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The world has changed lately. Or maybe it hasn’t. Maybe it’s just that writers are once again finding new stories to 
tell and new ways—and places—to tell them. One of the writers in recent years who seems especially versa-
tile, courageous, and hopeful (even on subjects that seem so hopeless) is 38-year-old author Teju Cole. Born 
in Michigan and raised in Nigeria, Cole turned the rather innocuous activity of wandering through New 
York City into a contemporary rumination on culture, death, absence, and individual odyssey in his 2011 
novel Open City. Never have I been told so often by New Yorkers that I should read a novel set in New York 
as I was the year Cole arrived with his ambitious, experimental ramble that appeared to be the post-9/11 
book everyone was waiting for but no one was expecting to move so quietly to the front of the shelf. As it 
happens, Open City was not Cole’s first book. His novel Every Day Is for the Thief was published by a Nigerian 
press in 2007, collected from a series of blog posts that narrate the fictional return of an unnamed protag-
onist to his hometown of Lagos and the weeks he spends moving through the dire streets and markets and 
buses and social circles and police stops and scarred memories of a city with no center, no hold. In just one 
of the narrator’s astute observations, he says, “Precisely because everyone takes a short cut, nothing works, 
and for this reason, the only way to get anything done is to take another short cut.” As with all of his work, 
Cole writes without shock absorbers, and the ride is as terrifying as it is gorgeously set. This month Ran-
dom House is releasing a new edition of Every Day Is for the Thief, including photographs shot by the author 
on more recent trips to Lagos. But Cole is not the kind of writer to go quiet in between publications. In fact, 
he’s always writing and always publishing—some of his most fascinating and political literary explorations 
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have occurred on his Twitter account, where he plays 
with new structures and forms, pens emotive tales 
of power and resistance, and occasionally bends the 
mind through unbelievable vectors considering the 
140 character count. Cole currently lives in Brooklyn. 
I met up with him at a restaurant in Dumbo. I asked 
them to turn the music down. 
CHRISTOPHER BOLLEN: This is your second novel 
in terms of a finished book at an American publisher, 
but you actually wrote the material for Every Day Is for 
the Thief before you started Open City. So, in a sense, 
this could be considered your first novel.
TEJU COLE: It had a funny life. I went to Nige-
ria in late 2005. In January 2006 I did a series of 
blog posts about the trip. In the writing, the story 
became a little distanced from my own narrative. 
It was a way of grappling with the trip. It became 
a fiction but it still stayed quite close to the expe-
rience. I set up this blog and I did one post a day 
for 30 days—a 30-day writing experiment, which 
got quite a number of readers and people telling each 
other, “This guy’s writing about Lagos in a somewhat 
different way than we’re used to.” When the exper-
iment ended, the blog disappeared. I took it offline. 
BOLLEN: So the blog was a pure vehicle for this 
project—you weren’t already blogging. 
COLE: It was a pure vehicle. A few months later, a cou-
ple of Nigerian publishers said, “What ever happened 
to that thing? We want to print it.” I said, “Well, it’s 
not really supposed to be a book, it’s supposed to be 
an experiment.” There is an element of conceptual art 
that attracts me—this idea of making something alive 
in the moment. It’s something I do a bit with Twitter 
now. But it was Cassava Republic press, which was at 
the time a fairly new publishing house in Nigeria, that 
convinced me to turn it into a book. That’s why there 
are also photographs, because that’s what you do with 
a blog post—you put up pictures.
BOLLEN: Did you go to Lagos specifically thinking 
you’d use the experiment for a writing project?
COLE: Absolutely not. But you go to the city where 
you grew up 13 years later and it’s a total shock to the 
system. So much has changed in you, so much has 
changed in the city, so much has not changed in the 
city. Just in the few weeks I was there, I was constantly 
absorbing every detail, hungrily recovering my child-
hood in a way. That visit was characterized by such 
extraordinary intensity. And so was the writing of it. 
It’s still the most intense writing I’ve ever done. For 
30 days it was like I almost didn’t exist as a person. I 
would wake up and write my thousand words in the 
morning and spend the next six or seven hours fussing 
over them. It almost ended my marriage. [laughs] She 
was like, “Where are you?” 
BOLLEN: Beware of marrying a writer. Did you find 
an immediate audience with Nigerian readers? 
COLE: Yes, the first few days, I had 15 or 20 peo-
ple reading it. But by the time I’m on day 15, I’ve 
got a few hundred people, because word of mouth 
has spread among Nigerians in particular. But when 
it came out as a book, it had a whole new life of its 
own. Because writing in this seemingly unfiltered way 
about Lagos, about our contemporary situation, and 
publishing it as a book wasn’t really done. Even peo-
ple who tried to write about Lagos, for the most part, 
had written fairly conventional type of novels. And this 
was this weird thing that was sort of a memoir, fiction, 
and travelogue. But this is the kind of writing I do. I 
try to write with freedom. Funnily enough, I wrote 
Every Day Is for the Thief in January 2006, and I started 
writing Open City in November 2006 as a way to pro-
crastinate to do the edits for the book version. So it’s a 
younger book, an earlier book, but not by a whole lot. 
BOLLEN: In both books, I’m sure you’ve been confronted 
with the confusion between you and the narrator. That 

happens no matter what a person writes, but since 
both of your characters are young Nigerian men 
who live in New York, I’m guessing you’re constantly 
deflecting the disguised-memoir perception. 
COLE: The two characters have much in common, but 
not in common with me. The characters for me are 
very clearly fictional—because of their biography, but 
also because of their views, which conceivably could be 
mine, but that’s the thrill of writing fiction, to create a 
convincing character. What you’re doing is not plausi-
ble deniability; you’re actually exploring other modes 
of being. I’m not putting things into Julius’s mouth in 
Open City so I can say, “Oh, that’s Julius, not me.” That’s 
not the purpose of doing it; it’s just saying Julius exists 
for his own sake, as his own person. I still get angry let-
ters about the ending of Open City, because people sort 
of assume that he must be me, or he must be nice. But 
life is not that way, literature is not that way.
BOLLEN: Readers often have a hard time accepting 
the fact that main characters can be unlikable, even, in 
moments, absolute jerks. But writers aren’t inventing 
friends. Sometimes I think people read like they’re 
trying to date the characters. Like, “I want to fall in 
love with you, I’m trying to fall in love with you, but 
you’re being an asshole!”
COLE: Yeah, somebody actually said to me about 
Open City, “Why did you rape that girl?” She wrote 
a letter and said, “Oh, by the way, I know it’s fiction, 
but I just got to ask, why did you rape that girl?” And 
I just thought: why would you assume that? But in a 
perverse sort of way, that’s what we as writers do. We 
invite the ambiguity. We are a little bit frustrated by 
it. But we invite it. 
BOLLEN: Since you wrote Every Day Is for the Thief in 
2006, there are a few reflections that you may no lon-
ger feel connected to, but one that struck me was an 
observation your narrator had about American writ-
ers who don’t have a Lagos to cull stories from: “I 
suddenly feel a vague pity for all those writers who 
have to ply their trade from sleepy American suburbs, 

writing divorce scenes symbolized by the very slow 
washing of dishes. Had John Updike been African, he 
would have won the Nobel Prize 20 years ago. I feel 
sure that his material hobbled him.” Do you feel that 
having grown up far beyond the suburban sprawl of 
America has given you a richer well of material that 
hasn’t already been exploited to death? 
COLE: Except that, of course, I followed that book up 
with a novel about New York in which almost nothing 
happens. [laughs]
BOLLEN: You just guessed my retort. 
COLE: I don’t think I actually have any scenes with 
the washing of dishes to symbolize a divorce. But close 
enough. When I go back and read Every Day Is for the 
Thief, I like it almost like one likes a first child. There’s 
something unfiltered, and almost indefensible about 
it. Open City is much more layered, to a degree that 
some readers find frustrating. Because Julius cannot 
decide about anything. The narrator of Every Day Is for 
the Thief is just right there, responding directly. I love 
that line in the song Mos Def did with Busta Rhymes 
called “Do It Now.” In his verse, Mos says, “Yes, the 
first cut should be the deepest.” And I sometimes 
think of that in relationship in Every Day Is for the Thief 
in that I will probably never write anything as fearless. 
It’s not a hard book to read. Because it just goes in.
BOLLEN: The Lagos you describe basically is one 
of the knife’s edge, with no safety or protection, no 
power structure to keep it in check. I feel like the 
beating heart of the book is the scene where the 
11-year-old boy steals a baby at the marketplace and 
he’s caught by onlookers, bound in a tire, and set on 
fire. And then all of the participants just disappear. It’s 
a city of chaos and culprits and then a blameless drift. 
COLE: You know, right now I’m writing a book about 
Lagos that’s nonfiction. It’s a different kind of book, 
in part because it’s going to come out like eight or 
nine years after Every Day Is for the Thief. So when I 
wrote Every Day Is for the Thief, I went back for the 
first time in 13 years, and it’s about somebody who 
has been away even longer. Since then, I’ve gone back 
to Nigeria every year, sometimes twice a year. My 
knowledge of the city is so much more intense and 
so much deeper, but now I’m experiencing it with a 
lot more nuance. But the argument I want to make 
is that sometimes nuance is not everything, some-
times you need a raw response, you need somebody 
to write an On the Road kind of thing on an area of 
darkness that somehow plunges you directly into that 
space. Because normally, for a Nigerian author to 
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write about lynchings in Nigeria, it’s like, “Oh, I can’t 
write about that because foreigners might read about 
it and get the wrong idea.” But I don’t care if you get 
the wrong idea, I just want to say: this happens, and 
it’s kind of fucked up that we live in an environment 
where life can be cheapened this way. What has hap-
pened to this population that makes them so brutalized? 
But there’s theft around New York too. And if it were 
New York in 1912, there was a fair chance the guy’s 
going to get lynched. There was a lot of jungle justice. 
People would get pulled out of prison and hanged by 
irate crowds. It doesn’t happen here anymore, and 
it’s interesting to me that there are societies in which 
this happens. It has to do with confronting a moder-
nity that is as yet unsettled. And people don’t have 
a lot of faith in the judicial system. This is a society 
in transition. I think maybe it’s helpful for a reader 
to know that this is a book that’s set in 2005. Lagos 
has changed, not as much as we would like. But that 
moment was very much one of transition. Long 
years of military rule had ended; we had democracy 
for the first time in many decades, and we simply 
were not used to living with each other yet. There 
was a lot of crisis; there was a lot of violence, theft, 
robbery, lynchings. Those things are still there but 
they’ve been considerably reduced. 
BOLLEN: For an American reader, the book turns 
a strong, harsh light on a city we usually don’t have 
access to on that kind of intimate level.
COLE: It’s a guidebook in negative. As someone 
once said to me, you describe Lagos so well I have no 
intention of ever visiting. [laughs] 
BOLLEN: But this gets to the crux of one of the 
things that interests me about your work. We take 
for granted that most Western writers are coming 
from a neoliberal mind-set. But so few of our con-
temporary writers could actually be described as 
political. It seems to me there has sadly become this 
separation between politics and creative work in 
America. You’re one of the few writers who man-
age to inject your fiction with a very clear political 
message without it toppling into propaganda. 
COLE: I came to the U.S. at 17, and you sort of 
develop as a young person with a political awareness, 
trying to figure out where you fit in this society. I was 
born in the U.S. but I always lived in Nigeria. I was 
born in Kalamazoo, Michigan. When I came back for 
college, I knew nothing about American life, or even 
being a black kid in the Midwest. I knew nothing about 
the struggle. I knew nothing about what it means to be 
black in America. All I knew is I’m good at school, and 
the system of rewards that is set up in this country is 
apparently open to me. It takes me about seven years 
of being in the U.S., or maybe even beyond, before I 
start to realize that I’m a black American who’s subject 
to both that history, and that system of disadvantages. 
Because for a long while you can sort of stick your fin-
gers in your ears and go “la-la-la,” and you meet white 
folks who tell you, “Oh, you’re well-spoken, you write 
well, you can do fine.” And this is something that every 
black immigrant in this country has to deal with. You 
slowly realize you have common cause with African-
Americans. And you have common cause with anyone 
who’s disadvantaged, anyone who is pushed to one side 
because of their gender or their sexuality or their dis-
ability or their race. They start to make sense to you 
as a person, in part, because you’re systematically dis-
advantaged in ways you might not even be aware of, 
or because people use you as a kind of valve to escape 
other pressures. For example, I can become the friend 
who listens to hip-hop with you or go to a classical con-
cert with you, I could take you to the museum and talk 
all day, I could easily become your good black friend. 
And then you don’t have to worry about anyone else. 
It takes a lot of time to figure out your position in this 

fucked-up system. Okay, fine, so you figure out your 
positions. Does that then mean you become Elijah 
Muhammad or Amiri Baraka? Do you then become 
inundated by the polemical aspect of the hurt? Or is 
there another way as an artist to speak? 
BOLLEN: For me, in high school and college, Amiri 
Baraka was always the black-male-poet inclusion in 
every 101 poetry class or modern anthology. He was 
the black friend chosen for the white reader. Which 
always surprised me because he was so firmly against 
being slotted into that kind of persona. Maybe I’ve 
been thinking about him because he just died, but 
I did wonder if his politics ultimately destroyed his 
poetry. Perhaps that’s an unfair generalization. 
COLE: But, you know, it may not be too far from the 
tree. I have to say, I’m deeply moved by how much he 
meant to the people who matter a lot to me. I’m not 
particularly intimate with his work, but I also try to 
keep two things in balance—on the one hand, there’s 
really no excuse for being cruel to others, and that 
seems to be a part of his character. He was misogynist, 
he was anti-Semitic. I think he was also queer-baiting.
BOLLEN: Yes, I believe he was.
COLE: I’m not going to give him a free pass on these 
things, just because he’s a black writer. Why would 
I do that? But on the other hand, you never want to 
deny the trauma that leads to a kind of psychic defor-
mation in people. And if Amiri Baraka is screwed up in 
certain ways … Or if Ice Cube, when he’s in N.W.A, 
he’s delivering lines that you might not necessarily 
want recited at a White House concert … Well, what 
made him that way? Is gangsta rap the problem, or is 
he speaking the truth about the fact that oppression 
traumatizes people, why is that so hard to talk about? 
BOLLEN: Actually, if you think about the white-

washed glorification of Allen Ginsberg, it’s hard to 
read his poems as in any way political today because 
the culture has embraced the myth of him as a quirky 
lovable misfit Beat so entirely. All of the rough edges 
have been smoothed and polished. So there’s some-
thing to be said for remaining un-reclaimable.
COLE: There’s something to be said for people 
who allow their trauma to exist, because it indicts 
the traumatizing system. But for me, personally as 
an artist, whatever trauma I’ve been through has not 
been in the same order, so I need not take on the forms 
of that trauma, you know? But I still need to find ways 
to speak truth to power. So art is really important to 
me in that regard. I actually don’t think about it as a 
way of convincing people, it’s just a way of testifying 
to your presence in the world. For example, what I do 
in Twitter, and all of that, I say to myself, “Look, I have 
all these people who are following me, what do I say to 
them? Am I just going to be here to entertain them, or 
am I going to play the convenient role of angry black 
man for them?” The answer is neither. I am a creative 
person. Why should that not just be part of everything 
I do and still point attention to the things that matter 
to me? [Gabriel] García Márquez says, “Everyone has 
three lives: a public life, a private life, and a secret life.” 
But the thing that really connects those things for me is 
my attitude to art. I put a playlist up in my Twitter feed 
this morning, which is a soundtrack for the global war 
on terror. Okay, maybe that’s a political message, but 
that is actually not so disconnected from my secret 
life, because it’s the music I listen to, that’s the way 
I want to think through the predicament we’re in. I 
process this through listening to rap. So anything that 
I do as an artist that interfaces with politics expresses 
my own deeper self. I think whether you’re fictional-
izing or writing in a straightforward way about life, 
there is always a core of honesty in that ambition. 
Even when you’re making things up. And when you 
hit that mark, you know it. Just as you know when 
you fail to hit it. And you also know sometimes from 
the responses of people you respect. 
BOLLEN: And you know when you’re affecting a 
wisdom that is actually a front—when it only sounds 
like a meaningful response. I think there’s a lot of 
writing that feigns meaning but there’s nothing sub-
stantive behind the words. 
COLE: Or when somebody is trying to be provocative, 
for its own sake, which is the other extreme. But if you 
can just try and show up in the scene, and acknowledge 
your own weaknesses, and your own imperfections, and 
your own weirdness, it connects on some level. For 
example, as weird as Kanye is, he’s doing something 
really valuable. I don’t think he’s the most arrogant 
guy on the scene. I think he’s actually one of the most 
self-questioning and unfiltered. And he’s just trying 
to figure out, why do I have such strong response to 
such a variety of things? I find Kanye so much more 
interesting than Jay. Jay’s not going to sit there and 
say, “I know I’m not doing it right, but I’m trying to 
learn.” No Jay’s like, “I’m the king, screw you.” 
BOLLEN: If you’ve already won the game, why keep 
playing? 
COLE: To be fair to Jay, he actually grew up in the hood. 
BOLLEN: Kanye grew up more Midwestern middle class. 
COLE: You can’t judge anybody’s hustle. But Kanye’s more 
interesting because he’s living … He’s almost like a Philip 
Roth character, if you think about it. He’s working out 
his neuroses in the most out-loud, elaborate, public way.
BOLLEN: Are you working out your neuroses on 
Twitter? 
COLE: No. Well, a little bit, but not as much. I think I’m 
much more controlled. 
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more ST. VINCENT

CLARK: Why were 
you swimming in a pond?
RACHEL: It was just like your song. Sometimes you 
have this impulse to be out in nature—to take off 
your clothes and jump in a pond—and then 30 sec-
onds later a snake swims right by your face.
CLARK: Water moccasin! Oh my god. No. 
RACHEL: It was the very definition of flailing. I felt 
like I was punished for trying to have some kind of 
beautiful nature experience. 
CLARK: Exactly! It was like, “I tried nature, and it 
didn’t work out.” Also, I don’t think I’ve thought 
about water moccasins for about 20 years or so.
RACHEL: A song like “Digital Witness” seems to 
address a feeling so many people have now, which is 
a real attraction/repulsion when it comes to the way 
technology dominates our lives now. 
CLARK: I do have that attraction/repulsion thing. It’s 
because of the kinds of technology that we use every day 
with our laptops and stuff that I have a career. I started 
out recording myself on a small recording setup when I 
was 15 or 16, and it enabled me to sit alone in my room 
and record myself and make songs. I didn’t have to be in 
a band in order to cultivate some kind of musical vision. 
But we’ve obviously crossed over into this other realm 
where we are now totally obsessed with documenting 
the minutia of our lives simply because we can. Now 
that we know that the NSA is looking in and we’ve got 
the roving eye aimed on us, you just wonder how it’s 
changing our behavior. There’s a saying that any crea-
ture that knows it is being watched will change its behav-
ior, and you wonder how that bodes for our future. Also, 
not too long ago, I judged a talent show for Rookie mag-
azine, which was totally awesome. The majority of the 
audience was made up of girls, all of whom were really 
cool and well-dressed and they were all self-possessed in 
a way that I just don’t remember being as a kid. There 
was a girl who was a stand-up comedian and a girl who 
was a hula-hooper and another girl was this great yo-yo 
champion; it was really wonderful. At the end we had a 
chance to ask them all questions: How did you learn to 
do this? How did you become interested in this? The 
answer was always that they taught themselves from 
watching YouTube videos. So these kids who never 
knew a time before the internet are just going with the 
flow and synthesizing all this technology in a very cool 
way; they don’t seem to have any of the baggage that 
people our age do. I’m not a doomsday prognosticator 
in any way, but I do feel a kind of psychic drain. I feel 
kind of depressed by technology at times. 
RACHEL: Technology seems to play a larger role 
on this record in other ways as well. There are more 
synths at play and much stranger guitar sounds. Did 
the sound of the record evolve naturally or was there 
a conscious decision to play up an electronic element? 
CLARK: It happened pretty naturally, actually. A lot 
of things that sound like synthesizers are actually gui-
tars. All the music is played by people; there aren’t 
programmed drums or anything. I wanted it to have 
the feel of humans but the sound of machines. 
RACHEL: There is a quote in the press materials for 
the record in which you say that you wanted to make 
party music that could also be played at a funeral. 
You’ve always managed to play with those expectations, 
whether it’s a really upbeat song that, at its core, is dark 
or a really sad-sounding song that has uplifting lyrics. 
CLARK: This time I really wanted to make a record 
that people could dance to. Having just come off the 
road with David Byrne, I was so inspired by the fact 

that people at the shows would get up and dance. 
That’s not something that usually happens. When 
the collective consciousness of a crowd is like, “We’re 
compelled enough by this music to actually move our 
bodies and not feel self-conscious about it,” that’s 
cool. As a result, I almost reverse-engineered this 
record to make for a good live show. 
RACHEL: Are you excited to get back out on the road? 
CLARK: I am. I start rehearsals tomorrow and I’m 
excited to step up the quality of the show. I’m working 
with a group of great people on sound and lighting, plus 
I’m working with a choreographer. Not that it will 
be a Beyoncé-type show—I wish—but I want to con-
tinue to try to blur the boundary between a rock show 
and a theater performance and a dance piece. I just 
really want it to be a show—a real experience. The idea 
of just getting up there and playing some songs is very 
boring to me. That just makes me think of perform-
ing at a coffee shop or something. I really want to 
push it. Part of my reasoning has to do with seeing so 
many shows myself. Even if I love the band, it really 
takes a lot to make me pay attention. I might rather 
go see GWAR spray fake blood on an audience than 
go see another person with an acoustic guitar baring 
their soul. That being said, I know this year is going 
to be busy and difficult, but I feel ready for it.  

more BOB COLACELLO

transcribed the tapes 
and would ask me if it was okay to turn some of my 
questions into Andy’s. And she was a master at extend-
ing the boss’s gees, wows, and oh, reallys into complete 
sentences that somehow did accurately reflect his 
thoughts. I got good at that too. It’s how we wrote The 
Philosophy of Andy Warhol with/for Andy, and she wrote 
Popism: The Warhol Sixties, a brilliant book, and I wrote 
Andy Warhol’s Exposures. Several photos attributed to 
Andy in that book were actually taken by me, and I’m 
grateful to the Andy Warhol Foundation, particularly 
Sally King-Nero, for sorting out which were whose 
and returning my prints to me.
BOLLEN: Andy often gets a bad rap as a human 
being—and in the book he is not always kind to some 
of his former friends, like Candy Darling. Do you 
think that came out of fear? Indifference? Or just on 
to the next new thing?
COLACELLO: What often seemed like meanness 
or coldness was really fear of emotions and intimacy. 
And after having three bullets pumped into his gut by 
Valerie Solanis and nearly dying [in 1968], he had an 
obsession about never setting foot in a hospital again, 
which is why he wouldn’t visit Candy when she was 
dying at Columbus-Mother Cabrini. 
BOLLEN: At the end of Holy Terror there is a sense 
of bad blood between you and Andy—that you were 
leaving him or because you were writing a book on 
him. You once mentioned to me that they rushed out 
[The Andy Warhol] Diaries in an attempt to get ahead 
of your book. Was it a bad breakup?
COLACELLO: I was 35, and it was time to move 
on. I was tired of Andy—then in his anorexic Zoli 
model phase—fed up with the antics and intrigues 
of his playmates Chris Makos, Victor Hugo, and 
Jon Gould. Fred [Hughes], who had been a wonder-
ful mentor to me, was jealous of the attention I was 
getting from Interview’s success, and sabotaging my 
portrait commissions with his outrageous behavior 
at client dinners I’d organize. He would also turn on 
Andy, once in Paris even trying to hit him, a scene I 

put in Holy Terror. So, yes, it was a bad breakup, but 
I slowly reconciled, because there was a deep reser-
voir of shared experience and affection from working 
together so closely for so long and so productively. 
And I never stopped loving Brigid Berlin or Vincent 
Fremont.
BOLLEN: When you think of Andy Warhol now, 
where do you picture him? 
COLACELLO: He’s commuting between heaven and 
hell, stopping in purgatory to exchange his halo for 
horns. 
BOLLEN: You are one of New York’s great recorders 
of places, times, and people. Should we all be keeping 
accounts of parties we attend? And do you still keep 
such a detailed account of your life?
COLACELLO: Yes, you should. Everybody should keep 
a journal or diary. I try to keep mine up. Fortunately, 
I am blessed with a great memory, inherited from my 
maternal grandmother. She liked to tell me that the 
reason she was a Republican was because the party sym-
bol was the elephant, which had a great memory, just as 
she did. Democrats were jackasses, according to Anna 
Alberino, of Borough Park, Brooklyn.
BOLLEN: When Holy Terror was originally published, 
were there any individuals who were unhappy with the 
way they were presented? I’m thinking of Elsa Peretti 
and the fit she threw at Halston at Studio 54. Did you 
fear any Capote-like backlash by the society swans?
COLACELLO: Fran Lebowitz paid me the great-
est compliment by saying I told the truth but wasn’t 
mean to any of our friends. Again I quote Grandma 
Anna: “It’s not just what you say, it’s also how you 
say it.” Elsa Peretti didn’t voice any objections, and I 
think she would have. But then I made it very clear in 
the book that I was right there in the bathroom, pow-
dering my nose with her and many others. 
BOLLEN: When was the last time you saw Andy?
COLACELLO: At Vincent and Shelly Fremont’s Christ-
mas party in 1986. Andy was arriving as I was leaving, 
and he said, “Gee, why are you going, Bob?” He died 
two months later, on George Washington’s birthday, 
and those turned out to be the last words he said to me.

more TEJU COLE

BOLLEN: I loved the 
seven short stories that you did last year on Twitter 
involving drone strikes, using the first lines of famous 
novels. “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flow-
ers herself. Pity. A signature strike leveled the florist’s.” 
Or “Call me Ishmael. I was a young man of military 
age. I was immolated at my wedding. My parents are 
inconsolable.” They remind me of the exercises that 
Hemingway supposedly did for a short story in six 
words: “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.” Twitter’s 
like that—how do you tell a story in the constraint of 
140 characters. 
COLE: Of course I’m attracted to the formal proper-
ties of that brevity, but I also write these stories because 
I feel them. When the Iraq war started, I had ulcers 
because I was like, “What if my grandma was living 
in this city? How would I feel?” In 2003, I remem-
ber thinking, “I cannot believe we’re about to just go 
in there and kill … What the hell is going on?” And I 
feel that way strongly. Because I think that partition that 
people have between those of us here who are obviously 
on the right of good, and those poor bastards over there 
who are not us. I don’t have that partition. I grew up in a 
middle-class Nigerian family. Half my family is Muslim. 
My grandma is Muslim. She’s not literate. She is like 
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one of these women you might see having their door 
kicked in in Fallujah by American soldiers. There’s 
really no difference. So I could not mentally make that 
gap. A lot of the things people think of safely under the 
banner of foreign policies are for me very close to the 
skin. So I am working out some neuroses on Twitter. 
Clearly, I’m not Kanye—I’m not going on about my 
sex life or about my partner, I don’t have kids, it’s not 
on that level.
BOLLEN: You also did a Twitter series contemplating 
strikes on London. “Some say incinerating Bucking-
ham Palace would send a message and next time Britain 
will think twice before selling nerve gas. I don’t know.” 
It’s our thinking of “over there” refracted onto an ally 
much closer to home—those we do see as like ourselves. 
I just don’t see other writers making these kind of loaded 
works—at least not American writers. 
COLE: Yeah, which is kind of our job, as thinkers and 
writers, to challenge that kind of division. Almost every 
novelist of note, in Mexico, in Spain, in France, in Italy, 
they all write politically, for newspapers. They all have 
columns. This is what you do in Africa, for sure, in Nige-
ria, in Kenya, in South Africa. The writers that I know 
are people who are called on to address the issues of the 
day. Someone like J.M. Coetzee might say he’s reluc-
tant to do it, he doesn’t think the writer should be called 
an oracle. Okay, I understand his hesitation, but he does 
it a lot more than most American novelists do it. I don’t 
know what the problem is. Is it our system of rewards 
that allow people to sort of quietly, safely cultivate their 
patch, stay safe, know your audience, give them what 
they want. Or you’re a writer, so all we want out of you 
is a book every four years. That does not seem natural to 
me. Is there a vague worry that people might think I’m 
being hectoring or hectic? But then if you’re worried, 
you won’t do anything, you know? It’s a deeply felt ges-
ture. But this is what we mean by the political. Just tiny 
little acts of shifting the center. Why do we assume the 
center is always on America’s white Anglo-Saxon heri-
tage? In the books I read, the music I listen to, the stories 
I tell, without setting out an agenda, I just want to tes-
tify to my own life that the world is big. And it’s involved 
with us and we’re involved with it. I think what I try to 
do is, just say, “Look, pay attention to the small things 
in the world, speak the truth as best as you can, admit 
to the fact that you’re not as good as your most earnest 
fans think you are, you’re not as bad as your haters think 
you are. You’re just one person who’s testifying to an 
experience of the world.” But it’s very rewarding to me, 
that the particular experience I’m testifying to means so 
much to certain people.
BOLLEN: I think there’s something to what we talked 
about earlier—that to do honest, meaningful work 
doesn’t mean that you are trying to please an audi-
ence. Your job as a writer shouldn’t be to win as many 
admirers as possible, something that gets a little con-
fused in the current absorption with the number of 
followers everyone has. 
COLE: If you try to write from the private self, the 
secret self, it will connect with someone out there, and 
you don’t know who. And that’s kind of what keeps you 
going. What is Every Day Is for the Thief about? Essen-
tially about one person moving through a space. That’s 
really what it’s about. Observing, trying to find a home 
for himself inside this complication of war. It happens to 
be set in a complicated Lagos. But it’s about a little soul 
trying to find a place to rest. And I think people who 
respond to it respond to it on that basis. Not because 
they want the details of Nigerian politics. 
BOLLEN: In your Nigeria, though, there are break-ins, 
police graft, crashing airliners. It isn’t America. It’s a bit 
of a less Updikean landscape to find that place to rest. 
COLE: I think we assume safety in the U.S., basically. If 
something crazy happens, it’s like, wow, that’s crazy. And 
in Nigeria, if something crazy happens, it’s like, life hap-

pens. And so to think about a space in which life is so 
contingent is also so interesting to me because I live in 
a place where there is an expectation of safety. In Nige-
ria there’s no such expectation. There’s always some-
thing going on. There’s one part in the book where I 
talk about this profusion of stories assaulting you all the 
time. But, you know, maybe the fact under American 
life is it’s not that safe either, but we’re just good at hid-
ing things away. A lot of people are miserable and a lot of 
people are struggling and, of course, people are mortal. 

more Darren ARONOFSKY

ARONOFSKY: Does 
that only happen for you in performance, or writing?
SMITH: It can come from different things. Some-
times I get lost in watching a film. The sorrow, or the 
frustration, is when it doesn’t happen for a long time. 
ARONOFSKY: I remember the few times that hap-
pened to me in writing, where you basically start writ-
ing and you look at the clock and six hours have gone 
by and you’re, like, “Whoa! What the hell just hap-
pened?” And that piece ends up in the final product 
even though the final product is three years away. It 
doesn’t get rewritten. It came out the right way. But 
that’s happened to me so few times in my life.
SMITH: Those moments—when Natalie [Portman]’s 
character merged with the swan in Black Swan; where 
Noah feels the Creator speak to him; when the astro-
naut finds his love in The Fountain—I’m open to 
those moments because I’m looking for the same 
thing. And when someone else has that same vocabu-
lary, I think it’s blessed, and I think that this is some-
thing that should be shared with people. But what 
was the impulse that drove you to direct? To me, it 
seems so immense. Just having a rock ’n’ roll band, 
or to go from the solitude of writing and to having to 
collaborate, is almost schizophrenic. 
ARONOFSKY: Growing up in South Brooklyn, I saw 
movies, and I wasn’t even that crazy of a movie guy. 
I probably had a sense that there was a voice behind 
E.T. [1982] and Jaws [1975] that was related. But what 
a director did was outside anything I thought about 
until I got into college. This was before Sundance 
took off and all these independent filmmakers were 
making things by themselves—I mean, I was sort of 
at the front end of that. I think I came to filmmaking 
through writing. I started to write, and people, teach-
ers, responded to my writing. 
SMITH: You had something to say. 
ARONOFSKY: I was always writing about the connec-
tion between man and nature. I grew up in a neighbor-
hood that was right on the beach, but the beach was not 
like a beach you would imagine—there was a lot of pol-
lution. And the most magical thing to me as a kid was 
sea glass, so I wrote about that a lot. In seventh grade 
I had a magical teacher, her name was Mrs. Fried. She 
wore only pink, she drove a pink Mustang, and she was 
half out of her head. But very inspiring. And one day 
she said, “Take out a paper and pen and write some-
thing about peace.” For some reason I wrote a poem on 
Noah—I don’t know why I chose Noah—and it turned 
out it was for a contest for the UN. I ended up winning 
and reading the poem in front of the UN. I remem-
ber Mrs. Fried telling me, “When you write your first 
book, dedicate it to me.” That was like, “Whoa.” I was 
12 or 13 years old. So I started to write poetry and fic-
tion, even though I was really into biology because my 
dad was a science teacher. I kept writing all those years. 
At a certain point when we weren’t sure if we would ever 

make a film of Noah, we started doing a graphic novel 
out of the script. I said, “I’ll dedicate it to Mrs. Fried.” 
I called my mom, who’s a retired schoolteacher, and I 
said, “Do you think there’s any way I could find Mrs. 
Fried? I’d love to send her a copy of the comic when 
it comes out.” And through her connections with the 
Board of Education, we found her. She’s retired, and I 
got in touch with her and I invited her to set, and then I 
actually put her in a scene with Russell. 
SMITH: Oh, that’s awesome!
ARONOFSKY: We ended up making her a one-eyed 
evil crone. And now she tells the story of how a stu-
dent reached out to her and how it changed her life. 
But, because of that poem, Noah was this sort of patron 
saint in my life. When I finished Pi and I started to 
think about what was next, I was like, “Wow, it’s inter-
esting that no one has done a film of one of the greatest 
stories ever told.” Even if you’re not a Jew, a Muslim, or 
a Christian, you likely have a flood story in your culture.
SMITH: This film, and this story from so early in 
human history, is a metaphor for what’s happening to 
our world today. 
ARONOFSKY: You can’t look at the Noah story and not 
see some kind of environmental connection. The Cre-
ator wants to start over. He wants creation to be given a 
shot at survival, and the true enemy is the wickedness of 
men. I remember in elementary school they had a list of 
endangered species. It fit on a page and you would see 
the tiger and you would see the elephant, and then you 
learned about the dodo bird. Now it seems like you can’t 
find a creature on the planet—unless it’s an invasive spe-
cies—that isn’t somehow endangered. I went to Prince 
William Sound as a kid with a school group, and we 
were hanging out in these glaciers, just us, the orca, and 
the bald eagle. Two years later the Exxon Valdez spilled 
millions of gallons of crude into that area and changed 
it forever. Our fingerprint is everywhere in the world. 
People have been screaming about the end of times for-
ever, it’s always the end of times. But there’s just so much 
evidence that the world is changing so radically right 
now. How much can the world take?
SMITH: Noah, with all his conflicts, has a conscience. 
And that is one of the most beautiful and compelling 
things to see on screen.
ARONOFSKY: In the story, which is only a few chapters 
long in Genesis, Noah never even speaks until after the 
flood—but when you have Russell Crowe, you’re going 
to make him speak. The second thing Noah did after 
the flood is he made wine and got drunk. It’s the first 
mention of wine in the Bible. After that huge ordeal, he 
gets drunk. It makes you wonder if it’s survivor’s guilt. 
SMITH: I don’t know where it comes from, but Rus-
sell can often look like a man who is suppressing 
tears. He and Jennifer Connelly are together again. 
They were great in A Beautiful Mind, each represents 
something important. In Noah, Jennifer’s us. If Rus-
sell has to take on the inner mantle of god, she takes 
on the inner mantle of the human being.
ARONOFSKY: It’s the battle of justice versus mercy. In 
Genesis it says that Noah was righteous in his times. You 
think you sort of know what righteous means, you know, 
if you listen to a lot of Bob Marley. [laughs] According to 
all the biblical scholars we talked to, righteousness is the 
proper balance of justice and mercy. If you think of that, 
as a parent, you know that if you have too much justice 
and you’re too strict, you destroy a child. If you have too 
much mercy, as a parent, you destroy a child as well. A 
big part of this movie is Noah finding mercy for man. 
SMITH: Do you know what you’re going to do next? 
ARONOFSKY: I don’t know. This film … I’ve been 
working on it for three years or so. I’m at the point 
where I’m drained.
SMITH: Now you should go into a cave and drink 
some wine like Noah. 
ARONOFSKY: I’m going to go travel for a bit, live for 
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