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Jonathan Franzen is the author of five previous 
novels, including The Corrections, and works of 
nonfiction. He recently spoke with FSG President 
and his longtime editor, Jonathan Galassi about 
his forthcoming novel. 

Jonathan Galassi: Your new book, Crossroads, is not  
only a major new novel, but it’s also the beginning of an 
unprecedented project for you in that it’s the start of a  
trilogy. How did that happen?
Jonathan Franzen: Three years ago I submitted a proposal for 
a novel that was projected to have three parts: one set in the 
early 1970s, one set around 2000, and one in the present.  
But in the course of writing the first part, which was supposed 
to be about 200 manuscript pages, I found myself at page 
115 and still hadn’t introduced all of my five main characters. All 
the action was supposed to take place on one evening, 
December 23rd, 1971, and I hadn’t yet gotten past about 2:30 
in the afternoon. So I could have been merciless and started 
cutting things to make it move faster, but the pages were telling 
me that I’d found my way into a wealth of material that I didn’t 
know I had. So I decided to expand the scope of the project 
and do each of the three parts as a free-standing novel.

Jonathan Galassi: Tell us a bit about the time in which the 
novel is set.  
Jonathan Franzen: I’d set my five previous novels in a very 
recognizable present, and when I thought about it I realized 
that the critical years of my life, which were the first six years of 
the 1970s, were completely absent in my fiction. I’d never 
written about that period, even though it was the formative 
period of my life.

Jonathan Galassi: It really jumps out how much  
resonance there is between then and what’s happening  
in America today.
Jonathan Franzen: I think for writers, at a certain point, history 
starts seeming more interesting, because you’ve lived long 
enough that things come around again. When you’re writing in 
your twenties or thirties, you’re experiencing things for the first 
time. In recent years, beginning with the start of the Trump 
administration and a resistance that reminded me of the resis-
tance to Nixon, but also #MeToo and Black Lives Matter, we 
were suddenly in a time that felt more like the radical spirit of 
the late 1960s than any other time in my life. You reach an age 
when history starts seeming not like history; it iseems like a 
great way to talk about what’s happening in the present.

Jonathan Galassi: One of the things I love about 
Crossroads is that you leave us in suspense at the end of 
each part. The writing is also very minimal in some ways—
it puts the emphasis on what’s said and what’s done.
That’s part of a larger project since The Corrections. I felt that 
The Corrections was as written a book as I could ever do, and 
I’ve been moving ever since toward trying to make the writing 
transparent. I don’t want readers to be aware of the writing. I 
want them to be completely in the dream. I don’t even want 
them to be distracted by a beautiful sentence. I want every 
sentence to be clean and to have a thought in it, but I don’t 
want it to call attention to itself.
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