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When I set about researching this biographical paper on Lily Tuck I was dismayed to find that virtually no material exists in the public domain on her life.  She is still too new a figure on the literary scene to have acquired a personal history of record.  Diligent research among the usual library source materials and also repeated Internet searches turned up only two articles containing any significant biographical information about Tuck.  One was an interview with Wendy Smith of Publishers Weekly, published on June 7, 2004, and the other was an interview with David Mehegan of The Boston Globe published on March 27, 2005.  Even on Tuck’s own so-called official web site, which is actually maintained by Harper, Collins, the publisher of The News from Paraguay, the biographical section contains only three – count `em, three – sentences.

As a consequence of this dearth of material what you will hear in this paper is a very sketchy account of Tuck’s life based primarily on the two interviews which I have just mentioned.  I did, however, have one rather lucky ace-in-the-hole in putting this paper together.  A good friend of Molly’s and mine here in Cleveland, Claire Sawyer, was a classmate of Tuck’s at Radcliffe and has remained a close friend through the years.  Claire, who is also a writer, still sees Tuck from time to time when she goes to New York and otherwise keeps in touch with her.  Claire kindly agreed to fill me in on a few personal details about Tuck which have allowed me to add a bit of flesh to the bones of her life story.

Lily Tuck was born Liliane Solmsen in Paris, France, in 1938.  Her parents were German Jews who fled to France when Hitler came to power.  After World War II began, Tuck’s father, a filmmaker, sent his wife and daughter to live first in Lima, Peru and later in Montevideo, Uruguay, while he spent the war serving with the French Foreign Legion in North Africa.  After the war, Tuck and her mother returned to France to rejoin her father.  Her parents divorced thereafter and in 1947 Tuck and her mother sailed for New York, where Tuck was enrolled at age eight in the fashionable Nightengale-Bamford School on the Upper East Side of Manhattan.

Her school years in New York were difficult and lonely ones for Tuck.  As she later described them in the Publishers Weekly interview:

“I didn’t speak any English, and I don’t think I opened my mouth for a year, because I didn’t want to be the foreigner.  Nobody paid any attention to me, I just sat in the corner, and eventually, when I felt I could speak without an accent, I spoke.  I had gone to school in Lima and Montevideo and Paris, but I was always moving and never really had any friends.  I was used to being the outsider and being lonely.  .  .  It bothered me to a certain extent, but it was what I expected.  That’s probably the reason I’m a writer.”

Although facts are sketchy about her childhood years in Manhattan, I sense that she was reared amid some degree of affluence and privilege.  During those years she spent the summers living with her father in Italy, where he continued to make films.  After preparatory school Tuck moved on to Radcliffe, from which she graduated in the late 1950s.  At Radcliffe she became interested in literature and creative writing.  She started trying her hand at writing short stories – stories which featured the same kinds of lonely, adrift heroines which haunt her later novels.

While at Radcliffe Tuck met an attractive and engaging young man named Ethan Emory, who was then attending Harvard.  He came from a very wealthy and socially-​connected Cincinnati family.  After graduation they married and commenced what Tuck has described as a somewhat free-wheeling hippie-like 1960s existence.  Emory took his young bride to live for an extended period in Bangkok where he was involved in various business dealings.

In Bangkok the first of their three sons was born.  Tuck has described her years in Bangkok as characteristically lonely ones.  Her husband was often away on business and she was left at home at loose ends with a new baby in a strange city with no real friends.  During this period Tuck met the legendary American businessman Jim Thompson, who later disappeared mysteriously in the jungles of Malaysia.  He was a major public figure in Bangkok during this time and his very interesting old-style Thai house was then and continues to be a must-see tourist attraction in that city.

Tuck was fascinated by the Thompson legend and disappearance and commenced work on a novel about him and about life in Bangkok which was published many years later under the title Siam, or the Woman Who Shot a Man.  Tuck worked on the novel for over nine years, but it was rejected by numerous publishers, causing Tuck much distress and disappointment.  Eventually, Tuck’s good friend, the writer Francine Prose, selected the manuscript for the Sewanee Prize, which in turn led the Overland Press to accept it for publication in 1999.  In 2000 the novel was named as a finalist for the prestigious PEN/Faulkner Award.  It is a very autobiographical account of a somewhat disaffected young woman who, very much like Tuck herself, was beginning in her mid​-twenties to discover who she was and what her life was all about.  As one reviewer put it, it is a “haunting story about the end of innocence”

Sometime in the late 1960s or early 1970s, as the Vietnam War was heating up, Tuck and her husband returned to America from Thailand.  By this time they had three sons and were living in the hunt country of Virginia, outside Washington.  The boys and their father were avid tennis players and Tuck decided to hire an attractive young woman to coach them all in tennis.  Unhappily for Tuck, it turned out that the young woman was more interested in seducing her husband than teaching tennis.  She and Emory commenced a torrid affair which ultimately led Tuck to seek a divorce from him.  There followed a relatively generous divorce settlement which enabled Tuck to return to Paris to attend the Sorbonne, from which she later received a Master’s Degree in American Literature.  While in France, Tuck, who by then was very fluent in both French and English, took on work as a translator while she continued to work on her short stories and her novel about Thailand.

At some point in the mid-to-late 1980s Tuck returned to New York City to live.  There she met her second husband, Edward Tuck, a successful and wealthy partner in the distinguished white-shoe law firm of Shearman and Sterling.  Together they settled into a very social Upper East Side existence in a spacious and elegant apartment where Tuck remains to this day.  By all accounts this second marriage was a happy one.  Edward Tuck was from an aristocratic Belgian family and owned a lavish chateau there.  The Tucks often vacationed at the chateau with their children during the summer months.

Edward Tuck died in 2002, and today Lily Tuck lives alone in their apartment.  She remains close to her own three grown sons and their families and also to her stepson and stepdaughter by Tuck and their families.  She also has a wide circle of friends in New York, many of them fellow writers, with whom she socializes when not working on her writing.  She spends her summers on a private 700-acre island in Penobscot Bay in Maine, where she reads, writes and entertains friends.

After her children were grown and while living with Edward Tuck in New York, Lily Tuck took up writing in earnest.  In 1989 she started taking intensively-structured writing courses from Gordon Lish.  Lish, who at one time was an editor at Alfred Knopf, had the reputation of being an eccentric but impassioned writing teacher.  He conducted once-a-week six hour private writing classes in the living room of his Manhattan brownstone.  Tuck credits Lish with giving her the self-confidence to be a writer.  As she remarked in her interview with The Boston Globe: “He not only taught me to write, but to comport myself as a writer, to take myself seriously, to hold my head up as a writer, without being arrogant or boastful.” She also praises Lish for forcing her to gain discipline and technique. In her interview with Publishers Weekly, Tuck comments as follows on Lish:

“He was very severe and strict, but I learned an enormous amount from him about the nuts and bolts of writing, and I will always be grateful.  What he taught me ...  is to be incredibly grammatical, to spell everything properly, to be logical.  That was one of his big things, that every sentence has to follow the next sentence.”

Lish also asked his writers to practice restraint; he instructed them not to spell out too much.  As Tuck put it, he said: “Don’t explain; let the readers draw their own conclusions.”

After her sessions with Lish, Tuck was successful in selling a number of her stories to The New Yorker.  Through Lish’s good offices Tuck also became a published novelist for the first time.  In 1991 Knopf accepted for publication her amusing satirical novel entitled Interviewing Matisse, or the Woman Who Died Standing Up.  The novel is Tuck’s most experimental work to date and consists entirely of a marathon nighttime telephone conversation between two rather flakey but worldly and sophisticated women in their mid-forties.  One is named Molly and the other is named, strangely enough, Lily.  The latter, who lives in a Park Avenue apartment, seems to be patterned somewhat after Tuck herself.

Interviewing Matisse, which in fact has nothing whatever to do with Matisse, won a number of favorable reviews, including one from Michiko Kakutani of The New York Times, who called it “ ...  a most impressive first novel-sharp, funny and strangely affecting.  A highly original debut.” The reviewer for the Chicago Tribune said that “Lily Tuck’s ear for the way people talk at each other is impressive, and her book is a startlingly inventive tour de force.  Once one has started to listen in to this conversation, it is quite impossible to stop.”

It is ironic that Tuck chose a marathon telephone conversation as the basis for her first published novel when, according to friends, Tuck herself abhors the telephone.  She turns off her phone and refuses to answer it all day as she concentrates on her writing.  The self-discipline which Lish instilled in Tuck remains with her to this day.  She sits all day in a windowless room of her apartment trying to write.  As she told the Boston Globe: “I work pretty much all day, very slowly, spending a lot of time staring at the walls.  I don’t believe in having a [distracting] view.” Currently she is working on her fifth novel which she says will be about an imaginary Italian author and will deal with Italian fascism.

In conclusion, I should add a few words about Tuck’s physical presence and personality.  She is an attractive and elegantly groomed and tailored woman now in her late sixties.  Her manner is somewhat patrician and detached.  She speaks very quietly and chooses here words carefully.  She has been described by some friends as laconic and even a bit languid in nature.  Having spent so much of her life in relative solitude she describes herself as “shy and withdrawn.” Yet her many friendships attest to the fact that she is capable of enjoying and reaching out to other people, as does the fact that she remains close to her children, stepchildren and grandchildren.

