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[H O S T :  J E N N  W H I T E ]  

[ S T O R Y :  N O V E L I S T  H A N Y A  Y A N A G I H A RA  

O N  H E R  N E W  N O V E L ,  T O  P A R A D I S E ]  

[ C O N T E N T :  H A N Y A  Y A N A G I H A RA ]  

00:00:00 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  I'm Jenn White in Washington.  The novel To Paradise published 

last week was one of the most anticipated books of 2022.  It's no surprise 

because its author Hanya Yanagihara blew away critics and readers with her 

last novel A Little Life.  It was a massive best seller after its 2015 release.  

And To Paradise is already on the same track. 

00:00:24 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

The story is divided into 3 parts set in the 1920 th and 21st centuries.  But each 

takes place largely within the same home in New York City.  The world 

outside changes dramatically over the course of the book.  But the characters 

struggle with similar questions about illness, class and the enduring but 

oftentimes false promise of paradise. 

00:00:44 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

Joining us from New York City is Hanya Yanagihara.  And again her new 

book is called To Paradise.  She also wrote the best seller A Little Life and is 

the editor and chief of T, the New York Times Style Magazine.  Hanya, 

welcome to 1A. 

00:00:58 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Thank you so much for having me Jen.  It's an honor to be here. 

00:01:01 JENN WHITE 

I would love for you to tell us a bit more about the plot of To Paradise. 
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00:01:07 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Well, To Paradise is--I always think of it as my America book.  And it's a 

book that's divided into 3 different sections and 3 different centuries.  The 

first part is set in 1893.  The second is set in 1993.  And the third is set in 

2093.  In three different versions of America.  In the first, um, section it's, uh, 

the New York is part of something called The Free States of Breakaway 

Country Within a Country. 

00:01:34 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Um, where that has not been founded on Puritanism.  And so gay marriage is 

legal and women have more rights of advancement and opportunity and 

education.  Um, but black and Native-American and Jewish citizens are 

reviled and, or disdained.  Uh, the second part of the book is set in 1993 and 

this is set in our America, the America we know. 

00:01:56 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And is told in two halves.  The first unfolds over a single night at  a party.  

And the second, um, is about the main character's, a father who tries to 

return, um, to a prelapsarian version of, uh, Hawaii.  And the third part is set 

in 2093 and again told in two voices.  And it's an America that is by now riven 

with a serial pandemic, um, with one illness after the next. 

00:02:24 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Uh, and the two voices are a young woman who is living, uh, in--in what is 

now, um, a totalitarian state.  And, uh, an older scientist who watches the 

state, uh, come into being and in fact helps--is one of the architects of it. 

00:02:44 JENN WHITE 

As I was reading the book I was just struck by not just the creativity but the 

complexity of--of the storytelling.  And, and as you were imagining the novel 

were you--were you thinking about all three stories at the same time?  Or did 

they immerge on their own? 

00:03:03 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

They immerged in tandem.  And it wasn't until, you know, I often say that 

you don't really begin a book, or begin writing a book until you're able to 

meet the connections between everything that you're thinking about on a 

daily basis.  And it was when I understood that these three stories how they 

were related, rather than not--not just that they were related. 

00:03:23 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

That the book really began.  And I started thinking about it in about 2016.  I 

did some research for the pandemic's part of the book in 2017.  And I started 

really writing in earnest in the early part of 2018. 
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00:03:36 JENN WHITE 

So the third portion of the novel that focuses on this--this pandemic ridden 

America, um, I knew you didn't write it during the pandemic.  But the--the 

echoes of what we're living through right now, um, were--were deeply, deeply 

disturbing.  And I wonder if on the other side of writing the book you're 

thinking about that portion of the novel any differently? 

00:04:04 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

You know, it's very strange to hear myself say this.  But when I--when I think 

we were sent home from work on March 13, 2020.  And by that point as--as 

you say Jen I was fairly far into the third part of this narrative.  Uh, the 

world was established.  I knew what was going to happen.  I knew how the 

pandemic had--and the pandemics in the book were going to unfold. 

00:04:26 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And none of that really changed.  But I don't remember ever thinking at any 

point during the writing that it was eerie that I was writing a book about a 

pandemic and I was living in the middle of it.  It seemed like two separate 

events.  You know, outside was the world at which, of which I knew nothing.  

And, and was as confused and as scared as everybody else. 

00:04:45 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

But inside the world of this book I knew exactly what I was doing and exactly 

where I was going.  And so I think probably in retrospect there is something 

reassuring about that.  That there was--there was a world in which, um, I was 

able to make all the decisions, and in which I know the outcome.  And 

although that might not sound very comforting, um, from this perspective-- 

00:05:05 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

In the middle--in the midst of 2020 it certainly was.  Um, and very little 

changed in that section because of COVID.  Um, but by the time that--that it 

really became a reality for this part of the world, um, as I said I was so deep 

into the narrative that I didn't actually end up altering anything significant. 

00:05:27 JENN WHITE 

Well, one of the common threads between the three parts of To Paradise is 

setting, um, we--we sort of experience the characters as they move through 

this one location, this house in New York City.  Why did you pick the choice 

to ground your characters in--in the same physical space, but over the spread 

of centuries in time? 
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00:05:47 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

In a certain way, you know, this is a book about New York.  Um, A Little 

Life, my last book was also a New York book.  And it's--it's about using I 

think one of the things that's always interested me about this city is that it has 

probably since the beginning of its existence, been a magnate for people from 

all over the world who want to come and test their metal here. 

00:06:09 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And I had this, you know, I think whenever you show up in New York, 

whenever you move here.  I moved here in 1995.  One of the first things 

you're either told is you should have come 10 years ago.  Which is not helpful.  

And not really, and it's sort of a meaningless comment.  Because--because the 

city has always been this place that has had a strange kind of attraction, not 

just for young people. 

00:06:32 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And not just for people from elsewhere, but from people who are on the run 

from their families or their lives, or trying to create a new one.  And one of 

the things I wanted to depict in this book was how--how New York itself has 

always been a beacon through--through the city's very tough times, and 

through its--its more illustrious times as well. 

00:06:52 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And how it probably always will be.  And there have been many, many 

points, you know, even in the 25 odd years that I've lived here in which people 

have, you know, sounded the death knells for--for the city.  And have 

predicted, um, its demise.  And it's never happened.  So, you know, in the 

third part of this book New York is--is objectively in a bad place. 

00:07:13 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And yet people keep living here and working here and coming here.  Um, 

perhaps despite themselves. 

00:07:19 JENN WHITE 

And in the house itself different people occupy it over the course of the novel.  

Um, it means different things to you--to different characters.  And for some 

it's a bit of a burden.  Um, for others it's--it's a show of extravagant wealth.  

Um, by the third portion of the novel it's been--it's been carved up into, you 

know, different apartments. 

00:07:41 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

Was part of this also a--for you--I guess a bit of a meditation on what home 

means to--to individuals? 
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00:07:50 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Yeah, certainly to some extent.  Um, but it's also I think about, you know, I've 

always been interested in--in buildings in general.  Because of how many lives 

have been lived in them, and how long they endure.  And how they can 

become depending on the political climate at the time, significant, um, or even 

they become metaphors, uh, for one thing or another. 

00:08:12 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

The building itself doesn't care.  It just exists and it keeps going on.  But it is 

the humans obviously who live inside it or, or give it meaning, uh, that the 

change its position in the world.  The other thing is, you know, I, um, there is 

some--New York is not an old city compared certainly to the old cities of--of 

Europe or Asia. 

00:08:35 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

But it is a place I think that has, because it's so much a part of our collective 

iconography because it's so much a part of what we imagine when we think 

about the city and what think about America--it is these sorts of townhouses 

are things that we know about even before--even before we actually know 

how to put names to them. 

00:08:56 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

We know them from movies.  We know them from--from--from drawings.  

We know them from paintings.  Americans are born with the sort of muscle 

memory for New York.  And they're also born with an immediate kind of 

familiarity, um, with the architecture and, and the structures of the city as 

well. 

00:09:12 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to Hang Yanagihara.  Her new book is called To Paradise.  She 

also wrote the best seller A Little Life and is the editor and chief of T, the 

New York Times Style Magazine.  There's a phrase that repeats in every 

section of the book, America is a country with sin at its heart.  What's the 

significance of that line? 

00:09:31 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Well, there are a few lines that repeat throughout the book.  And you're right 

Jen, that's the most prominent.  Although these are different worlds, I wanted 

them to have slight echoes.  You know, all of us think about this country and I 

think all of us are engaged in a perpetual game of what if.  And this is true no 

matter where we fall along the political spectrum. 
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00:09:52 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, what if so-and-so hadn't been elected, or what if such-and-such 

bill hadn't been passed.  Or what if such-and-such ruling had come down.  

And one of the questions that, you know, we are playing in this current game 

of what if is what if this country hadn't been founded with slavery. 

00:10:10 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And you know, that it's the sin to which I refer in all three sections of this 

book.  Um, but it is how we interpret that question as a country, um, is --is 

really where I think some of our deepest political divisions lie.  I mean you are 

in a moment of this country right now where you--some people think that this 

country is in a very good shape. 

00:10:33 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Some people think that this country's, you know, best years were 50 or a 100 

years in the past.  Some people think this is a country with serious flaws but 

that can be--those flaws can be solved within the institutions and systems we 

have.  And some people think that this country is so fundamentally damaged 

that there's nothing to do but to burn it down and start anew. 

00:10:55 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And that question of how do we understand America's history?  How do we--

how--is it--is this a good place or is it a bad place?  Has this place--have we 

been telling ourselves a lie about what this country is?  I think these are 

questions that preoccupy all of us.  But the problem is that none of us can 

answer it in the same way. 

00:11:15 JENN WHITE 

And what kind of latitude did you give yourself to explore that question a 

little differently by creating this--this alternate past of America and then this 

imagined future of the country as well? 

00:11:30 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Well, in the first part--in the part set in 1893 it is as you've mentioned, a 

different version of America, and more--in some ways a more progressive 

version of America to use a contemporary term.  Although it is not certainly, 

um, paradisal for all of the people who live within its boundaries. 

00:11:49 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, um, the--the free-states, uh, take a much kinder view of different 

expressions of sexuality and different expressions of gender.  But they don't 

want, um, black citizens to, they don't want to have black citizens and they 

don't want black people to stay within their borders. 
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00:12:05 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And I think it's a reminder that, you know, this idea that has America been--

been founded on--on an unhelpful fiction?  Or an unhelpful metaphor?  This 

idea of America is a paradise.  Was it ever truly one?  And can we continue to 

talk about this country, um, in a way that, um, that the lies honestly in it, but 

in a way that belies that metaphor? 

00:12:33 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And the third part of the book in a sense the--the citizenry has been flattened 

into a single layer of people for it, or it seems, you know.  There's a 

totalitarian regime.  People have very few rights.  And yet there are people, 

some people who have more rights than ever, than others.  This idea of what 

America is to itself, how it thinks of itself, how it romanticizes itself. 

00:12:59 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Um, and how its inability to I think examine itself sometimes again from all 

quarters of the political spectrum, um, is one that I hope readers ask 

themselves as they're reading this book and it recurs again and again. 

00:13:15 JENN WHITE 

There's the sense of yearning in--in the book, um, the central characters are 

all reaching for something.  Um, be it paradise, however they define it.  Some 

are looking for love, or a sense of security, or something that they haven't 

perhaps defined completely for themselves. 

00:13:35 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

What do you think your characters ultimately learn about whether that 

paradise is attainable? 

00:13:40 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Well, I think, you know, for all of them paradise is somewhere else.  But I also 

think that paradise is someone else as well.  And it means more than I think 

going to another land or another, um, another destination--although I should 

add that, you know, America has always thought of heaven as lying 

westward. 

00:13:59 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And then you go so far west that you sort of fall off land.  But I think that 

they would ultimately say that paradise would be feeling not so out of step 

with their own society.  Feeling somehow that they understood what their 

fellow citizens were talking about.  Feeling like less of an outsider.  And, you 

know, one of the things I--I really loved exploring in these three books. 
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00:14:21 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Especially in the third part which is, um, set in a fascist state was that, you 

know, one of the reasons that we still see ourselves in literature, narrative 

literature from, you know, 400 years ago is because the fundamental thing 

that literature concerns itself with is the needs and the desires of humans. 

00:14:41 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, the need to be loved.  The need to give love.  The need for  

affection.  The need to belong.  Those are essential and elemental qualities of 

what it means to be human, and therefore of, of all art.  Um, and I wanted to 

remind people that no matter how different the setting was, no matter how 

strict the regime was, no matter how bleak the society was--that those 

qualities remain the same. 

00:15:06 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And those qualities are a kind of a heaven.  That finding those things are a 

kind of a heaven in and of themselves. 

00:15:12 JENN WHITE 

I there are a common thread through the three parts of your book is the 

inevitable and consistent creep of illness.  Um, some characters survive or 

even overcome their illnesses.  Some don't.  How does that work as--as a 

thread in this book? 

00:15:28 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Well, yes.  All three of the narratives, all three of the sections in this book 

have disease winding through them.  And when I was, um, in the early stages 

of research for this I reached out to a family friend, uh, who is a doctor at 

NIH.  And he sent me a list of, um, of plagues that, that had beset the known 

world since the beginning of recorded history. 

00:15:55 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And I referred back to this when in the--when the early days of COVID.  And 

you saw things like the Justinian plague which I think killed half of the 

world's known population at the time.  Um, and the black plague which killed 

another quarter, and things more recently like the 1918 flu. 

00:16:15 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And what you realized is that after each wave of illness human civilization did 

continue.  People continued to have families.  They continued to trade.  They 

continued to make art.  They continued to--to populate the world again.  And 

it was very hopeful for me.  Um, to understand that, uh, that disease is 

something that we have lived with since the beginning of human civilization. 
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00:16:40 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And so far at least it's been something that humans have ultimately taken in 

stride.  Not without great suffering, of course, and without great loss.  But 

that the human ability, the collective human ability to keep going, to find new 

life, to make new life has remained undimmed. 

00:16:59 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And, you know, that is something that these characters in this book and each 

of these three centuries are having to grapple with in real time.  How does one 

go on when--when things seem unlivable?  Or when the situation seems so 

bleak and so depressing and so defeating really that you don't think that you 

can--you can keep surviving as a race. 

00:17:20 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And yet they do. 

00:17:21 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to author Hanya Yanagihara about her new book, To Paradise.  

I'm Jenn White.  Back with more in a moment.  This is 1A. 

[ C O M M E RC I A L  B R E A K ]  

00:17:57 JENN WHITE 

Let's get back to our conversation with Hanya Yanagihara, author of the 

novel To Paradise, which was published last week.  To Paradise is divided 

into three parts, all set at the same home in Washington Square Park in New 

York City.  The stories take place in the late 19th, 20th and 21st centuries. 

00:18:13 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

Though the characters live centuries apart they struggle under similar class 

restraints and their stories are propelled forward by the illusive promise of 

paradise.  Hanya is also the editor and chief of T, the New York Times Style 

Magazine.  And her previous novels are A Little Life, and The People in The 

Trees. 

00:18:32 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

Now Hanya you said you don't call yourself a writer.  It's not who you are , 

but rather something you do.  Why do you think of your work that way? 

00:18:40 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

You know, I've been a magazine editor for far longer than I've been an 

author.  I, I always wrote.  Um, but, and with something that was--I was 

always encouraged to do by my parents.  But they also made it very clear that 

I had to get a job.  And I was lucky that I found something that I really do 

love doing.  I love being an editor. 
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00:19:00 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

I love putting together a magazine.  Um, I--I, you know, I love the people who 

populate journalism.  And they tend to be, um, colorful and eccentric.  And 

they know a lot about a lot.  And, um, they're the people around whom I 

spend most of my working hours.  I always thought of writing as something 

that I did in private. 

00:19:22 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And for many years I did it in secret.  And because of such a solitary job it 

really as an identity, um, is something that at least to me feels, um, it feels like 

something that--that isn't quite real.  It's something that I do every night, um, 

when I'm in the middle of a project.  But when I'm not, I don't do at all. 

00:19:42 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And it is, but the people I spend my life around, the people who are my 

dearest friends, the people I talk to the most have to relate to the job I do 

during the day.  Um, and that's being a magazine editor. 

00:19:56 JENN WHITE 

How much do you differentiate between your work as the editor and chief of 

T and your work as a novelist? 

00:20:03 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Quite a bit.  And, you know, people I think assume that there are more 

similarities because they both involve writing and they both involve text.  But 

when you're the editor and chief a lot of your work is in fact administrative 

or bureaucratic.  It's about reading P&Ls.  It's about, you know, going to 

meetings.  It's about, uh, talking to HR. 

00:20:22 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

It's about we're thinking about systems.  And so, you know, and that's a very-

-it's creative, but in a very different way.  Um, and, of course, when you are 

writing you are in complete control of the world that you--that you make.  

There are no other concerns.  There's nothing else to think about.  You don't  

have to worry about deadlines or budgets. 

00:20:42 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Or, um, or--or realities in a way, or facts.  You can just do what you want to 

do.  And so there are actually nice balances.  Um, and you can always 

procrastinate working on one by working on the other.  But I--I think that 

there are not very glamorous, but real things that I have learned that have 

helped my writing through being a magazine editor. 
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00:21:04 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, one of them is, um, having deadlines.  Again, that's not a very sexy 

thing to tell writers that they should think about, but it is a reality.  The 

second is, um, turning in copy that's as clean and as, um, tightly knit as you 

can.  Again, not very sexy.  And the third is that you actually have to turn it 

in. 

00:21:25 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And I know that sounds like such a strange thing to say.  But I think a lot of 

writers and not just writers, but other artists, have a hard time letting go of 

something and giving it to somebody else or putting it out in the world.  And 

one thing that working on deadline and at a certain length teaches you that is 

that after a certain point you do have to release the work. 

00:21:44 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You do have to give it over, and you do have to surrender it to somebody.  

And that's a very useful thing to know as well. 

00:21:49 JENN WHITE 

But I'm curious with that in mind when do you know you're--you're done?  Is 

it--is it purely driven by that--that time deadline you have?  Or is there some 

other process you go through to--to really feel like you can take your hands 

off the project? 

00:22:04 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Uh, I--I do think, well there's another thing I should say Jenn that--that 

working in a magazine teaches you and that's how to write--that's how to care 

about the structure when you're writing.  You know, if--if you are a radio 

journalist or a printer and illustrator or whatever you do, you understand 

that it has to be legible to the reader. 

00:22:22 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And there has to be some kind of tension within it.  And so when I'm writing 

my books I have a very good sense early on, even before I've begun actually 

writing, what the structure of the book is going to be, approximately how long 

it's going to be, what the narrative is going to be. 

00:22:38 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Um, and--and how I want the emotional arc to unfold.  And so there are no 

real surprises.  I know when I'm actually in the act of writing, I do 

understand sort of where I am in time and space, if that makes sense.  I do 

know where I am in the narrative about how much longer I have to go.  And I 

have a sense of when it's going to be finished. 
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00:22:59 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And you can tweak endlessly.  But I know once the architecture has been 

completed. 

00:23:07 JENN WHITE 

I have a craft question for you.  Because again, in reading the book, and--and 

feeling this resonance across the three different sections.  Were you--were you 

writing them in tandem or--or was it really, you know, I'm going to do the 

first book, done.  Second book, done.  Third book, done? 

00:23:28 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

They were conceived in tandem.  And I did write it more or less 

chronologically.  So, I wrote, uh, the first section.  And then I wrote the first 

part of the second section.  And then I wrote all the third section.  And then I 

doubled back and finished the second part of the second section.  Um, but, 

you know, I have--I often skip around quite a bit in--in writing. 

00:23:50 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

But this one I wrote, um, pretty--pretty linearly. 

00:23:54 JENN WHITE 

As an editor I'm really curious.  What--what the editing process is like for 

you to be on the other side of that equation. 

00:24:04 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

You know, book editing is very different, um, from, you know, magazine 

editing or, or newspaper editing.  You tend to be--the editor is, depending on 

the kind of editors you have.  And I have three main editors who I talk to.  

My German editor, and my American editor and my British editor.  And all 

of them bring different observations and different skills, and different areas 

of interest to the book. 

00:24:28 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Often they're quite aligned.  And that's always interesting when you hear sort 

of the same reaction from all of them.  A good editor is able to find the 

weakest points of the book, um, and is able to kind of jab at them.  They're 

never going to ask you to change it.  But you have to be able to defend it, and 

you have to really examine, is this what I want to say? 

00:24:45 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And is this worth keeping?  One of the things with this book in particular that 

the editors really concentrated on and I was very grateful for it was logic.  

You know, when you're doing this kind of world creation and when you are 

trying to make, um, a world sound consistent and logical you need the reader 

to make--to--you need to sort of pass the smell test with the reader. 
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00:25:05 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

It needs to be something that the characters need to sound like how they're 

suppose to sound.  Their motivation should be understandable.  And the--the 

way that the world operates.  Um, even if it's a foreign world or an 

improbable world it has to make sense within the logic of, of the book itself.  

And so, in that way it's--it's very helpful to have other readers. 

00:25:31 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Um, who will notice inconsistencies, but more than that things that just seem 

false.  And--and those are the sorts of things that I--that I want to hear from 

my editors. 

00:25:41 JENN WHITE 

We talked about how setting is important to Paradise.  But some were 

objects.  I mean the final part, the main character laments that objects are 

Miss Homeland of Hawaii are on display in the home of a non-Hawaiian 

wealthy person in New York.  What world do objects play in this novel?  

00:25:58 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Yes.  I mean they are a way, I mean they are a useful shorthand to 

communicate history, to communicate, um, wealth.  I think that something 

that we forget is that novels are about money.  I mean they're about love and 

they're about family, but they're ultimately about money.  If we look to some 

of the most beloved books of the 19 th and 18th centuries. 

00:26:20 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

If you look at Austin, if you look at Tolstoy.  All of those books are about 

money and the opportunities that their characters have, um, are based on 

their relative amounts of money they have or they don't have.  And this book 

too is very much about money, until it isn't. 

00:26:31 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

The money has--it's--it's utilities and it's able to provide for people and save 

people until it can't.  Um, and so that's--that's one of the things I wanted to 

communicate.  The second thing I wanted to communicate, um, was--was how 

symbolic objects are, and not just to us personally, but to the grand sweep of 

history. 

00:26:51 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

I mean you look at--I mean an object could be a monument.  An object can be 

a piece of, you know, stolen art.  But the--the history that--that we freight 

them with, and the meaning that they take on often, especially when a culture 

is lost or a culture has been diminished, is great.  Um, we cannot help, um, in 

the absence of a person. 
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00:27:13 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Or an absence of a society or a civilization to look at what remains.  And 

that's one of the other things that I wanted to talk about is this book shrinks 

as the worlds in the book become I think more and more, um, you know, have 

become grimmer.  The things that we try to hold onto as humans in order to 

reassure us. 

00:27:32 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And to make us remember a history that we romanticize as perhaps being 

better than it was. 

00:27:38 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to novelist Hanya Yanagihara.  Her new book is called To 

Paradise.  She also wrote the best seller A Little Life and is the editor and 

chief of T, the New York Times Style Magazine.  Hanya, I was really curious 

what you were also exploring about family dynamics.  There are parental 

child relationships at the core of each section of the novel. 

00:28:03 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

You have grandparents who are raising grandchildren.  You have a parent 

who are fathers who are estranged from their--their sons.  Um, you have an 

uncle, a great uncle who is--who is trying to protect as he sees it, um, his 

charge.  What were you exploring there? 

00:28:25 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

You know, one of the things that I really wanted to explore in my last book A 

Little Life was how little society has really changed its definition of what a 

family is.  Um, and how after, you know, centuries of human civilization there 

remain or it can feel like they remain relatively few options, um, of--or 

relatively few ways of--of living in a legally recognized family. 

00:28:55 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Um, which is not to say that legally recognized families are more important 

than--than other kinds of families we form.  But--but and how friendship was 

friendship a relationship that has been denied legal recognition or does it 

need by necessity to be the kind of--the one kind of relationship that's dear to 

us that can't be legally recognized? 

00:29:18 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

In this book I wanted to talk about what it means to be a parent.  And one of 

the things that I hope the book suggests is that sometimes a parent--parenting 

is simply an older person taking care of a younger person.  And you see that 

idea in every section of the book.  The other thing I wanted to discuss is when 

love and when caretaking and when protectiveness become oppressive. 
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00:29:44 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And how none of us ever really know.  Things are done with good intentions 

and--and we try to protect the people we love and need to care for and who 

are vulnerable.  But what does that--what does--ideally what does that form 

of protection look like?  And is there a point at which it becomes harmful? 

00:30:03 JENN WHITE 

How do you think of your books in relation to each other?  Do you see A 

Little Life in conversation with To Paradise in any way?  And with your prior 

book The People in The Trees as well? 

00:30:13 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

I think that's a good question.  I think that they are all in conversation with 

one another.  They all concern disease.  They all concern, um ideas of family--

about family.  Um, they all discuss I think, um, how the kinds of decisions 

people have to make often in good faith, and what happens when they make 

the wrong decision.  I think that that A Little Life and To Paradise in 

particular are against history in a lot of ways. 

00:30:40 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, A Little Life, um, existed and I--I hope the perpetual now it was, 

uh, there were never any dates in the book.  And there were no significant 

historical or--or markers in the book.  And so I wanted people to feel that it 

had the quality of a fairytale.  That it was both very present tense, but also 

out of time all together. 

00:31:01 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

In this book it's against--this book is against history in a different way.  It 

takes actual known history or what we accept as known history and subverts 

in many ways.  And, you know, one of the questions that a much more famous 

writer asked me after he read the book was, why we were not--why we're so 

respectful in fiction of history? 

00:31:24 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

Why we don't feel that it's something that we can take and pick from and 

choose from and discard as we want?  And one of the things that I hope this 

book does is make readers ask, is what we've accepted as known American 

history actually true?  Or are there stories beyond what's recorded, um, that-

-that are worth hearing? 
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00:31:47 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And that we might have missed all along?  Um, you know, I often fancied 

when I was writing this book that maybe something like the free-states did 

exist.  It just was never written down by anyone.  And that is also the 

possibility of this country, which is so changing.  Um, and is so, um, recurial 

in a lot of ways. 

00:32:08 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, is--is the history that we all think we're, we've read and the 

present tense in which we all think we're living--is it actually true or is just 

something that some of us are experiencing? 

00:32:19 JENN WHITE 

Were there any questions you were posing to yourself in writing this novel?  

00:32:25 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Yes.  I mean I--and this predated, um, COVID, but one of the main 

preoccupations I had was how much liberty is an individual going to give up, 

um, and how much liberty does society give up?  Um, in order to protect one's 

self?  You know, if--if protection of safety becomes the ultimate goal is there a 

point in which the government needs to step in and intervene? 

00:32:52 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

You know, does protecting one's self or one's family--is that necessarily a 

neutral or a benign act?  Or does it by necessity danger--endanger a 

stranger?  Um, what do we owe to one another as members of the society?  

And, you know, and also as--as I mentioned it several times in this 

conversation what is our understanding of what our history is?  

00:33:13 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And if we don't have a shared understanding is that an opportunity or is it, 

um, is it disastrous in the end? 

00:33:23 JENN WHITE 

Did you find yourself with answers at the end of writing the novel?  

00:33:26 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Well, I think, you know, I always tell, um, younger writers that you know, 

you begin a novel with a set of questions.  And if you've done your job by the 

end of it you have A) you don't know the answers to any of them.  And you 

have a whole new set of questions.  I think if--if you come away with answers 

then you perhaps have not asked the difficult questions. 

00:33:45 JENN WHITE 

So, with that in mind.  Can we--can we look forward to an exploration of a 

new set of questions, and another novel for you at some point? 
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00:33:55 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

You know, I hope so.  It took me a long time to write this book.  Not because 

the writing itself took a long time.  But because I wanted an idea that I felt 

was really urgent and that I only I could do.  And, um, I don't think it's, you 

know, you spend so long writing a book, and it's such lonely work. 

00:34:13 HANYA YANAGIHARA (CONTINUED) 

And it's, you know, this--you--this constant tug of war between hubris and 

extreme self hatred that it has to feel like an idea that is worth it, um, in order 

to embark upon that--that process.  And so far I don't have one. 

00:34:30 JENN WHITE 

That's Hanya Yanagihara.  She's the author of To Paradise.  It was published 

last week.  She's also the editor and chief of T, the New York Times Style 

Magazine.  Her prior novels are A Little Life and The People In the Trees.  

Hanya, thank you for speaking with us. 

00:34:45 HANYA YANAGIHARA 

Jenn, thank you so much for having me. 

00:34:48 JENN WHITE 

Today's producer was Avery J.C. Kleinman.  This program comes to you 

from WAMU, part of American Universi ty in Washington distributed by 

NPR.  I'm Jenn White.  Thanks for listening.  And we'll talk more soon.  This 

is 1A. 


