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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening, and forgive us for being late. We are actually late because we showed Liz Gilbert some of our very special collections, for instance Charles Dickens’s pen, for inspiration’s sake, some of Walt Whitman’s manuscripts, and she just totally and absolutely fell in love. And you know how it is. You fall in love and it’s really, really, really tough to move the person away. We tried, we tried, we tried, but it just would not work. She was relentless, and she just wanted to stay there amongst the things of beauty, so forgive us for beginning a bit late, but I promise you that for her last interview for a while, or for a conversation, I hope more than an interview, we I hope will give you some pleasure as well in return and maybe we might even talk about some of the things of beauty you can see at the New York Public Library, quite quickly, as I often say, within about ten minutes, you can be upstairs, whoever you are, wherever you come from, whatever your origin is, and whatever your destination is, within about ten minutes you too can be holding the Leaves of Grass, which you know is quite rare, from where I grew up in France and Belgium and Germany and Austria and Switzerland and all of those places, you needed letters, letters, letters, of recommendation. Here you just need enough mobility to be able ro get there. 

So let me just say that my name is Paul Holdengräber in case you were wondering. (applause) Thank you, Liz. And I am the Director of LIVE from the New York Public Library, I’ve said this a million times, but Liz has not heard it before, so I’ll say it tonight, my goal here at the Library when I was hired was to oxygenate the Library. In fact I’ve said that I want to make the lions roar, I want to make a heavy institution dance, I want to make it levitate whenever possible. And I want to tell you that upcoming events include: next week we will have the pleasure of having Chris Blackwell, the founder of Island Records, will be celebrating on the thirtieth anniversary of Bob Marley’s death fifty years of being independent and in business and doing just extraordinary things and we’ll have some very, very extraordinary guests, at least one of them apart from Chris Blackwell joining us on the stage, so if you’re free on the eleventh of May, I recommend you come. If you’re not free, cancel your plans and please come. Then on the 21st of May we will be doing our second-to-last event, we’ll be doing one in the middle of June, but I can’t quite yet talk about it. The second-to-last event is to celebrate the centennial of the library. The library will be turning a hundred years old. That doesn’t mean the library itself, the library is a bit older, but this building will be turning a hundred years old. As you know, buildings matter greatly, everybody has an edifice complex, and this library will be celebrating a hundred years on the 20th, 21st, 22nd, 23rd of May, so be sure to come if you can. We’re doing an event on the 21st with the Moth, a storytelling event; the Moth is a wonderful group. Five stories will be told, including by our president, Paul LeClerc, and Ishmael Baer and others will be joining that evening.

Now, you will be relieved to know that I won’t be giving you a long bio of Elizabeth Gilbert. Actually, we’ve asked our guests for the last few months to give us seven words that define them, and this is what Elizabeth Gilbert submitted. Elizabeth Gilbert, when asked, submitted the following: “Eats. Loves too much, should pray more.” Elizabeth Gilbert.

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What a pleasure.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: The pleasure is all mine.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, I won’t let you have that.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Okay, the pleasure is all yours.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The pleasure is not all mine, it must be a two-way street. What did you see up there?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Well, the first thing I saw was an open manuscript of the reading copy of  “A Christmas Carol,” the copy that Dickens marked up in his own hand for when he gave reading performances and I started to get sort of hyperventilationy about it and the lovely curator was showing it to me and I said, “Can I touch it?” and he said, “Yes,” and I was about to turn the page and there was this little stick of an item in it that I thought was being used to hold the page open, and so I grabbed it and handed it to him and said, “Do you want this, is this yours?” And he said, “No, that’s Dickens’s pen,” and I went, “Ah,” you know, and I almost fainted, and I pocketed it (laughter) and I think it will bring me good luck. And I saw the original manuscript of Leaves of Grass when it was under a different name. And I started to cry. And I’m a little emotional today anyway, but I started to cry ’cause there in Walt’s hand, it said, “Shine, shine,” and we just started and I’m crying already.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in a way, “shine, shine, shine,” is somewhat the subject of this evening. Insofar that we have a subject. I often say that digression is the sunshine of narrative, simply quoting Laurence Sterne, but “shine, shine, shine,” weighted on the side of—why do you like that quotation so much?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Well, I’m a stubborn arguer for good cheer, and as those of you who saw my TED speech know or who have followed what I’ve been writing about, I have an obstinate refusal to accept the idea that a creative life has to be a life of suffering and I feel like it’s so, it’s not even last century, it’s last last century, it’s so nineteenth-century German, this thing that just got dragged forward for far too many decades, this notion that you’re not really a serious artist unless you’re on the verge of death.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Miserable.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Miserable and poor and ruining the lives of the people around you and generally just, and getting away with it under the excuse of being creative, and maybe part of the reason I don’t accept that is because, you know, in my family I know miserable depressive alcoholics who are farmers and engineers and lawyers and they don’t get a pass for being, you know, nobody says, “Well, it’s okay, you know, he gets to be a curmudgeon because he’s an attorney,” you know, like, you don’t get that, but for some reason painters and writers and musicians are permitted to pull their hair out and make others want to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To suffer and be bleak and dark.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We don’t have time. There’s not enough time. You have to be making, you know, it occurred to me very young in life that if you’re not making something, you’re just a consumer, you know, you have to making something all the time, even if it’s not something that anyone’s ever going to see, and you have to hurry because we don’t have a great deal of time to be wasting on dramatizing it too much.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You feel you have to hurry and at the same time you now want to slow down.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Right. I want to hurry up and slow down. I’m in a hurry to slow down.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a Latin saying about this, festina lente, which literally means, “take haste slowly.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Oh.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s good.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I like it. Take haste slowly. What was the line, there’s a nice for some reason that reminds me of a letter that Churchill once wrote, where he said, I was going to write you a short letter, but I didn’t have time so it will have to be a long letter.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There is an old tradition of this of Pascal saying, “if I had had more time I would have made it shorter.” There is an old tradition of doing this. My favorite line ever in this regard is Marcel Proust writing a letter to a lady and saying, “My dear madam, I left my cane at your home,” and then the next line says, “Oh my dear madam, I just found my cane.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Is the letter.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which I find just quite marvelous. But you know, there’s a line of yours that I’ve always loved, which is, “happiness is the consequence of personal effort.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I think so. I think the sustenance of it is. I think we have all had the experience of mysterious blasts of joy for no apparent reason. You’re walking down the street and suddenly you’re just so delighted to be here, you know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were mentioning that you had one today.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I had one today, I had one today, but it had a reason. But it felt like that. I was sitting on a curb on Seventeenth Street and Seventh Avenue, eating lamb shawarma, which I never know how to pronounce, is that how you say—just out of a Styrofoam thing sitting on a curb in the sun and just thinking, “I have never been happier in my life than I am right now. This is so wonderful.” And it was partially because of what we are doing tonight.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is a moment quite apart from the evening conversation we’re having now but it is a moment also which is a threshold.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Yeah, it’s the transition. After this evening I’m kind of quitting, and I’m going home to my garden and to my office to read slow fiction and write slow fiction and work on gardening and to come down heavily on the side of good cheer in a sort of private, boring, period of my life that I’m looking forward to immensely.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We were talking about weighted on the side of cheer, which is a line that you quoted to me when we last spoke, which comes from William James when he is describing Walt Whitman.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: William James is a great, he’s on our team, as we have discussed, which is Team Optimism, the O Team. And William James was a good spokesman for our team.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But optimism doesn’t get a good rap in some way.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because it’s often associated with stupidity, and think there’s—but it is.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s funny you should say that because I used to say that my father was one of the only intelligent optimists I knew. Because there was always, regardless of the circumstance, whatever would happen in the world, he would always, and it annoyed me terribly growing up but I like it now.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because you were a serious young man.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was so serious. I’m sure many people here have heard this before, but I wore black and dark black, and all of my friends were reading either Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, or Nietzsche and thinking that life was either miserable, disastrous, or catastrophic, (laughter) sort of those kinds of situations.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: And your mother used to say, if you don’t mind me jumping into your narrative, because I love this, and I’ve told this story many times, is your mother who was one of the only people in her family to survive the Holocaust, used to look at you and your serious friends and say, “Paul, don’t any of them want to learn how to play tennis? (laughter) Why are they so serious? Why are they so sad?”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s right, that’s right. And my mother also said to me one day when I was about seventeen years old and using talcum powder, she said, “You know, it’s very bad to use talcum powder,” and she said it very seriously, and I thought, “My goodness, I didn’t know,” and she said, “You know, if you breathe it,” and I said, “Really?” and she said, “You know, you’re right,” and I hadn’t said anything, and she said, “You know, you’re right. Living is dangerous and the outcome is always fatal.” And it was a perfectly salutary moment to have because in a way it took into account the fact that we are mortal but we might as well just go on.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Use the talcum powder.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Use the talcum powder and live your life.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: What are you going to do? Are you going to live in a box with no talcum powder for your whole life? Get out there and live. Powder up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But one—stubbornness, and I looked it up today.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I don’t know what it means.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But I don’t exactly know what it means, but its origin is stub, like the stub of a tree.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Oh, to plant yourself firmly. I thought it was to trip over yourself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But maybe that could be true, too. But stubbornness in the sense of being firmly planted somewhere. And that to me is important in what you’re describing as your future life which you’re already living but which will become even more so tomorrow is the notion that in some way you are going to find the exoticism of the very place in which you live. What is going to become the most exciting to you is not the far places that Eat, Pray, Love speak about but the tiny piece of dirt that might be in your backyard.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Just say it, Paul, just say New Jersey.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In New Jersey.

(laughter)

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Just say it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I have to tell you you have in fact converted me to New Jersey.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I’m working on everybody.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I must it is, but it is New Jersey.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Raise your hand if I made you move to New Jersey. There’s Rhea, Shea, there’s a couple of people in this audience, Cheryl’s on her way. But stubbornness is important to be a creative person, and it’s important to be a happy person, I think it’s important to be a married person, I think it’s a refusal. It’s just a gritting, digging in, and it’s not, stubbornness often has such a negative connotation, but there’s a wonderfulness in stubbornness, about simply refusing to let even the facts sometimes interfere with your insistence of your worldview of a place of goodness and decency and hope and that it’s worth it—it’s worth it to take risks, and to try to make things even if people mock them and it’s worth it to choose a partner and stick with them even if it makes no sense to anybody else and it’s worth it to use the talcum powder and that you just hold your ground. As you know, my favorite poet is Jack Gilbert, who is sadly no relation to me, and he, my favorite poem of his I was just talking about today with my husband, is, sort of my, this is sort of my talismanic poem for the next section of my life and you probably have it right there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of course.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: What a guy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think this might be the one.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s one of them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s a good reaction.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s one of them, but it’s not that one. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which one is it?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s called Good Work, Working Good, Doing—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “Going Wrong”?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: “Going Wrong.” It’s my favorite poem.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Would you like to read it?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I would love to read it. And then I will memorize the title. Working Good? How did I get Working Good? “Going Wrong.” Okay, so the background of this is Jack Gilbert was one of the most extraordinary poets of our time. I say “was,” because while he’s still living, he has dementia now and he’s very old. He could have been a rock star, and would disappear for a decade and people would think he was gone and dead, and then reemerge with an extraordinary book of poetry and then disappear to some hamlet in Japan for fifteen years and people would forget about him and then he would come back, and he was charismatic and handsome and magnificent, and he just wanted to live, he didn’t want to—he wasn’t a careerist, to put it very mildly. And this is a poem he wrote about the cost of that, which is that he was obscure and he was living in a tiny little fisherman’s hut on the top of a mountaintop in Greece, and this is an argument he’s having with God and I’m just going to cut to the middle of it, but while he’s making his fish for lunch sitting alone in his little tiny one-room shack in Greece and the Lord is annoyed at him, and saying, “What can you know of my machinery?” demands the Lord, “Sure,” the man says, quietly, cuts into the fish, laying back the dozen struts, getting to the muck of something terrible. The Lord insists, “You are the one who chooses to live this way. I built marvelous cities where things are human. I made Tuscany and you go live with rocks and silence.” The man washes away the blood and arranges the fish on a big plate, starts in the onions in the hot olive oil and puts in the peppers. “You have lived all year without women,” the Lord says. The man takes out everything and puts in the fish. “No one knows where you are,” the Lord says, “people forgot about you. You’re vain and stubborn.” The man slices the tomatoes and onions, takes out the fish, and scrambles his eggs. “I’m not stubborn,” he thinks, laying all of it out on a table in the courtyard full of early morning sun, the shadows of the swallows flying over the food. “I’m not stubborn,” he says, “just greedy.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Explain to me those—well, tell me a little bit about how you. It’s a poem that means a lot to you and I was going to bring up at one moment and I brought up right now. Tell me why you love it, what is particularly meaningful for you in those last two lines?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I love the stubbornness. First of all, Jack Gilbert is stubborn and in every interview he uses that words, saying that’s how you have to be an artist is stubbornness. And he uses it in other poems, like the one that you had picked out originally where he says, “You have to have stubborn gladness in the ruthless furnace of the world,” but in this poem what he’s saying is, “I’m too greedy to try to be more successful. I’m too greedy for the privilege of sitting alone in a patch of sunlight eating a fish and some onions and olives to try to have people know who I am anymore. I am too greedy for life and nothing short of that.” And of course it’s stubborn as well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Have you heard him ever read his poems?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I haven’t, and when we were talking about that today and saying I bet you at the library you probably have recordings.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why don’t we play you track number 1?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: No!

JACK GILBERT AUDIO: 

All this windless day snow fell 

into the King's Garden 

where I walked, perfecting and growing old, 

abandoning one by one everybody: 

randomly in love with the paradise 

furnace of my mind. Now I sit in the dark, 

dreaming of a marble sun 

and its strictness. This 

is to tell you I am not coming back. 

To tell you instead of my private life 

among people who must wrestle their hearts 

in order to feel anything, as though it were 

unnatural. What I master by day 

still lapses in the night. But I go on 

with the cargo cult, blindly feeling the snow 

come down, learning to flower by tightening.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Thank you, Paul.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re welcome.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: You know, it’s one of the greatest regrets of my life that I never met him and I had the chance, because I know people who know him and he taught a semester of poetry at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville right before I did. And we were jokingly calling it the Gilbert Chair because he taught and then I came the next semester and taught and what I most remember is a young woman telling me that she had approached him in the hallway and said, “Mr. Gilbert, I’m thinking about being a poet, but I’m not sure about it. I’m not sure if I should.” And he grabbed her hands and he said, “The treasures that are buried inside of you are begging you to say yes.” And now it’s too late to talk to him but in a way I’m sort of glad because I’m left with my idea of him, it’s sometimes a dangerous thing to meet your idol but it’s a nice thing to hear his voice.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is something that I feel very often actually is the dangers of meeting the people you admire.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Yeah. You know who doesn’t disappoint? Oprah Winfrey. (laughter) Seriously, she’s awesome. I know I’m in a library, and I’m using that word correctly. I’m using that word in its original definition. She’s awesome.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How so?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: She’s a missionary—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: For—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Good. She’s a missionary for transformation for pushing people to do better with their lives. She’s a missionary for stubborn good cheer and for the belief that you don’t have to be the person you always were. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And for literacy.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: And for literacy. She got my Aunt Luanne in Minnesota to read Anna Karenina. That’s amazing, you know?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because my Aunt Luanne reads Better Homes and Gardens and she cross-stitches and she’s wonderful and she sat down and she read Anna Karenina and she loved it. I won’t hear a bad word spoken against Oprah Winfrey. She’s also—she’s mighty. When you’re in her presence, you sense this sort of Moses-like mightiness about her. I’m serious. She’s amazing. I’ve met famous people who are really disappointing and she’s not on the list, and I won’t tell you who those other.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of course not, I’ll find a way.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I’m going to tape you back together.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tape me back together. I’m coming apart. Oprah shares this with you or you with her which is a love of libraries. Libraries in a way have really mattered to you greatly.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: This one more than any. This is my Holy of Holies, which is another reason I got so emotional before and couldn’t be dragged out here tonight, because I was in the inner sanctum of my Holy of Holies, holding a piece of the true cross in my hand of Dickens’s pen. But when I was new to New York and poor and struggling to be a writer and no one was interested. The time in your life as a writer where it’s the most important to have discipline is when no one cares. Because you’re the only person who’s going to get it done. There’s no one who’s waiting for it. There’s no contract on the other side. There’s no deadline, there’s no encouragement. You have to be your own editor, your own agent, your own publicist, you have to drive yourself so hard, and you also have to create your own artists’ residency. I guarantee that’s my phone. Did I give my purse to someone and it’s ringing. Thanks, Lindsey. You also have to create your own artist’s residency at a time before you can afford to find one or before anybody would let you into one.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is it possible to turn it off, whoever has it?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I think they’re struggling to make that happen. I didn’t have the money, and there was no artist’s residency in the world that would have accepted me when I was a bartender at the Coyote Ugly Saloon and twenty-three years old. I had no references whatsoever. I remember when I actually did get my first short story published, and I went and had my first meeting with a publisher, and they were debating whether to take me on and they said, “Do you have any friends in publishing, you know, in high places, who have jobs in this industry who can help you?” And I said, “I don’t have any friends who are employed.” (laughter) I was so far from that, but this is where I came to work. I came to the Reading Room of the New York Public Library and I came here not daily but certainly five times a week.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What do you remember reading here?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Well, I wasn’t reading I was writing. But I do remember reading, no forgive me, I do remember reading when I did research to write my novel Stern Men about lobster fishermen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You researched for years.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I know every single document that is in this library that is about lobster fishing. I have read every single one. You have quite a bit.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We have a large lobster collection?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: You have a handsome lobster collection and a lot of it ended up in my novel.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you know that we have a very large menu collection?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Really? So do I.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We have one of the largest menu collections in the country if not in the world, yes, here at the library, quite interesting.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I am not surprised to hear that, I am delighted to hear that. And the other thing is, well, I used to fall asleep too, because I was a bartender and I had late hours, so I would write and then I would get that almost like sleeping in a bus station where a guy would come around and tap your chair and wake you up. But I remember just—when you don’t have a community of people who are doing what you’re doing, you come to a place like this, and you’re sitting at those long tables and everyone is writing, and you can delude yourself into thinking that you are part of a community, and we are all writers here, and we are all working here together and we’re all creating something here together and it was uplifting and to be in that vaulted ceiling was uplifting, even though you didn’t necessarily believe in what you were writing, how bad could it be if it was written in this room, you know, which was far better than any room that you could ever be near otherwise.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A great living room.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: A great living room. And that was always the thing about being poor in New York was that it’s okay if you had a tiny little studio apartment because you had the most fantastic lawn in the world of Central Park and you had a great library that was here and the greatest artwork collection in the world was yours for twenty-five cents at the Met if you wanted to go, and you know all of that was right here, and this was my Holy of Holies, and I don’t think I’ve ever walked or driven past the New York Public Library, where I haven’t looked at it and said to whoever I was with, that’s my Holy of Holies, so thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Welcome here, my goodness. In mentioning Jack Gilbert one of the things you spoke about which must be something we discuss is how unknown he was, how unknown in some way he has remained. Poets, some poets know him, there’s a marvelous interview with him in the Paris Review, which I adore, which I’ve mentioned to a few people as of lately, but Jack Gilbert isn’t very well known. Now, though there’s no connection between the two of you, Elizabeth Gilbert is quite known, and one of the subjects I think we want to discuss is the whole notion of fame. 

And I’ve told you this line before it’s very meaningful to me, so I’ll repeat it, which is the line that Rilke wrote about Rodin when he was his secretary. Rilke was Rodin’s secretary for a few years and always very envious of Rodin, incredibly envious, because he felt that the man had the ability to do huge sculptures and he had only a little pen, like Dickens. And he said that, “fame is but the collection of misunderstandings that gather around a new name,” and I’ve always liked that very much, and I suppose one of the questions I have—you have written—you wrote books before writing Eat, Pray, Love that were well-received, that won awards, that were liked and then something else happened and something else happened that was transformative, perhaps for good but perhaps not only, and I just wonder if you could describe that moment and then we’ll get to you discovering actually the ways in which you were being compared to others.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I think that the great stroke of luck, somebody else is taping you now to yourself, is that when Rilke said, “it’s a collection of misunderstandings that gather around a new name,” I think I was lucky that to my own mind, at least, I was an old name. I feel like what happened to me with Eat, Pray, Love had it happened fifteen years earlier would have been very bad news for me. You know, the fact that this happened on my fourth book and not my first, that it happened when I was closer to forty than to twenty, that it happened when I was in my good stable marriage and not my chaotic young marriage. You know, all of these things—you know, I’ve said this before, but I guarantee you that if I had had this kind of attention when I was twenty years old, I would have been getting out of limousines with no underwear on, with no doubt, and we were all spared that, you know, and I’m grateful for that. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Not everybody is, but, you know, still. Sorry, sorry, this was too easy and a bad joke.

(laughter)

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I gave you a softball on that one, Paul.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m sorry, it just came through my mind, and I should have edited myself.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: But what we like about you Paul is that you’ve never had an unspoken thought.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good repartee.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: So even though there was a lot of—there might have been a lot of misunderstandings that grew up around me, I think I was old enough. There’s a great line, I recently read that biography of Harper Lee, and, you know, To Kill a Mockingbird came out when she was almost forty, I think, late thirties, and somebody said, “Why hasn’t fame ruined you?” and she said, “I’m too old.” I really do think that by a certain point, you know what you are and more importantly what you aren’t, and so whatever bubbling misconceptions might be around you, it’s easier to weed your way through them, I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But I think you’re making light of the fact that it wasn’t easy, and that it isn’t easy and that in many ways it’s been quite—I know this sounds like a very privileged burden to carry.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s what we call a champagne problem.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right. But it can also ruin lives. It can ruin lives. Something happened to you a few weeks ago. You opened the New York Times Book Review and you read a review that surprised you. And it is a book that came out not very long ago called All Things Shining: Reading the Western Classics to Find Meaning in a Secular Age by Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Dorrance Kelly. I know Dreyfus because he’s written about philosophical subjects such as Michel Foucault and others.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We all know him for that.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Exactly, he’s very famous for that. I don’t know the other man.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s because he writes about obscure things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he compares you—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I’ll read something to this effect and have you react maybe to this. Let me find my note here about this very subject, whifh is that he compares you to a writer who is in some way much—let me see if I can find this here. They compare you to David Foster Wallace and compare and contrast you. And David Foster Wallace in an interview he gave which was called Although of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, he says, “Writers eye and measure the celebrity world and don’t know how to deal with the portion that falls to them because what they’re selling is not their features, physique, or their charm, it’s more personal, it’s their brain, their them, so they get as anxious about that as a starlet would about nose or waistline. How do I husband this thing that’s earning me praise and money? How do I protect and expand it? And what is it people like about me anyway?” And in Committed you say, you have this wonderful line where you say, “Plant an expectation, reap a disappointment.” And I’m just wondering if you could take us through the motions of reading this comparison and discovering that in a way the roads taken are very different for both of you and the comparison is so extraordinary.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I was shocked to see it, you know, because the other thing that’s happened with me with Eat, Pray, Love is that I’ve sort of become synonymous with something very poppy and very chick-litty and it’s odd how great success almost has—you almost have the same responsibility after a great success as you do after great failure which is that you have to rehabilitate your good name, you know, and so I was surprised to be taken seriously by such gentlemen as these and to be compared to David Foster Wallace, who everybody takes seriously, but of course the comparison is about the end—what happened to two authors of the same generation, who both became very famous who both had a lot of expectations on them, and of course we lost David Foster Wallace, not his death directly, but is something that I’ve been sort of preaching about for quite a while now, which is must we have—you know, was there a way that we didn’t have to lose him and others like him, to suicide and to despair?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was reminded in reading this comparison the very beginning, let me find this, I have to find this, the very beginning of “The Myth of Sisyphus,” the very first line of “The Myth of Sisyphus of Camus” he says, “there is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest, whether or not the world has three dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve categories, comes afterwards, these are games one must first answer. One must answer the question of suicide.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Why live?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why live? Why bother? Why continue? Why persist?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because it’s interesting. And I don’t want to minimize this. One of the things that I’m hesitant even talking about this comparison is that I don’t want to be sort of set up as—I don’t want to diminish David Foster Wallace’s very serious mental illness, you know, I don’t want to diminish it by saying, “if he were a little more stubborn and a little more cheerful, then he wouldn’t have had to do that.” This is somebody who was treated for severe lifelong depression. I don’t want to say that his suicide was some sort of failure of character. He was a very sick man. And I knew people who knew him and they said he was lovely—a “lamb,” that was a word that a friend of mine said about him, he was a lamb, and an innocent, and a sweet good person. But I do think that essentially the question of why continue to live is that it’s interesting, dammit, you know, and if you can get the slightest bit of distance away from how devastating it can sometimes be. You know, I do feel like one thing that’s been sort of beaten into me by living is that there is a knob that you can start to learn how to dial where you can take a crisis down to a puzzle, turn a crisis into a puzzle. Because a crisis is (Elizabeth Gilbert makes loud noise) and a puzzle is, “wow, that’s interesting.” And what fame became for me, I was refusing to allow it to be a crisis, and I allowed it instead to be a puzzle, “this is curious,” you know, rather than, “Oh my God, this is going to destroy me.”

I’ve seen so many made-for-television movies about people who get destroyed by fame and clearly my destiny is that someday my friends are going to knock on my door at ten in the morning and I’m going to answer the door in my soiled bathrobe, saying, “Don’t look at me!” That’s obviously how this has to end. No it doesn’t. And there are plenty of examples of people who have very gracefully carried that. You know, Paul Newman was famous his whole life with a great deal of grace. Meryl Streep handles her fame very elegantly without apparently warping her soul. You know, there are people who spend their lives in the spotlight and learn how to kind of like delicately maneuver their way through it and I just thought, “That’s my job,” and I also thought, Paul, I refused to let anything that came out of Eat, Pray, Love be bad because it was such a good thing. It was such a good thing for me to have done, and it’s brought such good things to people who loved it and it’s brought such good things to my life from spiritual awakening to the love of my life to meeting my husband to my friend Luca who’s here, who I’ll be friends with forever because we met in Italy when I was on that journey, to—I mean, I’m seeing faces of people here, to Cheryl who wrote the little adage that’s the epigraph of the book. You know, we’re all part of the story, and it’s been a fountain of goodness, and I’ve been stubborn to not let it turn rancid, you know, and some of that stubbornness has been about refusing to do certain things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Such as?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Such as become a morning talk show advice person. (laughter) You know?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What kind of advice do people seek from you?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Marital advice. Which I say with my track record is like asking Dick Cheney for diplomatic advice. You know, I’m not the person you should—or spiritual advice, and I always say to people who come to me for spiritual advice, “you really ought to seek the advice of somebody who keeps disciplined spiritual practices, rather than me.” Because I feel so much more equipped to give people writing advice or advice on where to eat in New York restaurants, or yoga advice, even, than those serious matters, so I won’t let myself be seen in that light. I can’t stop people from seeing me how they want to see me, but I won’t participate in that, even this decision to just sort of a year and a half ago set a date and saying, Cinco de Mayo, 2011, I’m drawing the veil, I’m done. But I didn’t want to do it too soon, because I felt that it would be rude. People love this book, and they want to meet the person who wrote it and I feel like I’ve been the ambassador of that book and in a weird way honestly partially I think why it hasn’t been warping is I don’t really feel like I’m famous, I feel like Eat, Pray, Love is famous. I would disagree with David Foster Wallace. I would say the easiest way to be famous, the least burdensome way to be famous is to be an author. Because your face isn’t known, you know, and your book is known so you don’t get—you know, you’re not out there in the world. I’m just the person representing this thing that everybody liked a great deal.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re representing it and then you have the great good fortune I suppose of having Julia Roberts.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Such an upgrade!

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I remember you saying you were really happy that someone else was you.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Yeah! I remember when it came out, people were saying, “isn’t it so weird to see Julia Roberts being you?” And I would just think, “I have no difficulty whatsoever telling the difference between me and Julia Roberts.” (laughter) There’s not a bit of me that watches onscreen and, “Oh my God, it’s like looking in the mirror.” It’s pretty clear that that’s not the case. I also just thought, like, “You go be Liz Gilbert. That’s great. You can. You have staff. You do it, you go do it. You have people, and you’re used to this. By all means.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How was your encounter with her?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: You know, I have to say that it was lovely. She’s a firefly, what’s the expression? She’s a firefly in a matchbox. Do you know that French expression?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, I don’t.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s a wonderful way to say a little magical creature. She’s a firefly in a matchbox. There is absolutely nothing in this world that can prepare you for what Julia Roberts looks like from one foot away. Nothing. And you feel like that has to be the most familiar face in the world to you, we’ve seen it forever, and I walked into that room and I saw her, and she’s lit from behind no matter where she stands, (laughter) and she just gave me that smile, and I just fell into her arms and I said, “You’re so pretty!” (laughter) And I’m sure no one has ever told her that. But there’s nothing else you can say. There’s a reason she’s Julia Roberts, and that is the reason. There is no other job she could have than movie star except fairy. She couldn’t work at Starbucks. People would fall over and die and spill on themselves and weep.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So she took over your life in some way, she became you.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: A big smokescreen that I could dart behind.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it was a short but nevertheless meaningful encounter, and your husband became—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Javier Bardem.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How has that changed your relationship with him?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: With Javier? (laughter) Technically, Javier Bardem is my husband, because as you all saw, I was making out with him on a big screen. I much prefer the original, I have to say, but that’s my predilection. Everyone in the movie got a big bump up from like cargo to first class, in terms of who was representing us, with the exception, I just have to point out, because he’s here and I need to defend his honor. Luca Spaghetti, could you just stand up for one moment? (applause) First of all, he holds the record for being not only one of my favorite people in the world for not only having the most unusual surname in the history of the universe and it is truly his name, but also for being maybe the only person in the history of mankind to be portrayed in a major Hollywood motion picture by somebody far less attractive than what he actually is. And I mean it would be like if somebody who looks like Cary Grant is being portrayed by Danny DeVito, so Luca got shafted in that for some reason, but the rest of us were really bumped.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s make him feel a little bit happy and play track number 5 if we could.

(“Take it Easy” plays, Elizabeth Gilbert sings along)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, okay, so.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s a very important moment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That was in your honor, Luca Spaghetti.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: (inaudible) I have to say that one of my happiest moments of my life was driving in a car in Rome, a little tiny car through the traffic. Driving in Rome isn’t like driving in the Arizona highways with the windows down, you’re like, we were playing that and singing that at the top of our lungs, and it was such a pleasure to meet in Italy somebody who was the biggest fan of easy listening American soft music from the seventies. (laughter) And, you know, and especially in a time of the end days of the Bush administration it was a difficult time to be traveling around the world as an American and then you meet somebody who’s like, “Do you want to listen to some Brooks & Dunn and some Travis Tritt?” So, that’s for you, Luca, bravo, grazia.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve written a lot about marriage, which makes one quite naturally want to speak to you about it and I think a lot of people come to you for advice thinking that you can offer advice simply because you’ve had things to say about marriage and about the institution of marriage, of what it takes to remain together and one line I very much like in Committed, is you write “A lot of what marriage is is the ability to agree on a central narrative you know.” I’d like you to expand on that, because a central narrative you know I’ve often thought that one of the ways in which a relationship, whether it’s a marriage or a true deep friendship works is that you share adjectives with that person in some way.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: But this central narrative I feel like, I almost feel like I can speak more clearly to what it feels like when you’ve lost it, which is I think often what precedes a divorce, where you’ve lost the plot. There is, you know, there is a story of love that gets told that when we tell the story of how we met the person that we love or when we tell the story of even our deepest friendships and you pass the story back and forth like a river stone, right? You’ve seen this happen at dinner parties where you have a couple that have been together forever, or the way that you talk about your parents meeting in Haiti and the way that if they were to tell it, they’re just passing this story stone back and forth to each other, and it’s just been smoothed and smoothed and smoothed. And it might not necessarily be totally true.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think it probably isn’t, but it is true that in the case of my parents, they have been married for eight hundred and nine months.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Can you tell them that?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, it is an extraordinary story. I mean, my parents left just in time, went from Vienna to Haiti. There were a hundred and seven Jewish families in Haiti. They met there. My father was going to be a medical doctor and became a farmer, the first man in Haiti to grow certain vegetables which didn’t grow before. And when we went to Haiti about twelve years ago he showed me on the market, on the farmers’ market certain vegetables, and said, “you see, this is what I’m leaving behind, these vegetables that I have grown, that I planted.” He sent, in 1940, 1939, he sent a bit of land, a bit of dirt, to Burpee’s, a seed company in Chicago, and with his broken English, he said, “Dear Burpee, I’m a friendly enemy alien,” which was what he was classified as, Haitians at that point didn’t know what to do with these white people who were coming. There were nearly no white people in Haiti, so he wrote from Kenscoff near Port-au-Prince. “Dear Burpee, I’m a friendly enemy alien. I’ve studied chemistry at the University of Vienna, and it would seem to me that though the minister of agriculture tells me that you can’t grow these kinds of carrots here, I think, Kurt Holdengräber, that these carrots can be grown. It’s similar to the land of Senegal. What do you think?” 

And about two months later he got thousands of grains back and started to, from Burpee, saying, “Dear Kurt Holdengräber, you are right. We have analyzed the land and the minister of agriculture may not know some things you know, and try growing these vegetables,” and of course 90 percent of them didn’t grow, but ten of—speak about stubbornness, my goodness, really stubborn, and sometimes difficult as his son, but stubborn and somewhat I mean recalcitrant in the true origin of the word, kicking back, pushing forward, moving as much as he could to make these things grow, grew these vegetables, and in the process of growing these vegetables would distribute at the end of the day, the remains of the day would go to the small Jewish community in Haiti, which he brought by horseback, and among them was my mother, aged sixteen at that point, they got married when she was nineteen. And they’ve been married for nearly—when anybody tells them, “We’ve been married fifty years,” my father thinks it’s a joke, (laughter) “fifty years, this is nothing, talk to me about sixty-five, maybe, sixty-seven is when it gets interesting.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: The first fifty years are the hardest.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is extraordinary. And every year my father gives my mother a calendar and every twenty-sixth of the month he writes down how many months they’ve been married. It’s a very moving beautiful story and it’s, you know, it’s a pretty tough act to follow.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We who measure our days and weeks. You know, I’m watching my parents’ marriage right now and they’re in their forty-fifth year. Your dad would go, “Pah, children. They’re child brides. It’s not impressive.” What strikes me, and I think you only see this in your parents’ marriage as an adult. You can’t, you know, when you’re children, they’re those big puppet gods that live in your house, but when you’re an adult looking at another adult, what amazes me is that here’s what never happens in that marriage. They never go into autodrive, they never go into autopilot. It’s a work in progress every single day. And I feel like the crazy thing about marriage, and the exciting thing about it, it’ that—it’s like your marriage is this car, and you’re on a highway going seventy miles an hour, and you must because life is in process, you know, and life is in session, so you’re in movement, and you’re leaning, one of you is leaning out the car with a monkey wrench fixing something that’s broken on the marriage car while the other one’s holding their ankle with one hand and steering with the other, and then they switch and somebody else gets the duct tape out and it’s all done while the car’s in motion, you know, because there’s no point at which you can ever pause and sort of hit the stopwatch and make life stop, life is happening, their grandchildren need them, their children need them, there’s health crises, there’s just the disasters, the everyday common disasters of life, and they’re tinkering with this thing every minute of their marriage and they will die tinkering with that car, driving it right into the grave.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tinkering the marriage itself.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: The marriage itself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because they are working out still how to live with each other. Still!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What are the biggest issues?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: My dad! Sorry, we’re not getting into (laughter)—simply put, the biggest issue is that it’s two people in the same house. It doesn’t have to be bigger issues than that. They’re both powerful and stubborn in different ways.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Stubborn in a Lutheran way.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Very Lutheran. Very—you know, they’re both repressed in certain ways and emotional in others. There’s—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Repressed and emotional and eccentric.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: My dad’s an eccentric, repressed WASP who can’t get through the day without crying over something sentimental, you know, and my mom is a tough, rigid farmer from Minnesota with a heart the size of this room but softer. And they don’t belong together. I mean, I feel—somebody said to me one time because I’m married to a foreigner, “how is that culturally to be married to somebody who’s different from you? It’s a mixed marriage.” And I’m like, “Every marriage is a mixed marriage.” When you put two people together, it’s a mixed marriage always. It’s a bizarre idea. It’s hard enough to know who you are day to day, you yourself, much less this other person. And it’s damn interesting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s damn interesting, and you’ve also spoken about how important it was for you growing up to grow up in a family of utter eccentrics and that in a way that provided you with enough material to write about for the rest of your life.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Not so much material directly, Paul, because I don’t think I have mined that, mostly because—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t mean mined directly your family, but the eccentricity.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It got me permission. What it got me was permission to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because they were wild—your grandfather.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: They were wild and they didn’t give a shit. That’s the main thing about them, and the great blessing of my family’s life, of watching the way my parents chose to live, was they didn’t abide by the customs that were at that moment in history required of them. They didn’t care. They drove twenty-five-year-old cars held together with string. They didn’t care what people thought. They had goats and chickens and they didn’t care that they made noise. I used to get off the school bus, and in affluent northwestern—we were like the Joads of Western Connecticut. You know, my dad would put in the front yard, like a big sign—Jenny probably remembers, every spring there would be a big sign spray-painted on a garage door that said Kid Goats 4 Sale, with the letter 4, like, (Elizabeth Gilbert makes “Deliverance” banjo riff) (laughter) and they didn’t care, and especially the really wonderful—I think very nostalgically about the really wonderful days back when all the men in my family were all active alcoholics before they were recovered alcoholics, the storytelling was amazing and inappropriate for me to listen to and it was great.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Like what? What did they talk about?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Raw. They were blue. They were raw and blue. They were—they still are.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Using words that—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: My grandfather Stanley, it would take hours to explain, came to visit me once in New York when he was eighty-five years old, and I came to pick him up at Grand Central Station, and he’s a frat boy, basically, eighty-five-year-old traveling salesman, charming guy. He got off the train, I went to meet him, I was wearing a short skirt and high-heeled tall boots. He looked at what he was wearing and got down on his hands and knees in front of me and said, “Whip me! Whip me! Whip me!” (laughter) My grandfather, to his granddaughter.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The question of course for me is naturally what did you do?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I took off the coat and my belt and whipped him, man, that’s what you do. This is crazy! Mostly he did it to get a laugh, and he got the laugh, and that’s the other thing we grew up with, is you get the laugh, you win.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The humor, you get the laugh you win, but you also get the story, and you get attracted to certain kinds of stories. I’d like to before I ask the question have us play track number 10 if you would. Make it a bit louder.

(“So Lonesome I Could Cry” plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I bring this up because before you became famous in the way that you described a bit earlier you would write these what I take to be extraordinary pieces of investigative journalism. You would write these extraordinary portraits of artists, we will be speaking about another one in a little bit, but of artists, and in this particular case of Hank Williams, you didn’t write about this Hank Williams, but you wrote about his grandson.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Hank III.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Hank Williams the third. And what attracted you to him?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: The mysticism of it. First of all, I love that era of American music. Even hearing it, it just goes right through me. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s great, it’s really great.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I know it’s normally what you play in this room.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, we play the Eagles and this, it’s usually in that sequence.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Hank Williams, you know, is what they call the Hillbilly Shakespeare, and he, of course, he’s the embodiment of everything I fight against, he died at the age of twenty-nine, a tragic, poetic genius, died of alcoholism and despair and being misunderstood and bad women, and you know he just followed the script right into an early grave, and left behind a son named Hank Junior, whose music I actually also really like, even though it’s not considered cool to like it, but that’s because I was a bartender at the Coyote Ugly Saloon, and it gets the people dancing, and he was never considered to be the musician that his father was, and Hank the second produced Hank the third out of wedlock. The boy grew up never even knowing his lineage until he was fourteen years old, when in a wonderful scene—who was the singer with the price tag?—Minnie Pearl, his mother drove—you didn’t grow up listening to so much Minnie Pearl.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Not so much.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I know she’s big in Belgium. Minnie Pearl—he was driven when he was age fourteen to a Nashville parking lot where Minnie Pearl told him that his grandfather was Hank Williams, and he was at that time a punk rock skinny skate kid, who looked exactly like his grandfather and Minnie Pearl looked at him and said, “My Lord, honey, you’re a ghost.” You know, you’re the ghost of this man that she had known back in the thirties. And he just stepped into his grandfather’s suit, guitar, looks like him, sounds like him, and started not just singing his grandfather’s songs but writing songs that sound like Hank Williams wrote them to the point that it’s like a channeling, it’s eerie, it’s spooky, and he’s a fascinating, raw, traumatized character, and one thing that I used to do when I wrote at GQ and at Spin was I tried so hard never to write a celebrity profile because those people to protect their own lives are so—you don’t get honesty out of them, you can’t, I mean, they can’t. You know, they have to hide from you, and somebody like Hank III, you can go on his tour bus for two weeks, sit there and watch him do bong hit after bong hit and listen to him talk about his angst and his fears and his dilemma and just get into the soul of this person and then bring this story to the world and it was always such a privilege.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that eccentricity that you grew up with in a way made you able to empathize with some of these characters and to keep a certain distance from them, too, because you both go close to them, but you keep a distance.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I don’t know if I keep a distance, I’d like to think that I do, but I sort of fall in love with people and then I impaled them with me. Especially if I’m fascinated by them. I don’t know that I did—I don’t understand journalistic distance, any more than I understand journalistic objectivity. You know, I don’t even know how you would do that, you know, especially if you spent two weeks on someone’s tour bus. I don’t know how you write about that person without writing about yourself in that story as well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, what interests me in regards to this, you know, when I bring you back to the New York Public Library, which I plan on doing, respecting the time you want now away from the limelight, I expect to bring you back in maybe three years? Does that sound like something we could negotiate?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Three and a half.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So if I’m still around in three and a half years here at this venerable institution, I would like to bring you back here with Ann Patchett, and Ann Patchett is someone who you have developed a great friendship with but through mainly a very distancing form, I mean a form that in some way creates a natural distance and I have a line that I’ve—that I would like to read to you if I find it, probably I won’t.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I just saw the word Ann Patchett. I bet it’s on this page.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Absolutely, thank you. “Ann Patchett, friendship,” it says. Thank you. Letter writing and there’s a line that I’ve always loved because there’s a writer named Walter Benjamin who was a great letter writer and his friend Adorno always felt that letter writing for him was a wonderful way to keep his friends at a distance and yet be close. And Adorno wrote a piece called “Walter Benjamin the Letter Writer” where he says letter writing was a form of mediated—excuse me for all this language here, but “a form of mediated, objectified immediacy. In a letter you can disavow your isolation and nevertheless remain separate and at a distance.” It’s an interesting formulation and Ann Patchett and you have discovered great affinities, have maybe been in public once together, I will have the honor of bringing you together again. Tell us about that friendship and whether it also qualifies under the rubric of eccentricity.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Ann is extraordinary. You know her. She’s a great novelist and essayist best known for Bel Canto and oh, many other things, and her novel that’s coming out in one month, I cannot wait for you to read it is all I can say. It’s remarkable. And she lives in Nashville, and we met at a book event, at a publishing event, and fell in love at first sight, and again with stubbornness. She’s very old-fashioned. She’s the one that said her idea of action-adventure is reading Jane Austen while sitting in a hardback chair. And she keeps a very tidy house, and she always dresses properly. She’s a Southern lady, and we decided very early on that we would only communicate by mail, and it was a way to keep the relationship at this level of maybe artificial preciousness or purity. And it’s a big deal. It’s been about five years now, and we each write the other a very long letter maybe once a month.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Once a month?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: And it’s a big deal. Like, when I get a letter—You know, we all live for getting mail. And in this age of e-mail, I mean, I’m not saying anything original here, but just to get something on paper, and there is a ceremony around that seems almost Japanese which is that when a letter comes from Ann, my husband, I will come home and my husband will say, “there’s a letter for you from your friend Ann Patchett.” (laughter) You know? And it’s always “your friend Ann Patchett,” it’s always formal, and then he’ll hand it to me and then I’ll choose when I’m going to savor it, you know, and it might not be for three days, you know, I’ll choose when and where. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you will leave it closed.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I’ll leave it until I am in the right moment, in the right location, and then I’ll open my letter from Ann Patchett and read it, and it’s so lovely. We have a similar trajectory in a lot of sort of spooky ways. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How so?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: She’s a little bit older, but we both had, we both wrote stubbornly and alone in the same way and came up through magazines, and then did short stories, our sort of trajectory into writing is similar. We both got very famous for our fourth book. We both stubbornly refused to let that interfere with continuing to do work. She said that the only two people she personally knew who the world ever declared as geniuses were her friend David Foster Wallace and her friend Lucy Grealy, both of whom committed suicide. And so she refuses to carry the mantle or the burden of being considered a genius, she considers herself a day laborer, like a bricklayer who writes books.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you and I share a passion for someone I’ve had occasion now to interview four or five times, Werner Herzog the German filmmaker and the story you tell which I adore and I’d love you to comment on it. Werner Herzog, in response to the difficulty of being an independent filmmaker, told one of your friends, “Quit your complaining. It is not the fault that you wanted to be an artist. It’s not the world’s job to enjoy the films you make, and it’s certainly not the world’s obligation to pay for your dreams. Nobody wants to hear it. Steal a camera if you have to,” and it’s quite famous to note that Werner Herzog, when he started to work as a filmmaker, stole his first camera. He actually said that a filmmaker needs to know how to pick locks because filmmaking is all about trespassing.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: This is why it’s okay that I took Dickens’s pen home with me today.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Exactly, that’s it. He said, “Steal a camera if you have to, but stop whining and get back to work.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Can I tell you a magical story about Ann that is sort of related to this? A really magical, mystical story? Ann is very pragmatic. And she defends herself against romanticism with pragmatism. And I think that Werner too has stubbornly refused, he gets furious when people compare him to being a romantic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When Ian Buruma, bless his soul, wrote in the New York Review of Books that “Werner Herzog is the last great German romantic.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He must have been—steam coming out of his ears, I’m sure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “It’s terrible! This is awful!” He hated every—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because of what it dooms you to.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “It’s absolutely not. I’m a soldier of filmmaking.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Yes. And a farmer he also said.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “That’s what I’m doing, I’m just doing things, I’m manipulating, I’m working with my hands.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: And there’s one spot where Ann and I depart in the way that we see the world, which is that she has a stubborn, pragmatic refusal to believe in the muse.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the muse. In inspiration.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: She doesn’t want magic in this work that she does. She wants it to be work. She believes in the sweat more than the inspiration and she doesn’t believe in the external muse, but I do because I’m airy-fairy. But I will tell you something that happened between us, which is really extraordinary and what happened is that before I started to write Committed I was working on a book about the Amazon. I had just fallen in love with this Brazilian and he had told me the story about this heroic and disastrous effort in the 1960s by some international conglomerations to come down to Brazil and to build a road through the center of the Amazon. And the Amazon ate their equipment and won and they all left in tatters and it sounded almost Herzogian, obviously, and I was excited about it, and I came up with a novel that was called “Evelyn of the Amazon” and it was about—it was going to be about this woman from Minnesota who works in the 1960s for a large construction company, is a spinster, is in her forties, has been quietly and devotedly in love with her much older married boss for years without him ever knowing, is sent by the boss down to the Amazon to fix his business because he started this road and sort of falls into the clutches of the jungle, this very pragmatic woman from Minnesota. 

This was going to be this book, and then my husband got arrested by the Homeland Security department and we got kicked out of the country and I ended up writing the book Committed instead because it was about that thing that happened and when I came back and Committed was finished and I was going to sit down and re-take this book up, it had lost its life. Which happens sometimes with creative ideas, I believe. I believe that creative ideas are living things that are animated with life and they are in your presence for a while alive and if you neglect them they go dry or they leave you and they go find somebody else to make them manifest because they want to live, and if you’re not going to pay attention to them, they’ll go to Barbara Kingsolver’s house and she’ll write that book, (laughter) you know, and you’ll open up the New York Times and discover that your book got written by somebody else, it happens all the time, you know, and so you have to pay attention to them and you have to nourish them, and I wasn’t able to do that that year and so it left me and when I came home I had all my notes and it was a dry, empty husk of a book that clearly was no longer mine. And it was not a tragedy, because I thought, “Oh, okay, I missed that one, but there’s another bus that comes, and so I’ll get on the next bus.” 

I meet Ann Patchett about a few weeks later at this event, we become pen pals, we start writing letters, two years go by, and I said, “Ann, you keep talking about this novel that you’re writing, but you haven’t told me what it’s about,” and she said, “Oh, it’s my big Amazon novel.” And I said, “Really, that’s so funny,” I wrote in my next letter, “I was working on a big Amazon novel, but I left it to write this memoir instead. What’s it about?” And she said, “I’ll tell you sometime when we meet in person.” So another year passes and we do an event together in Portland, Oregon, and we’re sitting in a diner at breakfast the next day, and I said, “Ann, tell me your Amazon book,” and she said, “tell me yours, first,” and I said well, it wasn’t much, because I knew she was three quarters of the way through hers, and I said, “It was just an idea, but the idea was a woman from Minnesota, in her forties, works for this big company, goes down to Brazil to—” and her face drains of color, and you will read Ann’s Amazon book soon and you will see that while it is not about highway construction, it does star a spinster woman in her forties from Minnesota who is in love with her much older married boss for years and has never been able to reveal her love for him and is sent down by him, it’s a pharmaceutical company in her case, to save a project . . . 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How is it possible?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because it’s magic, Paul. (laughter) Because it’s magic. And that is my answer to “why not commit suicide?”

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, I can’t wait both to read Ann Patchett’s—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s called State of Wonder. And even she has to admit that it’s magic. She has to admit it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Does she?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Yes, she does, there’s no other explanation for it. My idea gravitated into her and then it brought us to each other in the process.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is the name of that ninety-year-old poet?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Ruth Stone. Ruth Stone. Another wonderful—and poets seem to get this better than the novelists.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: She is in the middle of having a word. No, tell this, you’ll tell it much better than I would.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Ruth Stone is another great underrated American—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Alive, still.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Alive, very much. Okay, you know the little Ruth Gordon character in Harold and Maude, with the big glasses and the red hair and all the jewelry, that’s Ruth Stone. She’s in her nineties and she’s from West Virginia I think or Virginia, originally.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Harold and Maude, like the film?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: The film, she’s just like Ruth Gordon in that movie. She’s just this incredible, larger-than-life character. I met her at the National Book Awards eight years ago and sat in a corner with her just enthralled and she’s so full of magic she would have been burned at the stake and drowned in any other society. Because she’s just witchy, she’s just witchy and magic. And she was talking about how when she was a kid, poems would come to her. And they would come like a train. She would be outside working, in the fields, in the garden, on the farm as a kid and she would feel the earth start to rumble and a poem would come over the landscape barreling toward her and she knew that her job then was to run like hell is how she said and try to stay ahead of it and run to the house and try to get a piece of paper and a pencil before the poem bodily passed through her and she would lose it if it passed through her before she wrote it down. And there were times when she wasn’t fast enough and she would feel the poem go through her and then it would be gone galloping across the earth looking for another poet. You know, who was ready, it was ready to go and it just needed a poet. She just hadn’t been quick enough. And other times she would be quick enough and she would run in the house and get the paper and the pencil and she would just—it would just come down on the page as it came through her but what blew me away was that she said there were some times when she wasn’t quite quick enough and she said she would feel like she was running to the house and she grabbed the paper and the pencil and the poem would be going and she would almost grab it by its tail as it was running away and pull it back and write the poem and it would come backwards from the last word to the first as she pulled it back into her. Goosebumps!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, and it reminds me of something that happened to me. I recently had occasion for a radio program I was doing to interview Oliver Sacks and Oliver Sacks wrote an extraordinary piece if you haven’t read it about fifteen years ago for the New Yorker called “Water Babies.” You can get it online. I highly recommend you go home tonight and read it, it’s only two or three pages long, it’s about learning to swim, learning to swim with his father, his ninety-year-old father, still swimming when he was ninety years old, and wherever Oliver Sacks is he looks for bodies of water, because it’s highly inspiring for him to be in the water and—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We’re with you! What happened?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is what happened. And he said, “I get my best ideas when I’m in the water.” I said, really, if you’re in the water and you get the idea, what do you do? How do you— He get sup and he goes to a cabinet and he says, “waterproof paper.” (laughter) He always carries waterproof—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: You’re kidding me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I promise you. He carries waterproof paper. I suppose people who are—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Scuba diving.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or detectives.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Detectives!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or people in James Bond movies, I mean people who—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Water detectives!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I said, really, because—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Those people!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because we having a serious conversation about the problem of water in the world and this is going to be a huge crisis, serious stuff, like one would with a scientist, and he pulls out this piece of paper and I said, “this is extraordinary,” and at that point one of my older boys was fascinated with, you know, James Bond and God knows what. And I said, “Can you just sign this, you know, he’ll just love the notion that there is such a thing as waterproof paper.” And he said, “You know, I know you don’t believe me.” So as a scientist to prove it to me, he wrote down, you know, “for Sam, Oliver Sacks” or something like that and then put it in his studio he has a faucet—a sink.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: For when he has writers’ block, he just puts his head under it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He wrote the name down and there it is and he said, because, I said, “how do you do it?” and he said, “I swim with one hand and—”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I love him. I love him. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He is caught in that moment.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He should know, as a scientist, too, what a great conductor of electricity water is, and of course the ideas come easier through it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you know, true.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s why you don’t swim in an electrical storm, and that’s why you don’t swim without your waterproof paper, because you’re going to get zapped.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a line which you like to quote which happened here on this stage when I brought Günter Grass together with Norman Mailer when Mailer said that “every one of my books has killed me a little more.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Honestly, that’s how I feel about that. You know, I just, I’m sorry, Norman Mailer was a great man, he was a great—well, he wasn’t a great man, he was a great writer in certain regards, but it just bores me. I find myself very gently falling asleep when I hear somebody like that who lived a long, robust life—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Very robust.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Wrote a pile of books that made him famous, that made every woman in the world want to sleep with him, and he did, say that his work was killing him. I just, I’m like, (raspberry), just boo, you know, I’m sorry, rest in peace, Norman, but you know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re writing against that.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I am so vividly against that and I also just think, are you kidding, first of all, who are you kidding? You know, he was the biggest narcissist in the world, it gave him a platform, it gave him attention, it gave him fame, it gave him notoriety, it gave him a way to run for mayor of New York, it gave him everything, it gave him life and the ingratitude of it is what irritates me, because I feel like if you’re lucky enough, if you’re lucky enough ever in your life to be able to walk in a creative path, then at least be grateful, and it sounds like an indignant, spoiled rich child to me and I hate it. (applause) I’m not sure if I’m making that clear, but I just hate it, I just hate it, and you know why? I don’t hate it for him because I don’t really care about Norman Mailer’s life, I hate it for the people who were in that audience that night, and who thought, “Oh, yes, true,” you know, or “I’m an aspiring writer, and therefore I must feel that, I should be feeling that way too,” and he’s teaching that and perpetuating it and it’s a cancer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, he said something that evening that was so amazing, because you know Günter Grass has had a few problems of his own, early, when he was seventeen—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We all do things we regret of course, it was ages ago.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It was ages ago, he was seventeen, he dabbled in what was going on in Germany at that time and Norman came to his rescue in the most amazing way I will never forget it.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He did, he was his primary defender.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He defended him by saying, “of course he didn’t of course Günter Grass didn’t talk about that, why would he have talked about it? I didn’t talk about the time I stabbed my second wife.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: What a great guy, that Norman Mailer, huh?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It was an extraordinary moment.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: But what he did talk about was all the times he didn’t stab his other wives and that’s what we remember.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s what we remember, indeed. In Committed, one of the things you say, which I very much like, is in a passage where you are quoting Calvino you say, “One of my favorite passages in literature is from Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities. In it Calvino described an imaginary town called Euphemia where the merchants of all nations gather at every solstice and every equinox to exchange goods, exchange stories with each other,” and then you say, “this is what intimacy does to us over time. That’s what a long marriage can do. It causes us to inherit and trade each other’s stories. This is intimacy, the trading of stories in the dark.” And the last paragraph of that section says, “This act, the act of quiet nighttime talking, illustrates for me more than anything else the curious alchemy of companionship, because when Felipe described his father’s swimming stroke, I took that watery image and I stitched it carefully into the hem of my own life, and now I will carry that around with me forever. As long as I live and even long after Felipe has gone his childhood memory, his father, his river, his Brazil, all of this too has somehow become ‘we.’” Amazing.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Sorry, I’m having a little moment. I’m having a very emotional day. Thank you for reading that part. That’s what I’m seeing with my parents as well, which is that as when you’re hemmed into somebody like that after years. I find it hard at times to even distinguish the identities of my parents from each other, and I am also very much against the idea of soul mates and the pressure that that puts on people, I don’t like that term.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You don’t like it.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I don’t like it. I don’t really believe in it, I think it’s a little bit of a dangerous idea, I think it’s a very romantic idea, and I think it can be hurtful. I’m much more interested in the way—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That the other half is you.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I’m much more interested in the way that two people who aren’t the same like do this over decades and then by the end of their lives you can’t really tell where one of them ends and the other one ends, you know, and that’s a little bit of hardworking Lutheran magic, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s, if we could, listen to track number 6.

(Édith Piaf plays.)

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Édith Piaf, the French Hank Williams.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Track 7 if we could have a little bit of that.

(song plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And then we’ll listen to a little bit of track 8.

(song plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, so this in a way is about Felipe. 

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We can him by his real name here, we’re among friends. That’s the José mix tape. You know, it’s interesting, because this is the last night that I’m going to be officially talking about Eat, Pray, Love. It’s been six years that I’ve been on the road, not midwifing Eat, Pray, Love because that was what writing it was, but attending to this phenomenon and trying to show up for it in a respectful way and not having it eat me. And largely the reason that I’ve been able to do that is because I have a partner who’s the guardian of normalcy in our lives.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Stubbornness.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He’s stubborn Brazilian. You don’t know stubborn. And who has been holding sacred our privacy. You know, in his own, you know, kind of keeping our home safe and keeping our privacy safe and thank God has no interest in being on a reality television show and didn’t even go on Oprah but sent the most gracious response to her saying—you know, I said to her, my husband asks me to thank you for the invitation to come but we’ve just decided that it’s better if—our lives will be better if one of us holds things safe. She said, “don’t turn this into a circus, don’t turn this into a circus.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He did meet Javier Bardem.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He did, but that was more of a meeting of Mediterranean mutual respect. Javier contacted him in this very Spanish way and said, “out of honor and dignity to you it is my obligation to meet you,” and my husband in his own Latin, Mediterranean way had to meet that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And how was that?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: They loved each other. They fell into each others’ arms and they spent this whole night in a hotel room. I didn’t get to spend a night in a hotel room with Javier Bardem, unfortunately, (laughter) but my husband did.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you can fantasize about it.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: But I can fantasize about it, and there was just this regard. And you see it in the movie. The character who is the most like the person who is being portrayed is Javier’s depiction of my husband. The sweetness and the tenderness and the tearfulness and the love and the loyalty.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And do you think that was in part due to that meeting they had? That helped?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Completely, because they spent the longest time together and then at the end of it, my husband shook his hand and said, “you know, thank you for doing this, it was an honor,” and Javier said, “It was my obligation.” It was like this very Spanish— It is what men do. It was almost like Hemingway’s idea of the Spaniards, it was very noble and very sweet. And with the whole Oprah thing, too, my husband said, “Darling, I’m so sorry. I’m Brazilian, I’m not American. I don’t need to be on television to know that I exist.” (laughter) He just doesn’t need it, he doesn’t need any of it, actually there are some wonderful things that have happened, though. There was a woman who came up to me at Two Buttons, at the shop that we run in New Jersey, and I introduced her to José, and—he’s Brazilian, they use their J’s there, so his name is pronounced José—and she said, “This is my husband José.” And she came up to me later and she was so embarrassed for me and you could tell she didn’t want to say it. It was almost like the one who has to tell someone that they have toilet paper on their shoe or that they’ve tucked their skirt into their pantyhose. She was so wincingly embarrassed for me, but she took me aside and said, “Honey, I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but your husband’s name is pronounced José.” (laughter) And my friend Jenny who I’ve known since I was nine who’s in the audience tonight came up with the best response that I didn’t come up with, which is that I should have said, “Oh my God, I can’t believe that I’ve been mispronouncing the name of my own jusband all this time.” (laughter) So I am just very lucky to have a wonderful jusband who has kept this whole thing safe, this whole experience very safe for me. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And kept you anchored in some way.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: And kept me anchored.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, there’s a psychoanalyst who I think we have spoken about before, or at least I’ve certainly recommended that you read him, called Adam Phillips and he wrote a book recently which I quite like called On Balance, and in it he has a fantastic chapter which I can identify with quite profoundly, where he says, “On Being Too Much for Oneself.” He says, “Tell me what kind of excess fascinates you and I will tell you who you are. Which of our excesses bring us the life we want?” And I feel like asking you that question.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: What excess fascinates me?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And brings you the life you want, because now you’re about to embark in the very life you want. It might not be an excessive life, it might be, you know, you’re about to embark on a life where you’re going to be studying worms and Darwin.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Moss and ferns. I’m actually a pretty rigid person in terms of excesses. I think eating is probably my last one and even that I’m managed to kind of wrestle under control. I’m sort of—what I liked about All Things Shining was that they said I have a Lutheran worldview, and I’d never realized that before and I totally do, this sort of rigid self-accountability, that you have your own relationship with the Lord, that you’re on your own in this world, that you have to work hard, that the work itself must be the reward, all of this is my upbringing. But the excess, what I think of when you say that is that photograph that I sent to you that I’ve been carrying around.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which I think is magnificent. Describe it.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s a totem. I was on my book tour. I should also just say that really about a year and a half or two years ago, I really felt like I had had enough of this, of hearing myself, and I didn’t want to be rude, but I had to see it through, I had to see it through the movie, I had to see it through the publication of Committed in paperback. There were things I felt I needed to do to be polite to the phenomenon. But I wanted to be home. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s an interesting comment, “polite to the phenomenon.”

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I wanted to be polite to this thing that had happened. But I wanted to be home, I wanted to be gardening. Gardening, gardening, gardening, is just the only thing that I want to be doing. Gardening and reading and writing and I have this dream now of the most luxurious life I can possibly imagine, the most decadent life in the world, which would be to be a summertime gardener and a wintertime writer for the rest of my life. Can you imagine anything better than that?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that would define the excess.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Because that just feels like crazy luxury to do that, you know, and to let everything else go, and I have a photograph that I found when I was in a hotel room in Stockholm on my disastrous and exhausting European book tour, and they had a stack of old American National Geographics and there was one from 1982, and I was paging through it, and there was this picture of a woman in Cornwall, England. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s fantastic. Is she on a rocking—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: No, she’s in a wheelbarrow. She’s probably—I think it said in the caption she was eighty-five years old. And she had very used hands and this shock of white hair and she was so handsome and she had been obviously working outside, and she’s wearing the boots that you can tell she’s been wearing forever, and her corduroy pants and her tweeds, and she’s been outside gardening and she has tipped the wheelbarrow up and she’s sitting in it and she’s reading, and she looks like the happiest human being I have ever seen in my entire life. And I sent that to you, I scanned it and sent it to you with a headline saying My Retirement Plan, and that’s my excess.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And slowly as we move towards closing time, in that same essay of Adam Phillips, he talks about the notion that we discover who we are through our appetites, which I find such an interesting idea. If we know what gives us appetite, we find out who we are and he says, growing up is the discovery of one’s appetites. If sex didn’t have to satisfy us, it might give us more pleasure.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s very Lutheran, in a weird way. It’s very Amish, it’s very going, it’s very Ann Patchett-y. Let the reward just be the thing and not the—the satisfaction is the danger, when you want another hit, you want another hit, you want another hit. Let the progress on the process on the thing that’s—that gives pleasure and forget about the satisfaction.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, one of the pieces I would recommend all of the audience to read. Of course many of you will want to have your book signed of Eat, Pray, Love, and other books we have here. We have a wonderful bookseller here, independent bookseller, 192 Books that has been with us for the last five years, but the—some of the early pieces are fantastic and I think I must particularly compliment you on one that I adore, which is a piece you wrote—how many years ago, I’m not sure. When did you write your piece on Tom Waits?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Ten years ago. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ten years ago and so you met him.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: We shared two lunches together.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One doesn’t meet Tom Waits easily. I mean it’s partly, speak about Hank Williams and other people who guard your life, he guards his own.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Very, very carefully. He was so wonderful and I loved him so much and he didn’t say in our two two-hour-long lunches, he did not say one thing that wasn’t wise and insightful and strange and magical.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You say in the piece—I mean, I love how it starts. “He never looked quite right as a child. He was small, thin, pale. He stood funny. He had a trick knee, psoriasis, postnasal drip. There was no comb, lotion, or prayer in his world that could get his hair to lie down flat. He read too many books, he was unduly fascinated by carnivals, buried treasures, and mariachi music. When he grew nervous, he rocked back and forth like a rabbi deep in prayer. He was often nervous. Moreover, there was something kind of wrong with him. Maybe, he thinks now, a minor brush with autism, that made him almost painfully obsessed with sound. He heard noises the way van Gogh saw colors. Exaggerated, beautiful, shimmering, scary.” And then he—the line that I want to find.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That’s good writing, man.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The line I love is—

ELIZABETH GILBERT: That chick can write.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “Tom Waits is famously not the easiest interview out there. Reporters often get frustrated with him because he speaks inaudibly or won’t give straight answers. When asked once why he had allowed six long years to pass between albums, Waits replied stonily, ‘I was stuck in traffic.’” Fantastic, no?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: What happened with him—There were two things that happened. I was so nervous because I just thought, “I’m not cool enough for Tom Waits, and how do you open up Tom Waits?” And the two great strokes of luck was that he arranged for us to meet at this crazy little honky-tonk restaurant in the middle of Northern California, and when I was waiting for him, I struck up a conversation with a homeless guy who was pushing a shopping cart full of signs announcing the upcoming apocalypse and we started to talk and when Tom came I was talking to him. So Tom came and I said, “Tom, this is Harold, Harold this is Tom. Harold’s just been telling me about the apocalypse.” And Tom said to Harold, “I’ve seen you driving around at night. You should be careful, because you’re going to get hit by a car.” And then Tom said to me, “I almost bought a donkey from this guy once, but it was a pregnant donkey, and my wife decided it would be irresponsible to bring a pregnant donkey home.” And our conversation started there, (laughter) you know, so it’s not like a celebrity profile where, “Tom arrives at the Chateau—like whatever, wearing Calvin Klein from head to toe.” We just got right into Tom Waits world.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You would say he’s in character all the time. Maybe not.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: I don’t know if he was, I don’t think it’s a character, and I don’t know if he was in character, I just think we were immediately on the level he likes to be on. And then the next, when I sat down and looked at my list of questions, I just put them away and I just said to him, “Who was the biggest bully in your childhood?” and he just gave a name and he’s just like, started talking about sneaking around that guy’s house to not get beat up on the way to school. And we started really having a conversation and I loved him so much and I loved so much what he said about the process of songwriting that can apply also to the process of making art, the process of writing a book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did he say?

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He said that every single song has an individual character. He believes in the magic and the muse and the true believin’—he’s on our team. He said, “every single song has its own individual character and you can’t treat each song the same way, because it wants to be treated differently and there are songs that are like scared birds that you have to sneak up on over the course of months in the woods.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And he had an experience which is not unlike that poet where he’s caught in traffic precisely.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: He was caught in traffic. He had one song and he talks about songs that you have to bully and songs that are like dreams through a straw, and then this one he said that there are songs that don’t want to exist, and you have to let them go and you have to let them not haunt you, which is another way to not become insane as an artist, and he was driving down the freeway one day.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In Los Angeles.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: In Los Angeles and he heard a little tiny trace of a beautiful melody and he panicked because he didn’t have his waterproof paper, and he didn’t have his tape recorder and he didn’t have a pen, he didn’t have a pencil, he had no way to get it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He only had his car in Los Angeles.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: And he thought, “How am I going to catch this song?” And he started to have all that old panic and anxiety that artists have about feeling like you’re going to miss something, and then he just slowed down and he looked up at the sky and he looked up and he said, “Excuse me, can you not see that I’m driving? If you’re serious about wanting to exist, come back and see me in the studio. I spend six hours a day there, you know where to find me, at my piano. Otherwise, go bother somebody else. Go bother Leonard Cohen.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I love that, and I love that because and I’ve quoted this line before, but I love the line that Leonard Cohen, when asked about inspiration, he said, “If I knew where inspiration came from, I would go there more often.” 

ELIZABETH GILBERT: But you know, there’s a way to go there more often, and it’s to show up at your desk at six o’clock every morning.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The Herzog line, “get back to work.” 

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s the Sitzfleisch. How do you say it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll tell you. Sitzfleisch.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Sitzfleisch.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Sitzfleisch means literally the meat you have on your tushie.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: Ass flesh, in less—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: to keep yourself sitting.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: The ability to sit.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: the ability to sit as we’ve been doing here for a while. Let’s play track 4 if we could. Louder if you could.

(“The Piano has been Drinking” plays)

ELIZABETH GILBERT: It’s closing time.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is closing time. And it’s closing time, but I particularly love this Tom Waits because not me, in a way this is also a song which could be about inspiration, it could be about the muse.

ELIZABETH GILBERT: This was written when he was a drinker. He was living the romantic artist life, which he gave up and continued to be an artist, and this was a young man trying to sound like an old man, is what he told me about that song. And now he’s an old man just trying to make songs, and it’s the—because it isn’t, you know, it’s the same thing as the question of free will and destiny, the question of creativity—you, the artist, you’re not the puppet of the piano, you’re not the puppet of the muse, but you’re not its master, either, it’s a relationship, it’s a conversation and all it wants is to be treated with respect and dignity and it will return ten thousand times over.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We will listen to track number 2, which is called “Closing Time.” I thank you very much.

(applause)
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