
Hustvedt is the author of a book of 
poetry, three collections of essays, 
a work of non-fiction and six novels, 
including the Man Booker Prize–
nominated The Blazing World.
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The work of Siri Hustvedt—nov-
elist, critic, poet, and lecturer on 
psychiatry at Cornell’s Weill Medi-
cal School—is concerned with im-
precision, the discomforting and 
the unknowable. “There is some-
thing alienating about perfec-
tion,” she writes in her latest book, 
A Woman Looking at Men Looking 
at Women: Essays on Art, Sex, and 
the Mind. Many thinkers are in-
tent on ignoring the fact that we 
are all flawed bodies who forget, 
grow and change—producing a 
range of emotions that are never 
constant because a person’s iden-
tity is never fixed. Hustvedt how-
ever, whether writing on Louise 
Bourgeois, Pedro Almodóvar or 
the millennia-old mind/body de-
bate, doesn’t lose sight of our lim-
its as a species or our immense 
powers of self-expression.

Memory and place have an im-
portant bond. But are our memo-
ry faculties changing as the world 
becomes increasingly virtual? 
There has been a longstanding 
fear that technology will forever 
alter our ability to retain mem-
ories, and it’s true that the art of 
memory isn’t what it used to be. 
Technology, whether the book 
or computer, changes us, but the 
question is: To what degree? Chips 
can now be inserted into people’s 
bodies to enable certain tasks, but 
how different is this from a blind 
person’s cane becoming part of 
her body—an extended self? How 

do we distinguish between new 
and old technology as tools? What 
constitutes a tool? And when does 
a tool become something sinister? 

I don’t want to underplay the 
changes technology creates, but 
technologies have often led to 
hysterias. “Internet addiction” 
is not so different from “railway 
spine”—a 19th-century illness in-
vented because medicine deemed 
train accidents uniquely horrif-
ic. The fear suggests that people 
blame the technology rather than 
themselves. Technology is a vehi-
cle, not the agent. What is happen-
ing on the internet is caused by 
human beings. 

You’ve said that you ingest art-
ists into yourself after consum-
ing their work—they become 
part of you in a way that cannot 
be clearly demarcated or defined. 
Is there then a community of peo-
ple contained within yourself? 
The self is co-constituted. There is 
no self without an other, and the 
idea of community for human 
beings is not an option. We are 
born early, retain juvenile char-
acteristics much longer than oth-
er mammals, and remain extraor-
dinarily dependent on others for 
a lifetime. But the fantasy of the 
autonomous or “self-made man” 
in the West, rooted in the Protes-
tant Reformation and the Enlight-
enment, has had pernicious con-
sequences. Alexis de Tocqueville 
said that Americans cut them-

selves off from their ancestors, 
their descendants and their con-
temporaries. I advocate the recog-
nition of an intersubjective reality 
through which we find and make 
ourselves. All works of art con-
tain traces of a living conscious-
ness, and our relation to art is also 
intersubjective.

Unlike many writers who en-
gage with philosophical sub-
jects, you never forget that hu-
mans are bodies that think and 
live in the world. Why has the 
body been so discarded? Misog-
yny. The mind and intellect have 
always been associated with men 
and the body with women. Aristo-
tle, who believed that inert matter 
is the female principle and form/
animated spirit is male, codified 
the division. The problem persists. 
Descartes’ Meditations is a work of 
stunning clarity and beauty, but he 
actually denies his parentage as es-
sential to his existence. The myth 
of the self-made man is a denial 
of origin. Let’s be honest: We all 
originate inside a woman’s body!

Is any knowledge or particular 
experience necessary to enjoy or 
understand art? Everyone has a 
visceral experience of art, which 
is why no one should wear audio 
guides while looking. The guide 
will direct your vision and pro-
hibit you seeing anything other 
than what you’re told to see. We 
cannot see the world or art na-

ked. We always bring our prejudic-
es and pasts to a work. Taking time 
helps. If a person parks herself in 
front of a canvas for two hours, 
even if she doesn’t know anything 
about painting, she will see what 
she didn’t see at the beginning and 
what she does not expect to see. 

What is the purpose of art? Many 
people go to art to confirm what 
they already know. A lot of fic-
tion is consumed because it veri-
fies the reader’s worldview. That’s 
a cozy feeling. In my daily life, I 
love routine, but when it comes to 
art, I hate it.

When art is good, it shakes us 
up. It takes us out of our every-
day perceptual reality and gives 
us access to experiences that we 
wouldn’t otherwise have, enlarg-
ing our consciousness and uncon-
sciousness. With a novel, we can 
safely have extreme experienc-
es that we would run away from 
in real life. Standing in front of 
a painting, we won’t necessarily 
have new feelings, but we can rec-
ognize something about our own 
experience that we couldn’t have 
recognized otherwise.

Art is like sex. If you don’t re-
lax, you won’t enjoy it. That open-
ness—to the degree that we can be 
open—is so important. And I think 
every person who cares about art 
knows that there are moments 
in one’s life when you simply are 
not ready for something. Finding 
meaning in art may also take time. 

The novelist discusses memory, our need for 
community and why art matters.
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