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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library. As many of you know, my goal at the library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. 
It’s been a great pleasure to prepare tonight for Per Petterson, and there are a few people that I would like to thank first of all. Well, before I even say that, after our conversation, which will last about as long as a psychoanalytical session if your shrink is generous, Per Petterson will sign his book, so please come outside and have your books signed. 192 Books, our independent bookstore, is here as always. 
I would like to thank Fiona McCrae, the publisher and director of Graywolf Press, and all the fantastic people at Graywolf Press who have helped me so much. Now forgive my Norwegian but I would like to thank Geir Berdahl, the publisher, I’m sure I’m getting this wrong, or Geir Berdahl, Geir, Geir Berdahl, if you would stand up for a second. (laughter) “Guy”? “Guy.” Not “Gay.” Geir Berdahl has been the publisher of Oktober for thirty-six years, and is retiring in June and Per Petterson just told me that Geir said to Per Petterson, “You have to finish one more book that I can publish in America before I retire,” and thus we have I Refuse. (applause) Thank you very much. I’d also like to thank your director of marketing, Silje Tretvoll, who has been extraordinarily helpful to me. She was when we had Karl Ove Knausgård here and now she’s been incredibly helpful with Per Petterson. And finally I would like to thank Eiler, is that correct, Eiler Nils Fleischer, the deputy director consul general head of culture and communications—what a title—of the Royal Norwegian Consulate General, New York. (applause) So thank you to all of them! 
Finally I would like to offer a big thank-you to the Ford Foundation for their fantastic support and their challenge grant they have given to LIVE from the New York Public Library, which is celebrating this year its tenth anniversary, six hundred and thirty events, done something like 250 interviews, (applause) and the Ford Foundation as you know sponsors many great cultural institutions across New York City. I would like to thank them for sponsoring this year, and thank the Financial Times, our media sponsor, and thank you also to the generosity of Celeste Bartos and Mahnaz and Adam Bartos. 
And now it gives me great pleasure to bring to the stage Per Petterson, and before I ask him my first question, before I even let you know the seven words he has chosen, he will do a short reading. Per Petterson.

(applause)

PER PETTERSON: Okay. I will read from my very first book in Norwegian and one of the last in English and it is called “Today You Must Pray to God.” It’s a short one. 
One morning the form teacher came in for the first lesson, dropped down heavily on the chair behind his desk, surveyed the class, and said, “today you must pray to God for today there may be a nuclear war.” He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and said, “nuclear war” one more time, his double chins shaking, and silence fell on the classroom. Nuclear war. Arvid had heard them talking about it at home and of course he knew what it was. It was the end of everyone, no joke. 
Uncle Rolf had dropped by, and his voice was excited and out of control downstairs in the living room that evening. Uncle Rolf hated the Russians almost as much as he hated farmers. And Arvid had crouched at the top of the stairs where he would sit when he wanted to listen without being seen, and Dad didn’t think the Russians were such bastards, not the way Uncle Rolf did, but he wasn’t too cocky, either. You could tell from his voice. It didn’t cut through the room like Uncle Rolf’s did. 
Arvid didn’t know where Cuba was. It hadn’t come up in geography yet and he didn’t know what went on there. But it didn’t matter. It was the end anyway, no joke. 
After the lesson was over, he went home. He unhooked his satchel from the desk, held it under his arm when they walked out for a break, and slipped quietly and unnoticed through the school gates. 
There were four lessons left that day but he saw no reason to stay at school if there was going to be a nuclear war. If it was all over, he would rather wait at home with his mother. 
He trudged homewards. He had his high rubber boots on and they were turned down at the top and had “Elvis” written on the lining, even though it was his mother who liked Elvis. The blue jumper he had on with the zigzag pattern and the cap he always wore, in the summer too sometimes. It was a blue cap with a white stripe along the edge and a white bobble on top like the ski jumper Torolf Engan wore, and everyone else for that matter, and he used to pull it down over his forehead because it looked tough. 
He wasn’t frightened, his body was just so suddenly tired that he had to concentrate on every step he took and the tiredness grew and grew until it lay like lumps beneath his skin. He could almost feel them with his fingers, and his boots were heavy as if filled with blue clay. He didn’t cry, because he and his dad had agreed that he would not do that so often now. But his face felt as dry as old cardboard and just blinking was an effort of will. 
When he got home so early, his mother gave him a puzzled look but said nothing and he thought that was fine, for when you’re about to die there’s really nothing to discuss. Even so, it was odd that she was cooking, but then again there was no need to go hungry while you were waiting. So he sat down at the kitchen table, and she gave him two slices of bread with peanut butter and a glass of milk. He said thanks and then he didn’t say any other thing for four days. 
His body was frozen. He couldn’t understand why nothing happened, why no one was concerned, and it took him a long time to thaw. It was as though his body had to be cracked open before things could be as before. 
He didn’t pray to God because he didn’t believe in God, but he thought that maybe there were others in his class who did, which was a good thing. He lay in bed staring at the wall, listening to the morning service downstairs in the living room. He heard his dad go to work in the morning and come home in the afternoon. He heard them argue in the kitchen in the evening. 
He just lay there, and would not get up, and in the end his mother became worried and took him to see a doctor, although Dad said it was a waste of time and money. He was a strange doctor, for he didn’t look down his throat or listen to his chest or anything, he just talked. But Arvid felt better afterwards, even though he was often very tired and could fall asleep in the middle of the day.
Thanks.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before I enter into the conversation. Could you hear well, no? There is perhaps some adjustment that is needed, because I had trouble myself, so I want to be sure.

PER PETTERSON: You didn’t hear me? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, they heard you, but I just want to be sure that they hear every word. 

PER PETTERSON: Okay.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think that’s important. Why—this book was written—

PER PETTERSON: It was published in ’87, 1987, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How is it for you to be the reader of your work, twenty-five, thirty years later, reading this work?

PER PETTERSON: Well, it helps that it is in English, because then is not quite the same, it feels, there is this filter of language that makes me—it was easier for me to read it, I think, than it would have been to read it in Norwegian at this stage, I guess. I don’t read my books in fact so much, I don’t. So it was quite new to me to read this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s quite new to you, and yet the occasion of your trip to the States now is the publication of this book and I Refuse, both together.
PER PETTERSON: Yes, and I was not quite correct there, because I do—I do not read the books, but it is newly translated, so I take part in the translation, or the editing of the translation, so I’ve gone through it several times, but not read it, but I wouldn’t call it read it, not like now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why did you choose to read that story?

PER PETTERSON: Because it was short. (laughter) And I like it because this is maybe the one that is closest to something that really has happened, because this is sort of based in my family, or the idea of my family. And most of the things in the book didn’t really happen in life, but it’s all true in a way. But this one is very true. I remember the day that stupid, stupid teacher. He was so dumb, oh my God. And I remember that feeling sort of waiting for the thing to come and it didn’t. And I remember also that I left school like four hours early. I didn’t see the point to staying there. Yes. It is close to me, because when I read it I remembered it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You mean, when you read it now.

PER PETTERSON: I remember the thing, you know, my experience, not the Norwegian short story. It’s interesting because all the things in this book and also in the next book which is soon finished called Echoland, which will be the last one translated in English because I haven’t written more.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is the forthcoming book.

PER PETTERSON: This is the forthcoming book. And I will Skype when I come home with my English editor, and I hope we’ll finish in the week because it’s been going back and forth some times now. And the thing about these two books as they’re so close to my family and everybody in my family was living then and it was never mentioned, in my family, the books, the two books. Nobody said anything about it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nobody said anything about your books?

PER PETTERSON: The books, that I had published these books?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

PER PETTERSON: I don’t know, it’s very uncommon, a writer in this working-class area that I came from. So it made—maybe they thought it was bad, or too personal, too close, or just bewildering. “What do we say to this odd bird that we have as a son?”
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But they said nothing, not a word?
PER PETTERSON: Not a word. (laughter) I did hear via my brother that one of the neighbors had stopped my father outside the house. And said, because they had read it, the neighbors, of course, and they said to my father, “Oh, Arthur, I didn’t know that you were such a tough man.” And my brother said that he smiled.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your father smiled.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, and he didn’t really know, because he was embarrassed, whether he thought it was a compliment and he kind of liked it but sort of didn’t answer and I mean, I could have asked him, but I didn’t because I felt embarrassed myself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So he didn’t talk about it.
PER PETTERSON: My mother didn’t talk about it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you didn’t talk about the fact that they didn’t talk about it. So nobody—
PER PETTERSON: When they didn’t talk about it, I didn’t dare talk about it. So it was like the elephant in the room. Well, there’s a tragic end to that, because there was only one thing said about the book, it was in 1990, like in early April, and my mother called me about something, which it was interesting but not maybe here. She was strange, my mother. She said, well, the first thing she said was, “Well, you know, I didn’t mean that with Evelyn,” which was my wife then, it was something that happened ten years, because she liked my wife better than my brother’s wife, so we had this discussion at our summer house and she, you know, supported my brother’s wife, and my wife was—I could see she was a little sad about that because she was right, and she rang me exactly ten years later and said, “I didn’t mean that,” and I immediately knew what she was talking about. (laughter) 
So and I said, “I know, I know.” “I liked her better so I had to side with her, you know, because she would be sad,” and the next one before she hung up, was she said, “I hope the next book won’t be so childish,” that’s all was said and one week later she was dead. I still think she shouldn’t have said that. I get angry whenever I think about it. It sort of knocked me out.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What do you think she meant by it?

PER PETTERSON: Well, my mother was a reader, she was a heavy reader. Well, the story is this. At home we had this wonderful looking bookcase, and the bookcase was my father’s, he had bought it I think between the wars, and it had all these carvings all along them, and something that looked to me sort of my father’s face, and sort of my mother’s breasts below it. They were quite so worn out, you know every time my brother and I went around it, sort of touched it a little. (laughter) And there were a lot of books, beautiful color books in that bookcase, like three shelves, and it was everything in it, I mean, there was Ibsen, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Margaret Mitchell of course, and a lot more beautiful books, great books, and he had bought those books but he never touched it, we thought it was just a piece of furniture, especially like the colored front.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Books do decorate a room.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, I like that myself, I don’t have to take out the books, but I read them so I know what’s inside, but I don’t think he did. I guess he bought it because he at some time in his life he wanted to kind of elevate himself, rise culturally. He always worked in shoe factories, from when he was fourteen years old.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you have a fantastic story.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, “The Man Without Shoes.”
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It really, really made me laugh.

PER PETTERSON: It’s sad too isn’t it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s sad particularly when he stops working in the shoe factory and starts to work in a toothbrush factory.

PER PETTERSON: That’s the ultimate “pow!” for the boy. (laughter) Yes, I know. I don’t know we started this, but the thing is my heavy-reading mother. My father always read—he read pulp fiction, you know, Larry Kent, Nick Carter, all these kind of cowboy books, he kind of ate them and discarded them. And my mother went to the library every Wednesday and she brought home a stack of books every time and she read and read. And she was reading in the evening in bed as I sort of looked in to her, said, “Oh, she’s reading in bed. Typical.” And I went to bed. I woke up in the night, and I went to look and she was still reading. So for a long time I thought she never slept. And I could ask her, you know, “What are you reading?” And she looks like this, Günter Grass, Die Blechtrommel, you know. “Did you have to look?” “You know, I read so many books.” In German. She read in German. She read English, German, Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian. And she was an intellectual. But she worked in the chocolate factory and she washed the music school that I attended to. 
And she washed the Park Theater, which was a theater of pop groups, used to live in when they played in Oslo. There is a story there. This pop group that stayed there, she was washing there, one of them had sort of puked in the toilet and missed a little. My mother come in to wash that and she was very angry and supposedly it was Robert Plant and he said, “I’m so, so sorry, madam, it will never happen again.” (laughter) Which maybe it didn’t. She told me that story, I was a little proud. (laughter) She washed Robert Plant’s puke. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s a story obviously you tell again and again and again, but the story—
PER PETTERSON: Changes a little each time.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The story of the loss of your family in 1990. I will ask you to relay it briefly but also append to it a question which is are you tired of telling these stories and do you feel that—
PER PETTERSON: About that you mean?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Pardon? Also the fact that in a way your life has these—there are these signposts that nearly have become mythological in the Per Petterson story.

PER PETTERSON: They have? Okay. I don’t think about it that way but of course there are some questions that are constantly asked, but I can answer any question, no problem.

Well, in 1990, twenty-five years ago, on the seventh of April, the ferry, the Scandinavian Star, goes from Oslo to Frederikshavn, near Oslo, which is my mother’s town where she grew up, and someone put it on fire. By four different places just to make sure it did burn. And 159 people died and among them was my mother, my father, my brother, and my niece. And the bad thing was that this niece was not that brother’s child, because he didn’t have children, it was the child of another brother of mine who died a few years before that, so his wife had nothing left, really. 
The strange thing that when such a big thing happens, you don’t feel grief, it’s more like jet lag. You see, it’s like, you—I mean, I didn’t even cry or anything, but I felt drunk for two years I think, it’s like champagne, you drink on an empty stomach, and you kind of swoon a little and I think if you combine that with jet lag, that was the feeling, and it was such a huge thing, so you could go out on the street and scream, I was a victim of the Scandinavian Star, yeah, we know, poor you. If my parents had died, my family had died in a car crash, you couldn’t sort of share it, people would get tired of it. So that’s about that, yes, and then I’m asked how has that affected your writing, that’s what they ask.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, I’m glad you’re asking my question.

PER PETTERSON: Let’s get it over with.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re making my life quite easy in that way. No, I suppose one of the questions here is, you know, your mother left you with that to you very painful comment about, “I hope you write something that is less childish.”

PER PETTERSON: I never got to know, you know, what she meant by that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah and over time you hear, you know, as if in an echo chamber, that sentence, and because she uttered it a week before she died in that tragic way, together with the rest of your family, you’re trying to understand what it means, and I wonder if it has changed over time, or if in fact did you write something very childish, was she right, or in fact was her comment a good comment in some sense because it was an impetus for your writing?

PER PETTERSON: I don’t know, I think it was—she just put it wrong. I guess she had more ambition for me than just writing these thin books about the family. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: She expected more.

PER PETTERSON: She expected more. The next book is a little thicker than that, which is not so much. But the first sentence is “We traveled across the sea to Denmark.” And a friend of mine said you kind of expect, you know, emigration at the end of that line, and a huge thing and not just like a 140 pages novel about this summer vacation and maybe she thought that too that I wasn’t ambitious enough, you know, that I should go further into everything. And she might be right, but I had to do that first, because all those years I wanted to be writer, since I decided when I was eighteen that if I wouldn’t be a writer I would be such an unhappy person, because at that time that was the only way out for me, because I was kind of stuck in my life. We’ll talk later about that, you know, in connection with that essay of mine called “The Moon Over the Gate,” and in a way I was so happy where I lived, you know, in this area, working-class people, and I was odd bird that everybody accepted that you know, my reading, and the strange things that I said, and everybody loved me and I loved them, so no big problem, so I didn’t feel that urge to you know, sort of climb the social ladder and become an academic. I never thought that. I just—I sat on the tube reading Simone de Beauvoir’s autobiography; I thought that was the most natural place to do that. I still do. I quit every school I started, I quit every school, so, you know, I just read what I want to read. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it’s so interesting to think that becoming a writer will in some way make you happy because so often writing is associated to unhappiness.

PER PETTERSON: But I didn’t know that then.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a wonderful line in an interview that Tarkovsky gave which I’d like to read to you and have you react. “When we mourn the loss of those we hold dear it’s because we realize that we will never again have the possibility of asking their forgiveness for all of our sins against them. We cry at their gravesides not because we feel bad for them but because we feel bad for ourselves because we can no longer be forgiven.”

PER PETTERSON: That’s the exact description of my novel In the Wake because—well, my father died. It starts with that fire, but it’s really not about the fire, it’s about Arvid Jansen and his life afterward the way that it influences his life, he sort of suppressed it for some years and too sorry to stay he got very very drunk one evening or night and he wakes up standing outside the bookshop that he used to work—he’s trying to get in to get to work but he’d stopped working there three years ago and I thought, “something bad must have happened to this guy,” and I thought, “What’s the baddest thing you can think about?” And okay, it’s the Scandinavian Star, so I gave him that. It was based on the very painful relationship I had with my father because I always thought I let him down in a huge way. I was very close to him, I mean, he was my physical father, I mean, he was a physical man. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Very—

PER PETTERSON: He was athletic, he could do anything with his body, he was so strong, he could run fast, jump high, box, you name it. And I liked that up until I was like twelve years and then I turned away from him because I started reading books. He could see that I read the odd, you know, Nick Carter book, I didn’t really get it, because he was always kind of lifting ladies and throwing them on the bed, and I thought, “I’m quite small, I never could do that.” (laughter) So I turned my—and then I started—I don’t think I really looked down on him, I guess I did a little.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do love the way in which you make assertions and then transform them. “I wasn’t down on him but maybe I was.”
PER PETTERSON: I start, you know, forgiving myself and then I remember I’m guilty anyway. (laughter) But I felt very bad about that. I didn’t feel bad about that at the time, because I really didn’t know that I was doing it, so I turned to my mother, who was the reader, who sort of looked like the way out in some kind of way. Many years later and they were dead, three years after they died, I moved out into the countryside, which I would never even have thought about if it wasn’t for love, but then I rediscovered all the hiking that we did, me and him, every Sunday he’d say, “Let’s go to the forest!” “Nice weather, we have to go to the forest,” I hated that. And when I go into the forest in the woods where I live now, I can feel everything, it all comes back to me and I love it so much and I should have thanked him, and I never did, I mean, far from it. 
When my mother was sixty years old, I had this pretty good speech in fact, it was in verse and it was very long and it was kind of full of love, discreet love, because we didn’t say that very openly in my family. The next year my father was seventy-five and you had this big party and all the people there and suddenly in the middle of the dinner and everybody started to look at me, and my mother looked at me, and suddenly I realized they’re all waiting for the speech that I’m going to give him because I did that to my mother. It never struck me that I should, and it was beyond embarrassing. I mean, I had this meltdown thing. I felt so bad with nothing I could say.  I could not get up from the table and sort of improvise anything, because I didn’t have anything to say. And the only one who wasn’t looking at me was my father. And just talking about it is so bad. Oh my God. So that’s part of In the Wake, you know, I’m so sorry.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that’s partly also not being able to say it to him.

PER PETTERSON: You know, it would be impossible for me to say it to him while he was living, but I sort of felt bad about it afterwards.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in a way writing is a palliative.
PER PETTERSON: Well it’s good for me to write that book, but not for him. I can’t read it and he will never know because I’m an atheist, so it’s pain. It’s just pain.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Going out and coming in and arriving. And it seems to me that this is a good moment to read your seven words. For those of you who don’t know, for the last seven or eight years, I’ve been asking my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, seven words that will define them or not, a haiku of sorts, and I think you were rather hesitant, if I may say, and “what is this?” and then your publisher told me that you had phoned it in and she was very happy by the seven words and I’m very happy by them, and I would like you to unpack them a little bit. “I never knew I would end up here.”

PER PETTERSON: We have to take out the “I,” first “I,” because then it’s eight. So I think I said, “Never thought I”—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay. It’s all right. You’re forgiven.

(laughter)

PER PETTERSON: It is edited a little. Of course, physically I wouldn’t expect that someday I would be sitting in this room, but it’s a little more than that, of course.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s stop with that. Why that?

PER PETTERSON: Here?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, why wouldn’t you be? I mean, I’m very happy you are, but why do you think you wouldn’t be?

PER PETTERSON: Well, first of all, I wouldn’t think of anything like that when I was eighteen then and said to myself, “I have to be a writer, that’s the only way out for me,” which is an interesting thing that we can go back to. My biggest thing when I was going to publish my first book. They gave me the sample jacket first, it’s a slim book, but in Norwegian, there was much more bulk to the pages, and it was a hardcover. And what I did, I was working at the bookshop then, so I went around in the bookshop to find books about the same size, and I took the book and I put the, you know, the jacket around it and I sort of felt the substance of it, and I felt very proud. This is it, you know, and I didn’t know. It was so thrilling, it was better than—that was the first feeling of being a writer, was a jacket around somebody else’s book, (laughter) and I thought that was amazing. So you can see that was the utmost goal at the time, so I didn’t, you know, think of the New York Public Library much, (laughter) although I had read of Alfred Kazin sitting down here somewhere working on.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We just went to the Rare—what experience was that for you to see the Alfred—

PER PETTERSON: That was very nice, I liked that. I love him. I love him. Long story. You’re jumping around a little.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We are jumping around but it’s okay.

PER PETTERSON: It’s okay.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think. I’m beginning to talk like you. (laughter) It’s okay, I think. I’m not sure.

(laughter)

PER PETTERSON: That’s life, isn’t it? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is.

PER PETTERSON: You’re not quite sure, are you?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, we’re not.

PER PETTERSON: No, I’m being—sometimes, my mother was, you know, as you sort of gathered, she was kind of a little blunt sometimes, really a little hard on me, I thought. And I wonder what would she say if she saw me now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s imagine.

PER PETTERSON: She would say, “Okay, don’t get cocky now.” (laughter) Something like that. She would say, “Don’t make a mess.” You know, “Don’t shame us.”

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, parents are always difficult, no? Because I remember when I finally got a doctorate at the university, it took me forever, my father said to me, “You got a PhD, but you already have PH in your name. You know, one letter, D, (laughter) you know, five years of study, one letter, five years,” and my mother sent me a cartoon from the New Yorker where you have a maître d’ taking a reservation and the maître d’ says, “Is this for a medical doctor or a mere PhD?” (laughter) You know, so, difficult. It’s difficult to please them. And I you know, Per, I think of it myself, I wonder having two children, am I in any way that way? Probably not, no, you’re right. (laughter) Or maybe yes, I mean, I’m not sure. (laughter) But you were saying “being here,” so there’s a literal “being here,” but is there another being here that you didn’t imagine?

PER PETTERSON: Well, I had never imagined that. I just had this one book and I sort of hope that maybe I can make another one later, and now there are nine books, which is not much when the first book was in 1987, but I work really slowly, and well, Out Stealing Horses was translated into fifty languages, I had some prizes and all that, and that was very, very strange, I never thought I would end up there, and it was not my wish to do that, in fact I didn’t work for that in any way, and I still don’t, and it’s in one way it’s very disturbing, or it makes me a little upset in fact, being here, too, you should have seen me before, at the hotel. He’s laughing. 
So I didn’t work for that, so I never imagined I would end up here, but in a way it’s of course that’s a very positive thing, it’s the great thing I have achieved something, that’s why you invite me, otherwise you wouldn’t have noticed me, you know, with just the two slim first books, they wouldn’t have been translated, even. So it’s a positive thing that I said there, although it’s kind of a little divided, too, to tell you the truth.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Pardon?

PER PETTERSON: I’m going to tell you soon. The first thing I thought of that I have in here, which also kind of summarizes mine—let’s see if I can find that.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is a forthcoming book?

PER PETTERSON: This is not a forthcoming book, this is a forthcoming remark from me to you. (laughter) If I can find it, it’s one sentence, and it’s seven words, I’ll try to rememorize it, because I can’t find it.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Try, I think I saw seven words. 

PER PETTERSON: “I always thought we would grow old together.” That was the first I thought of, it just came into my mind, which is the last thing my wife said to me before she divorced me, (laughter) and that’s the negative thing, you know, the failures. It shouldn’t have come to that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s amazing the last things people say before they leave you. (laughter) A girlfriend I had said to me on the phone. She broke up with me after seven years and she said, “It is better to cut than to tear.”

(laughter)

PER PETTERSON: They’re so intelligent when they say those things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There is something about that that is very powerful.

(laughter)

PER PETTERSON: My answer was that I said, “Then you have to give me the thing that is before, the thing that is between now and then, old age.” And she said, “I can’t give you that,” so I said—that was the first thing that, you know, my biggest failure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The seven words also, I mean, to my mind, they’re not imagining that you’re here has also a little bit to do with your life story and what you did with that life before becoming a writer, which is, you know—and how important you thought it was to work in a factory.
PER PETTERSON: It was so important to me that I even didn’t write in fact, because I was so scared that what I wrote, let’s see, twenty pages or something, I would say, “This is not good,” it doesn’t have that spark that it needs to be something more. I was so scared about that that I didn’t write for a long, long time, and the only thing I was thinking about was to be a writer, and someone said, “Don’t you have a story to tell?” I said, “I don’t have a story to tell, I’m not interested in a story to tell, I want to be a writer.” (laughter) It has nothing to with a story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want to write good sentences.

PER PETTERSON: I want to write—I want to do what those writers that I loved did to me, I wanted to do that to others, but that wasn’t a story.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did they do to you? If you had to describe those writers, and you might even mention some of them by name. What did they do to you? Because one should say that you spent a lot of time not only working in a factory but working in a library and I think most significantly, perhaps, I’m sure all of it is significant to you, but one of the parts that is very significant to me is working in a bookstore.

PER PETTERSON: Sure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And not only working in a bookstore and selling books but ordering books and creating in Norway a canon—your canon, perhaps—of American writing.

PER PETTERSON: Yes, but I was thirty then. If you’re a reader as a young reader, you just read everything, you know, you just gulp it down, I mean, when I was seventeen I had read Simone de Beauvoir’s four volumes of autobiography in English and I just kept on reading, whatever, you know, her name was kind of nice, so I started reading. I didn’t know who she was, if I knew that she was you know the life partner of Jean-Paul Sartre, I wouldn’t have read it because I thought it would be too difficult, but it wasn’t difficult, you could read it, I mean there were normal sentences. 
So that didn’t make me feel that I should be a writer. But if you read like the Nick Adams stories of Hemingway, I read the [QUERY] some beautiful stories that he has, and I read a Norwegian writer, Norwegian/Danish writer called Aksel Sandemose, who you don’t know, but he was in fact reviewed at the front page of the New York Times Book Review in the thirties. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, yes, one should note that I think it’s tomorrow, the front page of the Book Review of the New York Times, nice, three Norwegian writers.

PER PETTERSON: That’s very nice.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is. An infiltration of Norway happening right now.

PER PETTERSON: The wave, the wave. These books I read in a very period of time and it said like (snaps fingers), suddenly you see there is more to it than just you know the reading of the books, you suddenly see that they do something special, you can’t sort of pinpoint it but there’s something that they’re doing that is much more than what you read. You know, what I call the surplus value, like Marx, you know, when it talks about the production of commodities, he says that the worker makes the product, the commodity, but when it comes out on the other side, it has more value than what is put into it, and at the same time, it’s the workers who make it, so he calls it a surplus value.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And what is that surplus value? I know it’s hard to say.

PER PETTERSON: When you take it into writing, I kind of feel that’s a very good analogue in a way, because if you’re very good, you’re a good writer, you write good books, good sentences, and you have what I called the substance feeling, which is—that means that you are very satisfied with your work, you can feel it has value in a way. And then the reader comes, and it’s obviously, if the reader has read some books, kind of used to it and obviously even more out of it, there’s something more there than what I put in for myself, and I call that the surplus value and it’s probably called art.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you knew that in no small part because before being a writer you were such a reader.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, because it sort of tipped over and it became something different and I didn’t really stay away anymore, I was just looking for it, the it that was the surplus value, that was what we now call art or literature. I had this quote in my mind that was very important to me because it was a before and an after, it was Joseph Conrad, you know this but I will tell it anyway. He says in the Foreword to The Nigger of the “Narcissus”—a pretty famous foreword—and he says, let’s see, “A work that aspires however humbly to the condition of art must justify, must carry its justification in every line,” and if you’ve read that, one shouldn’t of course, (laughter) there’s no way back, you can’t say, “That’s good for him, (laughter) I’m going to go a little down, (laughter) I’ll choose a few levels below that.” How could you say that?
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I think that you’ve just said something so interesting, which I think is cosubstantial to your work, which is there is no going back.

PER PETTERSON: There is no going back, no. So I thought that was pretty interesting when he said that and I just couldn’t forget it, and it was really, but it’s more to it than that, you know, how to create art, how this book of fiction becomes something that is more than what I put into it. I’m interested in this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I can tell.

PER PETTERSON: I hear a lot of people saying, “He’s so good, this writing between the lines, it’s so good.” That’s just a cliché of course, there’s nothing between the lines, everything is on the lines, (laughter) and it’s a deduction of what we mean, that’s not the surplus value, that’s just something you tell like this audience and they will think you are very interesting, because, “ah, between the lines, wow, that’s cool,” and it’s not cool, it’s stupid.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But between the lines is also something that may be a way of talking about a certain form of reading—
PER PETTERSON: No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: —which slows things down. 

PER PETTERSON: No, it’s not. It’s just blurring the thing. It reduces it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So there’s nothing between the lines, there’s just the lines and—but there is a tempo to reading. In some way, one must read.

PER PETTERSON: You know, it’s the talent of the author, it’s his experience, it’s his intensity, his investment, that makes these sentences on the lines. What happens is that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But not all lines are equal, really. I mean, in other words—

PER PETTERSON: You mean Animal Farm?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, what I mean is reading this is infinitely easier in some way than reading this.

PER PETTERSON: Yes, but there’s not just one kind of art, is there? Many, many different kind of books can produce the same effect. What all these sort of very self-centered writers forget is that a book is dead when there’s no reader. So what the reader does is sort of catch up on that, they sort of fish up the art that is not between the lines but which is on their lines and touches their sensibility and their intelligence, which they add to the book and sort of makes the art come alive. That’s the reader, you can’t forget the reader because it’s dead without the reader, but then you have to be very good on the lines.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What kind of a bookseller were you?

PER PETTERSON: Pretty good. Pretty good. (laughter) I could import any book I liked and they said, “You can import any book you like, and it has to be good, though, and you have to sell it or else you must stop.” So I was digging books and talking for ten years. The two last years I was very tired and looking for something else and I had made my first book and then my next book and Geir here said to me, “You have to stop—you have to quit that job.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because it will also keep you from writing?

PER PETTERSON: Yes, “You have to write full time,” he said, and I said, “What for eating money,” and he said what he always says, “It will solve itself,” and it did, because I got a stipend three months after I quit my job I didn’t know about it, so I can be proud of quitting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you—did you, when people came up to buy a book did you tell them to buy another book instead of the one that they had chosen?
PER PETTERSON: I tried to add one to it so they could buy two books.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because I spent a lot of time running a bookstore as well and I remember so clearly again my mother sent me a cartoon from the New Yorker where a bookseller says, “Don’t buy this book, buy that one,” because I kept trying to influence the buying public.

PER PETTERSON: You can influence them without offending them. They come for a book, you must have that book, if you have that book. If you don’t have that book, you can send them to another bookstore.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But your role was so powerful in Norway because you in some way brought in, I mean, they called you an ambassador of sorts.  You brought in literature that hadn’t existed before for readers.

PER PETTERSON: No, but I was very lucky. I started in that bookshop in 1981, and at that time there was a big boom in American literature, you know, the Richard Ford, Jayne Anne Phillips generation, all those. And in England there was the Empire Strikes Back literature from India, Africa, Jamaica, and they were very good and at the same time Ian McEwan and that generation sort of broke through so you know…I made all this up, I was just finding it, it was all there, but I was the first one to see it, that’s why they thought I was so intelligent. But I read all the books, so the others they don’t say that a book is good if it’s not good. You don’t say I’ve read a book that you haven’t read, and if you don’t have a book, and you know the next bookshop will have it, then you send them to that bookshop and they’ll come back. That was my ethic, kind of, but I read all the books, so that was no problem. I read so much.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And now you’re meeting some of the writers whose books you ordered.
PER PETTERSON: That’s so strange. Richard Ford is a friend of mine, my God. I remember selling his Rock Springs, I think, I sold so many copies of that book and I, well, ten years later I met him and we were friends.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Mona Simpson. You just spoke with her.

PER PETTERSON: I spoke with her in Los Angeles, that’s right. She was just as nice as I thought she was. I read her first two books, you know, the mother book and the father book, from the eighties, good books, really good books. Yeah, it’s strange.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Without perhaps necessarily mentioning names, is it sometimes disappointing?

PER PETTERSON: Sometimes you really don’t want to take the risk. The eighties, like I said, I read so many books, but for me as a writer maybe, I think that Machine Dreams, Jayne Anne Phillips, was the most important book.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You mentioned that to me on the phone and I have not read her at all.

PER PETTERSON: That was a disappointment to me, that you hadn’t, because then we couldn’t agree, you know, so I have to tell you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Please, I don’t mind not knowing but I want to know now so tell me.

PER PETTERSON: Well, the book is, she’s from West Virginia, and it’s a story, it’s about between two wars, the father had been in the war in the Pacific, and then it ends with the brother, there’s a girl in there called Danner and a brother who goes to Vietnam War and dies there. And she talked about the voice in an interview that I read, the voice telling the story, and not the blah-blah-blah voice, but the written voice, it was literature, it was clearly an edited voice, it’s not like we talk, but you think it’s the way we talk when you read it. My two first books were in the third person and I read that interview and thought from now on it’s voices only and more or less until this book where there was a little of everything. 
I was so fascinated by her. In 1987, when my—that little book was out, she was also in Norwegian with her book Fast Lanes and in two Norwegian newspapers they were reviewed together, and I thought, “That’s a sign,” you know, I was so in love with that writer, I mean, as a writer and I thought she was very pretty and I’d just been divorced from this woman who said—and she was going to the Gothenburg Book Festival, and she was going to talk about autobiography and writing and I thought, “That’s my thing, and I love her, (laughter) and she’s probably not married, in fact, and I am not,” so I convinced the people at the bookshop I had to go to that book fair. 

I convinced them, so I took the train down, not that far, four hours by the train, and the train was a little late, so I run from the station up to this place where the book fair was, and I found out which room this was going on and I really ran fast, and when I came the people were coming out of the room and I sort of made my way to the threshold and I looked in and there she was standing so beautiful alone on a desk sort of collecting her papers and I said, “I will do it, I will go up to her and say, ‘You are the most important woman in my life and I admire you as a writer,’” and I just went two steps in and then I chickened out as you say and turned away and I never married her. (laughter)

I was certain that she would if I’d dared, but she might have been married. But it’s the way I think sometimes, this is so important, I have to get very close to this and what’s closer than marrying?
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So this new book, I don’t know if anybody’s asked you about the title.

PER PETTERSON: Everybody’s asking about the title.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll ask you again. It’s such an interesting title, it comes up a couple of times in the book and at first when I saw the title I was wondering, you know, is there a Melville background to it, I mean what—what is—why this title?

PER PETTERSON: All my titles come from something I write in the book, there’s never a title beforehand. The title came up, this is about Tommy and Jim, they’re friends, and Tommy’s family is sort of shattered, th/e mother runs away, the father is a bully, and the one who sort of take care of Tommy is a neighbor, Jonsen, his mentor, sort of, and at one stage of the novel where the boys are not more than fifteen years, Jonsen is in the hospital and he’s obviously dying and that’s what he tells Eider, three weeks left, and then he kind of tries a joke, Jonsen says, “well, maybe one should refuse, but it’s okay, it’s over, it doesn’t matter.” And Tommy thinks to himself, “it does matter,” and he says “of course you can refuse.” “You cannot refuse to die, my friend,” he says, and goddamnit of course you can refuse. I said, okay, that’s the title of course and at the end of the chapter he dies and he’s buried and Tommy says he didn’t refuse hard enough. I think you should refuse, of course, that’s a little Dylan Thomas don’t go, you know the poem, the poem came after I realized this was the poem, and I thought one should refuse. I mean, it’s not fair, is it, that you die? I know there would be too many people on earth if we didn’t die, but individually it seems very unfair to me and one shouldn’t sort of put up with it, one should you know resist, don’t you think? Why should you sort of—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Give in.

PER PETTERSON: That’s enough, okay, throw in the towel. I don’t think you should do that. So I agree with him and the title’s because I agreed with him, yeah, it’s too much.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What’s to be done?

PER PETTERSON: What’s to be done? Very old title too. Lenin said that among others and Chernyshevsky, didn’t he? This is very sort of internal. Now, what’s to be done. I don’t know. I don’t know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why don’t you read a passage from I Refuse to give the public a little bit of a sense of the style and then we’ll talk about it a little bit.

PER PETTERSON: So when I’m looking for this I can tell you that Siri is Tommy’s sister. Oh my God, I can’t find it and at one time she fell—Siri falls in love with Jim. Jesus, where is that? Can you talk a little while I’m trying to find?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I can talk. I’m going to—while you look for it, I don’t know if this is a good moment to bring it up, but is your method of writing, which I find so—so fascinating. It reminds me of a conversation I had many, many years ago with Javier Marías here. And Javier Marías said that—

PER PETTERSON: The Spanish writer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, who I think is quite extraordinary. And he writes on a typewriter.

PER PETTERSON: That’s extraordinary.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, what is extraordinary. (laughter) All right, I paused a bit too long there, (laughter) that was just a mistake in—he writes on a typewriter, what is amazing about it is that as he writes he doesn’t have a delete button as one might on a computer and he doesn’t erase, he just continues, and he says this is very much like life, and I have to remember all my characters, and if I make a mistake I just go on and on and on and I don’t—I don’t foresee how it’s going to go, it’s in the very act of writing and in many ways it reminds me of comments you have made about the sentences that pour out of your writing life.

PER PETTERSON: Well, they don’t pour out of me, I must say. I write so—I couldn’t go on, if I could make a mistake, why should I go on? I don’t get that, because it’s the finished sentences that sort of pushes the story, if there is a story, if you can call it a story, on, and I always write one page and I really don’t know what’s going to happen on the next page, but I have to make that page perfect, because if it’s not perfect—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can’t go on.

PER PETTERSON: How can I go on? Because the next page relies on the previous page, so if it’s a bad page how can it go on, so I have to make it as good as possible. And I almost never rewrite anything. Of course I rewrite when I’m working on that page, but I don’t back and change things if, you know, if the Germans’ uniforms were gray and I wrote that they were green, I have to correct that, if someone tells me that. I do things like that of course. In this book I moved one chapter, but that was more of symmetry, it was—I have two chapters about Tommy’s mother, and one was a little too far from the beginning or sort of that part of the book, so I moved it up front, because it had that previous time, and people think these are these chapters, they have “Tommy, September 2006,” and all of that, and it’s not sort of a deck of cards, I’d written it exactly the way it is, and I couldn’t do anything else, when I started a new chapter, new time, new person, that’s just what I do, and I like that, but there’s no story.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You don’t quite know where you’re going.

PER PETTERSON: No, I don’t know what the story is, how could I? Because I haven’t told it yet. And I thought Eileen Battersby, the critic in the Irish Times, she always gives me very good reviews, she said this time, which I thought was kind of dishonest, she shouldn’t have said that. She said, “Why didn’t he write a book just from Jim’s perspective, or tell the story?” And I said, “what story?” The story comes from the book, the story comes from Siri’s point of view, it comes from Tommy’s point of view, and my God, you can’t say that, she’s talking about something quite different and it has nothing to do with my book, because the story comes from what happens in the book and how I push it along, and if I don’t know how to go on, I just stop and I wait, you see, I have to wait.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you refuse in some way.
(laughter)
PER PETTERSON: No, no, no, I don’t refuse, I refuse to write bad things because they’re so irrelevant, but I don’t refuse going on, I just hope for the best. This is a time for a little story I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A French Sinologist said, “Method is the path after one has already taken it.”

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, that’s pretty good, but that’s kind of what I mean, and the story is the story after the book is finished and you can see the story, but not before, because I can’t plan the book, I can’t plot a book, I don’t have plots even, I don’t know how to sort of make a plot and I don’t even know what a plot is, in a crime novel there would be one, I guess, but outside of that I’m not interested in. But it turns out maybe to have a plot. Like Out Stealing Horses, well, it’s not what a book is about, it’s what a book is around, you have this sort of central thing that you don’t know anything about. It’s the hub, and the hub can be on page 134, and then it will— what you’ve already read will be colored in your mind by what’s—by that hub, and of course the next things in the rest of the book you will read is definitely colored by that, and so what is the hub, that’s the main thing.

And in this book I had written, I stopped after like 110 pages maybe, it just fell out, and I had written in my—well, I had 250,000 notebooks with four pages written in them, because I can’t write a journal, it’s impossible for me, but it says, “there’s something about heads and tails but I don’t know what it is,” and I waited four months for that and then someone said something about how he in his childhood had sort of skated on this lake in the winter in the nighttime, and I thought that sounded pretty good so I just sent the two boys out on the lake and then waiting for something to happen while they had a good time and something happened and I thought, “I can’t go wrong, this is it,” so he ended in the bunker, in the psychiatric ward, and then we had the heads and tails, it took a long time for me. So what you wait for is the subconscious to do its work, you have to trust your subconscious, it has to do its work, or you’re finished. So here comes the story and—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Read.

PER PETTERSON: After the reading comes the story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m ordering you around.

PER PETTERSON: I’m talking too much, I know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, I just want people to hear what came out. 

PER PETTERSON: Well, this is Siri, who is in love with Jim and they have kissed for the first time and she had planned it beforehand and it went exactly the way she wanted it to be, and so did Jim think. So she says, “this was a new kind of autumn. Sometime it is not possible to remember exactly what happened during a certain phase of your life, a certain season, to remember what you did or said at the time, who you said it to, remember the weekdays, the school days, and birthdays, who was invited and how many years they carried with them, but you do remember what the colors the days were and your palms remember the soft, the smooth, and the rough, remember every surface, remember stones and the bark of trees, remember water, and you remember a piece of clothing, that it was important, but not why it was important, and you suddenly remember a telephone number, but you don’t remember who it was that you were calling, 25-00-45, who could that have been, and a sentence comes to mind, but you can’t remember if it was him or you who said it, but it didn’t matter, because no one could tell your voices apart any longer, but you can remember what the weather was like and the sky above, all the skies and all the days are the same sign, it was +++ and they came towards you and passed by in slow motion and the piece of clothing was a dress and, wearing that dress, you swirled round on one foot only and you lifted one hand and looked at it. And it was a new hand, it was your hand but you hadn’t seen it before, and you laughed and said, “I’ve got a new hand, look at my hand, Jim, it’s waving, it will never go home again.” 
That’s Siri, and, you know, she’s the toughest one. (applause) Thank you. She’s the one who wants to move on really, two boys, men are sort of stuck a little in their past, but she always wants to move on, and she says, “I want to kiss Jim to change myself, to move on, to add something to my life that wasn’t there before,” she was kind of a little scientific about this and she does. 
Even if Jim is going to pull back again she moves on and there we are, when I was writing what was the next-to-the-last chapter, that I first thought would be the last chapter, they thought, we can’t end like this, it has to be something more, and then I gave the last chapter to Siri, who had moved on. It may have cost her something, but she was the one that got out of the—you know, she got out of Norway, out of Europe, she—when the last chapter starts she is going to Afghanistan, where she has worked before, for Save the Children, and the last sentence is typical Siri. “Three days later I was up in the air, and the two boys never got that far.” So I like her, and I’m very happy about that she ended the book, in fact.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you say typical, you mean typical of your character.
PER PETTERSON: Yeah, most of my male characters, they—they do not move on so much, I think, whereas if, for example, the female character, lead character in To Siberia, my novel, well, she’s a woman and she really wants, like Siri, to get out, change, and go for something new.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, you said something to me on the phone that struck me so much. You said that when you were reading literature and perhaps also writing, it was in no way to move up or to move away really or for any ulterior motive.

PER PETTERSON: You mean from where I was at the time?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or for promotion. In many ways I think and I think of it very often when I find myself in so many of the literary parties one goes to. 

PER PETTERSON: One.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One. Even I. And, you know, you—literature functions as—as what exactly? As something that is elevating.

PER PETTERSON: When I was a great reader, I was a very solitary reader, so I just sort of gathered—no one in my neighborhood where I was living, in my neighborhood, this working-class part of Oslo, east side, east of the river, I realized or I thought that nobody else is reading these books that I read, I mean, Simone de Beauvoir’s autobiography in English, it wouldn’t be many, I could tell you, but it never bothered me, but my mother expected, and we were the first generation after the war. In Norway when it started to be a little prosperous, there were—you could get an education, I was kind of cheap to get it, and there was this huge movement from the suburbs to the university, and my mother of course expected us to do that because we had what we called reading heads, we could read, we read a lot of stuff, and we were really good at school and everybody expected us to move on as we said, that was the phrase, you were moving on, which meant that you went to university or got a very good job, and moved away from where you grew up, moved away from the parents.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You did better than them.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, that was the point, my parents’ point and many parents’ points, that you should do better than them, because they belonged to the working class, many of them were sort of stuck in the thirties, and what happened during the war and all that, and I thought that was very difficult, because I realized at some point that all my reading and my wanting to be a writer had something to do with where I was, so it was very natural for me to sit on the tube, from town up to [Query], go off there, and read Simone de Beauvoir, or whatever, you know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it was moving deeper, not away.

PER PETTERSON: You could say that. We had this, well this moving up and on, we called it the class traveling in Norway, that was a [Query] that we had.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We call it similarly here.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, and everybody in my whole neighborhood thought, “Per is moving on because he has a reading head.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So “reading head” is really an expression.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah. Isn’t it, you Norwegians? [Query] Yeah, sure, and I did have that, but I never sort of, it was very difficult for me, because I suddenly realized like you know at the speech at the 75 year old anniversary everybody’s looking at me, he’s supposed to move on, do the class travel. And I sort of what? It felt so natural for me to be the one I was, the reading guy who and read everything and never thought of discussing it with anybody but that was okay.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And to be alone, also, not really having anybody to talk about these books with.

PER PETTERSON: It never occurred to me that I should, I thought it was kind of my, not secret, but it was my thing. I didn’t keep it secret, I never thought of telling it to anybody. It was me and Simone and all the others, Albert, and—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you know then moving on, I don’t know, this just comes to me now, the moving on was the dream of your parents and then they die.

PER PETTERSON: Yes, well, you know, I tried to go to university to please them. I took the preliminary exams that you have to pass, and I never checked if I sort of was okay, but I started history the first day up at you know the big university campus, and I was there and we had this professor coming to talk to us, the whole flock of new students, and he said, “By the next time you should sort of divide yourself up, do what we call colloquia groups.” You have that expression, of course, and I said, ‘What is that?’ I didn’t know what that was, and I knew—I didn’t know anybody there, and they all looked like they knew what that was, so I didn’t dare ask them, so I took the tram back to Oslo city, I started to work at the post office. Small things can—you know, like very small things can change your life. It saved me from being an academic, of course. I would never have been a writer if I went to that university, I’m quite sure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They would have taken it out of you.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, and I’m not good at schools. I’m too shy to go to schools. I quit all my schools, I mean, college, is that the same as gymnasium, when you’re sixteen to nineteen, I didn’t finish that because I was so shy. And when I started third year, it was enough, I couldn’t do it anymore, so I went to the headmaster.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It also has something to do with shame.

PER PETTERSON: Well, I wouldn’t start there, I think. Well, I was ashamed of being shy. I was ashamed of not being able to ask.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But also ashamed of not knowing what a word meant.

PER PETTERSON: Yes, let’s kind of bury that very fast, because I just turned my back on university as an exam. I liked to read for myself, I really didn’t want people to tell me what to read because it died immediately.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Immediately.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, yeah, it was dead.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It struck me always when so many years ago I used to teach, one always said, “I teach, I’m reading this for—,” there was always a “for” after reading, there was always a purpose. There was always something utilitarian. 
You’ve gone on pilgrimages it would seem in some ways, I mean to, I think of your missed opportunity of visiting Raymond Carver and what struck me in it was not only your desire to meet Raymond Carver, which is interesting in and of itself, but what was struck me is the description of going there the year after he died, being introduced to his library by his wife and then sneaking back in and looking at his bookshelf and seeing Chekhov’s Ecco edition of the short stories.

PER PETTERSON: Which I had.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which you have, and in a way what struck me so much is that, and the fact that you say “which I had,” that you were so taken by the fact that he had the same books as you in the same edition. And it reminded me of that wonderful line in Proust where Proust says, “The first edition of a book is the first edition in which we have read a book.”
PER PETTERSON: Yes. Good. Well put. By you and Proust. But it’s true what you say. This little book, I got this prize for it, I never heard about it, they just said, “Can you come down, and we’ll tell you something,” and they gave me 30,000 kroner in 1987, which was pretty much money, and my mother said to me, she was still living, “You want to go to America, do it.” She always wanted to travel, I was a little more timid. I said, “I just can’t leave like that, da da da,” you know. And I talked to this other guy because I knew I couldn’t travel alone because I had a breakdown in London because I was alone and I didn’t dare risk that once more, so I had to go together with someone, and I sort of stalled it a little because, difficult, we have to wait, I think we have to wait a year. In that year he died, Raymond Carver, my friend had talked to him on the telephone in the night and he said, “Come on,” and yeah, we will go, but then he died, and we called Tess Gallagher, and she said, “Come anyway,” and we did. 
Interesting story how we got there, it was very, very difficult, and it was very dark, and we were eleven hours jetlagged, and we drove the wrong way down the highway there. She was standing with a torch, you know, like for three hours, I guess, checking at the road there and she was there when we came, at last. And then we sort of drank some Irish whiskey and talked about, you know, life and literature and it took some time, I was jetlagged for two weeks I think after that. And then she made up a bed for me in Carver’s library and then she said—I woke up in the morning, it was two things I saw that I had, was Chekhov’s Ecco edition, and was Mona Simpson’s two first books. I didn’t get to tell her that in Los Angeles, I’m sorry about that.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s interesting because I feel like even your telling me now, telling everybody now, that you didn’t get to tell her. There’s so many moments in your life it seems where there’s nearly a chance to do something.
PER PETTERSON: That’s true. It’s very difficult for me to explain why that is. I have been brave, too. I have done things.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Like go up to—

PER PETTERSON: Like marrying my present wife and meeting her and saying I had to go for it, and she wanted to move into the countryside, because she was what they call “farmer in the head,” although she was a city girl. When we were married, like two speech, they said, “Give that woman a cow.” And I did.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Give what?

PER PETTERSON:  A cow. Give that woman a cow. So we moved there. I was a—a city boy always wearing dark jackets and trousers, and yeah, but I’m not anymore, because I have to go there, because if I want the girl I have to go, so I went, I sort of—I changed myself. Now, they think I’m a lumberjack or something, but I’m not.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So change can happen.

PER PETTERSON: Change can happen. I am changed. Ask him. And it was all for the better.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were asked once in an interview here in New York if you had one more day left you would go to Grand Central Station. Do you remember saying that?

PER PETTERSON: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

PER PETTERSON: Because it’s a beautiful building, and they had a bookshop there, I was sort of saving it for the last, I was kind of walking around this beautiful station thinking about the bookshop, but I knew it was kind of the dessert.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you ever go to the bookshop?

PER PETTERSON: Twice before at least. And I was telling Geir about it, you’re going to the central station, Grand Central, that’s where I sat down and wept, Elizabeth Smart, all these quotations you have in your head, and I was going to show him the bookshop.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s gone.

PER PETTERSON: It wasn’t there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Postman, it’s gone.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, and the whole sort of Central Station sort of broke down on me, it’s so, I’m still shattered.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So that’s not where you would go now.

PER PETTERSON: Oh, we’ve been there a couple of times. It’s very nice, it is very nice. But it lacks—it has no cultural thing there anymore. It should have a bookshop there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, I’d like you to read—

PER PETTERSON: We’re closing?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing.
(laughter)
PER PETTERSON: Shit. I had so much to tell you.
(laughter/applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I am happy to go on.

PER PETTERSON: I don’t think they are, so.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is there something else you wanted to say before I ask you to read?

PER PETTERSON: No, it’s just, I have this story we nearly touched it, you know, on the subconscious that is so important to me. I have to tell them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell them. Go!

PER PETTERSON: This is a story about when I was writing Out Stealing Horses. I was stuck in the middle of course, and I had just stopped smoking, I didn’t see the screen kind of for three months, but I was happy. It was my easiest book in a way. It’s strange to say that, but it was, it felt very good writing it. Then I knew I was in the next-to-the-last chapter, and I was already sort of thinking about the last chapter. And then I finished the next to last, and I was suddenly, “Ah, I can’t start on the wrong foot,” I was so looking forward to writing that chapter, but I stalled, and I sort of waited for the thing to come. And then I woke up in the middle of the night. And I had the sentences in my head, and they were English sentences. And I thought, “What is that?” 
And suddenly bling and I went into my very dark living room, which is also my library, and I went straight for this book, and I took it out and I opened it on the first page and it was this paragraph and the paragraph said, “It was as if a curtain had fallen hiding everything I had ever known. It was almost like being born again. The colors were different, the smells different. The feeling things gave you deep inside yourself was different. Not just the difference between cold and heat, light and darkness, purple and gray, but the difference in the way I was frightened and the way I was happy.” That was the first paragraph of Jean Rhys, Voyage in the Dark, and I promise you I hadn’t touched that book for at least ten years, so it was working, and it was exactly how Trond felt when he realized that his father was leaving him. It couldn’t get better.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I didn’t know you would tell that story. There’s a quotation by Lichtenberg, which I love, where he says, “I forget most of what I have read, just as I do most of what I have eaten, but I know that both contribute no less to the conservation of my mind and my body on that account.” That’s good, ah?

PER PETTERSON: That’s good. You had that. You had that. Wow.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you never know, you have to come armed.

PER PETTERSON: Come armed. Your subconscious probably helped you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, my subconscious, I don’t know if it’s my subconscious, but I think there is such a thing as, you know, Benjamin talks about the sex appeal of the inanimate. You just go towards a book if you have a well-stocked library or a library you know fairly well, and you open a book at a page.

PER PETTERSON: And that’s the page.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that’s the page.

PER PETTERSON: Yeah, I know this. It has helped me many times. Well, the nights, it’s working.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The nights.

PER PETTERSON: The nights, they’re working for you, and if you wake up at the right time it will be there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, you know, it couldn’t be a better setup in some way, the nights, I mean, this story which I absolutely did not know and which you told me about and which thankfully the publisher was able to send to me called “The Moon Over the Gate,” which you published maybe ten years ago.

PER PETTERSON: Ten years ago.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the Believer, actually begins by, “Sometimes I go out walking at night. Not only in the summer when the light comes down from the sky, the whole day and night too, and it’s easy to see for a great distance even well after midnight and not just in winter either, when the snow lies think oozing light from a vertically opposite direction from the ground up,” and on you go, but I’d like you to read the last page and a half. Maybe you could set up what you’re about to read, and I’d like you to do something for me and for everyone here tonight, which is take your time reading it.
PER PETTERSON: Okay, I will.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t rush.

PER PETTERSON: I usually rush a little, as you may have noticed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, but I’m just saying don’t rush.

PER PETTERSON: Okay, I get the point.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay.
(laughter/applause)
PER PETTERSON: Well, this is an essay, or maybe a story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t know what it is, what is it?

PER PETTERSON: I don’t know. It’s a text. It’s something that I wrote, I wasn’t trying to find out these things that we talked about, this mysterious thing that I didn’t want to move away from who I was, but still I wanted to be the one I was becoming, and it was very troublesome for me to realize that because I had to do something—I had to be someone, how could I stay where I was and be this kind of odd bird in a way and not move on, they would laugh at me, the only way out was to be a writer, I found out at the time, but it was very difficult for me and I felt sort of torn apart in these two directions and more directions, and it was very hurtful, it hurt me a lot, I thought it was very difficult and was painful, it was very difficult to explain, I couldn’t explain to my mother, she would be like that, immediately.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You became other to yourself in some way.

PER PETTERSON: You could say that. And I tried to, what I talk about what you quoted, it’s all these things going on through the night, that I walk, the Gate is the name of my farm, so there’s a beautiful moon there very often. And I move through the night and I let the darkness sort of force in—really run in through my eyes, and just try to get this osmosis, that I can be part of the night, that the night can be part of me and it doesn’t matter so much and then all these things you know I think about while doing this trying to be this kind of aeroplane, like Saint-Exupéry’s aeroplane, because he moved through the night.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You mention him.

PER PETTERSON: I mention a lot of desert diaries.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:  Sahara. The origin of the word is extraordinary.
PER PETTERSON: Yeah, it means nothing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It means nothing.

PER PETTERSON: Literally.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, I know, I mean, I know from you.

PER PETTERSON: Much better to be nothing than to be this man that is torn apart.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that happens in part through reading. It happens in part because you—I mean, I felt it so much when years ago I used to teach, students would learn to read books that they’d never read before at home and then they went home to their parents and became foreigners to them, and I had in a sense contributed to that disease.

PER PETTERSON: That’s a disease, it’s true. And I was thinking a lot about this. I found out about this while I was writing this what I wrote, I didn’t really know it beforehand in that way. Like, when I get to this part, I thought, “That’s it. That’s my problem. That has been my problem.” So, okay, I will read you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Take your time.

PER PETTERSON: But right up the hill, out of sight of my house, I split in two and stand there breathing heavily with my hands on my knees before I can walk on. I don’t know why I am like this, don’t know if it is common, if others feel the same, or if it is something that happens to me only, but quite honestly I cannot take it, that the world is not one, that the world is not whole, that perhaps I must decide to get away from all this, that if I want to make something of myself, then at the same time, I must leave all that is mine behind me, all I can do and all that I know, leave these people sitting on their doorsteps outside a house where I lived drinking coffee and talking about all that they know, say good-bye to them forever, and if that is what I must do to “develop myself,” as they say, then what is the point of it all? 
Jack London’s Martin Eden did that, he left behind him all that was his to acquire the culture he saw that the educated classes, the bourgeoisie, had, the poetry, and philosophy, the whole thing, because it seemed so attractive, so wise and so beautiful and necessary. He wanted to raise himself, he wanted to have what they had, he wanted to cross the line, so when the opportunity arose, he went ashore at San Francisco and into the mansions of the prosperous districts to talk to the people living there, to converse, as they put it, to listen, to borrow books, to be instructed, and he was afraid his shoulders would send all the porcelain crashing just by moving through their living rooms in his seaman’s way and he could not even hold a knife and fork as they did, but he was determined to learn what they knew and even more. 
And he managed that through such an effort that it still moves me when I think back and remember myself with my head buried in a book that most certainly is unreadable today, but which shattered me then because when he had made it to his goal, when Martin Eden had his hand on the innermost door, he realized that the people he looked up to and respected so highly really didn’t care as he did, that this culture wasn’t important to them at all, other than as a façade, a varnish, as a veil over what they really thought was important, to own, to have power, and otherwise their world was empty, barren, and a hard place. 
In disgust, he turned away and fled back to the parts of the city that once were his own, to the sailors and the factory workers, but it was too late, the string was cut, they could no longer understand each other, there was a glass wall there that he could not penetrate, and in despair he went aboard his boat and sailed out on San Francisco Bay and jumped into the water and he swam down, down, until the pressure above him was stronger than the one that pushed him up, stronger than the will to live. 
It is easy to see now that this book has greatly influenced my life, although I’ve never really been aware of it, and there is of course something terribly wrong in Martin Eden’s reasoning. It is obvious to everyone and to me as well but precisely what it is I have never quite discovered, for in a way he is right, too. But not for anything in the world would I share this fate, not in despair end up among the seaweed and kelp in the Bunnefjord or in the Alun Lake among perch and pike and it is possible I lack the necessary courage, but neither would I do as Rimbaud did, and become an Other in that way, in that way become an arms dealer, and possibly a slave dealer in Africa. 
And so I have tried to gather it all into my own body, both sides at once, both me and me, the one I was and the one I could have been if I had once let go, try to cast it into one person that I am, but I seldom succeed for there is really not room enough, I might split in two. But as long as this is how I am, I shall walk up here in the night almost forgotten by myself, with the darkness pouring in through my eyes, with my hands stretched out to the sides like the wings of an aeroplane, dancing down the path where no one can see. 
Then the clouds above me crack open, they rush away from each other at great speed as if something important were about to happen and I see the moon over the gate ahead of me, a luminous round moon over the barn and the house that I live in showing white and clear in the bluish gleam and when I turn and look back at the forest I through a clear and demarcated shadow. I feel it at once, the severance of body and nonbody is as sharp as a knife, and it hurts.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.

(applause)
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