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U and Me: The Hard Lessons of Idolizing John Updike

My first apartment in New York was in a Brooklyn brownstone owned by a magazine editor and her silent, bookish husband. I spent a lot of time before a long, dusty bookshelf that ran parallel to the staircase in their home. To get a volume from the F section, you had to climb halfway up the stairs and lean out over the banister. One day, the silent, bookish husband caught me craning over the ten-foot drop, Flaubert’s Sentimental Education in my hands. He became talkative. He told of disappearing into Proust over a teenage summer on Fire Island. How Tolstoy was a passionate college-age fling. I came late to reading, and so I envied his library and these summers spent in a book. Mine were spent performing rebound drills at basketball camps. I asked him what I should read. First he pulled down a volume of short stories by John Cheever, then he gave me Rabbit, Run by John Updike.

The Cheever I put down without finishing: The stories felt whiny and overdetermined, their trick endings too neatly engineered. But Updike was another thing. I blasted through Rabbit, Run in a few days, ferrying it into the city on the A train in a muggy trance. In college, I had fallen for Jack Kerouac’s novels, particularly On the Road. Here was that book’s exquisite opposite—the story of a man who made himself a prison of small-town domestic life, a man whose big countercultural act was not to light out for the open highway but to get in a car and drive across town to sleep with his mistress.

I felt an instant connection with Updike’s fiction. I had lived in eastern Pennsylvania for six years as a child, and the region’s gentle embrace felt like a third parent to me growing up. Now that I was an adult, I could see how such a life might have become stifling. In Updike’s prose, it was gorgeously so.

One book led to another, and before long my Updike appreciation had turned to mania. I amassed an almost complete set of first editions of his books—more than fifty in all; I was missing just his tales for children—and my girlfriend, bemused and never smitten by Updike, often accompanied me to bookstores to get them signed. When I decided I, too, wanted to be a writer, I did what Updike had done forty years before me. I quit New York and moved with my girlfriend into a white clapboard house in New England. She took a job in technology research, and I began to write. Only I didn’t. Instead, I spent my time reading Updike, aware that at my age he had published a volume of light verse and a short novel, but also increasingly conscious of his work’s magnificent melancholy—of the families broken up and destroyed, the repetitive failure of fleshly desire to relieve his characters’ desire for transcendence. At night, I would occasionally look at the shelves in our bedroom and worry they might collapse from the black weight of their content, smother us in our sleep.

During the daytime, though, the air would clear and my ever-expanding shelves of Updike titles became, again, a beacon. His industry and mindfulness of every detail of the visible world—so prevalent in even the soggiest of his novels—taught me a lot about the beauty of everyday things. If Updike himself functioned as my model for how to behave as a writer, his characters—whose lives mine was beginning to resemble—were the anti-models of how to behave as a person. Perhaps through the repetition of reading I might avoid the relationship immolation his characters provoked, again and again and again.

I took a job abridging Tarzan of the Apes for a children’s publisher. It occurred to me that what I had been doing with Updike was similar to this tedious bit of hackery: tracing my life over that of another writer’s. At the end of the workday, as the New England chill settled below the rafters, my girlfriend and I would snip at each other with the rancor of people looking for someone to blame. I was unhappy because I wasn’t writing; she was unhappy for reasons I didn’t quite understand. Even though we were only in our mid-twenties, a sense of opportunities lost began to hover.

After a year my girlfriend and I had to admit our New England experiment was a failure. We moved back to New York. Away from the predetermined doom of our Updikeian stage set of a life, we felt our sense of possibility recharge. We began cooking and taking dance classes. We trained for a marathon. I decided to propose, which meant I needed a ring. For the last time, I turned to Updike. I had gone through periodic purges of my shelves, attacking my bibliophilia like a cancer that required repeated radical surgeries. But it always came back, often more aggressive and pernicious. This time, however, I performed the most radical operation—my entire Updike collection. It took three cab rides, but in a few hours I’d managed to transport all three shelves to a New York dealer. Traveling down Park Avenue in a cab a week later, a little red leather box nestled in my lap, I felt purged and absolved. All the heartache and the wisdom and the weakness I’d absorbed through those books had been boiled down to something eternal, and pure: a wedding ring. No longer would the spines of those books stare out in judgment and gloom. I was free to become the husband I wanted to be, the writer I was meant to be—whatever that meant. I had swallowed Updike whole and spat out the bones.

I was surprised by how quickly things fell apart. A year after we were married, my wife moved out. When times were bad with her, I had fantasized about living alone, like a young Updike, writing in my garret. Only Updike had never lived alone. And now I had the place all to myself and I filled it with cigarette butts. As I looked out the window and smoked, I often thought about all the Updike books I had read in the past ten years and how witnessing his fictional marital breakdowns seemed to have done me so little good.

My wife and I divorced in the autumn. She had moved to California, and the laws of Maine—where we had married—required one of us to be present during the final proceedings. I drove up from New York alone, and spent the night with my soon-to-be ex-in-laws in their house on the beach, eating the saddest lobster dinner I’ve ever had. The next morning I drove to the court with my mother-in-law, who waited outside the empty chambers while I cut the thin legal string that still connected me to her daughter.

I didn’t drive directly home. That afternoon, by a fluke of scheduling, I had arranged to interview John Updike at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. He had just published a collection of essays on art called Still Looking, and the interview conceit was that we’d wander among the paintings so he could riff on art in real time. It was not my first time interviewing him. Four months after my wedding, I’d interviewed him about his twentieth novel, Seek My Face. I’d been dazzled by his gentle but colossal intelligence, relieved to be able to treat him as an interview subject rather than the living embodiment of an abandoned dream.

I got lost on my way to the museum and arrived late. I found Updike waiting by the foyer, dressed in khaki slacks and a sports coat. Just over seventy years old, he had a full head of hair and the easy physical presence of a man at home in the world. We passed through a few galleries, Updike dispatching prose poems of appreciation with chummy good humor—as if surprised by how easily his mind created felicities with language. At some point I must have begun to flag, however, because he turned to me and asked, “Is this enough? I mean, you look pretty tired. I understand you are coming from Vermont?”

I told him it was not Vermont but Maine, and in response to his question about what I was doing up there I said I was getting divorced. The museum tour came to a dead halt. Updike faced me with real feeling, his ironic pose collapsing.

“I’m really sorry,” he said. He would not allow me to make light of my newly minted divorce, and said that he had gone through this once before, too, which I knew, and that it was hell. His advice continued, briefly, but it was so surreal to hear him reference his private life that I can hardly remember what he said.

Apparently, though, he remembered. When Terrorist, his twenty-second novel, approached publication, a newspaper editor asked me if I could once again speak to John Updike. I called his publisher and was put on a junket schedule, then bumped, and bumped again. Finally I got through to his publicist. He switched from speakerphone to handset.

“We got some mixed feedback from John on the last conversation,” the publicist explained. My ripped jeans and two-day stubble might have been noted, my mid-interview explosion of personal detail—which I remembered as more of a leak—had possibly made John feel uncomfortable. I had to understand, “John was of the old school.”

I didn’t know what to say. If I hadn’t known before, I knew now: It was a breach of everyone’s privacy when a reader turns to a writer, or a writer’s books, for vicariously learned solutions to his own life problems. This is the fallacy behind every interview or biographical sketch, to tether a writer’s life too literally to his work, or to insist that a novel function as a substitute for actually living through the mistakes a person must live through in order to learn how to properly, maybe even happily, survive.

I convinced the publicist to let me go ahead with the assignment. We sat in a conference room so high up over midtown Manhattan it felt like riding in a helicopter. In between bites of a turkey sandwich, Updike described what he saw on 9/11. I wore my nicest suit, in fact the one I got married in. I did not mention this detail to Updike, and just once did I interrupt the snowfall of his verbal prose poems: to ask him if he had read the Koran. He had, and then described it with beauty and grace. It was a perfect Updike moment—powerful and contained, only the littlest bit strange. He would have nothing to do with its shaping or its meaning, in either my fiction or my life. That would be up to me.

I have always felt there is something electrifying about meeting novelists. It isn’t like running into a celebrity, where your eye readjusts to the true physical contours of someone seen primarily on-screen. It has to do with grasping that the creator of a fictional world, a universe that lives inside you as a reader while also feeling strangely disembodied, is not as interior as that world but alive: flesh and blood.

In this fashion, I wanted the pieces I wrote about novelists to describe an encounter, to show to the reader what the writer revealed to me, at their own choosing, over an hour or two or three, sometimes more, of talk. An interview, though, is not an actual conversation, but rather a form of conversation that has the same relationship to talking as fiction does to life. In order to work, fiction must abide by a set of rules it defines for itself, even if invisibly, and if an interview is to flow like a chat between two people it, too, must follow a set of conventions, some of them quite contradictory to how we are taught to interact naturally. Namely, that the interviewer asks all of the questions, offers pieces of information only for the purpose of stimulating more from the subject, and, primarily, that neither party calls attention to the artificiality of what is happening. My mid-interview explosion with Updike broke all three rules.

Novelists haven’t always been representatives of their work, it’s important to note. Yes, Charles Dickens bundled himself onto a train to travel across fifty cities in as many days when his books were released. But he was the exception. He was famous. So were Mark Twain, Oscar Wilde, Gertrude Stein, and, to a different degree, Ernest Hemingway. And through their fame they extended the power of the nineteenth-century novel into the public sphere, speaking and writing on all manner of things, even as the readership of the literary novel was about to begin its steady decline.

In the eighties, as bookstore chains expanded and the U.K. festival circuit began to develop, public readings became popular. Around this time Kazuo Ishiguro, whom I interview here, recalled going to an event for his hundredth or so time at the podium. He was reading with William Golding, who had won the Booker and the Nobel Prize but had yet to give a public reading. Ishiguro remembers Golding shaking with anxiety.

Some novelists, like J. D. Salinger and Thomas Pynchon, decided to sit out this expansion in their public role. Others have leapt to it. A great many, Updike included, were or are equivocal about it, even if they enjoy the attention, since the work that has brought them into the light—sitting at home in a room alone—is diametrically opposed to the task of talking about it in public with readers, journalists, or fans. When I started out in these assignments, arriving over-prepared, with twenty questions, often written out, I thought this was at least the most respectful place to begin. I quickly realized, though, that prepared questions lead to prepared answers. Gradually my list of questions decreased until I began arriving at interviews having read the books but without a single question in hand. This forced me to listen to people’s answers, and it meant we could have an actual conversation, with all the unpredictability and freshness of a good one.

True storytellers write, I believe, not because they can but because they have to. There is something they want to say about the world that can only be said in a story. When it came to selecting the pieces I wanted to include in this book, my immediate preference was for those on subjects who felt that sense of urgency, and necessity, and whose work was important, beautiful, and enjoyable at the same time. In our interview, Robert Pirsig used the word compelled; he was compelled to write Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, partly for his own sanity. It was a way of making the disparate parts of the world, and his experience, whole.

This theme—the consolations of narrative—kept coming up in interviews. Edwidge Danticat, Aleksandar Hemon, Peter Carey, and several other novelists I talk to here come from two places, and have distinct before and after periods in their lives. They spoke of their books as works of literature but also as a way to fathom the distance between these two worlds. To keep memory alive. An interviewer’s job, I found, was not to close that gap—between here and there, between what was broken and what was whole—but to make it more mysterious.

For some novelists, like Toni Morrison or Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o or Louise Erdrich, this task of telling stories about a place has a political dimension; it is about making visible a history, a sensibility, which history has repressed or occluded. For other writers, like David Foster Wallace, the need to write grew from an obsession with language, and further dimensions of their work all developed from that originating fire. Some of these novelists, like Mark Danielewski or Susanna Clarke, were so new to publishing that what haunted them was still developing and they spoke of it warily, revising and thinking aloud. Others were so near the end of their career—such as Philip Roth or Norman Mailer—they had already begun to try to curate how their work was read after they stopped writing or living.

All of these pieces were written on deadline for newspapers or magazines, with the exception of those I have included from 2013. Even if I hadn’t been writing for newspapers and magazines, which at least in the United States are not terribly interested in the first person, it would have felt grandiose to include much of myself in these pieces. I am there, I suppose, in the questions I ask and in the things I note. I am there in the tack I take through their books, and the quotes I chose to give the narrative of our encounter sail, as all interviewers must do, but the self I live in, the one made by factors accidental and chosen, remains, I hope, discrete. I have done this with the goal of making it easier for readers to step into the frame and imagine themselves there. A handful of these novelists, Aleksandar Hemon, Peter Carey, and Edwidge Danticat, are friends of mine, and to write about them I had to re-estrange myself from them as people. With other novelists, like Robert Pirsig, who hadn’t given an interview in twenty years, or Imre Kertész and Mo Yan, who give so few, to insert myself into the arc of the interview would have been, frankly, preposterous.

I haven’t focused very much on craft, either. The problem with craft as concept is that it can become, like the idea of a novel itself when it lodges in a writer’s mind, too much of an ideal. Wood carves differently in different environments. So does narrative. And thus my other hope, with these profiles, has been to reinstate some atmospheric context into the legend of a writer’s life and work. A shelf of books has an inevitable feel, being of weight and mass; every writer I’ve ever spoken to, though, has mentioned how provisional their work seemed as they constructed it, how tentative and fearful they recall being about the prospect of achieving it, and especially how terrifying it is when the result of so much solitary thinking and chance and failure enters the world and leaves their hands.

The only thing an interviewer can do to capture what a novelist truly does is to make them talk and tell stories, and think aloud. These are not meant to be definitive life profiles but rather glimpses spied through a moving window. Writers are always evolving, publishing, and they are also in constant direct or indirect dialogue with one another. Jonathan Franzen and Jeffrey Eugenides, who lived in New York City in the early 1990s, each talked to me about their shared effort to bring back the sweep of the nineteenth-century novel in American fiction. The scale of their achievement in doing so meant both of them have reached the level of visibility Dickens once had in America and England in his time. Eugenides must be the only literary writer ever to be depicted on a Times Square billboard; Franzen was the first novelist since Updike to appear on the cover of Time magazine.

For the most part the connections that emerged from assembling these interviews were literary rather than personal. Mo Yan was influenced by Günter Grass, and they were both inspired by William Faulkner, who is clearly a beacon to Toni Morrison and Joyce Carol Oates, the latter of whom taught Jonathan Safran Foer, who it is often said borrows from David Foster Wallace—although Foer did not read him until recently—and Wallace himself pointed his compass to Don DeLillo, who on the subject of inspiration keeps his own counsel. And around it goes.

This fellowship—the deep connection of writer to writer as readers—is a hopeful thing, because it means that it is open to anyone who is a reader and who plans to be a writer. In the thirteen years of writing these profiles, this has been one of the main constants of my discussions: It is a pleasure—sometimes a challenge, but there is pleasure in the challenge—to read, but the best writing is always difficult to do. Whether they have a Nobel or a Pulitzer, or a first novel ten years in the making, all of these novelists are still shocked, each time they finish, that it gets done at all. Perhaps that is why chance remains, aside from sheer effort, the most cited factor in how they discovered their voices.

In the end, it becomes impossible to separate the two forces from one another, just as it is so difficult, but necessary, to separate writers from their work. Their bodies are their bodies of work, and even the most prolific of them, like Updike, are driven against a dying of the light. As he wrote in his memoirs, Self-Consciousness, “The idea that we sleep for centuries and centuries without a flicker of dream, while our bodies rot and turn to dust and the very stone marking our graves crumbles to nothing, is virtually as terrifying as annihilation.” And as he said to me in 2004: “I’ve written a lot. I must have somewhere touched on almost every aspect of my life and experience. Nevertheless, there’s this haunting fear that the thing you left out isn’t going to be finally captured.” Here then are fifty-five different writers trying to explain what it is they don’t want left out.


Toni Morrison

[image: Image] Toni Morrison is the footbridge between the past and present in American letters. In her novels Sula (1973) and Beloved (1987) she brilliantly conjured America’s terrible history with slavery, and in Song of Solomon (1977) and Jazz (1992) she spun stories about the bargains of forced labor and its effect on African Americans today: the call of the past, and the need to improvise the future. These are the pillars of her body of work, and they illuminate a submerged part of America’s past. Early this century, she began publishing a series of short, elliptical novels, including Love in 2003, when this interview took place, and Home in 2012. In all of her books the language is precise and poetic, a direct descendant of William Faulkner’s lyrical modernism. No one alive in the United States knows the rasp and music of the American vernacular so well. Her writing on race and America—as collected in books such as Playing in the Dark (1992)—was instrumental to understanding the way race is a construct, not a genetic condition. Born Chloe Ardelia Wofford in Lorain, Ohio, in 1931, she won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1993.

Every day, Toni Morrison rises when the garbage trucks in New York are still collecting rubbish, when the ink from the morning newspaper still smudges on the fingers. If at work on a book, America’s most fabulously praised literary novelist sits down with a pencil and yellow legal pad, and writes until her hand hurts.

“I don’t like the act of writing for long periods of time,” the seventy-three-year-old says, half-reclining on a divan in her lofty Manhattan pied-à-terre, dressed in a white T-shirt, black cardigan, and flowing black trousers.

“Some people think, ‘Oh she’s so virtuous to get up that early,’” Morrison says, letting loose a smoker’s cackle. “It has nothing to do with that. I get up because a) the sun’s up, and b) I’m smart in the morning. I just can’t get it together in the evening.”

This spartan routine has not changed since Morrison began writing. A single mother working in an editorial job in midtown Manhattan, she would wake at five—or sometimes earlier—and compose for a while before rousing her children and readying them for school. Morrison has been a literary fixture for so long that it’s easy to forget she lived this way for almost twenty years. The steeliness necessary for this double life is still evident in her gait and the fierceness of her gaze when it has returned to a resting point after one of her noisy laughs.

Morrison has reason to kick up her feet and chuckle a little. When she published her debut novel in 1970, The Bluest Eye, she was an unknown thirty-seven-year-old writer. Since then, she has released six other novels, a study of blackness (Playing in the Dark), and several children’s books; edited a number of anthologies; written the book for a musical, New Orleans, as well as a play, Dreaming Emmett; and held a teaching post at Princeton University since 1989. She has been a finalist for the National Book Award twice, won a Pulitzer for Beloved, and in 1993 became the first African American to win the Nobel Prize in Literature.

Thanks to this phenomenal acclaim, the financial urgency of those days is long gone. Located in a converted municipal building once famous for its models and celebrities, Morrison’s apartment seems less like a writer’s grotto than an exclusive getaway. Nestled between SoHo and Tribeca, hers is the kind of building one lives in when security and discretion are important. The rest of her time is spent in a converted boathouse up the Hudson River. It is not the kind of life often enjoyed by a writer.

All this does not stop Morrison from continuing to restlessly search and write. Just prior to our conversation, she delivered one of her best novels yet, Love, a slim but powerful story of five women and the charming man who possesses them from beyond his grave. As with William Faulkner’s infamous epigraph, “The past is not dead. It is not even past,” these women marinate in memories of old slights, recriminations, and sexual imbroglios.

“They are just entangled,” says Morrison, flashing the wicked grin of a puppet master who enjoys putting her cast through hell. “They are totally entangled in this man who helped them or hurt them, whom they permitted some of these outrages because of the largesse accompanying it.”

Speaking about her work, Morrison becomes nearly academic in her language. She leaves no doubt that she is the master of this text, and she holds its keys. The effect in person is slightly disjunctive. Short of stature, with a grandmotherly softness, Morrison appears nearly sweet, but when fixed with an intellectual question her speech slows, her voice dips to a whispery gravity. She wears her hair in long, somewhat knotty braids, which sprout from her head.

Love, too, sprung entirely out of Morrison’s head, which is unusual. Most of her past four or five novels grew out of news stories. The germ of Beloved was a newspaper item about Margaret Garner in Cincinnati, a black slave who murdered her own daughter. Paradise emerged from the old black newspapers in Oklahoma that encouraged freed blacks to settle there in the nineteenth century. And Jazz was inspired by a photograph that Morrison saw of an eighteen-year-old woman murdered at a party by her lover out of jealousy.

This life-and-death brand of jealousy is everywhere in Love, the title of which grows more layered as one reads deeper. The love Morrison writes of both warms and devours, and her characters have yet to find the balance between the two. As a result, the language is taut but passionate, full of spoken idioms and the whirl and whoosh of hurricane weather, which ravages the part of Florida where the novel unfolds.

Morrison takes great pains to achieve this quality in her prose, working in longhand, then typing the manuscript on her computer, and then endlessly revising.

A former editor who spent two decades at Random House (until the mid-eighties), she professes to know the value of editing and relies on hers to achieve polish. “The language has to have its own music—I don’t mean ornate because I want it to work with no sound, while you read it. Still, it also has to have that spoken quality: It’s oral—a blend of standard English and the vernacular street language.”

Rife with flashbacks and L’s teeth-sucking voiceovers, Love has a structure to match its complex language. Information leaks out like clues in a homicide case; it’s not until some time into the book that the characters’ precise roles become clear, a deliberate strategy. This “deep structure” is where Morrison finds the art in novel-writing. “Plots are interesting, characters are fascinating, scenery can be totally enveloping,” Morrison says, “but the real art is the deep structure, the way that information is revealed and withheld so that the reader gets to find out things appropriately, or in a time frame that makes it an intimate experience.”

In this sense, Morrison’s hide-and-seek game with key information forces a reader into an atmosphere where people think they know about one another, where envy and passion mix but find no release. In small towns, Morrison says, “the hatreds are severe, ancient, the passions and extraordinary silences are deeper, because they matter so much because you can’t get away.”

Morrison knows something of such communities. She was born Chloe Ardelia Wofford in Lorain, Ohio, in 1931. And to write about it she had to leave it. She moved to Washington, D.C., to attend Howard University, and later to Cornell in New York, where she studied English. During this time, she met her future husband, the architect Harold Morrison, whom she later divorced. For a number of years she made her living as an instructor in English at Texas Southern University and then back at Howard before she wound up at Random House. She later retired to go back to writing—and teaching—full time.

While she writes much of enclosed communities, Morrison’s community of readers has been expanding, especially since Oprah Winfrey chose a book of Morrison’s not once, not twice, but four times for her book club. Each selection is believed to have increased sales by up to one million copies.

Add to that the Nobel Prize, college course adoptions, movie tie-ins (Beloved starred Danny Glover, a young Thandie Newton, and Oprah Winfrey), and the general avidity of Morrison’s fans, and you have an author whose footprint in the dream life of Americans is enormous. She never questions whether the size of her audience is at odds with the rigor of her work. She is most impressed by Winfrey’s transformation of a down-market show into America’s most powerful bookselling tool. “I think her impact has been positive, really powerfully positive, just lassoing people,” she says. “It’s just amazing to me that here’s a television personality who says, in effect, turn off the television and read a book.”

Morrison is touchy on the subject of her Nobel Prize, not because she didn’t feel it was deserved (“I never thought that my work didn’t deserve it”) but because she wishes critics would stop measuring her work on the before-and-after timeline of a prize that she won nearly a decade ago. “It can’t authenticate me; it can simply say that they thought that my work was extremely good, that’s all it can say. And then there’s the fact that there will be another one next year. It’s important, the money is fabulous, but let’s go on.”

Morrison says that twenty-five years ago she would have felt that such sales and prize visibility would have compelled her to remain in the spotlight and speak for the black community. She doesn’t feel that way anymore. “They pretty much speak for themselves now,” she says. “As an editor I felt that responsibility—to go out and find new writers that the agents didn’t have—and I wanted to help publish and acquire books by activists so that their voices, their opinions, their narratives, their analyses could be distributed, unfiltered.”

Now, at her level of publishing, Morrison seems eager to throw off some of the attention, and looks hopefully to the future of American literature, which she regards as promising.

She talks eagerly of the work of writers who are expanding the notion of the American novel: writers such as Chang-Rae Lee, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Colson White-head. While she stops short of calling them multicultural, she does applaud their broadening of the palate of American life represented in fiction. Listening to her speak, you get the sense that part of Morrison knows she made this possible. More important, her life as a reader has not abated. Even though she receives them by the box “with strings attached,” Morrison still goes out and buys loads of books. It’s her first love. As always, what she loves most comes back to language.

“English is a polyglot language, that’s what makes it exciting to write in; there are so many other languages in it, so many levels. When you get novels that pull from that or another tradition, for me it’s a delight, an absolute delight.”

August 2004


Jonathan Safran Foer

[image: Image] Jonathan Safran Foer made his literary debut at age twenty-four with Everything Is Illuminated (2002), a manic and moving novel about a character named Jonathan Safran Foer on a visit to Ukraine in search of the woman who saved his grandfather’s life during the Holocaust. In the book, Foer is guided by Alexander “Alex” Perchov, who mangles language and waxes poetic about girls and Lamborghini Countachs and cappuccinos. Foer’s work often combines comic and tragic elements in the same breath, and explores the limits of language when faced with immense losses.

I spoke to Foer upon the publication of Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, his 2005 novel, which imagines the tale of a boy whose father dies in the World Trade Center attacks.

In the decade that followed, Foer transposed this search for meaning into a nonfiction exploration on the morality of what we eat (Eating Animals, 2009) and a retelling of the Jewish text that chronicles the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt and sets forth the order of the Passover Seder (The New American Haggadah, 2012). Born in 1977 in Washington, D.C., Foer lives in Brooklyn with his wife, the novelist Nicole Krauss.

It’s ten-fifteen on a Friday morning at Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan, and the seniors of the third-period English class are restless. As they file into the classroom, they glance at a small, tidy man wearing a black sweater and jeans sitting at the front. The bell rings and he introduces himself.

“Hi, I am Jonathan Safran Foer, and I am not a dead author but a living one.” Sniggers, but once they stop it gets quiet. The students have been reading Foer’s first novel, Everything Is Illuminated, and having the real writer here is a bit like having Catcher in the Rye’s Holden Caulfield in as a guest. And then discovering that he is really J. D. Salinger in disguise.

But there is something else making Foer’s appearance especially loaded today. The novel he is here to speak about, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, revolves around a nine-year-old boy whose father dies during the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Three and a half years ago, the students in this room had just begun their first year of high school when two planes slammed into the World Trade Center, roughly four hundred yards away. Close enough that when the towers collapsed, the school windows blew out.

On the day Foer visits, the Ground Zero site is an empty construction pit. In the classroom, the subject of That Day remains an empty pit as well. Sensing their nervousness, Foer reads the opening pages of his two books back-to-back and begins talking about their similarities. Hands go up and eager students kick off a wide-ranging discussion about literature.

In this sense, Foer makes for an unlikely literary hero. He wants to be accessible; he wants the class to believe they, too, can project their voices across centuries. Across tragedies if they wish.

It is exactly what Foer has done in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, which writes its way into the still-bruised heart of 9/11. The novel is driven by a precocious young New Yorker named Oskar Schell, who searches for the lock that will fit a key he believes was left by his father, who died because he attended a meeting at the Windows on the World restaurant.

Oskar copes with his grief by keeping his mind running at full tilt. He invents kettles that talk and writes letters to his heroes, such as Stephen Hawking, and talks to everyone he meets. “You get the sense that, were his mind to stop churning,” Foer says later, sitting in a diner in Brooklyn, “he would self-destruct, like beavers whose teeth grow into their brain if they stop chewing.”

Once again, Foer is writing about loss and how, under its duress, language becomes a leaky vessel for meaning. Oskar’s grandmother and grandfather, survivors of Dresden, whose stories unfold alongside Oskar’s, invent a language that fences off things they will not speak about. When that fails, they write letters. When that fails, they are no longer a couple.

Foer cannot help but dramatize this worry in person. He answers questions so deliberately and enigmatically—often with metaphors or stories—that he resembles a human Magic 8 Ball.

Sitting in the garden of the town house where he lives with his wife, Foer tries to explain his fascination with erasure. “I remember, as a kid, I used to read the phone book and think that in one hundred years, all these people would be dead.”

I ask him if he finds that morbid. “I don’t know. I write about things I am afraid of now because sometimes they turn out to be the same things everyone else is afraid of.”

Such fears aside, Foer grew up like a lot of middle-class Jewish boys of a certain time: Achievement was expected. The Holocaust was two generations ago. All three children in his family attended Ivy League universities. They were not rich but comfortably middle class. The brothers are all writers.

Still, despite this support and privilege, something had been lost. This is why, during college, Foer took a trip to Ukraine and imagined his way into his grandfather’s shtetl, or village, then imagined himself imagining his way into that past. The interplay between these two activities became Everything Is Illuminated.

Though the world now knows this book as a runaway hit, it didn’t feel that way for Foer, who until four years ago was a receptionist making $12,000 a year. “I was turned down by six agents; one finally said yes. She submitted it to every publisher in New York. All of them turned it down. I would have just been happy if it was published at all.” Instead, after some revisions and a new agent, the novel became a bestseller and one of the most talked-about debuts of 2002.

However, if Everything Is Illuminated received some of the most laudatory reviews of any first novel in the past decade, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close received decidedly rougher treatment in New York, before the rest of the country chimed in positively.

I ask Foer now what he makes of these early barbs. “I feel we are at a really destructive point in American culture where we don’t just have to criticize something; we have to kill it.”

Either way, the response to Foer’s book shows he has touched a nerve. Long lines greeted him at readings, and letters arrived from people whose loved ones had died.

Take the train back into Manhattan from Foer’s house and—ironically, briefly—you can wind up at the scoured-out foundation hole, visible from the windows of the skeleton of a station that was crushed when the towers fell. It is dusty and brown and empty in there.

July 2005


Haruki Murakami

[image: Image] Haruki Murakami is a Japanese novelist, short-story writer, translator, journalist, and former jazz club owner. He gave up his nightlife when he sat down to write his first novel, Hear the Wind Sing (1979). He spent the next three decades exploring the dark, strange corners of human imagination. Then he began running, the topic of his 2008 book, What I Talk About When I Talk About Running, the entry point for this interview. His books—which range from surrealistic fantasies such as A Wild Sheep Chase (1982) and Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World (1985) to amusing and sexy treatments on the anomie of youth such as Norwegian Wood (1987) and Sputnik Sweetheart (1999)—are full of cats, jazz, pasta, alien interventions, and portals to other universes. His most ambitious work—The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle (1997)—combines all of his storytelling modes: It is playful, yet also drenched in horror at the violence from which modern Japan was born. The 2011 publication of IQ84, a massive three-volume project written partly in response to George Orwell’s book, was a worldwide phenomenon.

Some people have epiphanies in church, others atop mountains. Haruki Murakami’s came on April 1, 1978, on the grassy knoll behind Jingu Baseball Stadium in Tokyo. What if he tried to write a novel?

Thirty years and nearly three dozen books later, it’s clear that Murakami answered the right call. His peculiar, beautiful, poignant novels, from A Wild Sheep Chase to After Dark, are cult hits the world over, translated into forty-eight languages.

But as he describes in his memoir, What I Talk About When I Talk About Running, this burst of productivity would have been impossible were it not for the simultaneous arrival—those many years ago—of another epiphany, an unlikely one for a three-packs-a-day smoker: What if he went for a jog?

Sitting in the dimly lit lobby of a midtown Manhattan hotel, having already woken, gone for a run, written, and conducted another interview, the energetic fifty-nine-year-old novelist explains how what started as a hunch became the organizing principle of his life.

“I have a theory,” he says in a deep baritone. “If you lead a very repetitious life, your imagination works very well. It’s very active. So I get up early in the morning, every day, and I sit down at my desk, and I am ready to write.”

When he talks about his writing, Murakami sounds like an odd mixture of existentialist, professional athlete, and motivational speaker. “It’s like going into a dark room,” he says, his voice slowing. “I enter that room, open that door, and it’s dark, completely dark. But I can see something, and I can touch something and come back to this world, this side, and write it.”

He gives a long, Quaker-silence-like pause and then adds a caveat: “You have to be strong. You have to be tough. You have to be confident of what you are doing if you want to enter that dark room.”

Even when he is not in Japan, Murakami follows a rigid routine. He wakes early, writes for several hours, runs, and spends his afternoon translating literature. He has translated The Great Gatsby, Catcher in the Rye, and, most recently, Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely.

The patterned nature of his days could not be more different from those of his characters, however. Murakami writes of people blown sideways through life by chance or freak circumstance. Kafka on the Shore features talking cats; after the quake includes a story about a man who believes a giant frog is taking over Tokyo.

Even though he lives by a strict set of habits and patterns, Murakami knows how fate can change a life. Two events outside himself have made a large difference to his own. The first came in the late eighties. Tired of what he called “the drinking and back scratching” of Tokyo literary society, of which he considered himself an outsider, he left the country and wrote a novel, Norwegian Wood.

“It sold very, very well—too much,” Murakami says, laughing. “Two million copies in two years. So some people hated me more. Intellectual people don’t like a bestseller.” Murakami stayed away more, moved to America; and then 1995 came.

During that year, Japan suffered a financial meltdown and a terrorist gas attack on its subways. Murakami went home and spent a year listening to the voices of the survivors. He ultimately channeled them into the oral history Underground. The experience changed him and how he wrote characters. “You know, many people don’t listen to the other person’s story,” he says. “Most of them think other people’s stories are boring. But if you try to listen hard, their story is fascinating.”

Since then, Murakami has not only written characters differently—he opens the window, as he puts it, now and again. For two months of the year, he answers readers’ e-mails. “I just wanted to talk to my readers,” he says, “listen to their voices.”

And then he shuts it. His determination to write still vibrates off him in sound waves. He wants each book to be different, better than what came before. Still, he doubts another epiphany will come. “I can remember what it felt [like],” he says about writing his first book. “It’s a very special feeling. But I guess once is enough. I think everybody gets that epiphany once in a lifetime. And I am afraid many people will miss it.”

December 2008


Richard Ford

[image: Image] Richard Ford was born in Mississippi, studied in Michigan, and has lived across the United States, from Montana to New Jersey, Louisiana to Maine. His writing is full of drifters (A Piece of My Heart, 1976), independent thinkers (his trilogy of novels about Frank Bascombe, an ex-sportswriter living in suburban New Jersey), and men troubled by marriage (any number of his short stories).

Ford began working on stories when he was encouraged by his friend the writer Raymond Carver. Rock Springs (1987), the resulting collection, might be Ford’s best book. It has a high, lonesome clarity that allows him to peer into the lives of desperate and violent men with uncanny power.

The Lay of the Land (2006), the last in the Bascombe books, was the reason for this interview. Several years later, in 2012, Ford returned to the world of the wild plains and the north with Canada, the tale of a boy who is spirited away to Saskatchewan when his parents are arrested for robbing a bank.

Richard Ford isn’t writing. At all. In fact, since he finished The Lay of the Land, his third novel about Frank Bascombe, the Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist has been doing just about anything but write.

Ford and his wife, Kristina, spent last winter rebuilding houses in their former hometown of New Orleans, still struggling to recover after Hurricane Katrina. When we sit down to speak, Ford tells me he has been watching college basketball finals. He plays squash in New York City. As
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