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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: For the last few years, rather than reading lengthy biographies of writers and talent, generally speaking, I invite, I ask my guests to give me a biography in seven words. A haiku of sorts, or, if you want to be very modern, a tweet. And I asked Andrew Solomon to give me his seven words, and when he gave them to me, I must say I felt arrested, because his seven words were my seven words, or just about. Some—a year ago, about, Susan Morgenthau when I had the pleasure of interviewing Edmund de Waal, asked me also to give seven words to the audience, and I gave them at that point. Here are Andrew’s, and then I will read mine. Andrew’s seven words go as follows. “My mother used to say to me,” he writes, and here are the seven words, “Good listeners more interesting than good talkers.” And my mother said to me when I was eleven years old, probably because I wasn’t listening, “mother always said, two ears, one mouth.” I think those are exactly the same seven words. 

(laughter)

It is really a very great pleasure to have Andrew here tonight. It is an extraordinary achievement, his book. It’s a book, Far From the Tree, which is deeply moving and incredibly, I think the quality that defines it the best is tenderness, it is incredibly tender, and, as you will see, amazingly compassionate and rational. We will now watch a short trailer that Andrew had produced to show the variety and the importance and the reality of the various I don’t know what to call them, but the various he describes in the book.

(book trailer for Far from the Tree plays)

(applause)

ANDREW SOLOMON: Hi.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Hi. Andrew, it’s wonderful to have you here. The nature of this applause is quite extraordinary. I think what people saw on that trailer is tremendous.

ANDREW SOLOMON: I have to say I was deeply thrilled with the way the trailer turned out. I invited a few of the people who lived in the New York area each to come in for a one-hour interview and then we edited them down. And the director, Nick Davis, did a remarkable job of pulling the things out, but I feel as though there were—I’d like to think I added a great deal to these peoples in what I wrote, but I feel the stories themselves are so compelling and the people themselves are so compelling and the voyages they’ve gone on are so extraordinary and that they’ve been undocumented, and it was very thrilling to get the access to them, just to see them. It was as moving to me day to day researching the book as it was now I think to see that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I would claim in some form or fashion that your book is about what we can know and what we can’t know deeply about unknowability and about our strive and strain to make sense and to get under the surface and when reading Far From the Tree I was reminded of a passage which begins Danton’s Death of Büchner, which I’d like to read to you and which I’d like you to react to. Danton says, Julie says, “Do you believe me?” and Danton replies, “How do I know? We know little about each other. We’re all thick-skinned. We stretch out our hands towards each other, but it’s all in vain. We just rub the rough leather against the leather. We are very lonely.” And Julie replies, “You know me, Danton,” and Danton says, “Yes, whatever knowing means. You have dark eyes and curly hair and a nice complexion, and you always say to me ‘Dear George,’ but,” he points to his forehead and eyes, “there, there behind that, what’s behind that? No, our senses are coarse. Know each other? We’d have to break open our skulls and pull each other’s thoughts out of the brain and fibers.” 

ANDREW SOLOMON: You know, as I worked on the book I felt like it was my quest to get to know these parents and these children, to get to know these families that I was writing about, and it was a difficult quest, but it was easier to pursue in some ways because the parents had already been on a quest to understand their children. In some cases the children had arrived at a quest to understand their parents. And I was able to be beneficiary of all the research they’d done. It was the kind of advance team. I think people are unknowable and I think by writing about people who have specific qualities that make them in some sense unknowable to their parents I illuminate, or at least my purpose is to illuminate, the ultimate unknowability in everyone, including one’s children, including the people one is closest to, including the people whose words you’ve just read.

And yet I found that while everyone is unknowable and there is an essential loneliness to the human experience that surprisingly there are many people who even within the limits of the knowledge they can have of someone else think, “what I know about this other person is applicable only to this other person or only to some small category of other people.” And what I found as I worked on the book was that there are extraordinary universals which had not been revealed. And that on the one hand, everyone is unknowable, it’s absolutely part of what I wrote about. But I also wrote about the idea that actually more people are more knowable than you think. And you have more in common with people who look alien than you would guess.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: However alien they may be. Early on in the book you quote Saint Thomas, surprisingly. You say, “It’s a surprise to me to like myself. Among all the elaborate possibilities I contemplated for my future, that never figured. My hard-won contentment reflects a simple truth that inner peace often hinges on outer peace. In the Gnostic gospel of Saint Thomas Jesus says, ‘If you bring forth what is within you, what is within you will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what is within you will destroy you.’” 

ANDREW SOLOMON: Yes, so I felt very strongly that there are many people. I’ll go back to my previous book, which was about depression. I was very interested when I worked on that book by the fact that some people had what sounded as they described it like very serious depression but nonetheless were able in the interstices between episodes to lead rich and rewarding lives. While other people who had what sounded like much lesser depression were nonetheless completely disabled by it. And I ultimately came to think that there is a tendency toward conformity, which is true I think of almost all human societies. There are certain luxuries of peace to be found in conformity, but there’s also the terrible loneliness of hiding the ways in which you are particular. And if this book is centered on anything it is centered on that idea that actually if you can express the particularity which you think will alienate you from the world, it will in fact connect you to the world. 

So I think even for an extreme example of Sue Klebold, the mother of one of the people who committed the Columbine massacre. And she said to me, “the office where I worked”—she used to work with disabled children—she said, “the office where I worked also had a probation office in it and I used to get into the elevator and see the kids who were on probation or the young people who were on probation who were going up on the elevator, and I would pull into the corner to be away from them, and now I looked at them and thought, ‘That’s someone’s child, too,’” she said, “and while it’s not the way I would have sought for it to happen, the experience of Columbine left me more connected to humanity than anything else possibly could have.” 

And I feel as though one has a choice with trauma. It’s not that traumas are wonderful and we should all try to have more of them, but if you have had one, and if you are caught in that fact of a trauma it contains both loneliness and a connection to the world and it takes a certain amount of wisdom to reach for the connection rather than to withdraw into the loneliness and that’s why the Saint Thomas words were so key to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You quote at one moment Schopenhauer, who said that the contrary of boredom is suffering. It’s quite a comment, I’d never read it.

ANDREW SOLOMON: It’s one of his aphorisms. I’m rather fond of his aphorisms. But I think it was actually that the opposite of suffering is boredom. Doubtless it’s transitive, it can go either way. (laughter) But yes I feel like the people I wrote about, some of them had very hard lives. None of them had very dull lives, that I can say. I may have made them dull, but they were not dull as they were lived and described.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The mother, Sue, one of the comments she makes is that she really didn’t know her son. 

ANDREW SOLOMON: Yes, and there’s a constant assumption that she should have known her son, that everyone is knowable and parents must know their children, and if they don’t know their children it’s because they are avoiding their children. But I think people underestimate the power of secrecy. And I say that as someone who kept secrets of various kinds from my own parents when I was younger. And not ready to discuss with them the idea that I was gay. I didn’t tell them when I was being teased on the school—there was a lot that I kept quiet, and I think I put on a fairly good front and they couldn’t see it. The things the things I hid were minor in comparison to the things that he hid, but the idea that anyone really can rely on truly knowing anyone else, I think it’s unimaginable. We’ve just seen it with David Petraeus for heaven’s sakes. We all thought we knew him and we thought he was stony and now it turns out he’s vulnerable like the rest of us. (laughter) Well, perhaps not like you.
(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t assume that. Don’t assume that one moment. I’m surprised by the notion that—I mean, the burden we put on parents to assume that they know their children.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Well, I think we do more than that. We assume not only that they should know their children, but we assume that they have caused their children to come out as the people they are. I think it used to be assumed that if you were gay it was because your mother was overbearing, and it was assumed for a long time if you were autistic it was because you had a refrigerator mother, and if you were schizophrenic, it was because you had parents who nurtured an unconscious wish that you not exist. There were all of these explanations. You go back another hundred fifty years, imaginationism, this idea somehow that idea that people were born with deformities because of the lascivious thoughts of the mothers. We’ve given up on those ideas in many regards, we don’t blame parents for nearly so many things. 

There are a lot of things for which we still blame parents. And look, parents have an enormous effect on their children. They make them better, they make them worse, they enable the good or bad qualities within them. But the idea that somehow the child is as it were an extension of the parent and that the child’s moral failure or social failure or any other sort of failure is an extension of the parents’ failure, it’s a very unfair burden that we place on people. And I wanted to contrast those areas of medical illness where you finally drop that rhetoric—autism, schizophrenia, and so on, and then look at the more socially determined things. 

And I always think as the ultimate expression of how that can turn out for the best was the mother of Kim Reed, who was the transgender woman in that short clip and she described when she was finally ready to tell all of her friends that Kim, who had been a quarterback on the high school football team, was now actually a woman. And she said, “they said to me that they had questions, and I said, ‘I’m not responsible for my child, I’m not responsible for who she has become, but I’m responsible to my child and what I can tell you about that is that I love my child and that’s all I need to know. I don’t know if you need to know more, but that’s all I need to know,’” and I think that sense of parents being responsible to rather than for their children, it’s a very powerful dichotomy, a dialectic that’s introduced there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Having on this stage some years back Jan Morris and thinking about Conundrum and those very first pages where she describes being three and four years old under the piano and feeling that she was in the wrong—that he was in the wrong body and then went off to Mount Everest to get the scoop. You were also hesitant in some ways to—or maybe cautious that parents wait and see. At six years of age, at eight years of age, a child may not yet quite know who they are.

ANDREW SOLOMON: At sixty years of age, at eighty years of age, a person may not know quite who they are. There’s an assumption, and I think it’s a kind of modernist fallacy that actually doing nothing is not doing something. So if you have a child who insists regularly, “I really am a girl,” and you just say, “well, you were born a boy, we think you’re a boy, and we’re just not going to do anything for a while because we don’t want to rush into a mistake,” what you’re doing is putting that child potentially through a lot of trauma. There’s some children who actually have cross-gender identification early and then it fades as they get older, and there are other children who have that identification and it grows. And I don’t have a prescription to say, “just listen to your child, whatever your child says.” That’s ludicrous. I mean, you don’t listen to what your child says about what they’re having for dinner, much less how they want to change their bodies, but I think you can’t stick with an idea that doing nothing in the face of any of these situations is not doing something. Doing nothing is itself an intervention. It’s no more neutral than the white wall in a brightly lit museum is genuinely neutral or than the silence at the psychoanalyst is genuinely neutral.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me about what seems like the folly of contiguity of these ten chapters and how they were chosen and how they were ordered, because the book, which is massive and an incredible, and I think it needs to be massive, because you need to make us go through it and go through these incredible stories, painful stories and sometimes joyous stories, how you came to choose these ten, for lack of a better word, I suppose, conditions.

ANDREW SOLOMON: “Conditions” is an excellent word. It’s one that I’ve tended to use. I started off. I had been assigned to write about the deaf for the New York Times and I had no idea there was such a thing as deaf culture. And when I went out into the deaf culture to explore it and to write about it I was astonished to discover what a rich and vital culture it was and I learned that most deaf children are born to hearing parents and that most of those children therefore have parents who spend a long time trying to get their children to function in the hearing world, focusing on speech, focusing on lip-reading, focusing on all of these skills. And frequently the children have a difficult time until they discover others who are like them, often in adolescence and when they go to school, and enter a deaf culture. 

And I said that I thought the situation was very similar to the experience of gay people and that it had a lot of resonance for me in that regard and that I thought that the moment we were at in deaf culture at that point was a very striking one, because the cochlear implant was relatively recent, or at least its functioning well enough to be genuinely useful was relatively recent, and I said, “Here are all of these deaf people who say, ‘our culture is going to be destroyed by this invention.’ And I thought, I respect the deaf culture, I think it seems like an amazing culture, I think it’s just as valid as gay culture, nonetheless if I had a deaf child, wouldn’t I want to have a cochlear implant, wouldn’t I have the same impulse to make my child function in what I thought of as the real world?” I thought surely someone if there had been a surgical intervention when I was a small child, and someone had said to my parents, “Oh, we can make him straight, we just have to do this,” they would have said, “all right, that will make his life easier, then go ahead with it.” I thought what does it mean to have something that was an illness and now is an identity and how do they shift back and forth. 

And then a friend of a friend of mine had a daughter who was a dwarf, and she suddenly started saying, I just don’t know should we be going to the Little People of America convention, should we be? She started talking about all of the same concerns. So then I had the idea in that instant. I remember the evening, I remember where I was, I remember who I was sitting with. I said, “I suddenly see it. There’s this thing, there’s this pattern, there’s something larger.” And then there followed years of my thinking of all of these different topics that could go in and someplace in there I’ve got a list of many of the things I considered, and I decided what I wanted was to try to find ten things that seemed to me to form a constellation that was emblematic of and could include all of the other things I was looking at, so if I did dwarfism, I didn’t need to do gigantism, but also if I did some of the—if I did both crime and prodigies, that took care of some forms of—I just found that they all wove together.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Wait—crimes and prodigies.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Yes. The crimes of prodigies are their own topic. (laughter) There’s a lot of suicide among prodigies. There is a lot of suicide actually among criminals. I found that suicide, which at one point was going to be its own chapter, occurred in chapter after chapter in its own parenthetical way, and therefore didn’t need to be its own chapter, it was woven into these other areas. People whose lives are extraordinary in some way sometimes have that wish to self-destruct and it could be chronicled through the others. So I wanted to build up a constellation, really. And there were going to be more of them, but as you’ve observed, it’s quite a chunky book even as it is, and I thought it didn’t need to be any chunkier, so I decided to restrict myself to ten. But the first half, really, the first six of those ten, but those chapters are slightly shorter, so it makes up half, are things which have conventionally been defined as illnesses and which everyone assumes to be biological, medical, often genetic illnesses. And the second half are things that people have frequently seen as identities and as somewhat troubling identities, and I wanted to talk about how the situations relate to each other.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the book in some sense is an exploration of the tension that exists between illness and identity, and the framework you put around it is horizontal and vertical. I’d like you to—because people are not quite yet aware of these terms, I’d like you to express them, and I also want to ask you a question because I’m unable to know the answer to this. Is it your invention, horizontal and vertical? Or is it something one might find in various manuals of sociology?

ANDREW SOLOMON: The use of the terms “vertical” and “horizontal” to describe something that’s hereditary or something that’s connected to peers occurs in various psychoanalytic texts; I think the first citation I found was from the late sixties. It isn’t used a lot, but it exists and it’s out there, but I had never heard it applied to identity. So the model I came up with is that there are many identities which are passed on from parent to child, which come down generation after generation. So your ethnicity is usually passed down generationally. Your nationality is. There are exceptions—there are immigrants, there are interracial marriages and adoptions—but essentially these are things you have in common with your parents. And because they’re things that parents and children have in common, parents teach children from a very early age to have some feeling of pride and some feeling of dignity attached to the way that they are that is the same as all the other generations of the family. 

And then there are all of these identities that parents and children don’t have in common. So most gay people are born to straight parents. Most people with schizophrenia have parents who do not have mental illness. Most people who are prodigies are actually not born to families in which genius is par for the course. There are all of these other situations in which there is a gap between the parents’ experience and the child’s experience. And what I found is that if you have a vertical identity, one that’s passed down generationally, nobody goes out and tries to cure it. You know, you can say quite accurately, the postracial presidency notwithstanding, that’s it’s easier in the United States as it’s currently configured to be white. But there’s nobody trying to help black people to have white children because it just would really be easier for them. It would be anathema. With these horizontal identities, parents almost always think, “My child is alien in this difficult, troubling way that will make his life painful,” and they’re constantly trying to correct them, and that seemed to me to be a crucial category distinction.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A few other questions pertaining to deaf culture and to deaf pride. Would you say that deafness is a disability?

ANDREW SOLOMON: Deafness is a disability? Yes, absolutely. Is deafness an illness? I mean, it may be the consequence of an illness. I really felt, as I spent time among deaf people, that the social model of disability was particularly applicable to them. What makes the life of deaf people difficult is not primarily not being able to hear. There are inconveniences attached to not being able to hear: you don’t know when there’s a car rushing by in the dark. There are various other bits of information, you miss out on music. But the primary problem for deaf people is that they can’t understand what other people are saying and other people can’t understand what they’re saying and the nature of that problem has to do with the fact that they have a different language than most of the rest of the world has. And if everybody knew sign language, then the deafness really wouldn’t be much of a disability. 

And I traveled to Bali where there’s a village in which everyone does know sign language, because there’s a recessive gene for deafness that’s been passed down in that village, and I saw that in that context, deafness was a characteristic, like being tall is a characteristic or being short or being old or being young. It wasn’t irrelevant, it wasn’t that people forgot about it, but it didn’t actually prevent anyone from doing what they wanted to do, from marrying whoever they wanted to, from communicating about whatever they needed to do. The whole world will never turn into the town of Benkala in Northern Bali, but seeing it, I thought, it’s a disability, but much of what makes it so acute a disability has to do with a gap which actually could be bridged from either side.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The chapter on disability has an incredible story. And it’s a story I’d like you to tell. It’s very hard to contextualize these stories briefly. But you can tell the story of Ashley X. That is perhaps one of the strongest stories, before we get to the next one, which is equally strong.

(laughter)

ANDREW SOLOMON: So Ashley X is a girl who was born with static encephalopathy, which is to say that she had a significant form of brain damage that appeared likely neither to improve nor to get worse, and she had no language, receptive or expressive, and she had no real control over her physical movements, so we’re talking about someone who was very severely disabled. And her parents felt, as they spent time with her, that one of her primary pleasures was being able to go out and do things with the family. She liked to be picked up, she liked to be carried, she liked rides in the car. And she was getting bigger, and it was getting incredibly difficult to do all of those things. And so her parents sought to have a group of surgical procedures which would prevent her from developing sexually and would prevent her from growing any taller on grounds that that way they could continue to care for her. 

And the disability community went into a state of absolute uproar, saying, accurately, among other things that an encephalopathy may appear to be static, but there may be some degree of progress, other areas of the brain can respecialize and so on. But saying primarily if you wouldn’t artificially stunt the growth of a child who was not disabled, why would you do it to someone like this? And I thought it was a very engaging question. I spent a lot of time talking to her father, who has refused to come out with his name and so on, but we had a series of phone conversation. But the argument was from the disabled community is this is a slippery slope and this is exactly the way that Hitler ended up having a program to eliminate people with disabilities. They are treated as not human in the same sense that the rest of us are, and invasive, unnecessary things are done to them, and I think that’s a very strong argument. 

Equally, however, I met with families who had children who had that degree of disability and the children had become so heavy and so large that the children could no longer live at home and had gone into institutions, that the children had to put into bed and taken out of bed with systems of ropes and pulleys and so on, and I didn’t see a lot of dignity or a lot of joy in that experience. I tried not to come down on either side in the Ashley treatment. There’s very troubling stuff about it, and there’s also actually, I mean the one thing that was completely clear to me in talking to Ashley’s dad—A.D. as he likes to be called—but in talking to Ashley’s dad was that he absolutely loved his daughter and that he had done this out of love. And there was—there were a lot of people in the disabled community saying many terrible things are done to disabled people out of love. And it doesn’t matter if it was out of love, it was still a terrible thing to do. 

But I felt, having done all of the research I’d done that actually it does count whether something is done with love, and if you have done something to damage your child because you want your child to be damaged and hurt, it’s a very different thing than if you’ve done something so that you can keep your child at home and take care of her for the rest of her life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I think that an incredibly important word in your description now is the word “equally.” Because I think this is what makes for the extreme strengths of this book of yours is that you are looking, you are constantly looking at both sides. Another word that comes into play so often is the word “ambivalence.” You haven’t quite made up your mind. You come out on the side of those who truly, deeply love.

ANDREW SOLOMON: You know, there’s actually—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You smile there.

ANDREW SOLOMON: I am smiling, and I do come out on the side of those who truly love, but I also think—I think that there’s a decision that is made when you are dealing with any of these challenges. And indeed in some large measure when you’re dealing with any of the challenges of raising children. The concern in question is whether you are going to celebrate what’s different about your child or try to fix what’s different about your child. I mean, those are—obviously everyone does some of each, and there are many other pieces of adages. And then if you’ve discovered that your child can’t be fixed, what are you going to do about it? 

And I found there were all of these parents who said to me, “I just love the children that I have, they’re so wonderful, and I’d never want them any other way.” And I thought, “how can you say you wouldn’t want them any other way? Of course you want them some other way—you’d want them to be better and different and not to have this condition that they have.” But I found over time is that people who have decided they can in some way celebrate these children who are different tend over the long term to have a rather happy, fulfilling experience of being a parent and tend to bring up children who function well, and parents who say “this is a curse and an affliction” usually have their own life poisoned by it. 

And I ended up thinking it actually doesn’t matter whether it’s a really wonderful fantastic thing or whether it’s a curse and an affliction. What matters is how you decide to process it. And you can be totally self-deluding in saying, “I’m happier with this child than I would have been with any other child. This child has given my life all its meaning.” It can be a complete fiction. If it’s a fiction you believe in, it can give you a livable life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Equally you strongly believe that parents really hope to have children that resemble them, and that great sadness emerges from having a child who is so very different from us. I wonder if that is true. Because to some extent I take quite a great amount of joy in having children who are experiencing life in such a phenomenally different way than I did and whose tastes, really, are in some way teaching me new things that are completely different from my own upbringing.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Well, as my father, who’s somewhere out in the audience, would doubtless be willing to testify, being dragged into new experiences and new tastes and habits, very gratifying moments, so I think—I hope he would say that. I think that the—it’s not so much that we really want our children to be carbon copies of us, and I don’t think it’s true as we get to know our children. I mean, a lot of this book, to use that ghastly word, but a lot of it is about “process,” it’s about the way in which you get from thinking one thing to thinking another thing. I think when people have fantasies about their children one of the most common things that they do is to think, “I’m going to be a perfect parent, I won’t make all those mistakes my parents made. I will have this child and I will do all these things right.” And then you actually have your own children.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And something else happens.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Exactly, you’re doing other things that are wrong. I mean, there was one family who—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re doing a lot of things that are wrong. 

ANDREW SOLOMON: I am?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, You probably are too. Sartre famously said that paternity is rotten, I mean, from the get-go, somehow we can’t quite get it right. That relationship between parent and child.

ANDREW SOLOMON: But I think that there’s often—I mean, I think of a couple whom I interviewed. They’re both transgender, and they are legally married, because he is legally a woman and she is legally a man, and therefore their marriage was legal at a time when the gender changes did not have any legal significance—it’s rather an extraordinary situation, if I may say so. And they have a son. And the son who they have they were both very keen to ensure—they decided that he appeared to be transgender and that they were doing all of these wonderful things to make him feel comfortable with being transgender. And as they talked about their situation and as I looked at the reality of their son, I thought they are not doing a lot of wonderful things to make him feel better about being transgender they are offering him the choice between a kind of oppressive genderedness that made them miserable and a completely gender-free, gender-shaped world that is terrifying to this poor little boy who actually has shown no evidence whatsoever of being trans. And I just thought, it’s the permanent mistake of parenthood, that we give our children what we wanted whether they want it or not. And that I think is the kind of the core of that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Would you agree with the assumption or the reading of this book that as we move further and further into it, intensity grows? Difference grows. So we go from disability to rape. And the chapter on rape is—I mean, gives us shivers. Gives us shivers because children of rape are like no other children anywhere. And you tell the story of Christine in that chapter. And that story is really difficult.

ANDREW SOLOMON: I wanted to understand in the first half of the book that deals with illnesses and in the second half deals with identities, using those words slightly archly, but I wanted to look in each case at how things were in a society in which what was extraordinary here was in fact the norm and in doing that, I went to Bali to look at the experience of the deaf villagers there and I went to Rwanda to look at the experience of women who had been raped in the genocide because there are so many of them and they are leading such unbelievably difficult lives and to try to look at how they were all collectively dealing with this fact of difference. 

But my last day there I’d interviewed a couple of dozen women and heard stories too horrific even to recite in the New York Public Library, a few of them made it into the book, but on the last day we interviewed a woman, who even for a Tutsi woman—the Tutsi are incredibly beautiful, but she was so ravishingly beautiful and so unbelievably elegant in her carriage. She had managed, unlike most of the women who had been raped in the genocide, to remarry and had a life which on the surface seemed to be more intact than the lives of many of the women I’d met. But we did an interview, she told me her story, and at the end of those interviews, I always say to the people I’m interviewing, “do you have any questions for me?” Because I think it’s helpful for them to feel that the roles are reversed a little bit and it makes the power imbalance a little bit redressed. And in Rwanda people had said to me, “How long are you staying in Rwanda?” or “will this be published in French” or “What gave you the idea to do this?” even. 

This woman looked at me and said, “You’re in this field of psychology, right?” And I said, “well, yes, sort of,” and she said, “Can you tell me how to love my daughter more? Because I want to love her so much, but when I look at her, I think of what happened to me, and it gets in the way.” And I was so stunned and I stood there just staring at her and she began to cry and she stayed there still very erect and she said, “Well, can you tell me how to love my daughter more?” And sadly it was only afterwards, when I was thinking over and over again about that exchange, that I realized how much love there was in the question itself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You write, “Only afterward, too late to tell Christine,  did I marvel that she not know how much love was in the question itself. It’s that anyone asks herself who lives with a child ignominiously conceived who wishes to disentangle her own”—again, the word—“ambivalence. It calls starkly into question how much any woman’s love in inherent in mammalian DNA, how much it is a matter of social convention and how much it is a result of person determination. More than any other parents coping with exceptional children, women with rape-conceived children are trying to quell the darkness within themselves in order to give their progeny light.”

ANDREW SOLOMON: Thank you for reading that. I mean, it was a rather intense business doing that chapter. I would throw out by way of contrast just to address that issue—“to bring their progeny light”—that there was another woman I interviewed who had been through a terrible, a brutal rape when she was very young, and pulled into the backseat of a taxi by strangers, in sort of a classic ghastly story was unable to pursue the career she had wanted, had had all of these terrible things happen to her. When I met she was in her forties and I said to her, “Do you think much about the man who raped you?” and she said, “You know, I used to think about him with a lot of anger but now I think about him with pity.” And I thought, “Oh with pity because he was so unevolved and the sort of person who would do such a thing.” and I said, “Pity?” And she said, “Yes,” she said, “because he has a beautiful daughter rand three beautiful grandchildren and he doesn’t know that and I do, so as it turns out I’m the lucky one.” And I thought that idea of her saying “I’m the lucky one,” not that she would have chosen to go through what she went through—it was awful—but the extent to which people are ultimately able to move beyond that anguish. Some people are able to move beyond it and to find meaning and to form an emotional connection. I mean, it was the most humbling chapter of all, I obviously am unlikely to become pregnant through rape, so I couldn’t put myself entirely in their shoes, but I did think that the—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This does bring up a point in my mind which struck me very much upon reading the book, which is as much as this book is a tribute to parents in some way, it is a tribute to mothers.

ANDREW SOLOMON: There’s a great deal in it about mothers. And in some measure—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t mean to minimize fathers. I mean, your father is here. (laughter) But mothers. I mean, they give us our seven words, but they give us a lot, and in this book I think mothers are really central, and the way they react.

ANDREW SOLOMON: I would put two pieces of information together with that. One of which is that it’s about the person who is the primary parent, and even in our modern times, the primary parent who goes through the emotional work of integrating the reality of an alien or difficult child is often the mother, but I think also in some way, I mean, I’ve described in the conclusion to the book the fact that my husband and I and several magnificent other people have formed a family together and had children and we have a son who lives with us at home and I think I needed to understand what it is that mothers in particular give to their children to ensure that we weren’t depriving our child of that, and so there was a kind of study of motherhood, that was to inform us and to ensure that we rose to the occasion, and I think that study has been very helpful. It showed me a sort of a valiance of a certain kind of unremitting love that I think fathers frequently don’t need to undertake because mothers are undertaking it. But that fathers can undertake when there isn’t a mother to lead the way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Are you talking about unrequited love in some way, nonreciprocity, between a child and his mother?

ANDREW SOLOMON: In some instances in the book I’m talking about unrequited love but actually less than I had imagined. I mean, there’s a built-in sample bias in doing this kind of research. Women who actually can’t stand their children are less likely to make themselves available. Fathers who actually wish they’d never had children are less likely to sit down with an interviewer. But what I found as I did the work was that some people are better at manifesting love in productive and constructive ways than others and everyone’s love always has tinges of ambivalence in it. Psychoanalytically it would be hatred and so on. I don’t know about that. Anyway, there are reservations, always.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the book you talk about mothers who, you know, would like at moments, have this urge, I think you quote some English psychoanalyst, have this urge to get rid of their children at least for a moment.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Yes. And I think people do have moments like that. But my finding was that overall if one is to try to draw any kind of generality, is that most people who have children understand that the role of a parent is to be loving and most of them try to do it, and quite a lot of them succeed at least in some measure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “When I asked the Klebolds what they would want to ask Dylan if he were in the room with us, Tom said, ‘I’d ask him what the hell he were thinking and what the hell he thought he was doing.’ Sue looked down at the floor for a minute before saying quietly, ‘I would ask him to forgive me for being his mother and never knowing what was going on inside his head, for not being able to help him, for not being the person who he would confide in.’ Later she said, ‘I have had thousands of dreams about Dylan where I am talking to him and trying to get to him to tell me how he feels. I dreamed that I was getting him ready for bed and I lifted up his shirt and he was covered in cuts and he was in all this pain and I didn’t know it was hidden.’ And then she says, when people ask her how could I know, and she responds, ‘I can’t answer that. I didn’t know. I didn’t know. I didn’t know.’” Incredible passage. Amazing passage. And she compares her pain as being slight as compared to the pain of others.

ANDREW SOLOMON: And she said—I mean all of that was in an early interview. I spent a great deal of time with the Klebolds and really came to love them, especially Sue. She had a kind of unselfconscious Shakespearean tragic quality. And yet at the same time she’s funny and she’s warm and she’s intelligent and she’s very moral, and she said to me, that was in the first interview. Years later we were having dinner, and she said, “You know, I used to think if I hadn’t gone to Ohio State, I wouldn’t have met Tom, Dylan wouldn’t have come along, all of this wouldn’t have happened. And I used to wish for that.” She said, “But having thought it through, I’ve realized I love the children I had so much that even with this tragedy and even with this horror I don’t want to imagine a life without them. So while I recognize it would have been better for the world if Dylan had never been born, I believe it would not have been better for me.” 

And I thought a lot about that, the way in which your children do become your destiny in some profound way. Some people can’t handle that destiny and they pull away from it. But for most people the idea that someone will come in and take away your children and give you children who are similar but somewhat improved, you wouldn’t be very interested in that, you’d hold on to the ones you have. I said in the book I had a sort of image of a kind of angel coming down through the living room ceiling and saying, “We’ve got others, they are nicer, they are more attractive, they are funnier,” I wouldn’t be so keen to make an exchange.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As I said the book I think gains in nearly unbearable intensity at moments. I think of where your research took you and the encounter you had with Krishna Mirador in Guatemala where you felt a very strange kinship with the community. A kinship that you had not—I do love seeing you smile this way, it’s such a big smile—but you felt such a kinship with this gang criminal community. (laughter) Why does someone such as you have that ability?

ANDREW SOLOMON: You know, in the first place I smile because you’ve read the book so deeply and so well, so I thank you for that. But this was someone who was a member of a gang and who had been in a lot of trouble. I met him when he was in a facility for juvenile felons. He’s now serving a long sentence in a maximum-security prison. In a brief period between those two incarcerations, he went down to Guatemala, he’s half Guatemalan and I went along with him and met the other members of the gang that he was in one day and had this sort of strange afternoon when we were all sitting around. And what I felt was that he was someone who had felt unseen, unloved, uncherished, and I thought, “when I see him with the gang members, he’s going to be even tougher than usual, and even more aggressive than usual, and even more all of those things than usual.” And when I saw him with the gang members, he was the most vulnerable I had ever seen him. And I realized that even though these were people most of whom had done really terrible thing which I would not for a moment wish to excuse. But it was like meeting somebody’s fraternity brothers. I thought, “oh, here’s a place where who is and what he’s done is not anomalous and aberrant and where he can relax into being his true self.” His true self is destructive and he needs to be in jail and not destroying anybody else’s lives, but it would be a mistake to deny the similarity of that experience of community with the experiences of community that I’d encountered elsewhere, and it was shocking to me to feel that, and it was a shocking situation to be in. 

But I did have to—I don’t want to trivialize what happened, but I do to explore why it was that he could be himself in that context, and I just think, you know, we all need our people, and you are more my people than the Guatemalan gang folks were, so I am actually more comfortable here than I was there, (laughter) but it was a pleasant, it was a weirdly pleasant experience. And it was poignant to see him, because I got to know him quite well. He’s unbelievably bright. He could have. If he had had a different focus in his mind and come from a different background he could have gone to an Ivy League school and he could be sitting up here and talking about his memoir or his book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, the other night, just three nights ago, and I mentioned this to you, we had Henry Rollins here, sitting up with Damien Echols, who wrote a book called Life after Death. And it struck, I mean, I certainly didn’t know that there would be such a bridge between your chapter on criminals and his life experience, but it seemed to me that there is a bridge to be made and the bridge in part is what we do to those who are incarcerated. And you write very eloquently about that and how we don’t rehabilitate with the idea that in fact the criminals will get out of prison and we don’t do it in our best interests.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Right. I think there’s this assumption which has been very popular in a variety of contexts, including in a recent election that some of you may recall, but this idea that we can imprison our way out of the crime problem and that the harsher the prisons are, the more effective they will be as deterrents. I’ve said that I think that’s like assuming that the more you hit your children, the better they’ll turn out. There was that point of view at one point and we’ve moved past it. And I think that the criminal justice system as it exists here is very much focused on vengeance, it’s very much focused on “it will make you feel better if the person who killed your husband is sitting there behind bars or if you get to go and watch him be electrocuted,” but it’s not much focused on trying to reduce recidivism by offering genuine rehabilitative programs. 

I worked for a while in a juvenile prison in Minnesota as a way of doing the research for that part of the book. I’ve been accused before of having a kind of counterphobic tendency when I’m really scared of something I tend to run toward it. So I went and did that thing which I found such a terrifying thing to do, but it was a prison in which there was a real focus on rehabilitation. It’s the prison where I met the aforementioned Krishna Mirador. But I also while I was there met—I would say half of the kids who I got to know there went through the rehabilitative processes and have not since had major offenses, and I’m now Facebook friends with quite a lot of them, (laughter) so I can keep up on the whole thing and I just think that there’s been a gross underestimation. But this is—I mean, this is the central question of the book. What do you fix and what do you accommodate? And it’s a question if you’re looking at dwarfism or deafness and in a way it’s the question—it’s not that you accommodate crime, but in what measure do you say, “here’s a criminal and let’s make him not a criminal,” and in what measure do you say, “if we’ve got someone who’s intractably a criminal what do you do with him?” It’s the same dichotomy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The book begins with “Son” and ends with “Father.” In some way you speak about the sadness at the beginning of not being understood and the way in which the book has perhaps permitted you to heal a rather deep wound. In some way the writing of the book has had that effect on you, or so you say in the book. I’m—just before you intervene, I’m wondering what effect you think this book and this undertaking has had on your own father and if his identity in some way was transformed by yours?

ANDREW SOLOMON: You know, I think one’s identity is inevitably, invariably and always transformed by one’s children and I would like to think that there has been a certain amount of teaching and learning between my father and me that’s been bilateral. But I feel as though when I started the book I mistook some lag on my parents’ part in fully accepting me for who I am with a failure fully to love me for who I am or who I was, and as I worked on the book I realized that that was an error. And I thought all of these families with all these different kinds of children who are difficult in all of these different ways—many of them ultimately accept, celebrate, love, adore, the children, but it takes a while, it’s a process, and when I looked at how hard it was for everyone, I thought, “Oh, my parents actually did a really fantastic job with that,” and, you know, a lot better than a lot of other people do. And I as one does when one is young was expecting things that were perhaps unreasonable. 

It was somehow seeing the effort that’s involved in parenting but seeing how many people under such different circumstances were able to rise to that effort. And were able to rise that effort even when they were faced with these terrible impediments. Gave me a feeling of freedom and confidence. And people kept saying to me, “You decided to have kids when you were working on this book about everything that could go wrong? I would have thought it would completely terrify you and put you off the whole thing,” I said, “No, it didn’t, because what I realized in working on it was that all of these people could love all of these people when things had gone wrong and that when things went wrong it didn’t destroy as much as one would have thought. It made it much less scary to me.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it isn’t quite as simple—the transformation that happened between the beginning and the end of the book—as Mark Twain’s famous comment. What was it, at twelve?

ANDREW SOLOMON: When he was seventeen, or whatever age it was, his father seemed to know very little and he was amazed how much he’d learned by the time Mark turned twenty-five.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right. It isn’t quite that.

ANDREW SOLOMON: It’s not, but it is in many ways a book about maturity. It’s a book about maturity. It’s about the ways in which the parents mature and the ways in which the children mature. And, look, if I was contemplating fatherhood, one of the prerequisites for fatherhood is some measure of maturity. I may never attain it, but some version of it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because I also wonder how your identity changed him. I mean, it would have very different for your father to have me as a son.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Infinitely more gratifying.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean this somewhat seriously, because our struggles are so different.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Yes, and I don’t know what all of yours are, or how they’ve played out within your family, though clearly we have some very profound things in common in the childhoods we had and the families we had. I feel as though there was a point—there was the point where I got depressed and my father was enormously generous and helpful to me through that period. I feel he was always essentially encouraging of the things that I hoped or wanted to do. But I feel as though the range of things to which he’s committed and with which he’s comfortable changed over the span of our lives. They change over the span of anybody’s life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They don’t always grow. I mean, this is—they sometimes become narrower. Here you describe something that has become more accepting and more capacious.

ANDREW SOLOMON: I think there’s a great radicalism at the heart of the book and that great radicalism is to say that holding your children to standards has to somehow be reconciled with entering the world into which they lead you and everyone strikes a different balance in that regard. And when I was little I was held to quite a lot of standards. Standards of functioning, standards of work, standards of emotional interaction, standards of table manners, I mean, whatever they were, there were a lot of standards to live up to, and I don’t feel that it would be appropriate or even possible for me to talk directly about how my father was changed by me. But I feel that I was very profoundly changed and shaped by him. 

But that the process, I mean,  if one is to use a possibly overextended metaphor, when you are shaping someone else, you are being shaped by what you are doing, and the thing that I admire in my father and that I then sought and admired in many of the parents in this book was the openness to the possibility of being shaped even as you go through the process of shaping. And if I think what I would like to be like as a father to my own children, I think the thing that I would like most of all perhaps is to be able to feel that I have shaped them in ways that will be meaningful and useful to them, give them a better and richer life, and allow them to have a richer engagement with the world, but also that I have seen them and allowed the experience of being with them to alter a little bit my own moral compass, my own sense of purpose, my own perceptions of intimacy and of humanity.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, your book made me really think about small issues such as immortality.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Have I achieved it, do you think?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Time will tell. Time will tell. That’s excellent. I feel like calling you Oscar now. By that I mean to say children in some way are a token of our wish for it. And in some way you know when you quote that line by Ba that I so much like, that when an old man disappears, a library disappears with him.

ANDREW SOLOMON: It’s a Malian linguist who was talking about the way that things disappear. I’ve felt that, I feel like you shouldn’t have children as a means of living forever, it’s a bad reason for deciding to have children. It places a very unfair burden on them. But I don’t think that you can have children and not have the sense that there’s a hand reaching out toward the future and not have some feeling of purposefulness in thinking that you shape not only your life but another life and that that other life might shape many other lives around it. It turns one forward in some way. You think, “oh but if everything,” I mean one ought to think it if just for all humanity, one ought to think if there’s environmental catastrophe and the world comes to an end in two hundred years it is a terrible thing, and it is a terrible thing and it’s a terrible thing whether you have children or if you are a child, I mean the idea of our destroying the planet is horrifying, but it becomes differently horrifying when you actually think, “But I have a child, and my child might have a child, and one of those people is the one who might be living there when the world comes to an end.” It shifts the urgencies of your life and make them more dramatic and harder to stand up to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The book also in that vein teaches us or makes us learn how to love the things that make us suffer. Wouldn’t you say?

ANDREW SOLOMON: I would. People always used to say to me that my own work was very diffuse. My first book was about a group of Soviet artists, my second book was a novel, book about depression, this book, and I finally realized that the consistent theme, I think, and it’s a theme I’ve drawn I suppose from something I’ve tried to do in my own life, was to find strength in adversity. So there was one family who had a child with Down syndrome and the comment that they made seemed to me rather to sum it up. We’d done an interview and talked about all kinds of things. They are quite remarkable people and they founded something called the Cook Center which helped to change the way education is delivered to people with Down syndrome and really has transformed the lives of people with DS in quite a meaningful fashion and their son is now thirty, and I said, “You know, this has been so central to your lives, I said, do you wish it hadn’t happened, do you wish your son didn’t have Down syndrome, do you wish you could make it go away, do you wish you never heard of it?” And his mother said, “For our son, for David, I wish it had never happened, and for David I wish I could make it go away, because it’s a difficult way to be in the world, and I would like to make his life easier. But speaking for myself, though I never would have believed thirty years ago that I could come to the point of saying such a thing. Speaking for myself, it has made my life so much richer, so much more meaningful, and so much more profound than it ever otherwise would have been that speaking for myself I wouldn’t give it up for anything in the world,” and I think that was genuinely true. I think that’s truly what she thought, and of course she doesn’t have the opportunity to give it up and have another life, so in a way it’s all semantics, but I did find over and over and over again that there were people who said.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t want to give up the adversity.

ANDREW SOLOMON: There’s the quotation now I’m suddenly blanking on, but “Cherish this pain for you will grow from it.” It’s Sophocles or Euripides or somebody back there said that, and you will—but that really is the theme.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which leads me to wonder—I don’t mean this in any trite way, but what would be lost if we eradicated, or were able to—and the socioethical questions around this issue are tremendous—eradicate deafness, eradicate dwarfish, eradicate disabilities of all kinds. You have—the book in a way is a sustained with Peter Singer. You know, I sort of wonder what you would say to him if he were sitting here.

ANDREW SOLOMON: There are two imperatives that often run up against each other. One is your responsibility to your child, and I think that your responsibility to your child is to protect your child as much as you can without compromising his development from anguish and to keep him from gratuitous pain, him or her, so that’s your obligation to your child. And therefore I think if I had a child with many of these conditions I would probably choose to try to address and resolve these conditions. But having said that that’s your responsibility to your child, I think there’s a responsibility to the society at large to cherish diversity and to experience the broadest range of human beings and to keep a broad range of human beings in the world. 

So while I think that if I had a child who was deaf I might give that child a cochlear implant because it would give him an easier life, the prospect of deaf culture disappearing from the face of the earth is a sad one to me. I’ve been asked several times in this period leading up to the publication of the book about whether I would want my children to be gay or whether I would want my children to be not gay and “Do you want them to be like you in that regard?” I certainly won’t mind if they are and I certainly don’t feel any pressure that they need to be. I think they’re wonderful children and I’ll love them no matter what happens. If someone were to suddenly give me a choice it would take a lot of thinking, and I don’t know what I would decide.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What do you think about in regards to being gay?

ANDREW SOLOMON: I think that it has been a harder life for me, and that I went through some very difficult periods, and that I love the life that I have now, the husband I have, the children we have, the mothers of the children we have, the life that we lead has turned out to be a glorious one, and I often stop and think to myself, if I had some completely different life, if I hadn’t gone through these particular difficulties, would I be as happy now? Would I be happier? You know, happiness is very difficult to quantify. It doesn’t come sort of ounces or in one-ounce plastic bags or anything.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it doesn’t come without the pain.

ANDREW SOLOMON: And I actually do think that, while I’m not particularly keen to have any more pain for the glorious joys that it might imbue, I nonetheless think, I think it’s difficult to experience joy in the fullest sense unless you’ve experienced pain and difficulty. I do think that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You said this quite extraordinarily in The Noonday Demon. You said, “If I could see the world in nine dimensions, I’d pay a high price for it. I would live in the haze of sorrow rather than give up the capacity for pain. One loves and is loved in great pain and one is alive in the experience of it. It is the walking-death quality of depression that I have tried to eliminate from my life.”

ANDREW SOLOMON: I think that’s right. You were talking about the opposite of suffering being boredom, and I would like to eliminate the sort of the dull and the pointless and the fruitless pain. But you know it reminds me of someone I was talking to and I said, “Well, how do you feel about the fact that dwarfism could be treatable and be eliminated?” She was a dwarf and a geneticist, quite a brilliant woman. She said, you know, “If we could keep the short stature and the identity it’s brought us, but get rid of all the skeletal problems that so many people with dwarfism has experienced, then I think we might go for that, but it’s an all or nothing package, you can’t do that.” And I feel like there’s so much in each of these conditions that’s beautiful and there’s so much in each of these conditions that’s horrifying, and I think it’s a very difficult personal struggle to figure out which you think comes out heavier. 

And I met people for whom being a dwarf was a tragedy and I met people like Clinton Brown, whose picture you saw at the beginning of this whole thing who has somehow through his dwarfism ended up with a life that his own parents say we could never have done the things that he does, we never could have been the person that he is and say it with profound and heartfelt admiration and a sense that he has a better life in many ways than they did. It’s just—you can’t actually assess the raw material. You can’t assess it until it’s already too late. You can’t tell when your child is born a dwarf, “Will there be meaning for this child in dwarfism? Will there be anguish in it? How will they balance, which will there be more of?” You don’t know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In that way it is similar to prodigies, the comment that Leonard Bernstein made about his son. Extraordinary.

ANDREW SOLOMON: He said, when someone said to him, “You discouraged your son from becoming a musician. How could you have done that?” “How was I to know he was going to be Leonard Bernstein?” Bernstein, I always get that backwards.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, I’d like to read the conclusion of The Noonday Demon and ask you to read from the conclusion of Far From the Tree, partly to make everyone understand that what you were saying is true. You have come up with an organized web of obsessions and there is a link and a bridge between the various strands of your work, and there is a link between schizophrenia and autism and dwarfism. And even prodigies, which seems so, it might shock people that chapter is included in the book. 

From The Noonday Demon, you write, “On the happy day when we lose depression, we will lose a great deal with it. If the earth could feed itself and us without rain, and if we conquered the weather and declared permanent sun, would we not miss gray days and summer storms? As the sun seems brighter and more clear when it comes on a rare day of English summer after ten months of dismal skies than it can ever seem in the tropics, so recent happiness feels enormous and embracing and beyond anything I have ever imagined. Curiously enough, I love my depression. I do not love experiencing my depression. But I love the depression itself. I love who I am in the wake of it.” 

And now I’d like you to read from the very end of your book, on page 701, for those people who will have Andrew sign the book after he reads this paragraph, I’d like you to read in the most theatrical way you can (laughter) this passage.

ANDREW SOLOMON: I think I just have to explain for it to make sense that William Dean Howells once wrote to Edith Wharton that what Americans love is a tragedy with a happy ending. And then what I’ve written and Paul has asked me to read is, “This book seeks the nobility buried in Howells’s disparagement. It is predicated on an even more optimistic notion, which is that the happy endings of tragedies have a dignity beyond the happy endings of comedies, that they not only transcend the mawkishness to which Howells alludes but also produce a contentment more cherished than one untempered by suffering. Sometimes people end up thankful for what they mourned. You cannot achieve this state by seeking tragedy. But you can keep yourself open more to sorrow’s richness than to unmediated despair. Tragedies with happy endings may be sentimental tripe or they may be the true meaning of love.” I get rather orotund at the end of my books.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: For his candor and compassion and empathy and extraordinary intelligence, I would like to thank Andrew Solomon.

ANDREW SOLOMON: Thank you very much.

(applause)
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