on the rug and breaks the lamp, and makes a big mess but that the mess is actually—

RIVKA GALCHEN: They’re both necessary.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, it’s true. Or else you’re going to lose your security deposit on that place. Yeah.
RIVKA GALCHEN: No, and it’s like I sort of remember when I first would—when I first would teach and I remember feeling this way especially undergraduates, I always sort of thought, well, now, I’m going to show—when I was an undergraduate, I did sort of think I would show up to lecture and receive the sort of rubric key which would sort of translate everything and it would line up, you sort of put the red piece of like foil on top of it and you can like see it all, and then you start to realize that’s like the—none of that stuff is like the juicy stuff or the good stuff, and sort of the weird instinct of like, “I don’t know, I didn’t like this, I sort of felt like it didn’t all line up,” is actually like the first response of what’s working, like that first instinct about what’s not working is usually what’s working. And all the things that sort of line up are necessary in a certain way but have to kind of exceed themselves.

KAREN RUSSELL: I think that’s right, that’s going to be an excess of what you could know, right, because the worst stories I’ve ever tried to write will be a just Hollywood storyboard, you know? “Will Harry get the gold? Stay tuned.” 
I wanted to ask you this, just because this is a place where we diverge. Rivka is brilliant and has like this amphibious intelligence and also frequently writes nonfiction, so you’ve written about Karl May and know how to pronounce that correctly recently did an interview with Brian Greene. Our dumb joke on that was that I was going to interview Briana Greene, I mean, it’s not a rivalry, but I mean, Briana was going to tell me hair tips. So you’ve talked—and, you know, written about quantum computing, all of this, it’s a pretty eclectic mix. 
And Wells Tower, I was reading some interview with him recently where he said that he was just trying to explain his own like weird internalized rules about what he can borrow from nonfiction to feed to fiction and vice versa. I was just wondering a little bit because I think your trajectory’s different, how fiction writing influences your nonfiction now, you know, or how, or what’s that’s like, how being a fiction writer influences your approach to Briana Greene. 

RIVKA GALCHEN: I love getting to do nonfiction because it gets you outside of your head and outside of your apartment.

KAREN RUSSELL: And you’ve got to wear pants.

RIVKA GALCHEN: And you comb your hair and you have to wear pants, (laughter) and so I sort of feel like it’s a kind of weird lifeline but one of the pleasures of it is I do think, usually I think about how does nonfiction affect fiction because it’s just so—It’s sort of really useful, it’s obvious how it’s like helpful in fiction writing just because it’s stuff, like so that you just have like stuff to work with. But I recently—I’m working on a profile of this ballerina—I call her sort of the Seabiscuit ballerina—she didn’t start dancing until she was thirteen, which is sort of unheard of. And she’s a soloist with ABT and this and—but of course like every sort of human, she—the things that you would think would be obstacles for her were not really obstacles, but other things were, like her relationship with her mother, and so I was sitting in the audience of the ballet, and it’s weird because you have your fiction brain on. You know, the ballet audience is not a youthful audience, necessarily. And there was like this woman in front of me.

KAREN RUSSELL: That’s so diplomatic. 

RIVKA GALCHEN: She looked like maybe eighty-two years old and she was sitting there complaining, she was like, “You know, I was one of the top five graduates in my class but for my mom it was never enough, it was never enough.” And you were just thinking, “Wow, you are eighty-two years old and this is still so powerful.” (laughter) And in a weird way I was like, “Oh, this goes in the piece.” Rest assured, my editor, it might not go in the piece. But I was just like when you have your fiction brain on, everyone seems to be like acting out the dramas of the central character and every peripheral comment starts to feel kind of weighted and substantial and so that’s kind of, that’s kind of a nice space to bring in because the piece just starts assembling itself, and you don’t have to say anything directly, because it seems like everyone is, like, assisting you. 

KAREN RUSSELL: Because, right, and you’re listening for stuff that maybe wouldn’t be in the main narrative, like it’s just ramifying out of something else.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Yeah, you want someone else to say it for you because if you put it in your own voice it’s like weirdly flat, but if someone else kind of like performs it for you—
KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, like, who could dispute a mom?

RIVKA GALCHEN: I think we’ve been chatting for a while.

KAREN RUSSELL: Oh, I haven’t even looked. Sorry, guys, they gave us wine before.
(laughter)
RIVKA GALCHEN: We could take questions.

KAREN RUSSELL: We could take questions? Yeah. Tense shift. Now we’ll be in the present progressive with you guys.
Q: How old are you?

KAREN RUSSELL: Oh my God! (laughter) We’re in our late twenties and our early to mid thirties.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Are we?

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah.
RIVKA GALCHEN: I’m in my late thirties, but I feel in the bad ways like I’m stuck in my late twenties.

KAREN RUSSELL: I feel great about that, I’m trying to backward skate even farther. Yeah, I’ve—one of the things, I’m sorry to keep doing this weird compliment Ping-Pong and then I like turn away from you, I’m sorry if that’s weird. One of the great things about Rivka’s fiction is that you feel the matryoshka doll effect of every age at once, you know? Like how all of your times cohabit with this one time, which I think is true, right? I feel fourteen every day.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Yeah, yeah, you always see that, when you talk to people every once in a while you sort of like, “Whoa, I just saw your eleven-year-old.” They’re always sort of like popping up.

KAREN RUSSELL: That eighty-two-year-old woman.

RIVKA GALCHEN: I was first in my class!

Q: (Inaudible.)

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah.

RIVKA GALCHEN: What’s the longest you’ve ever set something down? 

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, oh, jeez, I think I stopped working on Swamplandia for something like six months because I just—I couldn’t see it anymore, I think. So that happens, right? So I think if you get to that stage where—I would change like scarlet to red and it just sounded wrong, I was like, “Perhaps I should take a break.” So I think that you could kind of like lose your potency or you forget how to read your own work because you get so wedded to certain choices. That’s always joyful, I think, for those of you who are writers. When you return to a draft and you’re like, “Why did I commit so hard to this joke about a dolphin? Good-bye.” (laughter)

I’m making eye contact with our friend Michael White who told me, “Greased Lightning is funny. We all think it’s a funny movie. None of these jokes are funny and they are must go.” They had been in the draft since 2006, and it was really hard. So I think it is sometimes good to take a little break and refresh, refresh, and let your egoic attachment to dumb jokes about Greased Lightning fade. Six months is the longest maybe I’ve put something down and come back.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Even longer sometimes I like although there’s that thing, I do feel like if you change more quickly than your story. Like, that’s the sort of problem. You have to sort of not have changed so much that your story makes no sense to you anymore, like if that person is a stranger then you can’t finish it. I feel like that’s why it might be good to rush through a novel even though I also think it’s also good to set it down for a long time because I feel like, I definitely have stories that sort of took almost two years, not sitting down every day and looking at the same story, but like working on it, then putting it away, working on it, putting it away. But at some point I think you’re just like, you don’t know that person anymore, and you can’t finish their story because they’re sadly a stranger.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, that’s true, that’s a loneliness. Who lived in this cabin? It smells weird. What strange wardrobe choices. Have you ever had a real breakthrough? You know, I remember we both went to a Saunders reading where he talked about laboring on a story for an entire calendar year and then realizing that sort of like the figure he thought of as the antagonist was actually the, you know, the sympathetic character, just switching roles.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Oh, that’s interesting.

KAREN RUSSELL: So it was like a—it was like a kind of lightbulb breakthrough, but I feel like I never have those. Did you have one in this new collection, something you kind of had to put aside and then you returned to it and knew what to do?
RIVKA GALCHEN: I always embarrass him, but I do have a breakthrough—his name is Willie. Not to talk about the same story but with the “Lost Order” story, I didn’t understand what was wrong with my narrator. I knew she was a kind of fantasist and I knew she lied to herself about what was going on. But in a weird way that was the story where I almost did need a kind of cheap trick, not that it was so cheap but I finally was like, I was like, “Oh, this isn’t just a sentiment, I think literally she got fired and was keeping it a secret.” In a weird way that was one of the few times when I thought I actually need, I kind of actually need to get like, and that was a kind of breakthrough, because then the story’s lighting made more sense in a good way. It didn’t explain everything away but it made the lighting work, and I felt like I needed like someone to keep saying, it’s just not working even though there’s something here.

KAREN RUSSELL: It’s so funny because I often feel like those sorts of—introducing those pressures will feel like a cheater maneuver to me too, even though as a reader it is so deeply pleasurable. Rivka has a story where you get to read about money as a pressure and just sort of—it’s shockingly taboo in a way to admit any interest in those mistakes, or it does feel really nineteenth century or something. I’m always shocked, like to have—I don’t know how I internalized my rule that it was cheating to have—

RIVKA GALCHEN: An actual state of life revealed.

KAREN RUSSELL: Actual states. Yeah, right? Because like what I like to write is just metaphors for foliage, then it turns out what readers like to read, they’re like is somebody going to kiss someone, is there, will a gun go off, could anything happen? So yeah sometimes that will be a breakthrough for me to to kind of give something shape and to bring emotional pressure and a real pressure into alignment or something.

Q: (Inaudible)
KAREN RUSSELL: I feel that as a short white person it’s weird to embrace magical realism. (laughter) I’m really flattered because the writers that I would love to be in conversation with are some of my favorite writers, are either—they’re like euro-fabulous, right? I mean that stuff was so hugely influential to me, you know, not even I think in the performative way, I mean, I think it really did in my bloodstream. But I just really still associate that. I know it’s used now to—you know, it’s a bigger umbrella than just sort of a particular Latin American movement, but I think that all the geopolitics, I feel a little uncomfortable. I also feel like that it would embarrass, like Márquez would be, “What? No! No.” (laughter) Or I think it’s maybe just—

RIVKA GALCHEN: It’s like “I love your blond hair, it’s amazing,” it’s just like the wrong compliment. Because it is a compliment but wrong or something.

KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah, or it wrong-foots people a little bit because I think almost as much as literary influence, it’s just like growing up in South Florida, which is a totally magic realist state probably feeds into the way I write today. But it is a compliment because I love those books so much and at the same time I think maybe it’s just not adequate as a descriptor because it’s almost too general, right? Like what is magic, and what is realism, it sets up this funny binary as if, you know, I think we must both share that sentiment a little bit, right? You know, you can have a fork that like literally wanders off or you could have a female UPS deliverywoman and there’s actually something equally mysterious. So I guess I’ve just become more suspicious as time passes about talking as if I believe there’s any true binary between fantasy and realism.

Q: (Inaudible.) 

RIVKA GALCHEN: That’s interesting, I’d never really thought about that, but I do think there’s something about the subject of memory that lends—that just works. I mean there’s a reason why, like, three of the most famous books to think about memory are really, really, really, really, really long. And it’s true, it’s almost as if in a short story that kind of haunting doesn’t come up in the same way.

KAREN RUSSELL: You don’t get the same cumulative effect.

RIVKA GALCHEN: You don’t get the same cumulative effect. 
KAREN RUSSELL: Yeah.

RIVKA GALCHEN: And you don’t get the same sense of selection that you can see in a long book where certain things get sort of reified and sort of like are these weird points of light and other memories are gone.

KAREN RUSSELL: And you don’t get to experience it. In a story, you’re just sort of taking the narrator’s word because you’re not living with the haunting for as long. I think that’s true.

I guess, I feel like we should say some summative thing or like body-slam.
(laughter)
Thank you guys so much for coming.

RIVKA GALCHEN: Thank you.

(applause)
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