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journals  

Ahead of her Hong Kong 
appearance this month, where 

she’ll share insights about 
her acclaimed book A Little 

Life, American novelist Hanya 
Yanagihara reflects on what 

she’s learned about writing from 
chapters of her own life 
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Growing up, what were your experiences 
with reading and writing like? 
I was fortunate to have parents who 
considered books an elemental part of 
life – there was always money, and time, 
for books. I read all the classic children’s 
literature and important authors of the 
time: E.B. White, M.B. Goffstein, Lois 
Lowry, Chris Van Allsburg, Madeleine 
L’Engle, Yoshiko Uchida and, of particular 
infl uence, Cynthia Voigt. The fi rst book by 
a young contemporary writer I ever read 
was David Leavitt’s The Lost Language 
of Cranes, which remains a great favorite 
of mine. My father bought it for me when 
he was on a business trip in New York; I 
was around 11. The novel is about a father 
and son who are simultaneously coming 
out in late-’80s New York, though the son 
doesn’t know about the father. Everything 
about it – the author's youth, the portrait 
of New York, the description of what it 
meant to live with a great secret, how 
it conveyed the experience of sexual 
liberation – was a revelation.

 
With your novel A Little Life, why did you 
insist on leaving the protagonist Jude’s 
story as raw and intact as possible?
I think a reader can handle anything. As 
a reader myself, I can always tell when 
an author is withholding. The author is 
not a parent, and the reader is not to be 
condescended to. All a reader wants is for 
the writer to create a complete, whole, 
intricate universe for her to inhabit. The 
resentment a reader feels is not when 

she’s led somewhere unpleasant, 
but when she feels the author 

has cheated her somehow, 
out of laziness or lack of 
imagination.

I also think it’s worth 
saying that fi ction’s 
primary job is to ask 
what it means to be 
human, and to show 
what human lives are, 
in all their differences 
and specifi cities. This 
means that one should 
show violent lives 
as well, and that one 
should not fl inch from 
describing the most 
brutal parts of those 

violent lives, no matter 
how diffi cult they might 

be to read. My hope is that 
those who surrender to this 

book will care enough for Jude 
to feel compelled to remain 

with him through the most unbearable 
parts of his life, no matter how ugly or 
disagreeable they are to experience. 

 
You used to be an editor for Condé Nast 
Traveler and travel frequently. Has travel 
informed your approach to writing?
It hasn’t informed my writing directly, 
though I do think travel is an essential 
experience for a writer – for any artist, 
or any human, for that matter – because 
it unsettles you, makes you a stranger, 
leaves you vulnerable. Paul Theroux 
has written about that moment when a 
traveler, leaving the airport in a place 
he doesn’t know, is taken into the night 
by the driver (of a car, or tuk-tuk) and 
for a moment becomes aware of how 
defenseless he is, of how dependent he is 
upon another’s goodwill. That sensation 
is thrilling because it’s a visceral reminder 
of both the possibilities and dangers of 
life itself, and it’s a sensation that travel 
frequently provides.  

Lots of popular, award-winning books 
have been turned into fi lms. Is this 
something you envision for A Little Life? 
The book has actually recently been 
optioned by the producer-director team 
of Scott Rudin (The Social Network, The 
Grand Budapest Hotel, No Country for 
Old Men) and Joe Mantello (Wicked, Take 
Me Out, The Humans) as a limited series 
on a cable or streaming service. I’ll be 
co-writing it, and we’re currently in the 
process of fi nding other writers as well.

What would you recommend for an ideal 
weekend in New York’s SoHo?
Well, fi rst I’d say to try to avoid SoHo 
on the weekend altogether! Still, some 
of my favorite stores in the city are 
nearby: I love browsing at De Vera, a 
jewelry and antiques boutique, and 
frequently buy gifts at Love Adorned, a 
sort of 21st-century general store. There’s 
also A Détacher, a small, made-in-New 
York fashion label, where I buy a dress 
every season. My favorite bookstore, 
Three Lives & Company, is actually in 
the West Village, but I get magazines 
and cookbooks at my local, McNally 
Jackson. I like having working breakfasts 
– particularly the scrambled egg whites 
with tofu and avocado, and an iced green 
tea – at the Crosby Street Hotel. For 
dinner, I often go to Hirohisa for an ikura 
don and cold barley tea. For take-out 
lunches, there’s Olive’s or Birdbath, which 
has an excellent kale, corn and chicken 
salad. – Rachel Eva Lim
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