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CONTRIBUTORS

Jon Lee Anderson (“Behind the Wall,”  
p. 24), a staf writer, began contribut-
ing to the magazine in 1998. He is the 
author of several books, including “The 
Fall of Baghdad.”

Jennifer Gonnerman (“Framed,” p. 46) 
became a staf writer in 2015. She is the 
author of “Life on the Outside: The 
Prison Odyssey of Elaine Bartlett.”

Stephen Metcalf (Books, p. 71) hosts Slate’s 
“Culture Gabfest” podcast and is cur-
rently at work on a book about the nine-
teen-eighties.

Gayle Kabaker (Cover), an illustrator, 
contributed her first cover to the maga-
zine in 2012.

Peter Balakian (Poem, p. 51) is the au-
thor of “Ozone Journal,” which won the 
2016 Pulitzer Prize for poetry. He teaches 
at Colgate University.

Amy Davidson Sorkin (Comment, p. 17), 
a staf writer, is a regular contributor to 
Comment. She also writes a column for 
newyorker.com. 

Alice Gregory (“Unbreakable,” p. 32), a 
writer living in New York City, is a con-
tributing editor at T Magazine.

Jefrey Toobin (“The Impeachment War,” 
p. 38) is a staf writer and the author of 
“American Heiress: The Wild Saga of 
the Kidnapping, Crimes and Trial of 
Patty Hearst.”

Carrie Fountain (Poem, p. 43) has pub-
lished two poetry collections, including, 
most recently, “Instant Winner.” Her 
début novel, “I’m Not Missing,” will be 
out in July.

Ben Marcus (Fiction, p. 56) most recently 
published “The Flame Alphabet” and 
“Leaving the Sea: Stories.” His latest 
book, “Notes from the Fog,” is forth-
coming in August.

Tyler Foggatt (The Talk of the Town,  
p. 18) is member of the magazine’s ed-
itorial staf. 

Thomas Mallon (Books, p. 64) is the au-
thor of, most recently, “Finale: A Novel 
of the Reagan Years.”

THIS WEEK ON NEWYORKER.COM

PODCAST

Eric Schlosser joins Dorothy  
Wickenden to discuss the perils of 
the new nuclear proliferation. 

VIDEO

Watch side-by-side comparisons of 
Lady Diana Spencer, Kate Middleton, 
and Meghan Markle’s royal weddings.

Download the New Yorker Today app for the latest news, commentary, criticism,  
and humor, plus this week’s magazine and all issues back to 2008. R
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the path to business success 
really looks like.”

—BILL GATES

“An extraordinary hero’s 
journey, an epic tale of faith, 
unparalleled determination, 
excellence, failure, triumph, 

hard-earned wisdom, 
and love.”

—LISA GENOVA, 
bestselling author of Still Alice 

and Inside the O’Briens

“The best memoir 
I recall ever reading.”

—RICH KARLGAARD, 

The #1 New York Times 
bestseller, 

now in paperback

SimonandSchuster.com

Also available as an ebook 
and an audiobook.
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of other obligations, which may have 
contributed to the end of Hurston’s 
friendship with Langston Hughes. 
Hurston’s relationship with Mason 
also deteriorated. Mason stopped sup-
porting her financially, but continued 
to send money to Kossola. Cep finds 
Hurston “barely visible” in “Barracoon,” 
but the book was crucial to her life-
long efort to celebrate black history, 
including attempts to recover the slave 
ship Clotilda, on which Kossola had 
been transported from Africa, and to 
erect a national cemetery for “the il-
lustrious Negro dead,” as Hurston 
wrote to W. E. B. Du Bois. Her de-
sire to protect black history from “in-
conspicuous forgetfulness” (especially 
poignant given that she was buried in 
an unmarked grave) was part of the 
fierce black pride that guided her life 
and led to many misreadings of her 
complicated politics.
Carla Kaplan
Davis Distinguished Professor of 
American Literature
Northeastern University
Boston, Mass.
1

FREE TRADE AND THE POOR

In Caleb Crain’s essay about whether 
capitalism poses a threat to democ-
racy, he discusses Robert Kuttner’s 
views on the impact of free trade but 
leaves out a key consideration (Books, 
May 14th). Beyond the impact that 
free trade has on Americans, its benefits 
for the developing world should not 
be ignored. Hundreds of millions of 
people have been helped out of pov-
erty by an American-led system of 
trade liberalization. Perhaps this will 
not convince American voters, but it 
should count for something.
Simon Lester
Falls Church, Va.

THE A.I. YOU KNOW

Tad Friend’s giddy roundup of the 
farthest-out possibilities in artificial 
intelligence is a testament to the 
heated enthusiasms and fears of our 
time (“Superior Intelligence,” May 
14th). It’s telling that most of Friend’s 
examples of threatening, triumphant, 
or all-seeing A.I. come from aesthetic 
sources—movies, books, TV—where 
anything is possible. In actuality, self-
conscious and self-directed A.I. is very 
far away, and may well not be possi-
ble at all. For A.I. to “extend mean-
ing in the universe that gave life to 
us,” A.I. itself must understand and 
experience meaning, and there is no 
real evidence of how it might develop 
this capability.

On the other hand, we have already 
constructed an omniscient, omnipo-
tent, deathless A.I. that holds all of 
our fates in its power: God. It took 
millennia for us to build and shape it 
into something that extends meaning 
in our universe. It has caused wars and 
dictated peace, has won fierce alle-
giance, and can’t be (or hasn’t yet been) 
turned of. It is instantiated in works 
that for centuries have absorbed the 
thought, labor, and substance of hu-
mankind. We who are not members 
of the new clerisy are now waiting to 
see if the A.I. we fear displaces the A.I. 
we have.
John Crowley
Conway, Mass. 
1

UNDERSTANDING HURSTON

Casey Cep does not fully explain the 
troubled history behind “Barracoon,” 
Zora Neale Hurston’s book about 
America’s last slave, Kossola, which 
was published nearly nine decades 
after she wrote it (Books, May 14th). 
Part of the story is Hurston’s complex 
relationship with her wealthy white 
patron, Charlotte Osgood Mason, who 
believed that native Africans held the 
key to restoring modern culture. Mason 
urged Hurston to work on Kossola’s 
story in secrecy and to the exclusion 

THE MAIL

•
Letters should be sent with the writer’s name, 
address, and daytime phone number via e-mail to 
themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be edited 
for length and clarity, and may be published in 
any medium. We regret that owing to the volume 
of correspondence we cannot reply to every letter.

THE MAIL
Essential guides to 

parenting from renowned 
psychologist 

Wendy Mogel

NEW FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR

“Wisdom for parents of children 
of all ages...Dr. Mogel explains the 
art and science of communicating 

with the people you love most.”

—Angela Duckworth, bestselling author of Grit

“Strikes a chord by advocating 
that parents indulge less 

and expect more.”  

—The New York Times Book Review

Also available as ebooks and audiobooks.

SimonandSchuster.com

NEW!
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The instantly recognizable art of Takashi Murakami, Japan’s answer to Andy Warhol, has graced handbags, 
phone cases, skateboards, and album covers—in Moscow, it was recently even charbroiled onto a ham-
burger. Now his imagery is back in its natural habitat, hanging on walls at the Perrotin gallery. There are 
plenty of his signature otaku flowers, but also forays into art history, including homages to the British 
master of angst Francis Bacon and the Edo-period Japanese painter Soga Shohaku. Through June 17.

PHOTOGRAPH BY LANDON NORDEMAN

GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN
MAY 23 – 29, 2018
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The tenor saxophonist Archie Shepp reunites with the pianist and composer Dave Burrell on opening 
night of the Vision Festival, which takes place at Roulette, May 23-28. IL
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NIGHT LIFE
1

ROCK AND POP

Musicians and night-club proprietors lead 
complicated lives; it’s advisable to check 

in advance to conirm engagements.

Laurent Garnier and François K
This sharp bill features two Paris-bred dance-music 
mixers who paved the way for contemporary outits 
like Daft Punk. Garnier, whose irst residency was at 
the Manchester, England, club Haçienda in the late 
eighties, helped spearhead the early-nineties Pari-
sian raves that set the tone for the city’s house-music 
eruption. His long, rangy d.j. sets, which lit efort-
lessly between lavish vocals and brusque minimal-
ism, are some of dance music’s most storied; a 2013 
set for Boiler Room, recorded at Amsterdam’s famed 
Dekmantel Festival, has received nearly four mil-
lion YouTube views. François K (for Kevorkian), 
who co-founded the afternoon party Body & Soul 
(still a going concern), had an even longer head start, 
though an ocean away. After moving to New York, 
in 1975, he was soon spinning disco and remixing 
dance records, spending much of the eighties work-
ing on tracks for the likes of Mick Jagger and Diana 
Ross. He’s been back at the decks exclusively since 
1990, concentrating on the looser grooves of pre-
rave dance music. With the passing of David Man-
cuso, the founder of the inluential disco the Loft, 
François K may be our most vital link between the 
E.D.M. present and the disco past. (Output, 74 Wythe 
Ave., Brooklyn. outputclub.com. May 26.)

Rostam
An eclectic multi-instrumentalist and singer whose 
production credits include Charli XCX, Frank 
Ocean, and Carly Rae Jepsen, Rostam Batman-
glij makes solo work that immediately identiies 
him as a former member of Vampire Weekend, the 
party band he co-founded with fellow Columbia 
University undergrads in 2006. It’s not just the er-
udition on “Half-Light,” his 2017 début, that tells 
the tale. (The single “Bike Dream” has him reading 
this magazine while eying a love interest’s painting 
of Antarctica.) In the Iranian-American’s solo it-
eration, there are still plenty of diverse “riddims,” 
but he goes for a type of grandeur akin to Bach 
or Brian Wilson, in contrast to his former mates’ 
jumpy, multicultural immediacy. His songs are 
about personal vulnerabilities, boy-chasing, and 
being chased, with a vibrant dimension that some 
might interpret as a by-product of his relocation 
from N.Y.C. to L.A. (Brooklyn Steel, 319 Frost St., 
Brooklyn. 888-929-7849. May 24.)

TDE Championship Tour with  
Kendrick Lamar
Lamar was a ifteen-year-old kid from Compton 
with a hot local mixtape when he met Anthony Tif-
ith, a producer and hip-hop impresario in neigh-
boring Carson, California, whose nickname graced 
a label, Top Dawg Entertainment. Fourteen years 
later, the two men have a number of reasons to bill 
the TDE tour as a victory lap. Not only is Lamar 
one of the most recognized rappers on the planet 
(with a fresh Pulitzer Prize under his belt), but his 
current road show gathers much of the talent that 
he molded into a cohesive entity for the soundtrack 
of “Black Panther,” the highest-grossing movie of 
the year to date. That means that before Lamar 

makes it to the stage with his istful of hits—which 
will no doubt extend back to his landmark albums 
“good kid, m.A.A.d city” and “To Pimp a Butter-
ly”—there’ll be sets by the rough-and-ready m.c. 
Schoolboy Q and the rising-star soulstress SZA, plus 
cameos by several other TDE labelmates, includ-
ing Ab-Soul, Jay Rock, SiR, and Lance Skiiwalker. 
(Madison Square Garden, Seventh Ave. at 33rd St. 
800-745-3000. May 29.)

1

JAZZ AND STANDARDS

Sullivan Fortner
When you’re an on-the-rise musician like the prom-
ising post-bop pianist Fortner, it never hurts to 
surround yourself with friends with clout. Add-
ing muscle to his trio, the New Orleans-bred mu-
sician welcomes, on successive nights, the trumpet-
ers Roy Hargrove, Ambrose Akinmusire, and Peter 
Evans and the saxophonist Melissa Aldana. It’s an 
advance party for “Moments Preserved,” Fortner’s 
new album, which will be released on June 1. (Jazz 
Standard, 116 E. 27th St. 212-576-2232. May 24-27.)

Guillermo Klein y los Guachos
Ahead of the curve in the nineteen-nineties, when 
he initially convened his own large ensembles, this 
ambitious composer, arranger, pianist, and vocalist 
continues to thwart big-band conventions. Klein’s 
music delights in shifting time signatures, rich to-
nalities, and arresting multicultural inluences, at-
tracting some of the most farsighted improvisers 
around, including Miguel Zenon, Ben Monder, and 
Taylor Haskins. (Village Vanguard, 178 Seventh Ave. 
S., at 11th St. 212-255-4037. May 22-27.)

Christian McBride, Brian Marsella, and 
Anwar Marshall Play the Music of Hasaan
Already billed as “legendary” on the sole album 
he recorded, in 1964, the pianist Hasaan Ibn Ali 

was an uncompromising musician from Phila-
delphia who was esteemed enough to comman-
deer a thorny trio session featuring the brilliant 
drummer Max Roach. Another Philly scion, the 
super bassist McBride, joins the pianist Marsella 
and the drummer Marshall to call attention to 
this ever-mysterious improviser and composer. 
(The Stone at the New School, 55 W. 13th St. the-
stonenyc.com. May 24.)

Leslie Pintchik Trio
A crafty, lyrically minded pianist, a compelling 
composer, and an inventive interpreter of stan-
dards, Pintchik also knows what constitutes a 
killer album title. “You Eat My Food, You Drink 
My Wine, You Steal My Girl” features her sea-
soned trio, which includes the bassist Scott Hardy 
and the drummer Michael Sarin, who also appear 
at this CD-release event. (Jazz at Kitano, 66 Park 
Ave., at 38th St. 212-885-7119. May 23.)

Rene Marie
Feisty and outspoken, Marie is no walllower of a 
performer—electrifying a room is all in a night’s 
work for her. Although her 2013 tribute to an ear-
lier musical and social sparkplug, “I Wanna Be 
Evil: With Love to Eartha Kitt,” garnered con-
siderable attention, “Sound of Red,” Marie’s most 
recent recording, is a decidedly personal project 
ofering original songs that conirm her aversion 
to stylistic pigeonholing. (Birdland, 315 W. 44th 
St. 212-581-3080. May 24-26.) 

Vision Festival
Moving across the river to Brooklyn once again, 
the Vision Festival remains steadfast in its com-
mitment to exploratory jazz and the still active 
pioneers of the genre; the wide-ranging roster in-
cludes Oliver Lake, Matthew Shipp, Roscoe Mitch-
ell, Mary Halvorson, Fay Victor, and the festival 
co-organizer William Parker. This year, the in-
trepid showcase celebrates the pianist and com-
poser Dave Burrell, featured on opening night in 
various ensembles, including a reunion with an-
other crucial free-jazz cohort, the saxophonist Ar-
chie Shepp. (Roulette, 509 Atlantic Ave., Brooklyn. 
917-267-0363. May 23-28.)
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Alien Resurrection

Huma Bhabha’s cinematic bronze 
sculptures land on the roof of the Met.

In a classic episode of “The Twilight 
Zone,” a woman has surgery to correct 
her appearance. The twist is that she’s 
a Hitchcock blonde in a world where 
the norm is a face so contorted that it 
looks Cubist. In Huma Bhabha’s spare, 
striking installation on the roof of the 
Met—a pair of monumental figures, 
one prostrate, either in prayer or in fear, 
and the other a battle-scarred, five-
faced warrior-golem—she similarly 
flips the script on conventions of 

beauty, while injecting figurative tra-
ditions (Eastern and Western, ancient 
and modern) with a dose of pulp sci-
ence fiction.

The title of Bhabha’s exhibition is 
“We Come in Peace,” a line adapted 
from the cult-classic movie “The Day 
the Earth Stood Still,” which concerns 
an extraterrestrial landing in Washing-
ton, D.C. Bhabha also arrived in the 
United States as an alien, an art student 
from Karachi who earned an M.F.A. at 
Columbia, in 1989. “I’m from a broken 
place, living in a breaking world,” she 
once told an interviewer, commenting 
on her childhood in post-colonial Pa-

kistan and the war-torn world post-
9/11. (The artist relocated from Man-
hattan to Poughkeepsie in 2002.) Her 
aesthetic reflects this sense of fragmen-
tation, valuing the cobbled-together 
over the monolithic. 

The characters on the rooftop are 
bronze, cast from molds of sculptures 
the artist made in her studio using low-
grade materials. Bhabha carved the 
twelve-foot-tall alien-monster-god 
from Styrofoam and cork; the cast is 
finished with a pan-gender patina of 
pink, blue, and scorched earth, and a 
demonic face where it ought to have 
genitals. Graiti-like marks of red, 
green, and yellow flicker at its heels, the 
colors of a Rastafarian flag: one love; 
maybe they do come in peace after all. 
The eighteen-foot-long supplicant was 
fashioned from unfired clay, with two 
outstretched hands extending from a 
shroud of black plastic, at once a burqa, 
a body bag, and a collected bundle of 
trash. In lieu of feet, the piece has a tail, 
an assemblage of lumpen clay, perhaps 
an allusion to the demonization of the 
destitute and the displaced.

Bhabha’s show is a triumphant coda 
to “Like Life,” the museum’s deep dive 
into polychrome sculpture at the Met 
Breuer. For all their political and 
pop-cultural resonance, her works most 
strongly sound a call-and-response with 
their predecessors. Some ancestors in 
attendance: the tenth-century Indian 
statue of “Chamunda, the Horrific De-
stroyer of Evil,” its head ringed by 
skulls, and the bronze hands that Au-
guste Rodin cast for his mise en scène 
of a monument “The Burghers of Ca-
lais” (see both inside the museum). 
Another is Picasso’s “She-Goat,” from 
1950, with its body made of salvaged 
debris, in the garden at moma. With 
its backdrop of crane-topped skyscrap-
ers, Bhabha’s postapocalyptic tableau 
joins the ranks of Robert Smithson’s 
“ruins in reverse.” Or think of the artist 
as the un-Jef Koons, replacing the mir-
rored escapism of his “easyfun” with a 
roughness that also reflects. 

—Andrea K. Scott

ART

“We Come in Peace” upends convention, though its roots reach from ancient India to Rodin.
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1

MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES

Whitney Museum
“Grant Wood: American Gothic and Other 
Fables”
This retrospective of the Iowan painter fasci-
nates as a plunge into certain deliriums of the 
United States in the nineteen-thirties, notably 
a culture war between cosmopolitan and nativ-
ist sensibilities. But any notion that Wood—
who died in 1942, of pancreatic cancer, on the 
day before his ifty-irst birthday—is an un-
derrated artist izzles. “American Gothic” is, 
by a very wide margin, his most efective pic-
ture (although “Dinner for Threshers,” from 
1934, a long, low, cutaway view of a farmhouse 
at harvesttime, might be his best). Wood was 
a strange man who made occasionally impres-
sive, predominantly weird, sometimes god-
awful art in thrall to a programmatic sense of 
mission: to exalt rural America in a manner 
adapted from Flemish Old Masters. “Amer-
ican Gothic”—starchy couple, triune pitch-
fork, churchy house, bubbly trees—succeeded, 
deserving the inevitable term “iconic” for its 
punch and tickling ambiguity. The work made 
Wood, at the onset of his maturity as an artist, 
a national celebrity, and the attendant pres-
sures pretty well wrecked him. Why Wood 
now? A political factor might seem to be in 
play. Although the show was planned before 
the election of Donald Trump, it feels right on 
time, given the worries of urban liberals about 
the insurgent conservative truculence in what 
is often dismissed—with a disdain duly noted 
by citizens of the respective states—as lyover 
country. Through June 10.

1

GALLERIES—UPTOWN

Math Bass
The Los Angeles painter’s rebuslike canvases 
use familiar forms—a pylon, a zigzag, a thought 
bubble, an alligator’s gaping jaws—to construct 
crisp abstractions. Precisely executed in vel-
vety gouache, the paintings have a lat, graph-
ical quality that recalls signage (and also the 
American modernist Stuart Davis), but slight 
shifts in scale and arrangement alter the picto-
rial space just enough to imply a story. The nar-
rative mood is heightened by sound: speakers 
are positioned throughout the show, emitting 
a lyrical litany of the names Bass has assigned 
to her characters. Through July 27. (Boone, 745 
Fifth Ave., at 57th St. 212-752-2929.)

Paul Bonet
The most surprising show in town gathers 
whisperingly subtle abstract design-drawings 
by a little-known French bookbinder, who died 
in 1971 and specialized in small editions of 
books by authors from Balzac and Baudelaire 
to Valéry and Malraux. Bonet subordinated 
text to complex geometric or biomorphic linear 
networks that feel less limned than breathed 
onto paper. His style can suggest unravelled 
Art Nouveau verging on understated Art Deco. 
But, really, it’s sui generis, expressing a sen-
sitive, searching, and irst-rate visual intelli-
gence, quietly audacious and hauntingly ine. 
Through June 16. (Galerie Buchholz, 17 E. 82nd 
St. 646-964-4276.)

Dan Colen
The latest expedients of an artist who is always 
keen to impress include one realistic sculpture, 

of a lissome blonde playing with a stufed rab-
bit. But the main event is three series of big 
paintings: silk-screened images of deluxe gar-
ments or fabrics, seen piled or draped; branches 
of dead trees painted in purple against discon-
solately blue skies, collectively titled “Mother,” 
for some creepy reason; and oils of dense purple 
clouds with light rays behind them, which share 
the title “Purgatory,” while suggesting grape 
pudding. Colen’s ambition—vaguely naughty, 
aggressively grand—churns on. Through June 
23. (Lévy Gorvy, 909 Madison Ave., at 73rd St. 
212-772-2004.)

1

GALLERIES—CHELSEA

Doug Aitken
Forty-ive years ago, the American engineer 
Martin Cooper stood on a sidewalk in midtown 
Manhattan and made the irst public call on a 
cell phone. Today, according to a U.N. study, 
more people own mobile phones than they do 
toilets. For his mesmerizing video installation 
“New Era,” Aitken ilmed Cooper, who is now 
eighty-nine, reminiscing about his invention in 
a piece that inds the sweet spot between rumi-
nation and spectacle. Aitken has constructed a 
mirrored, hexagonal room housing three pro-
jections from the same eleven-minute loop. 
The moving images aren’t in synch, and the 
efect is disorienting, with viewers shifting 
position to take it all in. The result is a crowd 
of people glued to the screens, at once hyp-
notized and acting out the A.D.H.D. of the 
digital age. Through May 25. (303 Gallery, 555  
W. 21st St. 212-255-1121.)

Tony Cokes
The syncopated rifs of the post-punk band 
Gang of Four greet visitors as they step of 
the elevator and into this show by the vet-
eran video artist, a media-studies professor at 
Brown. L.E.D. panels lash text in a palette of 
red, white, and blue, but don’t let the patriotic 
color scheme fool you—Cokes is an inveter-
ate antiestablishmentarian. “Evil 35: Carlin/
Owners” transcribes a tirade by the comedian 
George Carlin; another work pairs quotes by 
Trump—about sex and power—with a song by 
the Pet Shop Boys. The artist’s signature colli-
sions of televisual aesthetics, pop music, and 
language are striking for their lessons in the 
restrained use of imagery to comment on cul-
tural invisibility. Through June 9. (Greene Naf-
tali, 508 W. 26th St. 212-463-7770.)

Charles Gaines
In a cumulative, grid-based process, as pains-
taking as needlepoint, Gaines layers colorful, 
pixelated silhouettes of a dozen famous think-
ers about identity—Aristotle, Karl Marx, bell 
hooks—to form a kaleidoscopic, composite por-
trait. “Faces 1: Identity Politics,” as the new se-
ries is titled, echoes Gaines’s works from as long 
ago as the nineteen-seventies, when the inluen-
tial Conceptualist began to use arbitrary rules 
to make abstract photographs, casting doubt on 
the logic of representation. In an adjacent room, 
Gaines treats his subjects more coyly, translating 
an essay by James Baldwin and a speech by Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., into musical scores, seen as 
graphite renderings of sheet music and heard in 
a recording of a spare piano performance, which 
may frustrate visitors hoping to glean a trace of 
the works’ radical origins. Through June 9. (Coo-
per, 521 W. 21st St. 212-255-1105.)

1

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

Sarah Peters
A dozen charming talismanic bronzes—of sa-
tyrs, shadow puppets, and female igurines—
by the New York sculptor line the entrance to 
her show and ofer a taste of her cross-cultural 
remixing. But her tantalizingly synthetic vision 
really hits home in the six large, brass-colored 
bronzes in the main room, which compress mil-
lennia of sculptural modes, from ancient Egyp-
tian to Greco-Roman to Constantin Brancusi. 
Stylized heads sport cascades of wavy hair and 
full beards, which double as their own pedes-
tals. Note the inely modelled curls of “Char-
ioteer,” a female bust with empty eye sockets; 
they assume the role of coifure on the top of 
her head, but suggest wheels at the sculpture’s 
base. Through June 2. (Van Doren Waxter, 195 
Chrystie St. 212-982-1930.)

Borna Sammak
Few artists are tracking the Internet’s erosion 
of our sense of reality with more verve than 
this young Brooklyn artist, who works, accord-
ing to his C.V., “between the Food Bazaar on 
Manhattan Avenue and the Western Beef on 
Metropolitan.” Whether it’s a contorted sofa, 
inspired by a digital rendering of a more con-
ventional design, or an eight-foot-tall pair of 
lip-lops, made of vinyl and canvas, Sammak’s 
objects suggest that the permeable membrane 
between real and virtual is less cause for con-
cern than fodder for funny. Two paintings, 
made by applying hundreds of T-shirt decals 
to canvas—especially the dense blue composi-
tion of overlapping marlins, trout, and corny 
mottoes—prove that image overload can be 
beautiful, too. Through June 17. (JTT, 191 Chrys-
tie St. 212-574-8152.)

Josh Smith
Were Smith an Olympic diver, his event would 
be the belly-lop: degree of diiculty negli-
gible, but style points of the chart for am-
plitude of splash. Here, twenty-six paintings 
of a sliced watermelon, all three feet high by 
four feet wide, deploy a miscellany of col-
oristic and tactile means to perfectly dippy 
ends—huge blue seeds on red, for instance, 
or tiny ones in brown on pink, applied thickly 
or thinly, with decorative borders. Can Smith 
be serious? He can! You need only value lat-
out, downright, inexcusable painterly plea-
sure. Through June 17. (Presenhuber, 39 Great 
Jones St. 212-931-0711.)

“The Earth Is Flat”
This judicious mix of archival material and 
works by seven artists investigates the seduc-
tive appeal of falsehoods. The Argentinean art-
ist Horacio Zabala’s heartbreaking 1972 draw-
ing “Apariciones/desapariciones” uses maps of 
the earth with selected continents removed to 
stand in for people “disappeared” by the Perón 
regime. A bright-yellow polyester cast of a 
Lourdes Madonna statue by Katharina Fritsch 
and four shiny golden monochrome paint-
ings by Henry Codax question the nature of 
value and authenticity, while a framed series 
of Russian-produced Facebook ads from the 
depths of the 2016 election, including a sup-
posed photograph of Hillary Clinton shaking 
hands with Osama bin Laden, are a sobering 
reminder that fake news has very real conse-
quences. Through May 27. (Carriage Trade, 277 
Grand St. 646-863-3874.)

ART
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At ninety, the Scottish composer Thea Musgrave remains proliic. On May 27, at the Church of St. Mary 
the Virgin, the New York Virtuoso Singers present a selection of her vocal and dramatic works.IL
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CLASSICAL MUSIC
1

OPERA

Center for Contemporary Opera: 
“Backwards from Winter”
In Douglas Knehans’s monodrama for soprano 
and electric cello, a woman tells the story of the 
devastating loss of her lover in reverse, from 
the grief of winter to the irst blush of passion 
in spring. This is not the irst time the composer 
has turned to the natural world as a metaphor 
for lived experience; the sounds of nature course 
through the orchestral pieces on his latest album, 
“Uninished Earth,” with a primitive force and a 
melodic insistence that recall Stravinsky. Jenni-
fer Williams directs the world première of this 
ninety-minute work. May 25 at 7:30. (Symphony 
Space, Broadway at 95th St. 212-864-5400.)

1

ORCHESTRAS AND CHORUSES

New York Philharmonic
Semyon Bychkov leads the Philharmonic in two 
grand works—Berio’s uproarious “Sinfonia,” fea-
turing the vocal ensemble Roomful of Teeth, 
and Strauss’s towering “Alpine Symphony”—at 
its Lincoln Center home. Then, for its popular 
free Memorial Day concert, the orchestra heads 
to Morningside Heights, where David Robert-
son conducts Vaughan Williams’s “Fantasia on 
a Theme by Thomas Tallis” and Saint-Saëns’s 
Symphony No. 3, with Kent Tritle at the organ 
(tickets will be distributed starting at 6). May 
24 at 7:30, May 25 at 2, and May 26 at 8; May 28 
at 8. (David Gefen Hall; Cathedral of St. John the 
Divine, Amsterdam Ave. at 112th St. 212-875-5656.)

The Sebastians
For many, Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos repre-
sent the peak of the Baroque maestro’s instrumen-
tal output, but his orchestral suites, with which 
the composer put his mark on a popular French 
form, should not be overlooked. The Sebastians, 
a period-instrument group that plays with verve 
and vigor, presents the irst two, alongside Bran-
denburgs No. 1 and No. 5. The group’s director, 
Daniel Lee, gives a pre-concert demonstration of 
the violino piccolo (a child-sized string instrument 
that allowed Bach to write for the highest regis-
ters) at 6:45. May 24 at 7:30. (Good Shepherd-Faith 
Presbyterian Church, 152 W. 66th St. sebastians.org.)

Ekmeles
This notable vocal ensemble is much praised for 
its exacting control, a capacity that is essential 
for music involving microtonality (the use of in-
tervals smaller than those customary in Western 
traditions). Here, the singers perform Stockhau-
sen’s “Stimmung”—an overtone-rich 1968 medi-
tation for ampliied sextet—and Christopher Tra-
pani’s “End Words,” a 2017 work in which six live 
voices blend with a six-channel electronic part de-
rived from hours of Ekmeles samples. May 26 at 
8. (St. Peter’s Church, 346 W. 20th St. ekmeles.com.)

New York Youth Symphony
Though Samuel Barber was a Yankee, his set-
ting of James Agee’s lyrical “Knoxville: Sum-
mer of 1915,” heard twice this week, is an ex-
quisite evocation of Southern childhood. This 

performance features the splendid and much dis-
cussed young soprano Julia Bullock. The orches-
tra, whose members’ ambition and proiciency 
belie their youth, also plays Gershwin’s “Cuban 
Overture,” Ravel’s orchestration of Mussorg-
sky’s “Pictures at an Exhibition,” and “Slant,” a 
world première by Peter Shin. May 27 at 2. (Car-
negie Hall. 212-247-7800.)

1

RECITALS

Israeli Chamber Project
This reined collective of distinguished young 
Israeli performers ofers an evening of mellilu-
ous works by Schubert and Barber. In addition 
to chamber music involving piano, strings, clari-
net, and voice, the program includes Aribert Rei-
mann’s transiguration of Schubert’s “Mignon-
Lieder” and an arrangement, by Yuval Shapiro, 
of Barber’s “Knoxville: Summer of 1915,” both 
featuring the luminous soprano Sarah Shafer. 
May 24 at 7:30. (Merkin Concert Hall, 129 W. 67th 
St. merkinhall.org.)

“Theme and Variations”
The Jewish Museum honors John Corigliano, a 
musical magpie whose work often refracts ma-
terial collected from others, with a recital cele-
brating his eightieth birthday. The pianist Dan-
iel Gortler presents a selection of pieces that 
explore the idea of thematic transformation, in-
cluding Beethoven’s solemn Sonata No. 30 in  
E Major and Corigliano’s “Fantasia on an Osti-
nato” (which draws on the German composer’s 
Symphony No. 7). Music by Mendelssohn (his 
“Variations Sérieuses”) and Schumann (the “Sym-
phonic Études”) rounds out the program. May 
24 at 7:30. (Fifth Ave. at 92nd St. 212-423-3337.)

Thomas Bartlett and Nico Muhly
In 1941, Colin McPhee, the Canadian com-
poser and musicologist, recorded his ground-

breaking duo-piano transcriptions of Balinese 
gamelan music with the English composer 
Benjamin Britten. Here, Bartlett, an expres-
sive singer-songwriter, and Muhly, a versatile 
composer, similarly take to paired keyboards 
to perform “Peter Pears: Balinese Ceremo-
nial Music”—a set of original songs, based 
on McPhee’s transcriptions and named after 
the famed English tenor who was Britten’s 
muse and partner—with members of Ensem-
ble LPR. May 24 at 8:30. (Le Poisson Rouge, 158 
Bleecker St. lpr.com.)

Bargemusic: Donald Berman
The eminent pianist, a compelling advocate for 
contemporary works, presents a recital rich in 
fresh sounds, ofering the world première of 
Elena Ruehr’s “Summer on the Lakes, in 1843” 
and the irst local accounts of pieces by Eric 
Moe and John Aylward. Completing the pro-
gram are Bach’s Fantasy and Fugue in A Minor, 
selections from Ives’s “Concord” Sonata, and 
his “Varied Air and Variations.” May 25 at 8. 
(Fulton Ferry Landing, Brooklyn. bargemusic.org.)

New York Philharmonic Ensembles
Philharmonic members emerge from the rank 
and ile to present a rangy collection of cham-
ber works. Included are a trio sonata by Vi-
valdi; Penderecki’s Duo Concertante, for vio-
lin and double bass; Reinecke’s Trio for Piano, 
Oboe, and Horn; and Brahms’s passionate yet 
restrained Piano Trio No. 1 in B Major. May 
27 at 3. (Merkin Concert Hall, 129 W. 67th St. 
merkinhall.org.)

International Contemporary Ensemble
This outstanding new-music group has often 
championed the music of Anna Thorvaldsdot-
tir, an Icelandic composer who is known for her 
spare, arresting works. Here, the pianist Cory 
Smythe plays three of them, including the eerie 
“Scape,” for prepared piano. He sits amid the 
audience, who in turn will be encircled by ten 
of his colleagues. Together, they play “Aequili-
bria,” a piece for piano, wind, and strings which 
relects the grandeur of its composer’s island 
home. May 27 at 4. (National Sawdust, 80 N. 6th 
St., Brooklyn. nationalsawdust.org.)
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In “Finding My Voice,” at Café Carlyle, Kathleen Turner tells stories and sings standards.

Voice Lessons
Kathleen Turner comes to the Carlyle.

You pick up the phone knowing it’s 
Kathleen Turner, yet the voice still 
comes as a shock: gravelly and dry and 
as deep as a sinkhole, it could be mis-
taken for Harvey Fierstein’s. She’s 
calling from London—fifteen minutes 
early, so she can “scurry of and do 
some shopping”—where she’s per-
forming a stage memoir called, cheek-
ily enough, “Finding My Voice.” A 
slimmed-down version comes to the 
Café Carlyle May 22-June 2, featuring 
anecdotes from her stage and screen 
career punctuated by standards.

“I’ve never really sung profession-
ally and never really considered it, 
because I don’t like musicals per se,” 
she says, “and because there are very 
few if any musical leads that are 
bass-baritone.” But here’s how it hap-
pened: five years ago, Arena Stage, in 
Washington, D.C., asked her to star 
in “Mother Courage and Her Chil-
dren,” in which her character had six 
songs. “And I loved doing it. I loved 
doing the damned numbers!” So she 
and the two guys who helped her with 
the damned numbers—Andy Gale 
and Mark Janas—developed a solo act, 
which she premièred last September, 
at Philadelphia Theatre Company. 

The cabaret impresario Michael Fein-
stein asked her to bring it to San Fran-
cisco, and then some London produc-
ers called. Turner says, “They asked 
the question ‘Could you be more po-
litical?’ I said, ‘Ohhh, yes.’ ”

Since her film début, in the 1981 
erotic thriller “Body Heat,” Turner has 
played vamps, serial moms, God, and 
Jessica Rabbit. But she has never 
played herself until now. “It is odd not 
having a character to channel yourself 
through,” she says. (Theatregoers will 
remember her indelible Martha in 
“Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ?,” 
on Broadway in 2005, in which Turner 
and the character seemed to channel 
each other.) Gale and Janas helped her 
comb through the Great American 
Songbook, looking for numbers that 
would illuminate her recollections. 
When she recalls falling in love with 
the theatre as a girl, she sings “It’s 
Only a Paper Moon” (“It’s only a can-
vas sky /Hanging over a muslin tree”); 
recounting life on the road, she sings 
a ditty called “Sweet Kentucky Ham” 
(“You figure what the hell / you can eat 
in your motel”). “ ‘Let’s Fall in Love’ 
is right at the top of the show,” she 
says. “It’s, like, Oh, come on, let’s just 
do this. I’m going to charm the hell 
out of you, and you’re going to like it.”

—Michael Schulman

THE THEATRE

1

OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS

The Beast in the Jungle
John Kander and David Thompson wrote this 
dance-theatre piece, directed and choreographed 
by Susan Stroman and inspired by Henry James’s 
1903 novella, about a man convinced he has a ter-
rible destiny. (Vineyard, 108 E. 15th St. 212-353-
0303. Opens May 23.)

The Boys in the Band
Joe Mantello directs a iftieth-anniversary re-
vival of the seminal gay drama by Mart Crow-
ley, starring Jim Parsons, Zachary Quinto, Matt 
Bomer, and Andrew Rannells. (Booth, 222 W. 45th 
St. 212-239-6200. In previews.)

Conflict
The Mint presents Miles Malleson’s play from 
1925, about a young woman in London who sleeps 
with a Conservative Party candidate for Parlia-
ment. (Beckett, 410 W. 42nd St. 212-239-6200. Pre-
views begin May 25.)

Dan Cody’s Yacht
In Anthony Giardina’s play, directed by Doug 
Hughes for Manhattan Theatre Club, a Boston 
schoolteacher gets an unexpected inancial pro-
posal from a student’s father. (City Center Stage I,  
at 131 W. 55th St. 212-581-1212. In previews.)

Fairview
Sarah Benson directs a new play by Jackie Sib-
blies Drury (“We Are Proud to Present . . .”), a 
deconstruction of a naturalistic family drama. 
(SoHo Rep, 46 Walker St. 866-811-4111. Previews 
begin May 29.)

The Great Leap
In Lauren Yee’s play, based on an incident from 
her father’s life, a young man in San Francisco’s 
Chinatown talks his way onto a college basketball 
team bound for Beijing in 1989. (Atlantic Stage 2,  
at 330 W. 16th St. 866-811-4111. In previews.)

Peace for Mary Frances
The New Group presents Lily Thorne’s play, di-
rected by Lila Neugebauer and featuring Lois 
Smith as a nonagenarian born to Armenian refu-
gees who is ready to die at home. (Pershing Square 
Signature Center, 480 W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200. 
Opens May 23.)

1

NOW PLAYING

Bump
The most interesting character in Chiara Atik’s 
play about the joys and jitters of impending 
motherhood turns out to be a man. After his 
pregnant daughter, Claudia (Ana Nogueira), 
tells him about the horrors of diicult births—
she spends too much time on the Internet—Luis 
(Gilbert Cruz) starts tinkering in his garage. 
And, presto, the endearing car mechanic comes 
up with an obstetrics gizmo that could change 
the lives of women. (The invention is inspired 
by the real-life Odón device.) The entire show 
could have focussed on Claudia and Luis’s afec-
tionate relationship, yet Atik also takes us to an 
online forum for pregnant women and a Colo-
nial house where a midwife helps a irst-timer. 
Directed by Claudia Weill (of the 1978 cult femi-
nist movie “Girlfriends”), “Bump” is a feel-good 
show whose main ambition appears to be draw-
ing “awww”s from the audience. (Ensemble Studio 
Theatre, 545 W. 52nd St. ensemblestudiotheatre.org.) IL

L
U

S
T

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 E

L
L

E
N

 S
U

R
R

E
Y

РЕЛИЗ ПОДГОТОВИЛА ГРУППА "What's News" VK.COM/WSNWS



 

 

THE NEW YORKER, MAY 28, 2018 11

Dance Nation
Clare Barron is a young scenarist and actress, 
not yet thirty-three, but on the strength of this 
intermissionless, hour-and-forty-ive-minute 
piece she’s on her way to becoming a signii-
cant playwright. And that’s because theatre is 
in her bones. The story concerns a small group 
of amateur pre-teen female dancers (and one 
dude) who want to win Tampa Bay’s Boogie 
Down Grand Prix, but at great expense to them-
selves, and to the group. Friendships are chal-
lenged, bodies are damaged, and male approval 
is striven for as the performers, led by their un-
smiling dance teacher, Pat (the wonderfully cast 
Thomas Jay Ryan), deal with stereotypical fe-
male behavior, often without questioning it at 
all. The director, Lee Sunday Evans, has assem-
bled a fabulous cast of various ages to play the 
dancers, whose dreams are less life-airming 
than life-distorting. (Playwrights Horizons, 416 
W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200.)

The Gentleman Caller
According to Philip Dawkins, Tennessee Wil-
liams was an aggressive, conident lirt back in 
1944, even before his irst hit, “The Glass Me-
nagerie.” This new two-hander takes place as that 
play was about to première in Chicago, and Daw-
kins (“Charm”) imagines a pair of encounters be-
tween Williams (Juan Francisco Villa) and Wil-
liam Inge (Daniel K. Isaac), then an arts critic 
in St. Louis. The two men circle each other in 
an increasingly dense fog of booze, but their re-
lationship is overwhelmed by Dawkins’s torrent 
of biographical and literary references and sassy 
repartee. At times the show, directed by Tony 
Speciale, overheats so much that it feels like a 
long-lost play by Charles Ludlam’s Ridiculous 
Theatrical Company. “You’re too bitch for my 
tastes,” Inge tells Williams, who replies in mock 
ofense, “Bitch? Moi?!” As Blanche DuBois never 
said, Oy gevalt. (Cherry Lane, 38 Commerce St. 
866-811-4111. Through May 26.)

Long Day’s Journey Into Night
Those who know Lesley Manville only as 
Cyril, the ice-cold sister-consigliere in “Phan-
tom Thread,” may be stunned to see her as the 
bundle of nerves known as Mary Tyrone, the 
fragile matriarch in Eugene O’Neill’s family 
drama. Hooked on morphine since the birth of 
her younger son, Edmund (Matthew Beard), 
Mary clings to the past, which she uses—along 
with dope and self-delusion—to cloud out the 
present, like the fog rolling in over the Long Is-
land Sound outside. Her husband, James (Jer-
emy Irons), and older son, Jamie (the potent and 
sardonic Rory Keenan), prefer booze to dull the 
pain of living, but that can’t stop their recrimi-
nations from surfacing as night falls. Sir Rich-
ard Eyre’s production (imported from the Bris-
tol Old Vic) gives Manville a jewel-toned stage 
on which to fall apart beautifully, with a preci-
sion that even Cyril would envy. (BAM Harvey 
Theatre, 651 Fulton St., Brooklyn. 718-636-4100. 
Through May 27.)

Operation Crucible
On a cold night in 1940, the Luftwafe blitzed 
Sheield, targeting English steelworks that man-
ufactured airplane engines and bomb casings. 
Seventy or so civilians sheltered in the Marples 
Hotel; when the hotel took a direct hit, only a few 
men, holed up in the bottling cellar, survived. 
This event inspires Kieran Knowles’s brisk and 
muscular “Brits Of Broadway” drama, about four 
steelworkers trapped in a lightless basement as 

the bombs start to fall. “It were worse because 
you couldn’t see aught, you had to imagine it,” 
one character says. Not that Knowles leaves much 
to the imagination. Though the dialect-thick 
writing is often heavy-handed, it still conveys 
the horrors of the attack. The play is ultimately 
about the limits of the camaraderie, but, under 
Bryony Shanahan’s direction, the performers—
Knowles, Salvatore D’Aquilla, Christopher Mc-
Curry, and an especially ine James Wallwork—
come together to conjure a world as it shatters. 
(59E59, at 59 E. 59th St. 212-279-4200.)

Paradise Blue
The year is 1949. Blue is a talented and tormented 
trumpeter, and Paradise is the name of the jazz 
club he owns on a prime plot in Black Bottom, 
the foremost African-American community in 
Detroit at a time when the city is still mostly 
white. The local government wants to buy Blue 
out for an “urban renewal” project (which in real 
life would eventually destroy the neighborhood), 
and everyone who relies on Paradise wants ei-
ther to buy the club or to talk Blue out of sell-
ing it. Part of Dominique Morisseau’s trilogy of 
Detroit-based plays, Ruben Santiago-Hudson’s 
charming and often incisive production zips 
along with the spirit and verve of the music 
that imbues it, ofering a rich slice of postwar 
African-American life, not least in Neil Patel’s 
spot-on set and Clint Ramos’s delectable period 
costumes. (Pershing Square Signature Center, 480 
W. 42nd St. 212-244-7529.)

Twelfth Night
“Twelfth Night” was the most produced Shake-
speare play in the United States last year. In 
New York, we return to Illyria with enough 
regularity that theatregoers can compare mul-
tiple versions: the Fiasco company’s take, for 
instance, was just a few months ago, and yet 
another will be in Central Park this summer. 
For now, it’s the director Maria Aitken’s turn, 
for this Acting Company and Resident Ensem-
ble Players co-production. Sadly, she does not 
summon the ingenuity and visual wit that she 
brought to “The 39 Steps.” Most lacking is the 
trouble that should be born of the excitement 
and fear of falling for the wrong person—the 
wrong sex, even. Only Susanna Stahlmann’s 
Viola suggests a soupçon of the required play-
fulness and confusion. Though occasionally en-
livened by Joshua David Robinson’s lovely ren-
dition of the songs, the show mostly shules 
from one scene to another. Just another op’nin’ 
of another “Twelfth Night.” (Polonsky Shake-
speare Center, 262 Ashland Pl., Brooklyn. 866-811-
4111. Through May 27.)

1

ALSO NOTABLE

Angels in America Neil Simon. • A Brief His-

tory of Women 59E59. Through May 27. • Carou-

sel Imperial. • Children of a Lesser God Studio 
54. Through May 27. • Frozen St. James. • Harry 

Potter and the Cursed Child, Parts One and Two 
Lyric. • The Iceman Cometh Jacobs. • Light 

Shining in Buckinghamshire New York Theatre 
Workshop. • Mean Girls August Wilson. • Mli-

ma’s Tale Public. • My Fair Lady Vivian Beau-
mont. • Saint Joan Samuel J. Friedman. • The 

Seafarer Irish Repertory. Through May 24. • Sum-

mer Lunt-Fontanne. • Summer and Smoke Clas-
sic Stage Company. Through May 25. • Three 

Tall Women Golden. • Travesties American Air-
lines Theatre.

THE THEATRE

“Essential reading.”
—LYDIA POLGREEN

“Astonishing reporting … 
One of the most 

important books of 
our time.”

—WALTER ISAACSON

“Perhaps the most 
riveting and relatable

book on foreign policy 
and diplomacy that 
I have ever read.”
—MARTHA RADDATZ

“A must-read.”
—IAN BREMMER

B W. W. NORTON
Independent publishers since 1923

www.wwnorton.com
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Bill Gunn’s “Personal Problems,” a 1980 drama about the diverse lives of a group of black New 
Yorkers, written by Ishmael Reed, screens May 25-27 at Museum of the Moving Image. C
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MOVIES
1

NOW PLAYING

Avengers: Infinity War
Behold, the latest monster of a movie to lumber 
forth from the Marvel stables. This one is directed 
by Joe and Anthony Russo, and stars pretty much 
every actor that the studio could round up. Robert 
Downey, Jr., returns as Iron Man, Tom Holland is 
Spider-Man, Chadwick Boseman is Black Panther, 
Elizabeth Olsen is Scarlet Witch, Benedict Cum-
berbatch is Dr. Strange, Zoe Saldana is Gamora, 
Chris Hemsworth is Thor, Tom Hiddleston is the 
nefarious Loki, and so on. Mark Rufalo is back, 
too, as Hulk, although he has immense diiculty 
turning angry and green, and may need to con-
sult the appropriate physician. Ant-Man should 
be somewhere, but he may have been trodden un-
derfoot. The plot is the usual small-scale, every-
day afair: there are six Ininity Stones available 
to collect, and a mountainous thug named Tha-
nos (Josh Brolin) wants them all, with a view to 
commanding the cosmos. The efort to stop him 
takes two and a half hours, though it seems con-
siderably longer, and the climactic battle is set in 
Wakanda, which appears to be, in every sense, 
where the money is. The threat of a sequel seems 
all too real.—Anthony Lane (Reviewed in our issue 
of 5/7/18.) (In wide release.)

Beast
Michael Pearce’s début feature, set on the Brit-
ish island of Jersey, stars Jessie Buckley as a young 
woman named Moll, whose anger feels diicult 
to explain and even harder to appease. She was 
in serious trouble as a schoolgirl, and a child-
ish restiveness still lingers in her adult behav-
ior. It’s therefore no surprise when, to the disap-
proval of her mother (Geraldine James), she takes 
up with a local poacher, Pascal Renouf (Johnny 
Flynn), whose own past is, if anything, even darker 

than Moll’s. To add to the fretful mood, their ro-
mance—if you can call it that—unfolds against a 
background of recent crimes. Three women have 
been abducted and killed, and Pascal is one of the 
suspects; Moll stands by him, and you start to 
wonder, with growing trepidation, what it would 
take to pull her away. The plot veers into contriv-
ance, and there’s a slight surfeit of scenes in which 
social niceties are cracked or overturned, but the 
atmosphere on the sunlit island grows creepier 
by the minute, and Buckley holds the unlikely 
tale together. She turns Moll into a creature of 
earth and ire.—A.L. (5/14/18) (In limited release.)

Deadpool 2
Ryan Reynolds keeps the comedic snark of the 
fast-talking title character—a scarred mutant in 
a skin-tight suit who’s both wondrously agile and 
handy with swords—at high energy throughout 
this sequel, which outdoes its predecessor in pac-
ing, playfulness, and dramatic focus. Like those 
of many other Marvel heroes, Deadpool’s ex-
ploits are rooted in grief—here, the death of his 
iancée, Vanessa (Morena Baccarin), for which 
he blames himself. Brought back to the X-Men 
by the metal-clad Colossus (voiced by Stefan Ka-
pičić), Deadpool forms his own group, X-Force. 
He ights alongside the fortune-favored Domino 
(Zazie Beetz) and, depending on circumstances, 
both with and against the half-bionic Cable (Josh 
Brolin) as they battle the hellacious Juggernaut 
and try to prevent the young mutant Fireist (Ju-
lian Dennison, of “Hunt for the Wilderpeople”) 
from taking revenge on the boarding-school head-
master (Eddie Marsan) who abused him. The di-
rector, David Leitch, keeps the action, with its 
relexive antics and gory absurdities, brisk and 
light-toned. The movie’s plotlines mesh with a 
gleeful precision, but its context-free and ahis-
torical latness makes it less than the sum of its 
parts.—Richard Brody (In wide release.)

First Reformed
Paul Schrader’s latest movie is one of his most ag-
onized. Ethan Hawke plays Reverend Toller, who, 
after the loss of a son and the wrecking of a mar-
riage, has washed up in Albany County, New York. 
He has a drinking problem, no visible friends, a 
beautiful old church to preside over, and a scat-
tering of worshippers. One of them, a pregnant 
woman named Mary (Amanda Seyfried), asks 
him to counsel her husband, Michael (Philip Et-
tinger), who is profoundly depressed by the plan-
et’s environmental decay. Toller, to his surprise 
and ours, is drawn to Michael’s cause; the ilm 
is, in part, about a search for something that will 
lend fervor and ire to a damp soul. Schrader’s in-
sistence on his characters’ self-denial, and even 
self-chastisement, feels both brave and cussed 
in an era when self-celebration has become the 
norm, and his story is equipped with a stripped-
down style to match; apart from two enraptured 
set pieces, the camera barely stirs. The result has 
the air of an endurance test, and it might be wise 
to get in training with the aid of Ingmar Berg-
man and Robert Bresson beforehand. With Ced-
ric Kyles, as the pastor of a megachurch.—A.L. 
(5/21/18) (In limited release.)

The Last Days of Disco
In this deftly dialectical and bitterly intimate com-
edy, from 1998, Whit Stillman unfolds disco’s vec-
tors of power with a historian’s insight and a nov-
elist’s eye for satirical nuance. Set in Manhattan 
in the early eighties, the ilm stars Chloë Sevigny 
and Kate Beckinsale as recent college graduates 
and editorial assistants whose social life is cen-
tered on a lashy and exclusive night club. Their 
circle of men includes an environmental lawyer 
(Robert Sean Leonard), an adman (Mackenzie 
Astin), a colleague (Matt Ross), a club employee 
(Chris Eigeman), and the group’s unoicial phi-
losopher, a ledgling prosecutor named Josh (Matt 
Keeslar) who naïvely hails the disco scene for its 
“cocktails, dancing, conversation, exchange of 
ideas and points of view.” In the disco, talking is 
a meeting of the minds, and dancing is a meet-
ing of the bodies—sex without contact, an egali-
tarian indicator of erotic compatibility—yet these 
young socialites’ emotional relationships involve 
cruelly deceitful games that are inextricably based 
on the bedrock standard of the bottom line. Still-
man highlights the political stakes of personal 
pleasures with archival clips showing the infa-
mous 1979 Disco Demolition Night, at Chicago’s 
Comiskey Park, which devolved into a riot led 
mainly by young white men.—R.B. (Film Society 
of Lincoln Center, May 24, and streaming.)

Life of the Party
Melissa McCarthy co-wrote this blandly amia-
ble comedy with her husband, Ben Falcone, who 
directed. Despite her intermittent moments of 
comedic inspiration, McCarthy’s character and 
her performance are stuck in clichés. She plays 
Deanna Miles, a suburban stay-at-home mother 
whose husband, Dan (Matt Walsh), leaves her 
on the same day that they bring their daughter, 
Maddie (Molly Gordon), back to college. Deanna, 
who quit college before her own senior year when 
she got pregnant with Maddie, instantly decides 
to inish her degree—and does so at Maddie’s 
school. Deanna is an embarrassingly rah-rah and 
style-challenged student; when the preternatu-
rally calm Maddie gives her a makeover, Deanna 
unexpectedly attracts—and is attracted to—a 
twentyish frat boy named Jack (Luke Benward). 
The movie’s view of college life and romance is 
Hollywood boilerplate, and its depiction of fam-
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ily relationships is oversimpliied and sweetened 
to the vanishing point. The schematic action is 
enlivened by the whimsical supporting perfor-
mance of Gillian Jacobs, in the winningly idio-
syncratic role of an older student who spent eight 
years in a coma and has become a social-media 
celebrity.—R.B. (In wide release.)

Mary Shelley
If you’re going to smooch a romantic poet, do it 
in a graveyard. Such is one of the many lessons 
delivered by this bio-pic of Mary Godwin (Elle 
Fanning). She falls for Percy Shelley (Douglas 
Booth), and they elope together, with predict-
able results. “Hey, a baby!” he exclaims. Their at-
tempts at a radical life, however, founder on a lack 
of funds and her lingering moral scruples. To add 
to the disarray, her stepsister Claire Clairmont 
(Bel Powley) is attracted to Shelley and seduced 
by Lord Byron (Tom Sturridge), who chooses to 
model himself on a pop video from the nineteen-
eighties. The main characters join forces beside 
Lake Geneva, where Mary’s “Frankenstein” is 
brought to life. These fraught events, prodded 
by a keening musical score, and so overwrought 
at times that they could be mistaken for a spoof, 
are a long way from the inesse—and the femi-
nist vigor—that the director, Haifaa Al-Mansour, 
displayed in her début feature, “Wadjda” (2012). 
Still, the movie has a solemn asset in Stephen 
Dillane, who made a stern impact as Lord Hal-
ifax in “Finest Hour,” and who returns here as 
Mary’s father, William Godwin—the grizzled 
idealist, still smoldering in middle age.—A.L. 
(In limited release.)

Regular Lovers
Philippe Garrel, who, at the age of twenty, made 
a ilm in Paris during the turmoil of May, 1968, 
revisits those times in this intimate epic, from 
2005. Centered on a love afair between François, 
a young poet (played by Garrel’s son Louis), and 
Lilie (Clotilde Hesme), a working-class sculptor, 
the drama is as symbolic as it is realistic. Garrel 
ilms the uprising with a lat theatrical abstrac-
tion, turning it into a dimly recalled dream. This 
is May ’68 minus the politics—an outpouring of 
desire, a yearning for sensual utopia on earth—
and, as such, it’s doomed. Garrel shows that the 
world after the revolt belongs to practical people 
with their feet on the ground. If someone other 
than this aesthetically radical director said so, it 
might seem reactionary, but here Garrel gives an 
original artistic form to his rueful view of his own 
youthful illusions. The cinematographer William 
Lubtchansky’s grainy black-and-white images have 
the feel of cold stone, and, when the pragmatic 
Lilie challenges François to get on with his life, 
the chill of hard reality is all the more brutal. In 
French.—R.B. (Metrograph, May 24.)

The Seagull
This new version of Chekhov’s play, adapted by 
Stephen Karam and directed by Michael Mayer, 
is brisk to the point of haste. Running just over 
an hour and a half, it hurries through the arrival 
of Irina (Annette Bening), a noted actress, at the 
rural home of her brother, Sorin (Brian Den-
nehy); the woodland staging of a play by her son, 
Konstantin (Billy Howle), and his moony adora-
tion of an ingénue, Nina (Saoirse Ronan), clad in 
pristine white; the lamentations of Masha (Elis-
abeth Moss), who, in contrast, wears funereal 
black; and the scribblings of a modish writer, 
Trigorin (Corey Stoll), who neglects his duties 
as Irina’s beau. (You cannot miss his wandering 
and predatory eye.) Though the light haze of idle-

ness through which the characters usually drift is 
dispersed, the story, far from acquiring a sharper 
focus, seems to grow more inconsequential. But 
the cast, which includes Mare Winningham, is 
devoted to the Chekhovian cause, and Bening’s 
Irina is a ine addition to her gallery of complex 
heroines, in ilms such as “20th Century Women” 
(2016) and “Film Stars Don’t Die in Liverpool” 
(2017), who gird themselves to ight of time and 
trouble.—A.L. (5/21/18) (In limited release.)

Sollers Point
The title of Matthew Porterield’s quietly an-
guished drama refers to a Baltimore neighbor-
hood that’s near a now-shuttered steel mill and 
is still home to many of its former employees. 
There, the twenty-six-year-old Keith Cohoe (Mc-
Caul Lombardi), recently released from prison 
(apparently for a drug-related ofense), is under 
house arrest and living with his father, Carol (Jim 
Belushi), a retired mill worker. Keith is white; 
many of his friends and neighbors, including 
his former girlfriend, Courtney (Zazie Beetz), 
are black, but, in prison, Keith belonged to a 
white-supremacist gang, and when his house ar-
rest ends its ex-con members expect him to re-
join them. Meanwhile, unable to ind work and in 
need of quick money, Keith begins dealing drugs 
again. His increasingly desperate rounds thrust 
him into wary yet yearning contact with a wide 
range of characters, including his grandmother 
(Lynn Cohen), two young women who work as 
strippers, a terrifying white-supremacist leader, 
an art-school student, and a heroin addict hop-
ing to break her habit. Sketching Keith’s inner 

MOVIES

conlicts and practical struggles with a graceful, 
mood-rich lyricism, Porterield presses gently 
but painfully on some of the most inlamed and 
sensitive parts of American society.—R.B. (In 
limited release.)

Wild Girl
This turbulent and tangled Western, from 1932, 
directed by Raoul Walsh, depicts a rustic post-
Civil War outpost in California in all its sor-
did, violent, and romantic energy. Salomy Jane 
(Joan Bennett), a barefoot backwoods maiden, 
innocently arouses the lust of the neighboring 
town’s local grandee (Morgan Wallace), whose 
predatory past catches up with him in the per-
son of a Virginia stranger (Charles Farrell), 
a Confederate veteran who comes to town to 
avenge his sister. Meanwhile, Salomy is being 
courted by a pair of rivals—a smooth-talking 
saloon gambler (Ralph Bellamy) and a crude 
rancher (Irving Pichel)—and protected by Yuba 
Bill (Eugene Pallette), a jolly and fast-witted 
coachman. But the deck is shuled anew when 
she and the newcomer cross paths. Walsh’s richly 
textured populist panorama, with its simmer-
ing feuds, casual gunplay, and corrupt local pol-
itics, along with the shoddy justice of vigilante 
mobs, blends the comic hyperbole of long-ago 
tall tales, the sentimental power of domestic-
ity, and the tense spectacle of life and death in 
the daily balance. With Minna Gombell, as a 
sharp-tongued madam; Sarah Padden, as a lay-
about’s long-sufering wife; and Louise Beavers, 
as Mammy Lou, who doesn’t live separately but 
isn’t treated equally.—R.B. (MOMA, May 26.)

Preview: June 1, 10-6; June 2, 12-5; June 4, 10-6; June 5, 10-12
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DANCE
New York City Ballet
The comic ballet “Coppélia” was originally in-
spired by a pair of eerie stories by E. T. A. Hof-
mann, about a gullible young man who is tricked 
into falling in love with the title character, an 
automaton. The choreographer George Bal-
anchine danced a version of the piece by Petipa 
when he was a student in St. Petersburg. In an 
uncharacteristic moment of nostalgia, he adapted 
it for New York City Ballet in 1974, in partnership 
with the Russian ballerina Alexandra Danilova. 
(She had triumphed in the role of Swanilda—
the human girl who saves the young man from 
falling for Coppélia—with the Ballet Russe de 
Monte Carlo.) The pair imbued the dance with 
high spirits and warmth, and the music, by Léo 
Délibes, is incredibly catchy. • May 23 at 7:30: 
“Dance Odyssey,” “Pictures at an Exhibition,” 
and “Year of the Rabbit.” • May 24 and May 29 
at 7:30: “Mozartiana,” “Not Our Fate,” “Pulci-
nella Variations,” and “Glass Pieces.” • May 25 
at 8, May 26 at 2 and 8, and May 27 at 3: “Cop-
pélia.” (David H. Koch, Lincoln Center. 212-721-
6500. Through June 3.)

American Ballet Theatre
In the only mixed bill of the season, the com-
pany performs a recent work, Alexei Ratman-
sky’s “Firebird,” from 2012, and a newly minted 
one, by Wayne McGregor. The British chore-
ographer McGregor is known for his stretchy, 
fast-paced, and convoluted movement style, and 
the ornate, high-tech lighting that accompanies 
it. “Afterite,” his irst piece for A.B.T., is set to 
Igor Stravinsky’s famously hard-driving bal-
let score from 1913, “The Rite of Spring.” In-
triguingly, one of the casts includes Alessan-
dra Ferri, who retired in 2007, only to return to 
the stage in 2013. In Ratmansky’s postmodern 
take on the more mysterious Stravinsky ballet 
“Firebird,” from 1910, the story—a young man 
encounters a magic bird, with whose help he 
breaks a sorcerer’s spell—takes place in a post-
apocalyptic landscape of laming trees. One can 
read its dénouement in many ways, including as 
a metaphor for the end of Soviet rule. • May 22  
and May 24-25 at 7:30, May 23 at 2 and 7:30, 
and May 26 at 2 and 8: “Firebird” and “After-
ite.” • May 29 at 7:30: “La Bayadère.” (Metropol-
itan Opera House, Lincoln Center. 212-477-3030. 
Through July 7.)

Parsons Dance
Enthusiastic, athletic, and eager to please, the 
company of David Parsons returns to the Joyce 
with a few premières. One is “Microburst,” cre-
ated by Parsons in collaboration with the tabla 
player Avirodh Sharma, who contributes live 
classical Indian rhythmic complexity. Another 
is “Relections,” a solo that Parsons has made 
with the longtime company member Abby Silva 
Gavezzoli, who performs it as a farewell to the 
troupe. (175 Eighth Ave., at 19th St. 212-242-0800. 
May 23-27.)

Tap Family Reunion
New York celebrations of National Tap Dance 
Day (Bill Robinson’s birthday, May 25) have 
been muted in recent years. But now three 
of tap’s leading lights—Dormeshia Sumbry-
Edwards, Derick K. Grant, and Jason Samu-

els Smith—are resurrecting the occasion with 
a weekend of workshops, performances, and 
events. On Friday at the Schomburg Center, 
they present “Raising the Bar,” a jazz revue that 
honors tradition with present-day hipness. On 
Saturday at the Ailey Studios, hoofers battle in 
a cutting contest. It all wraps up on Sunday af-
ternoon, with an open-spirited jam session at 
Swing 46 Jazz and Supper Club. (Various loca-
tions. May 24-27.)

La MaMa Moves! Dance Festival
The third week of the festival begins with Ellen 
Fisher’s “Time Don’t Stop for Nobody,” a text-
and-movement piece built from responses to a 
questionnaire concerning how people feel about 
age. Fisher, acclaimed for her spiritually lumi-

nous dancing with Meredith Monk, is joined 
by three other performers of diferent genera-
tions: her fellow Monk veteran Pablo Vela, the 
dancer-choreographer Mina Nishimura, and 
Leonardo Garcia, who is twelve years old. (La 
Mama, 74A E. 4th St. 800-838-3006. May 25-27. 
Through June 3.)

DanceAfrica
In honor of the centennial of Nelson Mande-
la’s birth, the festival focusses on South Africa 
this year. Ingoma KwaZulu-Natal Dance Com-
pany is a kind of supergroup, bundling together 
just for this occasion four companies whose 
styles range from Zulu traditions to pantsula, 
the leet-footed street dance that originated as a 
response to apartheid. Siwela Sonke Dance The-
atre, from Durban, combines the dance forms 
of many cultures, a mix representative of its 
region: Zulu dances and pantsula, plus classi-
cal Indian and hip-hop. (BAM Howard Gilman 
Opera House, 30 Lafayette Ave., Brooklyn. 718-
636-4100. May 25-28.)

ABOVE & BEYOND

World Science Festival
Scientists are in the business of wonder, observing 
the world closely in order to engage in discovery, 
explain its mysteries, and overcome its challenges. 
This weeklong gathering comes at the scientiic 
process from every which way, allowing research-
ers and thinkers to exit their labs and share some 
of the questions that intrigue them while show-
ing of the most fascinating data. At various sites 
throughout the city, there will be discussions about 
topics that include space, artiicial intelligence, 
antimatter, and engineering; lab tours for girls of 
research facilities run by women; speakers such 
as the Harvard physics professor Cumrun Vafa, 
the cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker, and 
the Times columnist Carl Zimmer; a sunset sail 
to learn about the sea; a panel on gene modiica-
tion moderated by Lesley Stahl; a conversation 
between Alan Alda and the meteorologist Ber-
nadette Woods Placky on climate change; and a 
trivia night in the American Museum of Natural 
History’s whale room. (For more information, visit 
worldsciencefestival.com. May 29-June 3.)

Lower East Side Festival of the Arts
The twenty-third installment of the Theatre for 
the New City’s summer-welcoming performance 
fair once again takes over a patch of E. 10th St. 
between First and Second Avenues, for three 
afternoons of dance, theatre, ilm, music, and 
comedy. Among the scheduled performers are 
F. Murray Abraham, the Tony Award winner 
Mario Fratti, and Penny Arcade. (155 First Ave., 
at E. 10th St. theaterforthenewcity.net. May 25-27.)

1

READINGS AND TALKS

92nd Street Y
Though the weather lately may suggest other-
wise, Memorial Day weekend means one thing 
for certain: cookout season is upon us. In a talk 
entitled “How to Grill Everything,” the best-
selling food writer Mark Bittman goes deep on 
the subject with Carla Hall, a co-host of ABC’s 
“The Chew.” They’ll discuss the staples of out-
door cuisine as well as a few things you might not 
expect, like Hall’s recipes for pizza and grilled 
pound cake. (Buttenwieser Hall, 1395 Lexington 
Ave., at 92nd St. 92y.org. May 24 at 8.)

Brooklyn Public Library
“There is a diference between remembrance 
of history and reverence of it.” When Mitch 
Landrieu, the former mayor of New Orleans, 
uttered those words, a year ago, he was address-
ing the people of his city about a long-fractious 
issue: the removal of four local statues of Con-
federates, including General Robert E. Lee. His 
eloquence instantly put Landrieu, a member 
of one of Louisiana’s key political families, on 
the national stage. He has now written a mem-
oir, “In the Shadow of the Statues,” which talks 
about how grappling with racial issues inally 
led to his decision. He is in town to deliver the 
library’s Kahn Humanities Lecture, an annual 
forum for progressive ideas that shape the na-
tion. (10 Grand Army Plaza, Brooklyn. 718-230-
2100. May 29 at 7:30.) IL
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TABLES FOR TWO

Frenchette 
241 West Broadway (212-334-3883)

If you can’t get a reservation at French-
ette, in Tribeca—and you probably 
can’t—you’re welcome to try your luck 
as a walk-in. But “walking in” here might 
be better described as “waiting in line.” 
On a recent Wednesday, before the 
restaurant had even opened, a couple of 
dozen people were already snaking down 
the block. A group of German tourists 
didn’t seem to know quite why they had 
queued up, but were happy to be there. 
Two carefully groomed young women 
toting toddlers pushed their way to the 
front, insisting that they were just check-
ing on the high chairs they had called 
about earlier. By five-thirty, the tots were 
bouncing on a leather banquette, red-
faced and shrieking. 

It’s not clear why anyone would bring 
children to Frenchette, or why anyone 
would work so hard to have dinner at 
five-thirty. The restaurant, which opened 
in April, is exceptionally glamorous, per-
fect for mid-century “Mad Men” Martini 
cosplay and for people-watching—on 
another night, I saw an elderly woman in 
a pink pillbox hat and actual rose-colored 
glasses. The chefs, Riad Nasr and Lee 
Hanson, are impressively pedigreed—
they cooked together at the Keith Mc-
Nally restaurants Balthazar, Pastis, and 
Minetta Tavern. Natural wines—partic-

ularly fizzy pétillants naturels, or “pét-
nats”—are having a moment, and French-
ette has seized it. But doth the froth 
machine froth too much? Do we need 
another self-consciously luxurious bras-
serie, in a city so full of them? 

Thanks to a boon of early press and 
virulent social media, certain dishes at 
Frenchette became status symbols almost 
overnight. Much has been made, espe-
cially, of the brouillade with escargot, a 
plate of vigorously scrambled eggs topped 
with buttered snails. The texture of the 
eggs, I’d read, was like that of polenta. My 
question both before and after eating 
them was: why? Duck frites, on the other 
hand, was more deserving of reverence, 
the duck as gloriously meaty as beef, with 
the added excitement of crispy, fatty skin 
and star anise. But N.B.: in what feels like 
a sadistic and surrealist twist, the knife 
that comes with the duck is a bit of a 
safety hazard, bizarrely designed so that 
the straight side of the blade, rather than 
the curved edge, is the sharp one. Finger 
pads beware. You can get away with a fork 
on the rotisserie lobster, bathed in a lus-
cious curry beurre fondue, and with a 
butter knife on the much humbler, ropy 
but tender bavette (the French term for 
flap steak), finished with anchovy butter 
and herbs. I might go back and have that 
at the bar one night, around eight o’clock, 
if I thought there was any chance of 
claiming a stool. (Entrées $21-$103.)

—Hannah Goldfield

FßD & DRINK

El Kallejón
209 E. 117th St., at Third Ave. (646-649-4795)

On a recent Sunday afternoon, a young man 
in a yellow-striped tracksuit was ambling to-
ward Third Avenue, in East Harlem, when a 
storefront tucked between a heating-and-
plumbing-supply shop and a Mexican restau-
rant caught his attention. Maybe it was the 
music—fast-paced norteño rhythms followed 
by Argentinean ska iltered through the open 
doorway. Perhaps it was the décor—framed 
black-and-white pictures, cheeky signs urging 
patrons to drink more, a leopard mask ixed in 
a rictus grin. Or maybe it was simply the prom-
ise of tequila, mezcal, and even sotol, a smooth 
spirit from Chihuahua that is distilled from 
the juice of a spiny plant called the desert 
spoon and is rather diicult to ind in New 
York. Inside the warmly lit bar, a clutch of 
couples were meeting to ring out the weekend. 
Another group of young folks discussed recent 
visits to Mexico around a wooden table. “He’s 
a charro, basically like a Mexican cowboy,” a 
woman said of an acquaintance, as she ladled 
guacamole, crab, and shrimp from a long dish. 
“He took us to an event where they had to lasso 
the front feet of a bull!” A waiter brought a 
Maria Sabina, a steaming latbread pizza with 
goat cheese, herbs, and wild mushrooms. A 
jazz drummer inished of a plate of �autas de 
pensamientos, made with pork brains and 
roasted chili. “I don’t know what I just ate,” he 
muttered. “But that was delicious.” Outside, 
the man in the tracksuit continued to peer in. 
Was it any good? he seemed to be asking. “It’s 
excellent,” a patron uttered, stumbling out. 
“Fantástico.”—Nicolas Niarchos
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matter but also his voice—that his leg-
acy would dissipate. And the comment 
was made in the context of a fight that, 
for McCain, is closely tied to that legacy. 

McCain, a Navy pilot, was shot down 
over Hanoi in 1967. He ejected from his 
plane, breaking both of his arms and a 
leg, and the North Vietnamese took him 
prisoner. After several months, an inter-
rogator began pressuring him to accept 
a chance to go home, ahead of other 
Americans—his father was a high-rank-
ing admiral. McCain later recalled that 
the third and final time he refused, the 
interrogator broke a pen that he was hold-
ing “in two,” as if to say that nothing more 
would be written in the book of McCain’s 
life. McCain was detained for almost five 
more years, and was systematically tor-
tured until he signed a confession say-
ing that he was a war criminal.

Yet that snapping of the pen marked 
the juncture at which McCain became 

COMMENT

THE LONG FIGHT

Among the many matters on which 
congressional Republicans have 

failed to press President Donald Trump, 
a joke told by a communications aide 
may not rank particularly high, but it 
should have been among the easiest to 
address. This joke came during a White 
House meeting, after Senator John Mc-
Cain announced that he could not vote 
for Gina Haspel, Trump’s nominee for 
C.I.A. director, because, at her hearing, 
she would not concede that the agen-
cy’s past practice of torture was immoral. 
“It doesn’t matter,” the aide said. “He’s 
dying anyway.” Instead of apologizing, 
the White House launched a hunt for 
the person who had leaked the remark. 
Some Republicans expressed outrage, 
but when G.O.P. senators attended a 
private lunch with Trump, on Tuesday, 
the incident wasn’t even mentioned. 
Erin Burnett, of CNN, asked Mike 
Rounds, of South Dakota, whether the 
senators had been “intimidated.” Not  
at all, he said. They just “ran out of time.” 

The dispute comes at a moment when 
McCain is grappling, publicly and poi-
gnantly, with what it means to come up 
against the limits of time in the Trump 
era. He is eighty-one and in a decisive 
battle with brain cancer, as he acknowl-
edges frankly in a new book, “The Rest-
less Wave,” written with Mark Salter, 
and in an HBO documentary, “John Mc-
Cain: For Whom the Bell Tolls.” (It will 
air on Memorial Day.) The worst part of 
the aide’s remark was the suggestion that 
it wasn’t only McCain’s vote that doesn’t IL
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

someone about whom Secretary of De-
fense James Mattis could say—as he 
did last week, in an implicit reproach 
of his boss—“Everything I love about 
America is resident in this man.” Mc-
Cain, in his new book, says that he knows 
that torture can break people, and make 
them say anything—even tell lies, pro-
ducing bad intelligence—and that it 
can rob a person of everything except 
“the belief that were the positions re-
versed you wouldn’t treat them as they 
have treated you.” The decision of 
George W. Bush’s Administration to 
engage in torture in the years follow-
ing 9/11 shook and angered McCain 
because it threatened his sense of the 
nation’s moral identity, and he worked 
hard for the repudiation of the practice. 
It was the companion to his eforts, with 
Senator John Kerry, to bring about some 
reconciliation with Vietnam. 

Trump has now embraced the idea of 
torture, declaring, “I’d bring back a hell 
of a lot worse than waterboarding.” That 
view, coupled with the Senate’s confir-
mation of Haspel last week, is not only 
a loss for McCain but a measure of the 
larger distortions of the Trump Presi-
dency. McCain himself has not been en-
tirely immune to these distortions. He 
endorsed Trump in the 2016 campaign, 
even though Trump had said of him, “I 
like people who weren’t captured,” and 
even though Trump’s birtherism and his 
call for a Muslim ban were a renuncia-
tion of the finest moment in McCain’s 
2008 Presidential campaign. At a town 
hall, when a supporter told him that she 
didn’t trust Barack Obama because he 
was “an Arab,” McCain interrupted her, 
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COMEBACKS
HOLY !@$%

The day before the White House 
announced that Rudolph Giuliani 

would be joining President Trump’s legal 
team, news broke of another controver-
sial New York figure’s comeback. After 
a tumultuous stay in the United States, 
a stint in Tasmania, and three years in 
the art collection of Steven A. Cohen, 
the hedge-fund billionaire—whose com-
pany, in 2013, paid a fine of $1.8 billion 
after pleading guilty to charges of in-
sider trading—“The Holy Virgin Mary,” 
the British artist Chris Ofili’s painting 
of a black Madonna, adorned with el-
ephant dung, is soon to be installed in 
the Museum of Modern Art.

“The Holy Virgin Mary,” like many 
newcomers to the city, lived in Brook-
lyn before she made it to Manhattan. 
The painting had its American début 
in 1999, at the Brooklyn Museum, as 
part of an exhibition of the collection 
of Charles Saatchi, titled “Sensation.” 
Giuliani, who was then mayor, was so 
ofended by Ofili’s painting that he froze 

city funding to the museum and threat-
ened to evict it from its city-owned 
building. The museum sued the city for 
violating its First Amendment rights. 

“The court ruled in our favor—very 
strongly,” Floyd Abrams, the museum’s 
counsel, said recently. “The Mayor re-
sponded in a manner that you might 
think bears some resemblance to our 
President.” The judge in the case, Gi-
uliani said at the time, was “totally bi-
ased” and “out of control,” and “part of 
the politically correct, left-wing ideol-
ogy of New York City.”

The other day, Ann Temkin and 
Laura Hoptman, MoMA curators, vis-
ited a squat, Carolina-blue warehouse 
in Queens. They had dressed for the oc-
casion, like tourists at the Vatican. Hopt-
man had on a dark suit; Temkin wore a 
colorful print dress. Inside, the women 
navigated a series of hallways and stair-
cases leading to a basement, where “The 
Holy Virgin Mary” is being stored. 

“When we acquired the work and 
put it in front of our committee, it looked 
like it had descended from Heaven,” 
Hoptman said, gazing at the picture. 
“See how it glows?”

“It’s a serious painting,” Temkin said. 
“There’s so much joy in this work, 

and humor and love,” Hoptman said.
Ofili’s Virgin Mary, who is painted 

on an eight-foot-tall yellow canvas, wears 
a blue robe that is parted to reveal a 
breast. An exposed breast is common 
in paintings of the nursing Madonna, 
but this Madonna’s breast is a lump of 
lacquered elephant dung—an efect that 
is earthy and beautiful. The painting sits 
on similar mounds of manure. The Ma-
donna is dusted with gold glitter and is 
surrounded by images that resemble 
butterflies but which are, on closer in-
spection, photographs of female geni-
talia cut from porn magazines. 

“Most paintings hang on nails, and 
they’re of the ground and away from 
you,” Temkin explained. “The whole 
idea of having the dung support the 
painting is that it’s there, in your space.” 

Gesturing at the glitter, she pointed 
out that a traditional Madonna would 
feature “precious, precious gold leaf from 
six hundred years ago.” She went on, 
“Or you can buy a jar of great gold glit-
ter and have a field day.” 

In 1999, Giuliani described Ofili’s 
painting as “sick” (he used the same 
word to describe people who kept fer-
rets as pets). “If I can do it, it’s not art, 
because I’m not much of an artist,” he 
said. “You know, if you want to throw 
dung at something, I could figure out 
how to do that.” 

“The fact is that Giuliani and many 

saying, “He’s a decent, family-man citi-
zen.” (The same year, in an attempt to 
capture, rather than to counter, the bit-
ter strain of populism in his party, he 
named as his running mate Sarah Palin, 
who proved only to be an advance woman 
for Trump.) McCain finally withdrew 
his support for Trump after the release 
of the “Access Hollywood” tape. (“I have 
daughters,” he said.) He also cited Trump’s 
vilification of the Central Park Five. By 
then, however, just a month remained 
before the election. 

McCain doesn’t really come to terms 
with that series of decisions in his book, 
although he does distance himself from 
many of Trump’s policies, and from his 
mind-set. He defends the Dreamers, 
and says of Trump’s “lack of empathy” 
for refugees, “The way he speaks about 
them is appalling.” He recalls, with rel-
ish, flying back to Washington last July, 
soon after undergoing surgery, to cast 
a vote that prevented his party from jet-

tisoning the Afordable Care Act with-
out providing a replacement: “Reporters 
pressed me for my decision, and I ofered 
a smartass remark, ‘Wait for the show.’ ” 

McCain is now at his home in Corn-
ville, Arizona, where he has been visited 
by a stream of friends and colleagues. 
Mitch McConnell, the Senate Majority 
Leader, said that he “didn’t want to miss 
the opportunity to tell him how much 
his friendship meant to me.” Former 
Vice-President Joe Biden, a friend since 
the early nineteen-seventies, told the 
Times, “John knows he’s in a very, very, 
very precarious situation, and yet he’s still 
concerned about the state of the coun-
try.” Others told reporters that McCain 
was planning his funeral, and did not 
want Trump to attend. That prompted 
Senator Orrin Hatch to remark that ex-
cluding Trump would be “ridiculous,” 
because he is the President and “a very 
good man”—a comment that mostly 
served to demonstrate the extent to which 

the G.O.P. has come to accept Trump as 
its leader. (Hatch apologized after being 
rebuked by McCain’s daughter Meghan.)

And McCain had a visit from Jef 
Flake, the junior senator from Arizona, 
who last October denounced Trump 
from the Senate floor in impassioned 
terms, while also announcing that he 
would be quitting politics. Afterward, 
McCain praised Flake for his willing-
ness to pay a “political price” for his be-
liefs. Perhaps the best lesson that Mc-
Cain still has to ofer, though, is how not 
to say goodbye—how not to take the 
easy exit. He is the embodiment of certain 
non-Trumpian Republican ideals. But 
those ideals cannot be realized in the ab-
stract, away from the voting booths. The 
disgraced former sherif Joe Arpaio, 
whom Trump has pardoned, calling him 
a “great American patriot,” is running for 
Flake’s seat. The next Presidential elec-
tion is in two years. Time is running out. 

—Amy Davidson Sorkin
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GEORGIA POSTCARD

WHISTLE STOP

Last week, Stacey Abrams headed 
north from Atlanta, in a big white 

bus, to persuade rural Georgians to vote 
for her in the state’s gubernatorial pri-
mary. On Tuesday, she faces Stacey Evans, 

he is.” (The text was from Abrams’s cam-
paign.) Gross had voted early, for Abrams. 
“Her being black and a woman—nei-
ther has a bearing,” she said. “Anybody 
raised with two preachers in the house”—
she was referring to Abrams’s parents—
“you’ve got to be all right. I think her 
candidacy is based on the Word. Trying 
to be a blessing to others.”

“I don’t vote straight anything,” Frost, 
who wore a peach-colored dress, said. 
“I’m here to learn. I’m looking at her 
views on the Hope Scholarship”—a 
financial-assistance program for Geor-
gia college students, including Evans, 
when she was younger—“and what she’s 
doing for the underprivileged.” Frost 
added, “I didn’t vote for Trump. He 
speaks without thinking, and a lot of 
things he worries about aren’t impor-
tant.” She insisted that a visitor try one 
of the spareribs on her plate.

John and Kathy Raisin, a white cou-
ple who run a property-management 
company, sat nearby. “I don’t know how 
they got our number, either,” Kathy 
told Gross. “We just wanted to see 
what her platform is,” John said. Health 
care concerned them. “We’ve got pri-
vate insurance,” John said, “and it’s our 
highest bill.” Kathy added, “Having 
two women on the Democratic side is 
good. But Abrams is for recreational 
marijuana. I’m not sure what I think 
about that.”

Abrams showed up, and after admir-
ing a man’s lunch—“Don’t let me inter-
rupt,” she said. “Get back to your fish”—
she took questions from the diners. 

“I have a child on the Hope,” Frost 
said. “Is it going to end? Or change?”

“That’s never been on the table,” 
Abrams replied. “I grew up with noth-
ing. My parents struggled to stay above 
the poverty line. And we fell a lot. A 
college scholarship doesn’t save the 
world. We’ve got family challenges—I’ve 
got a brother who went to college and 
he’s still a two-time ex-felon. We’ve got 
to talk about criminal-justice reform.”

“Amen,” Gross said.
“I feel like I got a lot more questions 

than answers,” Frost said later. 
At one point during Abrams’ s rural 

tour, a white customer walked into a 
restaurant she’d just left, and asked a 
visitor who “the black woman” was. He 
looked at the side of her bus, which 
read “A Georgia where everyone has 

others never saw the painting,” Hopt-
man said. “They heard about the paint-
ing.” (Floyd Abrams added, “I think the 
best proof he never saw it is he never 
mentioned the rather graphic pictures 
pasted onto the work. You know he 
would have talked about that had he 
known that they were there.”) At the 
time, press coverage of the fracas noted 
Giuliani’s spotty relationship with Ca-
tholicism, including the fact that he had 
his first marriage, to his second cousin, 
annulled after fourteen years.

“It’s a great thing that this work came 
back to New York, so that New York-
ers can see it again,” Hoptman said.

In the two years since his settle-
ment with the Securities and Exchange 
Commission, Cohen joined MOMA’s 
board of trustees, and donated fifty 
million dollars to the museum, in ad-
dition to the Ofili. “He said it seemed 
to him that this was a museum paint-
ing,” Temkin said. 

An armchair psychologist might find 
his motive more complex. In 1986, twen-
ty-seven years before his own firm was 
charged with insider trading, Cohen was 
deposed as part of a securities-fraud in-
vestigation initiated by the U.S. Attor-
ney for the Southern District of New 
York—Rudolph Giuliani. Cohen declined 
to comment.

As for Giuliani, nineteen years after 
he tried to ban a Madonna propped up 
by excrement, strewn with glitter, and 
surrounded by pornographic figures, he 
is working for a man whose critics might 
describe him exactly the same way. And 
Ofili’s Holy Virgin Mary is headed for 
MoMA, to live out her days in the com-
pany of Picassos and Cézannes. 

Peering at the painting, Hoptman 
said, “You can almost believe in magic.”

—Tyler Foggatt

Stacey Abrams

the other Democrat who’s running for 
governor, and who is known as White 
Stacey. They’re both young, progressive 
former state representatives who grew 
up poor and are willing to denounce 
Donald Trump. Abrams is the state’s for-
mer House minority leader, a graduate 
of Yale Law School, and an eight-time 
published romance novelist (sample ti-
tles: “Hidden Sins,” “Power of Persua-
sion”), and she would become the first 
African-American woman to govern a 
state. She has been endorsed by Bernie 
Sanders and Rashida Jones; Evans, on 
the other hand, has the backing of the 
Georgia Federation of Teachers and 
many state reps. On the way to the town 
of Dalton, which calls itself “the carpet 
capital of the world,” Abrams passed a 
billboard that read “Help Us Jesus. Drain 
the Swamp. Save America!!”

Patricia Gross, a pastor at Grace Fel-
lowship Ministries, and Alycia Frost, a 
parishioner, sat at a table inside Miller 
Brothers Rib Shack, in Dalton, eating 
barbecue and waiting to meet Abrams. 
The walls were covered with pictures 
of heroes: Parks, Tubman, Malcolm X, 
Ali. At the counter, a whiteboard quoted 
Genesis—“And I will put enmity be-
tween thee and the woman, And be-
tween thy seed and her seed; it shall 
crush thy head, and thou shalt bruise 
his heel”—and noted a special dish 
(smoked-chicken sandwich). The 
women eat there every Friday.

“There was a young fella who texted 
and asked me to come today,” Gross, who 
is African-American, and wore a silk 
rose pinned to her blouse, and rings on 
every finger, said. “I don’t even know who 
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did you ever hear that every kid who 
takes music class does better in math 
and science?’ They apologized, but they 
said they weren’t going to fix it.”

He went on, “I came back to the 
teachers and said, ‘Let’s do music his-
tory! Let’s use music as common ground 
to establish communication between 
teachers and students and just make 
your job easier.’” Big applause. “Instead 
of telling the kid, ‘Take the iPod out 
of your ears,’ we ask them, ‘What are 
you listening to?’”

Later, backstage, Van Zandt said, “I 
call it ‘teaching in the present tense.’ 
We were told, ‘Learn this, you’re going 
to use this someday.’ That doesn’t work 
anymore. The kids are diferent. It’s a 
paradigm shift.”

He explained that his method doesn’t 
lean only on sixties rock. “Kanye, we 
trace him back, Jay-Z,” he said. Beyon-
cé’s “Single Ladies” video is used to 
prompt discussion of the slave trade. 

He added, “The rock-era methodol-
ogy had to do with politics and cul-
ture, which is hip-hop’s focus, to some 
extent, though not as much as maybe 
we would have liked.” 

He concluded, “Teaching kids some-
thing they’re not interested in, it didn’t 
work back then, and it’s even worse 
now. We have an epidemic dropout 
rate.” He waggled his scarf. “Where 
are we going to be in twenty years? 
How are we going to get smarter look-
ing at this Administration? You know, 
we’re just getting stupider.”

—John Seabrook

Steven Van Zandt

the freedom and opportunity to thrive,” 
and said, “Just came for some food.”

Rosemary Ringer, a teaching assis-
tant in her sixties, who is black, said of 
Abrams’s candidacy, “It means every-
thing.” She continued, “I know a woman 
who’ll never go to a family picnic out-
doors, to this day, because she remem-
bers having to sit in the yard after pick-
ing cotton all day when she was young, 
not being allowed in a white woman’s 
house, with flies buzzing around as she 
ate. Coming from that to a black fe-
male governor—boom!”

Before heading down the road to 
Friendly Brothers Barber Shop and 
Thankful Missionary Baptist Church, 
both in Rome, Abrams made a final 
pitch to the diners. “This isn’t my first 
visit to Dalton,” she said. “I’ve also been 
to Abbeville and Zebulon and Jesup. 
As I like to say, I’ve gotten my requi-
site speeding ticket in Ludowici. I know 
Georgia.”

—Charles Bethea
1

KIDS TODAY DEPT.

LET THEM EAT ROCK

Wearing his trademark silk head 
scarf, an exotic blend of Barbary 

pirate and Russian babushka, Steven 
Van Zandt was relaxing backstage at 
the PlayStation Theatre, in Times 
Square, recently, before a gig with his 
fourteen-piece band, the re-formed 
Disciples of Soul. Van Zandt, who is 
sixty-seven and is widely known as Lit-
tle Steven (he goes by that name on 
his Sirius XM radio show), was limn-
ing his undistinguished career as a high-
school student. “I was only interested 
in rock and roll and getting laid, prob-
ably in that order,” he said. Because 
neither was part of the curriculum at 
Middletown High School, in Middle-
town, New Jersey, he went on, “I had 
no interest in school whatsoever.”

He learned everything he needed to 
know from rock and roll, he said. His 
timing was impeccable. He was thirteen 
on February 9, 1964, when he saw the 
Beatles perform on “The Ed Sullivan 
Show.” “For those of us who were al-

ready the freaks and misfits and outcasts 
of the future, it was literally as shocking 
as a flying saucer landing in Central Park,” 
he said, in a voice full of awe and Jersey. 

The Beatles engaged him as his 
teachers had not. “You’re responding 
emotionally to something,” he said. 
“Bits of information come through. So, 
suddenly, you find yourself learning 
about Eastern religion”—from the 
Beatles—“or about orchestration. 
Learning about literature from Bob 
Dylan. You didn’t get into it to learn 
things, but you learn things anyway.” 

For the past decade, Van Zandt has 
been working on a way to re-create 
that dynamic, out-of-school learning 
experience inside classrooms, through 
his Rock and Roll Forever Foundation. 
The foundation’s team, which includes 
two ethnomusicologists, has crafted 
more than a hundred and twenty les-
son plans based on popular songs and 
videos. Van Zandt calls the program 
TeachRock. For example, he said, “The 
first Elvis hit single, ‘That’s All Right,’ 
came out the same year as Brown v. 
Board of Education. And it reflects 
what’s going on and provides a basic 
context.” All the music is licensed and 
the lesson plans are available to teach-
ers for free online.

At each of the thirty dates on the 
current Disciples of Soul tour, Van 
Zandt has ofered tickets to local teach-
ers, provided they arrive early so that 
he and his foundation people can walk 
them through a few sample lessons. 
(All of the tour’s proceeds will go to 
the foundation.) More than a hundred 
teachers had come out to the PlaySta-
tion; Van Zandt greeted them in the 
theatre’s balcony.

He picked up a microphone and 
told the group that about ten years ago 
the National Association for Music 
Education “came to me and said that 
the No Child Left Behind legislation 
was really devastating art classes.” 

The teachers nodded vigorously. 
“And they said, ‘Can you go to Con-

gress and give it a shot?’” Van Zandt, 
who organized the anti-apartheid 
album “Sun City,” in 1985, has retained 
his passion for activism. 

“So I went, and I talked to Teddy 
Kennedy and Mitch McConnell”—scat-
tered boos—“and I said, ‘Bit of an un-
intended consequence here. By the way, 
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“I’m just worried the knots are the only thing holding me together.”

• •

1

IN MEMORIAM

THE HERO’S JOURNEY

On a recent Tuesday, Sabin Howard, 
the figurative sculptor, was prepar-

ing for one of the first public viewings 
of a planned national memorial to the 
First World War. He had driven from 
his studio, in the Bronx, to the New York 
Academy of Art, his alma mater, in Tri-
beca. At the curb, he opened the doors 
of his van to reveal a ten-foot scale model 
of a fifty-seven-foot bronze tableau: a 
narrative meditation on the Great War, 
to be installed in a few years near the 
White House, not far from the tributes 
to the Second World War and the wars 
in Korea and Vietnam. He carried the 
model inside in three heavy pieces. “Sorry 
it’s not bigger,” he said. 

In 2016, Howard and his collabora-
tor, Joe Weishaar, were named the win-
ners of a competition, created by an act 
of Congress, to design a national mon-
ument to the First World War. Surpris-
ingly, it would be the capital’s first. Wash-
ington’s war memorials were not created 
in chronological order; they grew organ-
ically, out of need, like footpaths in an 
open field. It started with Vietnam. “Viet-
nam veterans always had this feeling of 
not having a parade, not being memo-
rialized,” Chris Isleib, the director of pub-
lic afairs for the United States World 
War One Centennial Commission, said. 
“So they lobbied, thankfully.” 

Isleib’s commission wanted a First 
World War memorial on the Mall, too, 
but, after vets mobilized to get monu-
ments to the Korean War and the Sec-
ond World War, Congress passed the 
Commemorative Works Act, which, Is-
leib said, “basically declared the Na-
tional Mall a completed work of art.” 
By then, veterans of America’s first global 
war were disappearing. (The last, Frank 
Buckles, died in 2011.) In 2014, the First 
World War was given Pershing Park, a 
run-down slice of green adjacent to the 
Mall, near the Willard Hotel. “The pe-
destrian traic there is really great,” Is-
leib said, optimistically. 

In a room on the Academy’s first floor, 
Howard set down the pieces and a large 

wooden pedestal. He is soft-spoken, and 
had on jeans, a fleece jacket, and hiking 
boots. He had brought with him two as-
sistants, Paul Emile and Zach Libresco, 
both in hooded sweatshirts, who had 
posed for the sculpture and were help-
ing to set it up. “I did twelve iterations 
before I got to this one,” Howard said. 
The Centennial Commission includes 
a dozen lawyers, academics, and retired 
military oicers. “Meeting after meet-
ing, I’d bring my work, and they’d criti-
cize it,” Howard said. “The initial idea 
was a story, a long relief, but the story 
line kept changing. I would ask, ‘Well, 
what do you want?’ And they’d say, ‘We’ll 
know it when we see it.’” 

He started pulling photographs out 
of a cardboard box on the floor. The me-
morial’s central narrative involves a fa-
ther who leaves his family, goes to war, 
and returns home changed. “I realized, 
Oh, my God, this is like Joseph Camp-
bell’s ‘the hero’s journey,’” Howard said. 
“It’s a very simple story that everybody 
in every single culture has experienced.” 
Figures in the sculpture go blind, sufer 
from P.T.S.D., and fall in battle. 

Howard found genuine First World 
War uniforms online and photographed 
actors posing in them. He used 3-D 
scanners to make mockups. “Actually”—
he paused at an image of two soldiers 
draped over each other, gruesomely—
“here’s Paul and Zach.” He turned to 

them: “Hey, guys, here you are, dead.” 
Paul squinted at the image. “The 

harder ones were the squats,” he said. 
Zach nodded. “The ones where we 

had to defy gravity.”
Howard continued, “The commis-

sion would say,‘Well, we want it grittier,’ 
or ‘We want more wounded.’” He picked 
up another photo, which showed an actor, 
his head lolling, supported on either side 
by an apron-clad nurse. “I took twelve 
thousand of these.”

Deep into the process, Howard had a 
realization: “I was in my studio, and I 
looked up and saw this big poster of Mi-
chelangelo’s ‘Last Judgment.’ I had this 
voice in my head that was, like, ‘Make the 
art for yourself. Do what you wish to do.’”

He ran his finger along the model 
and said, “We have three sections, in five 
acts, like a Shakespearean structure.” He 
pointed out the father (“an allegory for 
America”). “He enters into the brother-
hood of arms,” he went on. “This trench 
represents the Atlantic Ocean.” The ac-
tion moves into a battle scene (“the in-
sanity of it”), a death (“a Pietà pose”), 
and a transformation (“there’s your Jo-
seph Campbell”). He mused, “I’ll prob-
ably scan Paul’s face for the father.”

Paul considered the figure. “I don’t 
know if I can do a dad face yet,” he said. 

“Well, a young dad,” Zach ofered.
“Maybe a young dad.”

—Anna Russell
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“My values are not his values,” John Feeley said, of Trump. He quit this March.

A REPORTER AT LARGE

BEHIND THE WALL
As the U.S. abandons diplomacy, an Ambassador resigns in protest.

BY JON LEE ANDERSON
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ILLUSTRATION BY LINCOLN AGNEW

John Feeley, the Ambassador to Pan-
ama and a former Marine helicopter 

pilot, is not averse to strong language, 
but he was nevertheless startled by his 
first encounter with President Donald 
Trump. Summoned to deliver a briefing 
in June, 2017, he was outside the Oval 
Oice when he overheard Trump con-
cluding a heated conversation, “Fuck 
him! Tell him to sue the government.” 
Feeley was escorted in, and saw that Mike 
Pence, John Kelly, and several other oi-
cials were in the room. As he took a seat, 
Trump asked, “So tell me—what do we 
get from Panama? What’s in it for us?” 
Feeley presented a litany of benefits: help 
with counter-narcotics work and migra-
tion control, commercial eforts linked 
to the Panama Canal, a close relation-

ship with the current President, Juan 
Carlos Varela. When he finished, Trump 
chuckled and said, “Who knew?” He 
then turned the conversation to the 
Trump International Hotel and Tower, 
in Panama City. “How about the hotel?” 
he said. “We still have the tallest build-
ing on the skyline down there?” 

Feeley had been a Foreign Service 
oicer for twenty-seven years, and, like 
his peers, he advocates an ethos of non-
partisan service. Although he grew up 
as what he calls a “William F. Buckley 
Republican,” he has never joined a po-
litical party, and has voted for both 
Democrats and Republicans. When 
Trump was elected, he was surprised, 
but he resolved not to let it interfere 
with his work. His wife, Cherie, who 

also served for decades in diplomatic 
posts, said, “In the Foreign Service, we 
don’t have the luxury of gnashing our 
teeth at political outcomes. The hope 
is that person recognizes how delicate 
and complex it is to make foreign pol-
icy. It’s boring and it’s slow—but it’s 
how you make good products over time.” 
Still, Feeley was disheartened by his 
initial meeting with Trump. “In pri-
vate, he is exactly like he is on TV, ex-
cept that he doesn’t curse in public,” he 
told me. Feeley sensed that Trump saw 
every unknown person as a threat, and 
that his first instinct was to annihilate 
that threat. “He’s like a velociraptor,” 
he said. “He has to be boss, and if you 
don’t show him deference he kills you.”

Feeley is fifty-six years old and six 
feet one, with cropped silver hair and 
the exuberant demeanor of a Labrador 
retriever. In Panama, he established him-
self as both a forceful representative of 
American power and a minor Facebook 
celebrity. “He was definitely not an or-
dinary Ambassador,” Jorge Sánchez, a 
well-connected businessman, told me. 
“He had the charisma of someone out 
of social media.” An extroverted man 
who speaks fluent street Spanish (learned 
with help from Cherie, who is Puerto 
Rican), Feeley plays the cajón, dances 
salsa, loves bullfighting, and is pleased 
to tell you about his friendship with the 
late Gabriel García Márquez. He is also 
unmistakably American: a native New 
Yorker and a committed fan of football 
(the Giants), baseball (the Mets), poker, 
and jazz (Charlie Parker). A writer for 
La Estrella de Panamá, the country’s old-
est newspaper, once noted, “Between 
anecdotes, he likes a drink of whiskey.” 
In conversation, Feeley expresses him-
self with a hand-over-heart earnestness 
that is rare among diplomats, who tend 
toward moral relativism. “He really be-
lieves in all that stuf like duty and 
honor,” a friend of his told me. “He’s a 
total Boy Scout.”

Last December, half a year after the 
meeting in the Oval Oice, Feeley sub-
mitted a letter of resignation. Many dip-
lomats have been dismayed by the Trump 
Administration; since the Inauguration, 
sixty per cent of the State Department’s 
highest-ranking diplomats have left. But 
Feeley broke with his peers by publicly 
declaring his reasons. In an op-ed in the 
Washington Post, titled “Why I Could 
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No Longer Serve This President,” he 
said that Trump had “warped and be-
trayed” what he regarded as “the tradi-
tional core values of the United States.” 
For months, Feeley had tried to main-
tain the country’s image, as Trump’s pol-
icies and pronouncements ofended  
allies: the ban on travellers from Mus-
lim-majority countries; the call for a 
wall on the Mexican border; the polit-
ical bait and switch concerning the 
Dreamers; the withdrawal from the Paris 
climate accord and the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership. As a result, Feeley wrote, 
“America is undoubtedly less welcome 
in the world today.” Increasingly, he 
feared that the country was embracing 
an attitude that was profoundly inimi-
cal to diplomacy: the strong do what 
they will and the weak do what they 
must. “If we do that,” he told me, “my 
experience and my world view is that 
we will become weaker and less pros-
perous.” It was not only Trump’s poli-
cies that troubled him. In the Post, he 
wrote, “My values were not his values.”

“You either get your politics from 
your family or you reject its pol-

itics,” Feeley told me. “I inherited mine.” 
Feeley was born in the Bronx and grew 
up in suburban New Jersey. His grand-
parents were of Italian descent on his 
mother’s side, Irish on his father’s. “They 
were New York City middle class—fis-
cal-responsibility types, strong-defense 
types—but also strongly believed that 
education was the vehicle for mobility.” 

Feeley’s father worked for A.T.&T., 
but the men in his extended family were 
mostly cops and firefighters. His ma-
ternal grandfather, Frank Cosola, was a 
fireman and a former Navy sailor, who 
had earned a Silver Star in the Pacific 
during the Second World War. Although 
he hadn’t made it past high school, he 
was an incessant reader, as was his wife, 
Cookie, who volunteered as a Braille 
typist, transcribing books for Lighthouse 
for the Blind. They passed on their love 
of reading to Feeley’s mother, who later 
taught English at Fordham. The family 
watched William F. Buckley’s show “Fir-
ing Line” reverently. “It was his erudi-
tion that impressed my folks,” Feeley 
said. “That’s what they wanted for me.” 
His mother forced him into elocution 
classes, and his grandfather chided him 
not to speak like a “goombah.” Every-

one pressed books on him. As a teen-
ager, Feeley was accepted to Regis High 
School, an élite Jesuit academy on the 
Upper East Side. 

He went on to Georgetown’s School 
of Foreign Service, where he met Che-
rie, who studied Russian history. But he 
soon diverted from scholastic life. In 
1983, a recruiter for the Marines came 
to campus, and he signed up, without 
giving it much consideration. “I thought, 
Wow, that would be cool,” he recalled. 
“It was just a function of my kind of 
halftime-speech, be-all-you-can-be, get-
your-ya-yas-out, young-man stuf.” After 
graduation, Feeley trained to fly heli-
copters, and for five years he was based 
at Camp Lejeune, in North Carolina, 
and served stints in Europe and on air-
craft carriers in the Mediterranean. “I 
had no combat flight hours,” he told me, 
laughing. “I had a very undistinguished 
military career.” Still, his ecumenical 
views impressed his peers. Tom Hoban, 
a former Marine buddy who is now a 
commercial pilot, said, “He was an ex-
ception to the rest of us knuckle drag-
gers. But he was definitely one of the 
guys. And you knew he was going places.”

By the late eighties, the Feeleys were 
married, with two young sons, and they 
were feeling constrained by life on a 
military base. Cherie told me, “There 
were less than ten copies of the Sunday 
New York Times, and to get one you 
had to be there at 7 a.m.” They passed 
the Foreign Service exam, and were sent 
as a team to Latin America: first to the 
Dominican Republic, and then, in search 
of “action,” to Colombia, where Pablo 
Escobar had gone to war with the state. 

In 2009, Feeley became deputy chief 
of mission in Mexico, where he found 
that his forthrightness could get him 
into trouble, and sometimes out of it. 
After secret cables released by WikiLeaks 
revealed that U.S. diplomats—includ-
ing Feeley—had criticized the Mexican 
Army’s role in the drug war, President 
Felipe Calderón demanded that the 
Ambassador be removed. The U.S. ac-
ceded, but Feeley was allowed to remain. 
“He almost single-handedly righted the 
course,” Jorge Guajardo, a former Mex-
ican Ambassador to China, told me. 
“There were hard feelings in State about 
the U.S. having caved to Mexico’s gov-
ernment, and John was able to navigate 
both the U.S. and Mexican sides.” Fee-

ley recalls that he kept quiet for a few 
months. Then, in a meeting with 
Calderón, he asked, “Am I radioactive, 
Mr. President? Because, if I am, I will 
make my preparations to leave.” Calderón 
said, “You aren’t toxic. But maybe stay 
away from the press, O.K.?” The ten-
sion subsided, and Feeley spent several 
years strengthening his network through-
out Latin America. “In Mexico, John 
was U.S. foreign policy,” a U.S. diplo-
mat in Latin America told me. “He was 
one of just a handful who could walk 
into any Presidential palace in the re-
gion and know someone there.”

A t the end of January, before Fee-
ley left his post in Panama, I went 

to visit him and Cherie at their resi-
dence, a nineteen-forties hilltop man-
sion that looked out over Panama City 
toward the Pacific Ocean. The rooms 
were cavernous and sparsely decorated. 
Oversized black-and-white photo-
graphs of Nina Simone and Etta James 
hung on the walls, left over from a jazz-
themed party the Feeleys had thrown 
for the Fourth of July. 

When I arrived, a camera crew was 
there, to film a video that was part of 
Feeley’s extended goodbye to Panama: 
a skit in which Feeley, declaring that 
he wanted to stay in the country, told 
Cherie that he intended to ask some 
local people for a job. After he marched 
out, Cherie adopted a telenovela-style 
despairing look, as if to say, “No one 
will ever hire him.” 

Feeley is a showman, and early in his 
tenure he began filming himself encoun-
tering Panamanians outside the confines 
of rabiblanco society—a local term, mean-
ing “white tail,” used to describe the tra-
ditionally Caucasian upper class. In one 
video, Feeley, in jeans and a black T-shirt, 
visited a tiny open-air barbershop, be-
neath a highway overpass in the gritty 
neighborhood of El Marañón. While a 
barber named Jesús trimmed his hair, 
Feeley said that he was planning to par-
ticipate in the upcoming Carnaval cele-
brations. Jesús ofered a mild response: 
“Even though nobody knows you around 
here, believe me, wherever you go you’ll 
be welcome.” Feeley’s staf posted the 
video on social media, and it went viral.

Panamanians are uniquely sensitive 
to the U.S. presence, and with good rea-
son. The country was founded, in 1903, 
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on territory split of from Colombia; 
the U.S., which had conspired in the se-
cession plot, began building the canal 
the following year and for decades largely 
controlled the government. Things began 
to change in 1968, when the left-leaning 
general Omar Torrijos seized power and 
began pressing for Panama to gradually 
assume control of the canal. Twenty-
one years later, though, the U.S. mili-
tary invaded to oust Tor-
rijos’s truculent successor, 
Manuel Noriega, and install 
a more pliant regime. In 1999, 
the canal was finally handed 
back, and since then the U.S. 
military bases that occupied 
the Canal Zone have been 
turned into malls, hotels, 
and housing developments. 
But the U.S. dollar remains 
Panama’s oicial currency, 
and baseball is the national sport. In 
many countries, American Ambassa-
dors exert extraordinary influence—act-
ing as interpreters of U.S. policy, resolv-
ing disputes, and, less publicly, leading 
intelligence teams. In Panama, they tend 
to be seen as agents of empire.

Cherie said that she and Feeley wanted 
to supplant the old model of U.S. diplo-
macy, which she described as “male, pale, 
and Yale.” Contemporary culture, she 
said, demanded “someone who can go 
out there on the street, talk in your lan-
guage, dance with old ladies, drink wine.” 
After they arrived, in February, 2016, Fee-
ley began showing up at street festivals 
and amateur boxing matches; he ofered 
weekly English classes in El Chorrillo, 
an impoverished neighborhood that U.S. 
forces had bombed heavily in the fight 
against Noriega. With his public-afairs 
team, he developed videos to be shared 
on social media—intending, he said, to 
portray “Americans, even Ambassadors, 
as average people who like to drink, dance, 
party, help others.”

Miroslava Herrera, the Afro-Pana-
manian singer of the well-known band 
Afrodisíaco, befriended Feeley. “He 
brought a diferent style,” she said. “One 
time, he trusted me to take him to a 
late-night folk event in a tough neigh-
borhood. People were surprised but wel-
coming, and afterward he came to most 
of my band’s shows.” Herrera attended 
Feeley’s jazz-themed party, and recalled, 
“He had a Who’s Who of Panama there, 

all sharing a meal. And he made sure 
that the artist of the evening sang 
‘Strange Fruit’ ”—Billie Holiday’s anti-
lynching lament. 

Foreign-afairs hawks sometimes de-
scribe this kind of historical reckoning 
as “apologizing for America.” But Fee-
ley’s most controversial episodes in Pan-
ama came, instead, from asserting U.S. 
power too zealously. He told me, “I 

wanted to shatter the image 
of the U.S. Ambassador in 
Panama as proconsul—even 
while implementing poli-
cies that struck many as 
proconsul-ish.” Early in his 
posting, the U.S. Treasury 
Department accused a Pan-
amanian business tycoon 
named Abdul Waked of 
laundering money for drug 
traickers. Economic sanc-

tions were directed at his assets, which 
included a string of duty-free shops, a 
department-store chain, and La Estrella 

de Panamá, the newspaper. Thousands 
of jobs were put at risk. Feeley, who de-
scribed Waked as “one of the world’s 
most significant money launderers and 
criminal conspirators,” publicly supported 
the sanctions. 

In the end, the case against Waked 
stalled. (A nephew, Nidal, confessed to 
a minor charge of bank fraud.) Feeley, 
who had promised to save jobs where 
he could, worked quietly to spare La 

Estrella, helping to arrange a deal in 
which Waked gave 50.1 per cent of his 
ownership share to a nonprofit. But 
several of Waked’s other businesses 
were auctioned of, and hundreds of 
employees lost their jobs. Mariela Sagel, 
a prominent columnist with La Estrella, 
wrote to me, “Feeley’s lightning pas-
sage through Panama was as devastat-
ing to the self-esteem of Panamanians 
as it was for the Waked businesses. After 
less than two years on the job he quit, 
claiming that he was not in agreement 
with Trump’s policies. If those were his 
reasons, why didn’t he resign when that 
demented man won the Presidency?” 

Panamanians had their own experi-
ence with divisive populists. The coun-
try’s previous President, Ricardo Marti-
nelli, was accused of spying on influential 
citizens and embezzling forty-five mil-
lion dollars from a school-lunch pro-
gram. (Martinelli denies these activities.) 

In 2015, he fled to Miami and asked the 
U.S. government for asylum, while Pan-
ama worked to extradite him. As Mar-
tinelli secured a mansion in Coral Ga-
bles and moved around with apparent 
freedom, many Panamanians began to 
suspect that the United States was pro-
tecting him. In May, 2017, I mentioned 
these suspicions to Feeley, but he assured 
me that the U.S. was pursuing the case. 
A few weeks later, Martinelli was ar-
rested on a Justice Department warrant. 
“I pushed hard to have him arrested,” 
Feeley told me. “It sent a signal that im-
punity for grand-scale kleptocracy would 
not be tolerated and could be overcome 
by state-to-state judicial coöperation.” 
But, where Feeley saw coöperation, some 
in Panama saw another example of Amer-
ican overreach. An article in La Estrella 

said that critics of Feeley’s work on the 
case “could not remember an outsider’s 
interference of such magnitude.”

A t a poker table in his library, Feeley 
spoke about the ways in which the 

Trump Administration’s policies were 
harming U.S. diplomacy. Between for-
eign posts, Feeley had held positions of 
increasing responsibility in the State 
Department, working as a deputy to 
Colin Powell and eventually becoming 
the second-ranking diplomat for West-
ern Hemisphere Afairs. Co-workers 
jokingly referred to him as “the mayor.” 
He built teams, fostered a crew of loy-
alists (known as Feeley’s Mafia), and 
strove to be directly involved with pol-
icy implementation. “He was a superior 
bureaucrat—and I say that with love,” 
the U.S. diplomat in Latin America told 
me. “If you asked him his opinion he’d 
give it, and if you didn’t he’d give it. And 
that’s a really valuable thing in an or-
ganization like ours.” The diplomat 
added, “He was the one guy we all 
thought would be Assistant Secretary.”

Now the State Department was in 
tumult. As Secretary of State, Rex Til-
lerson had endorsed a thirty-one-per-
cent budget cut and a hiring freeze on 
diplomats; in August, half a year into his 
term, seventy-one ambassadorships were 
unfilled, along with scores of other se-
nior posts. Feeley was especially con-
cerned about the frayed U.S. relationship 
with Mexico. When I spoke to him early 
in Trump’s term, the customary chan-
nels of communication had been replaced 
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by a new one, between Jared Kushner 
and Mexico’s foreign secretary. “It’s all 
pretty much just between them,” Feeley 
told me. “There’s not really any inter-
agency relationships going on right now.” 

When Tillerson was fired, this March, 
eight of the ten most senior positions 
at State were unfilled, leaving no one in 
charge of arms control, human rights, 
trade policy, or the environment. For 
diplomats in the field, the consequences 
were clearly evident. In 2017, Dave 
Harden, a longtime Foreign Service 
oicer, was assigned to provide relief to 
victims of the war in Yemen, one of the 
world’s worst humanitarian disasters. 
The entire diplomatic staf for the coun-
try was barely a dozen people. “We 
worked out of a three-bedroom house,” 
he said. “It felt like a startup.” There was 
no support from State, and no policy 
direction, he said: “The whole system 
was completely broken.” Harden re-
signed last month.

Before Feeley left oice, he told me, 
“We don’t get instructions from the U.S. 
government.” He recalled Trump’s an-
nouncement, in December, 2017, that 
the U.S. would recognize Jerusalem as 
the capital of Israel. As the United Na-
tions considered a resolution condemn-
ing the move, Nikki Haley, Trump’s 
envoy to the U.N., circulated a threat-
ening letter, saying that Trump “has re-
quested I report back on those who 
voted against us.” Feeley heard nothing 
in advance about the letter. “Do you 
think we got a heads-up, to prepare?” 
he said. “Nothing.” Soon afterward, he 
received outraged telephone calls from 
Panama’s President and Vice-President, 
Isabel de Saint Malo. Feeley recalled 
that when Saint Malo called “she said, 
‘John, friends don’t treat friends like this.’ 
All I could say was ‘I know. I’m sorry.’ 
We both knew it was going to hurt our 
personal and institutional relationship. 
And there was nothing we could do 
about it.” 

Under Barack Obama, the approach 
to the region had focussed on reversing 
a half century of antagonism toward 
Cuba. For decades, oicials from other 
countries habitually pointed to Amer-
ica’s insistence on isolating Cuba as an 
emblem of post-colonial intransigence. 
“We American dips would dutifully re-
spond with our legitimate points about 
the human-rights abuses on the island, 

the soul-crushing nature of a totalitar-
ian system,” Feeley said. But, he said, 
the conversations were a “dialogue of 
the deaf.” Once the Obama Adminis-
tration restored relations with Cuba, 
U.S. diplomats found it much easier to 
negotiate for commercial coöperation 
and security measures. 

Since Trump’s election, “we’ve taken 
a step back in tone,” Feeley said. “We 
tried to get Kerry to bury the Monroe 
Doctrine. But now, all of a sudden, it’s 
back.” At an Organization of Ameri-
can States event in 2013, Secretary of 
State John Kerry had promised a room-
ful of oicials that the U.S. would end 
its interventionism in Latin America. 
Early this year, during an appearance 
in Texas, Tillerson called the Monroe 
Doctrine “clearly . . . a success.” The 
rhetoric has had a chilling efect, Fee-
ley said, “Latins believe that Trump and 
his senior oicials have no real inter-
est in the region, beyond baiting Mex-
ico and tightening the screws on Cuba 
and Venezuela.” With Cuba, the Trump 
Administration has revived the hostile 
stance of the Cold War, reducing the 
Embassy in Havana to a skeleton staf; 
Cubans who want to apply for U.S. visas 
must now travel to Guyana. With Ven-
ezuela, eforts to initiate dialogue have 

been replaced by White House oicials’ 
veiled calls for a military coup. “We have 
all these ties that bind us—proximity, 
commerce, shared Judeo-Christian val-
ues,” Feeley said. “But right now it feels 
like a market adjustment gone south.”

One morning, I drove with Feeley’s 
team across the Bridge of the 

Americas, which spans the Panama 
Canal. (The bridge, built by the U.S. 
and opened in 1962, was initially named 
in honor of Maurice H. Thatcher, a 
former governor of the Canal Zone.) 
On the far side was a building in the 
style of a pagoda: a monument to Chi-
na’s presence in Panama. “Look how 
prominent they’ve become,” one of the 
stafers said. In June, 2016, a major ex-
pansion of the canal was completed, 
and the first ship through was an enor-
mous Chinese freighter, designed to fit 
the new dimensions. “I got a big Amer-
ican naval ship to park right outside 
the locks, where the Chinese ship would 
see it,” Feeley said. “And I threw our 
annual Embassy July 4th party on it.” 
He laughed at the memory, but he knew 
that the gesture was ultimately futile. 

As the United States has retreated 
from Latin America, China’s influence 
has grown. Since 2005, banks linked to 

“This calls for some spooky music.”
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Beijing have provided more than a hun-
dred and fifty billion dollars in loan 
commitments to the region—some years, 
more than the World Bank and the 
Inter-American Development Bank 
combined. In less than two decades, 
trade between China and Latin Amer-
ica has increased twenty-seven-fold. 
Feeley said that he tried to alert Wash-
ington to China’s encroachment, but 
the new Administration was clearly un-
interested in the region. “You don’t beat 
something with nothing, and right now 
I got nothing,” he said. 

In late 2016, Feeley became concerned 
that Panamanian oicials were negoti-
ating with their Chinese counterparts to 
withdraw diplomatic recognition from 
Taiwan, a longtime antagonist of China. 
“We suspected that they were playing 
footsie, but they never let on,” he said. “I 
asked President Varela then, and again 
in February, 2017. He denied anything, 
and I reported it home. I rang bells all 
over Washington and got nothing there, 
either.” In June of last year, Panama’s gov-
ernment declared that it would no lon-
ger recognize Taiwan. Feeley found out 
an hour before the announcement; he 
had called Varela to discuss Martinelli’s 
case, and the President blurted out the 
China decision. Feeley subsequently 
learned that the Chinese and the Pana-
manians had hidden their discussions by 
meeting secretly in Madrid and Beijing. 

The Taiwanese government furiously 
denounced Panama for succumbing to 
“checkbook diplomacy,” but Panama-
nian oicials denied that the decision 
was motivated by economics. Then, last 
November, Varela travelled to Beijing 
and joined President Xi Jinping in a cer-
emony to celebrate their new friendship, 
at which he signed nineteen separate 
trade deals. At around the same time, 
the China Harbour Engineering Com-
pany began work in Panama on a hun-
dred-and-sixty-five-million-dollar port. 

“The fact is, it makes sense for Pan-
ama to recognize China, just as we do,” 
Feeley said. “The Chinese efect in com-
mercial relations is going to grow expo-
nentially. Its presence here is real, and it 
has the means and the will.” Panama 
could well become China’s Latin-Amer-
ican hub; the One Belt, One Road ini-
tiative, working with Varela’s govern-
ment, is planning to build a railway from 
Panama City to near the Costa Rican 
border. But, Feeley added, “the Panama-
nians are naïve about the Chinese.” He 
told me that he had worked to persuade 
Panama’s security ministry not to sign a 
communications-technology deal with 
the Chinese, partly out of concern that 
they would use the infrastructure for es-
pionage, as they have elsewhere. The 
Chinese company Huawei, which has 
headquarters in Panama, lobbied hard 
“to delay, divert, and get the contract.” 

In the end, the work was contracted to 
an American firm, General Dynamics, 
but the negotiations were diicult. 

In a more prosaic illustration of soft 
power, Feeley noted that a welcome party 
for the new Chinese Ambassador had 
drawn an unusually illustrious crowd. 
“The President, who never used to go 
to these things, went to pay homage,” 
he complained. Varela’s government has 
quietly leased the Chinese a huge build-
ing plot, on the strip of land that juts 
into the ocean at the mouth of the canal, 
to use as the site of a new Embassy. Sail-
ors on every ship in the canal will see 
the proof of China’s rising power, as they 
enter a waterway that once symbolized 
the global influence of the United States.

I n public appearances, Feeley devised 
a way to explain away Trump’s 

ofenses: “Well, the President’s words 
speak for themselves.” But, he said, “as 
time went on, I thought to myself, Dude, 
there’s only so long you can skate along 
with that.” After the rally in Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, when Trump refused to 
condemn violence by white suprema-
cists, Feeley reflected on a story that his 
grandfather Frank used to tell. On his 
way home from the war, he had been 
joined by a fellow New York City fire-
fighter, an African-American man named 
Willy Brown. Assigned to a troop ship, 
the two had shown up to their bunk 
room, where they were faced by white 
men who told them, “Niggers aren’t al-
lowed here.” There was a standof, and 
violence was averted only when Willy 
said, “Frank, don’t worry—I know where 
to go.” Afterward, the men warned 
Frank, “You better sleep with one eye 
open, nigger lover.” For two weeks, Frank 
avoided the bunk room, spending his 
days playing craps on deck. “I didn’t get 
much sleep,” he liked to say, “but I won 
enough money to buy myself a DeSoto 
when I got home.” 

Feeley said, “My granddad wasn’t a 
civil-rights activist—more informed by 
his Catholic faith. But he was very much 
a pro-civil-rights guy. I know it sounds 
hokey, but, after Charlottesville, I thought 
about how people really had to fight 
hard to protect those kinds of values, 
and how we’ve made so much progress 
and yet we know more has to be made—
so for God’s sakes don’t fucking throw 
the thing in reverse.” 

• •
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Over time, the moral failings at home 
seemed to compound the tactical fail-
ings abroad. In December, Feeley drafted 
his resignation letter to Trump. He was 
decorous in explaining his reasons. “As 
a junior foreign service oicer, I signed 
an oath to serve faithfully the president 
and his administration in an apolitical 
fashion, even when I might not agree 
with certain policies,” he wrote. “My 
instructors made clear that if I believed 
I could not do that, I would be honor 
bound to resign. That time has come.”

On a trip to Washington, Feeley de-
livered the letter to a colleague at the 
White House, asking him to keep it to 
himself for a few weeks while he pri-
vately notified oicials and staf mem-
bers that he was resigning. “I really had 
the goddam thing synchronized down 
to the wire, like ‘Mission: Impossible,’ ” 
Feeley said. “I literally had a calendar of 
who I would tell when.” On the morn-
ing of January 11th, with his meetings 
complete, he put a message on the Em-
bassy Web site, announcing that he was 
retiring, “for personal reasons.”

The next day, he and his team visited 
the canal, where the U.S.S. Fitzgerald 
was passing through. The ship had 
sufered a collision of the coast of Japan, 
killing seven servicemen, and Feeley 
wanted to film a message for the survi-
vors. Cherie told me that, as he spoke 
to a small crowd, “I could see the press 
oicer on the phone, looking concerned. 
Meanwhile, I looked down at my phone 
and saw, like, forty-seven WhatsApps 
from friends and family. I said, ‘John, 
something’s going on.’” 

That morning, reports were circu-
lating that Trump had referred to a 
number of developing countries as 
“shitholes.” As rumors spread that Fee-
ley had resigned because of Trump’s 
gafe, the State Department oicial in 
charge of public diplomacy, Steve Gold-
stein, reportedly leaked Feeley’s letter, 
announcing his real reasons. Afterward, 
Goldstein talked to reporters. “Every-
one has a line that they will not cross,” 
he said. “If the Ambassador feels that 
he can no longer serve . . . then he has 
made the right decision for himself and 
we respect that.” 

Feeley was incensed that the letter 
was leaked, but he said nothing pub-
licly about his motivations. Instead, he 
made the series of videos in which he 

went looking for jobs around Panama 
City. He tried out as a taxi-driver, a 
fireman, a helicopter pilot, and a 
makeup assistant for an exuberant drag 
queen called La One Two. He returned 
to the barbershop in El Marañón, and 
bumbled through a disastrous audition 
as an apprentice barber. As the videos 
were posted online, people commented 
on the Embassy’s Facebook page, ofer-
ing jobs. Most entries were jokes, but 
a few contained names and phone num-
bers. One was a straightforward prop-
osition. “Ay, sweet daddy,” it read. “I 
will give you half my bed, and I’ll cook 
for you and you won’t have to work.” 

On Feeley’s last day at the Embassy, 
his staf members surprised him with a 
farewell ceremony, in which they low-
ered the American flag and presented it 
to him. “After the anthem, they played 
Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Born in the U.S.A.,’” 
Feeley told me. “It was the only time I 
became publicly emotional.” In a video 
taken on the colonnaded porch of the 
Embassy, he can be heard saying, “I am 
proud of you—and I will always be a 
friend to everybody here today.” His voice 
rose until he was almost shouting. “And 
I will always help you feel proud of this 
flag. God bless you all.” Then he walked 
of, with one hand covering his eyes.

F eeley was not alone in wanting to 
resign. As morale sank in the State 

Department, veteran diplomats had been 
leaving, in what some called “the exo-
dus.” David Rank, the se-
nior American diplomat in 
China, stepped down last 
June, after Trump withdrew 
from the Paris accord. “You 
have decisions that the rest 
of the world fundamentally 
disagrees with,” Rank said 
recently. He recalled that, on 
September 11, 2001, “I got a 
call from the Embassy of an 
allied country seconds after 
the attack. The person said, ‘Whatever 
you need, you can count on us.’ Now that 
we pulled out of Paris and Iran, swept 
tarifs across the world, I wonder if we’re 
going to get that call again.” 

In Latin America, the loss of exper-
tise was particularly severe. William 
Brownfield, an Assistant Secretary of 
State who had served as Ambassador 
to Colombia and to Venezuela, decided 

to leave, and this February Tom Shan-
non, the department’s third-highest- 
ranking oicial and for decades the pre-
siding expert on Venezuela, turned in 
his resignation. Jefrey DeLaurentis, 
who in 2016 was nominated to be the 
first U.S. Ambassador to Cuba in half 
a century, is also leaving. One of Fee-
ley’s colleagues explained the widespread 
dismay: “In terms of policy, what is 
there? Apart from migration issues, 
there’s the nafta reboot and stronger 
means being advocated for use against 
Venezuela. I don’t see much else. There 
is also the sense of an attempt to evis-
cerate anything Barack Obama did. I’ve 
never seen that before in my career.” 

In March, Roberta Jacobson an-
nounced her resignation, after a three- 
decade career. Jacobson was appointed 
Ambassador to Mexico in 2015, but 
Marco Rubio, the Republican senator 
from Florida, stalled her confirmation 
for nearly a year. She took up her post 
in May, 2016, as Trump’s Presidential 
campaign got under way, so her time as 
Ambassador was spent mostly manag-
ing fallout from the new Administra-
tion. In her resignation, Jacobson avoided 
a direct rebuke, saying only that her de-
cision to move on to “new challenges 
and adventures” was especially diicult 
because Mexico and the U.S. were at “a 
crucial moment.” 

Privately, Jacobson was more forth-
coming. “The level of coöperation we’ve 
gotten is something you don’t just build 

overnight,” she told me. 
“We are still the preferred 
commercial and economic 
partner, but we have to be 
trustworthy. The mere fact 
that in some sectors, espe-
cially in agriculture, Mexi-
can buyers are beginning to 
look elsewhere should be a 
warning to us that we may 
be starting to lose a clear 
advantage. This could prove 

true in security or migration as well.”
Feeley pointed out that leftist lead-

ers were in retreat throughout Latin 
America, and that popular movements 
were rejecting old habits of corrupt 
governance. It was, he said, “the great-
est opportunity to recoup the moral 
high ground that we have had in de-
cades.” Instead, we were abandoning 
the region. “I keep waiting for a Latin 
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leader to paraphrase Angela Merkel 
and say, ‘We can no longer count on 
the Americans to provide leadership.’” 

The U.S. diplomat in the region told 
me that it would take a long, concerted 
efort to restore the efectiveness of 
American diplomacy. “We’re into mul-
tiple years of repair needed already—
say, five,” he said. “It’s bad.” As the coun-
try works to mend relationships with 
allies, it will face severe shortages of ex-
perts in the working details of global 
afairs, and of experienced mentors for 
new recruits. At the State Department, 
the diplomat added, “we don’t have arms. 
We don’t have a huge budget. All we 
have to compete with is the credibility 
of our senior leadership. If you don’t 
have those things, you’re dealing from 
a position of weakness. And the way to 
repair it is by putting people forward 
who can tackle problems—people like 
John.” He went on, “This is happening 
at a very dangerous time for our coun-
try. Some people liken it to an own  
goal. I’d say it’s more like a self-inflicted 
Pearl Harbor.” 

Jorge Guajardo, the former Mexican 
Ambassador, told me that the loss of 
prestige was already evident. “In Latin 
America, the relationship with the U.S. 
has gone from aspirational to transac-
tional,” he said. “In countries like Mex-
ico, we used to say, when there was a 
case of corruption, ‘If this happened in 
the U.S.A. . . .’ But we don’t say that any-
more. There used to be a kind of defer-
ence to the U.S. Not anymore. If some-
thing doesn’t benefit Mexico, we’ll walk 
away.” In the past, he said, Latin-Amer-
ican countries looking for business part-
ners might select a U.S. company over 
one from another country, because Amer-
ica represented higher ethical standards. 
Since Trump’s election, he said, things 
had changed. “There’s this idea that the 
States is just like the rest of us. That’s 
the saddest thing to me.”

Before Feeley left Panama, he secured 
a job as a commentator for Univi-

sion, the Miami-based Spanish-language 
media conglomerate. (Univision also em-
ploys Jorge Ramos, a Mexican-American 
journalist who had a public confronta-
tion with Trump during his Presidential 
campaign.) He and Cherie got an apart-
ment in Miami, on the thirty-eighth 
floor of a tower on Brickell Avenue.

In late March, soon after Feeley re-
turned to the U.S., I went to see him. 
He showed me around the apartment, 
distractedly waving toward a new leather 
couch and indicating the view of the city. 
After exchanging a few logistical details 
with Cherie—they were headed to the 
Bahamas for the Easter break—Feeley 
suggested that we go outside to talk. 

The Miami River runs behind the 
apartment building, and we sat on a 
bench, looking at yachts gliding past. 
Feeley had dressed for the South Flor-
ida weather—he wore a blue polo shirt, 
jeans, and desert boots—but he was still 
feeling in limbo. He hadn’t yet started 
at Univision. “It’s pretty weird,” he said. 
“I’ve always been part of a self-select-
ing structure, and I don’t have it here. I 
played organized sports, went to a boys’ 
school, served in the Marines and then 
the Foreign Service.” He seemed daunted 
by the prospect of starting a new career. 
“I had a pretty easy run to sixty-five 
without really having to reinvent my-
self,” he said. Still, he was aware that 
his former colleagues were in a much 
more diicult situation. “Unless you’re 
at the senior-most levels of the Depart-
ment of State, I would never think that 
others should do as I did,” he said.

Among the people I spoke to who 
had remained at State, several were cau-
tiously optimistic about Mike Pompeo, 
who had replaced Tillerson. The U.S. 
diplomat in Latin America said, “We’re 
seeing Pompeo doing repair work al-
ready. The crystal-clear message we’re 
getting is ‘We need you.’ We’re hearing 
the same from C.I.A.” Feeley was less 
hopeful, but he believed that Foreign 
Service oicers were willing to work 
with the Trump Administration. “I don’t 
know of a single Trump supporter who 
is an F.S.O.,” he said. “But I also don’t 
know of a single F.S.O. who hopes for 
failure, myself included. Far from the 
Alex Jones caricature of a bunch of 
pearl-clutching, cookie-pushing efetes, 
we have an entire corps of people who 
will do everything they can to success-
fully implement American foreign pol-
icy, as it is determined by the national 
leaders—to include Mike Pompeo.” But, 
Feeley suggested, Pompeo would need 
to moderate his boss’s instincts. “I just 
do not believe that, with Trump’s rhet-
oric and a lot of his policy actions, we 
are going to recoup our leadership po-

sition in the world,” he said. “Because 
the evidence is already in, and we’re not. 
We’re not just walking of the field. We’re 
taking the ball and throwing a finger at 
the rest of the world.”

When I asked Feeley whether he 
thought Trump was a traitor, he looked 
startled and turned away. Staring out 
at the river, he replied, “I don’t know. 
I couldn’t talk about that.”

“You’re a private citizen now.” 
“Yeah, but I still wouldn’t—there 

are still things. I wouldn’t comment on 
it.” Feeley wouldn’t look at me. 

“Are you worried that he is?” I asked.
“You mean, like, ‘Manchurian Can-

didate’ shit?” 
Finally, Feeley ventured an answer. 

Trump was “clearly a flawed man, much 
more flawed than other Presidents I’ve 
served,” he said. “The world is an unsta-
ble and complex enough place that we, 
and the U.S. President, should not be the 
cause of more chaos. But I would not 
comment on traitor. Traitor’s a big thing.” 

Feeley’s new job at Univision will 
also involve diplomacy, of a sort: he plans 
to travel the U.S. with a camera crew, 
talking to Americans in the way that 
he talked with Panamanians in videos 
for social media. “As much as I dislike 
what the President says, I also know a 
lot of his supporters,” he said. “They’re 
my Marine Corps friends—they’re my 
brothers.” His goal was to facilitate hon-
est talk about immigration. “My own 
desired end state is for a United States 
that can control its own borders but also 
welcome the trade that comes across,” 
he said. “I want to go out into Middle 
America and talk to people like my U.S. 
Marine buddies, and ask them why they 
want a wall. And I’ll let them speak 
their piece. Then I’ll talk with a mi-
grant and ask him about his own expe-
riences. And I’ll get the two of them to 
talk to each other.” 

Laughing, he said, “I’m the reverse 
crossover—the opposite of Gloria Es-
tefan. I started north and went south.” 
Turning serious again, he said, “The bot-
tom line is, I know the lunch-pail guys 
have legitimate grievances. I also know 
that they and the migrants have more 
in common than not. So, if I can bro-
ker a conversation, then that’s what I’ll 
do. It may not melt hearts like ‘How the 
Grinch Stole Christmas,’ but I’ll give it 
my best shot.” 
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A t twenty-three, Oprah was fired 
from her first reporting job. This 

is the beginning and the end of the 
things you have in common with Oprah. 

Dance like no one’s watching. No 
one is watching. Your YouTube chan-
nel has zero subscribers. 

The most important things in life 
aren’t things. They’re the feelings you 
get when you can aford to buy things. 

In improv, as in life, the answer is 
always “Yes, and,” especially if the ques-
tion is “Are all of your friends looking 
for reasons they can’t come to your im-
prov show?” 

Shoot for the moon. Even if you 
miss, who cares? You were just day-
lighting as a moon hunter to pay the 
bills until your script gets optioned. 

Never, never, never, never, never, 
never, never give up your parents’ health 
coverage. 

“There is nothing to writing. All 
you do is sit down at a typewriter and 
bleed,” which is exactly what happens 
five to eight days out of the month. 

You miss a hundred per cent of the 
shots you don’t take. And, if you’re any-
thing like Wayne Gretzky’s loser son, 
you also miss a hundred per cent of the 
shots you do take. 

Some people see things as they are 
and say, “Why?” At night, you dream 
things that never were and think, This 
is the breakthrough idea I’ve been wait-
ing for! But when you wake up in the 

morning you find, written in your Notes 
app, something incomprehensible, like 
“Keanu Reeves decides puppy murder.” 

“What doesn’t kill you makes you 
stronger” is a line from a song by Kelly 
Clarkson, who—judge her all you want—
has achieved more commercial and artis-
tic success than you could ever imagine. 

No one can make you feel inferior 
without your consent, but you just spent 
your afternoon trying to turn that say-
ing into a B.D.S.M. joke for your 
eighty-seven Twitter followers, so . . . 
I don’t know, man. 

No person on her deathbed ever re-
grets having spent too much time at 
work. What she might regret is hav-
ing spent two years of her life making 
a video short called “Drunk Dave Goes 
to the Car Wash.” 

There’s no “I” in “team.” But there 
is an “I” in the question “Is anyone going 
to come to my one-woman show en-
titled ‘Pearls Before Wine’?” And the 
answer is no. 

At twenty-eight, J. K. Rowling was 
a single mother living on welfare. You 
stopped reading the “Harry Potter” books 
when they got too long. Also, married 
or single, you would be a terrible parent. 

Remember that just when the cat-
erpillar thought the world was over she 
became a beautiful butterfly. Which is 
to say, we can’t pay you at this time, 
but, in a way, doesn’t the exposure more 
than make up for it? 

ENCOURAGEMENT FOR 
STRUGGLING CREATIVES 

BY RIANE KONC
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The attention Denis pays her actors is an absorption that resembles love.

ONWARD AND UPWARD WITH THE ARTS

UNBREAKABLE
The fearless cinema of Claire Denis.

BY ALICE GREGORY

PHOTOGRAPH BY PAUL ROUSTEAU 

One night many years ago, a French 
family was driving through the 

North Region of Cameroon when they 
ran out of gas. As they scrambled to 
refill the tank, the car was surrounded 
by a pride of lions. To protect their 
young daughter, the parents locked her 
in a metal trunk. The animals circled 
the vehicle continuously, and to dis-
tract herself from danger the girl re-
peated her own name. Over the years, 
the story of the little blond French girl 
besieged by lions became something 
of a legend in the area. It was said by 
some that she had survived for fifteen 
days under the hot African sun.

Decades after the story first circu-

lated, the little girl returned to Cam-
eroon from Paris, where she had come 
of age. She was still small, and her hair 
remained blond, but she was now in 
her sixties. She had become a director 
and was there to work on a feature film. 
Sometimes, when scouting locations in 
the bush with her camera-laden crew, 
she would come upon locals and in-
troduce herself. “Oh, but it’s you,” they 
would say. “The girl with the lions.”

Only as an adult did Claire Denis 
realize that she hadn’t been afraid of the 
lions all those years ago. She suspects 
that she was too young to be frightened, 
she has said, and remembers instead a 
feeling of calm remove from the world, 

as though she were “in a diferent time 
frame.” She recalls how the animals, 
aglow in the headlights, appeared pale, 
almost white. “I thought it was the most 
beautiful sight,” she told me. She rolled 
her hips from side to side. “They were 
so cool and so slow.”

The incident could be a scene from 
one of Denis’s films. The dialogue is 
sparse, and the cast of characters is lim-
ited. The themes are there, too: the re-
fusal of victimhood, the embrace of sol-
itude amid chaos, and race as an 
unremarked on but glaring element of 
a situation that is easy to imagine but 
impossible to fully explain.

“Chocolat,” Denis’s first feature, from 
1988, was also shot in Cameroon. It tells 
the story of a complicated friendship 
between a white girl, named France, 
and Protée, her family’s black adult ser-
vant, in the years leading up to the coun-
try’s independence, in 1960. Protée is 
France’s only companion, and through 
their asymmetrical alliance we feel the 
creeping evil of colonialism. Like water, 
it finds its way into even the most hid-
den interpersonal crevices, which no 
amount of good will or innocence or 
even love can caulk. In almost every 
shot, Denis acknowledges the cultivated 
ignorance and cruel indiference of 
whiteness. Protée rarely speaks, and in 
one scene, in which he serves dinner, 
the camera cuts of his body at the neck. 
Denis has said, of “Chocolat,” “I think 
I had a desire to express a certain guilt 
I felt as a child raised in a colonial world.”

Denis’s films can be hard to find in 
the United States, but she is beloved by 
many young American filmmakers for, 
among other things, her artful confron-
tations with race. Barry Jenkins, the di-
rector of “Moonlight,” which won last 
year’s Academy Award for Best Picture, 
told me, “I get the sense that she truly 
just doesn’t give a shit, that it doesn’t 
occur to her that she shouldn’t be ‘al-
lowed’ to handle this material. It’s not 
a foreign world to her, in a way it might 
appear to be when you look at her and 
see a white Frenchwoman.” He contin-
ued, “You watch ‘Chocolat,’ and it’s re-
markable. This is a first movie by some-
one who has not one question about 
what her rights are as a storyteller.” 

Since “Chocolat,” Denis has directed 
a handful of shorts and documentaries 
and a dozen feature films. These include 
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a drama about cockfighting in Paris (“No 
Fear, No Die,” 1990); a vampire thriller 
that French audiences booed for its ex-
treme violence and deviant sexuality 
(“Trouble Every Day,” 2001); and a 
dreamy reimagining of the philosopher 
Jean-Luc Nancy’s account of his heart 
transplant, shot in locations including 
Tahiti and Switzerland (“The Intruder,” 
2004). “White Material,” released in the 
U.S. in 2010, was many Americans’ in-
troduction to Denis’s work. A sort of 
companion piece to “Chocolat,” it tells 
the story of a Frenchwoman, played by 
Isabelle Huppert, who refuses to leave 
her family’s cofee plantation in an un-
named African country, despite the rebel 
violence erupting just outside its walls. 

Denis’s films are filled with lush scenes 
of the natural world—African deserts, 
snowy Alpine fields, and the mineral-
green waters of the South Pacific—and 
characters who tend to reveal themselves 
not through dialogue but through how 
they move and look. Alex Descas, one 
of the actors with whom Denis has 
worked longest, and who credits her with 
writing complicated, realistic roles for 
black actors at a time when few others 
did, described her artistic mode suc-
cinctly: “Film is not theatre,” he told me. 
Last month, at a screening of her latest 
movie, “Let the Sunshine In,” at the IFC 
Center, in Manhattan, Denis said, “I once 
read that I like to film bodies. No! But, 
if you choose someone, that person has 
a body. They have feet, hands, hair, breasts, 
ass—all of that is part of what is impor-
tant.” The film stars Juliette Binoche, as 
a divorced painter who dates men she 
shouldn’t: a married banker, a narcissis-
tic actor, a standoish curator. “She 
wanted my character to be beautiful and 
desirable and luminous,” Binoche told 
me. In the final shot, the camera—which 
one critic described as “smitten”—stays 
on her smiling face, which is ablaze with 
delusion and hope. Denis, according to 
Binoche, “works like a portrait painter.”

Wesley Morris, a cultural critic for 
the Times, compared Denis’s work to a 
stew that’s been cooking all week—a re-
duced and potent pleasure. “My favorite 
image in any of her movies, or maybe in 
all movies, is from ‘The Intruder,’ ” he 
said. He went on to describe the scene 
in which Beatrice Dalle, who plays a dog 
breeder living in the Jura Mountains, is 
pulled by huskies through a snowy for-

est on a sled. “She’s in utter ecstasy,” he 
said. “Very few women in the history of 
cinema have ever looked that happy doing 
anything.” Careening through the snow, 
she shouts commands. “Faster!” she yells. 
“Go, go, go, go, go!” Her grin is wide but 
in flashes looks more like a grimace. As 
with many of Denis’s heroines, and Denis 
herself, the pleasure Dalle’s character ex-
periences is not far from fear.

When I met Denis in Paris, in late 
March, it was just warm enough 

to forgo a winter coat but still cold 
enough to regret it. Denis, who turned 
seventy-two last month and can’t weigh 
much more than a hundred pounds, 
wore stif selvedge jeans and a Levi’s 
denim jacket buttoned all the way up, 
like a tiny Edwardian greaser. 

We walked from her editing suite, 
in a newly gentrified neighborhood in 
the Twelfth Arrondissement, to a bras-
serie down the street that she and her 
producers rag on constantly but patron-
ize regularly. A recent throat surgery 
had roughened Denis’s already gravelly 
voice—it sounded at times as though 
she were impersonating a sexily androg-
ynous Frenchwoman, instead of merely 
being one. 

Denis was carrying a backpack in lieu 
of a purse, and she flung it carelessly into 
the banquette. “Time is very slow and 
yet very fast,” she said, without making 
eye contact. “Astrophysicists say it does 
not even really exist.” (We conducted all 
our conversations in English, which 
Denis speaks fluently, with some odd 
turns of phrase.) She was in the final 
weeks of editing “High Life,” her En-
glish-language début, about a band of 
convicts sent into space to harvest en-
ergy from a black hole, and had resched-
uled our plans several times. I was left 
with the impression of trying to coax, 
cajole, and ultimately capture a partic-
ularly dexterous pet—and with the sense 
that she felt my presence was a waste of 
time, at a moment when she needed all 
that she could get. 

“High Life,” which cost millions more 
to make than any of Denis’s previous 
films, seems, on its surface, dramatically 
divergent from the rest of her body of 
work, yet versions of its premise swirled 
inside Denis’s mind for more than a de-
cade. For years, she had wanted to tell 
the story of the last person in the world. 

In the film, the galactic convicts perish 
one by one. Only a single felon survives, 
along with his daughter, who was born 
on the spaceship. (Olafur Eliasson, the 
Danish-Icelandic conceptual artist who 
a decade ago erected waterfalls in the 
East River, designed the spaceship for 
the movie.) Their relationship—liter-
ally forged in a vacuum, with a whif of 
the taboo—was her primary interest in 
the story. “It’s feminine and masculine,” 
Denis said. “It’s family blood but it’s not 
the same sex.”

The script, which Denis wrote with 
her longtime screenwriter, Jean-Pol 
Fargeau, took years to complete. (Zadie 
Smith and Nick Laird worked on a draft 
that Denis ultimately rejected.) Though 
Denis treats scripts as provisional and 
merely suggestive documents, hers are 
full of vivid sensory detail. When “High 
Life”’s main character, played by Rob-
ert Pattinson, is introduced, he is “pressed 
against the exterior of the spaceship, like 
a mountain climber against a sheer clif 
face.” Later, when he changes out of his 
spacesuit, he does so “like a knight re-
moving armor.” 

Denis saw Pattinson in “Twilight,” 
she said, and was struck by his “heart-
rending charisma.” She had wanted 
someone older for “High Life”—she 
thought at one point of Philip Seymour 
Hofman—but after meeting with Pat-
tinson in Los Angeles and Paris she re-
alized that “he was already in the film.” 
She went on, “When he said to me, ‘Are 
you sure?’ I said, ‘It’s already too late. 
It’s you or nobody else.’ ” She chose 
“High Life”’s other stars, including Ju-
liette Binoche and the English model 
and actress Mia Goth, with similarly 
instinctual possessiveness. In the sum-
mer of 2015, Denis and her producer, 
Oliver Dungey, flew to Atlanta to meet 
André Benjamin, the rapper, actor, pro-
ducer, adroit hat-wearer, and all-around 
cultural icon, better known by his stage 
name, André 3000, and for his flam-
boyant role in the Atlanta hip-hop duo 
OutKast. Denis had enjoyed Benjamin’s 
lead performance in “All Is by My Side,” 
a 2014 bio-pic of Jimi Hendrix, and she 
had got it in her mind that he should 
play a part in “High Life.” 

The three had agreed to meet at the 
St. Regis Hotel’s restaurant for lunch. 
“Here we are,” Dungey recalled, “me—
this sort of posh, square English guy—
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and Claire—this scorny French lady—
and in walks André.” Benjamin said, 
“I’ll be honest with you. I don’t know 
who you are or what you want, but ev-
eryone is telling me I have to meet with 
you and I’ve got to do this film.” 

 “They immediately hit it of,” 
Dungey said. “I’m just sitting there, pick-
ing at grits. The purpose of the trip was 
accomplished within thirty seconds.”

The only other people 
in the restaurant were two 
Gambian ladies visiting 
from, of all places, the Cots-
wolds. “Why were they 
there?” Dungey said. “I 
don’t know. But, then again, 
why were we there?

“Claire and André were 
talking about eating snake,” 
he continued. He shrugged 
in a manner that suggested 
his exclusion from the conversation had 
been so profound as to be painless. 
“Claire was saying how it gives you this 
vitality, this life force. And one of these 
women from Gambia turns around and 
says, ‘She’s right!’”

Moments later, a statuesque woman 
arrived. “She waltzes in and apparently 
knows André,” Dungey said. “She hugs 
him, asks how he’s been, blah, blah, blah. 
This woman looks fantastic: she has rib-
bons in her hair, lots of beads, she’s col-
orfully dressed. André introduces her to 
us as Dana.” Here Dungey paused, 
smiled, and shook his head. “This is not 
Dana. This is Queen Latifah.

“Claire is obviously taken with this 
woman while having no idea who she 
is. She just kept telling her she looked 
like a queen,” he continued. (Denis in-
sists that she was well aware of Dana’s 
identity.) “The ladies from Gambia know 
who she is, though, and they also know 
who André is, and they ask for a photo. 
Queen Latifah ended up paying for all 
our lunches without saying anything.”

Dungey added, “It was really one of 
the most charming and weird moments 
of my entire life.” 

C laire Denis was eight weeks old 
when she and her mother moved 

from Paris to Cameroon, where her fa-
ther was serving as a French colonial ad-
ministrator. In the course of the next 
thirteen years, the family expanded to 
include several more children, and lived 

in territories that would become Mali, 
Djibouti, and Burkina Faso. Denis’s par-
ents supported decolonization, and she 
is adamant that “Chocolat” is not auto-
biographical. “My parents would cer-
tainly not have had someone serve them 
meals. I wasn’t raised like that,” she told 
me. “I was raised in a world that prob-
ably never actually existed, the world my 
parents hoped for . . . where there was 

no separation between peo-
ple. I was raised in a dream-
land.” Denis was at times 
the only white child in her 
class. “It was very embar-
rassing,” she said. “Not be-
cause I was white, but be-
cause I was not black.” 

Like the space-born girl 
in “High Life,” Denis grew 
up knowing little about the 
place her family came from. 

They returned to France when Denis 
was thirteen, after she and her sister con-
tracted polio. She has said that she ar-
rived “already nostalgic for another 
world.” In Paris, she read the postcolo-
nial theorist Frantz Fanon’s masterpiece, 
“The Wretched of the Earth.” The book, 
written in the middle of the Algerian 
war, argues that colonial subjects sufer 
not just from material indignities and 
humiliations but also, more painfully and 
perversely, from an internalized inferi-
ority, which Fanon believed only vio-
lence could dismantle. Denis once said, 
“When you are fourteen or fifteen and 
you read ‘Les Damnés de la Terre,’ and 
you’ve been raised in the midst of the 
African colonies, it shocks you. Really, 
that experience will stay with me for the 
rest of my life.” 

She left home at seventeen, married 
a much older man, a photographer, and 
moved to London. They separated after 
a few years, but he encouraged her to re-
turn to Paris to study filmmaking at the 
Institute for Advanced Cinematographic 
Studies, the rigorous and highly techni-
cal film school where Louis Malle and 
Alain Resnais were trained. After grad-
uating, in the early seventies, Denis began 
a traditional apprenticeship, assisting 
mostly on films shot in Paris. 

Unlike her characters, who tend to 
be laconic and aloof, and her narratives, 
which are elliptical and enigmatic, Denis 
speaks fluently, linearly, and sometimes 
at great length, with an instinctual com-

mand of pacing, foreshadowing, and sus-
pense. Much of what she said to me was 
expressed in the form of stories, which 
she delivered as if for the first time.

One winter, Denis said, she was liv-
ing alone in a sixth-floor studio apart-
ment “in a good district of Paris,” as she 
put it, “not a poor little dimly lit street 
in a vague suburb.” She was working on 
a movie, and, after a long day, a co-
worker dropped her of at home. It was 
freezing cold, she recalled, “and I was 
wearing those eight clothes you wear 
when you’re working nights in film.” 
Beneath her military parka were three 
sweaters and a large scarf. 

When she reached her building, “I 
went to the elevator, and I pressed the 
button, and the elevator never arrived,” 
she said. “So I opened the door to the 
staircase and started climbing, and then 
I realized the light in the staircase was 
not functioning—but there was a win-
dow, and I knew my building by heart.” 
She was between the second and third 
floors when, “suddenly, somebody took 
me by the hood of my coat, and I saw a 
knife in front of my eyes and then saw 
it come to my throat. And then very 
quickly—you become Einstein at that 
moment—I realized the elevator was 
not working, the light was not working, 
and now this knife: this is a setup.” Denis 
went on, “I start talking to the guy, keep 
pretending I was accepting.” He cut her 
hand and told her he wanted to cut her 
eyes. “I knew, all the time, if I lost con-
trol at that moment I was dead, or 
wounded so bad it was the same. In the 
end, after having accepted certain things, 
I escaped him and ran to the sixth floor 
with my bag, bleeding.” The man chased 
her up the stairs but she made it into 
her apartment.

“It took me one or two hours before 
I could call the police,” she continued. 
“My nervous system had done so much.” 
They took her to the station, where, she 
said, the oicer who helped her file a 
report commented, “ ‘I don’t know what 
you’re doing in your life to be out at  
1 A.M., wandering alone . . . I have to 
tell you, if you were my daughter, I would 
have preferred that my daughter accept 
to be killed than to be sullied.’” Denis 
“realized that no one believed in my 
dignity, in my strength, in my lucidity,” 
she said. The last time she saw the oicer, 
she said to him, “In a way, you insulted 
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me more than I was hurt by the ra-
pist.” Denis told me, “I did recover. I 
did recover.”

In subsequent years, Denis was an 
extra in Robert Bresson’s “Four Nights 
of a Dreamer” and cast a movie for An-
drei Tarkovsky. She also worked as an 
assistant director for Jacques Rivette and 
Costa-Gavras, and travelled through the 
Southwest with Wim Wenders, for 
“Paris, Texas” and “Wings of Desire,” 
and the Louisiana bayou with Jim Jar-
musch, for “Down by Law.” Wenders 
had wanted someone “strong and tough,” 
he told me. He recalled that when he 
met Denis at the Houston airport, in 
1983, a “fragile and relatively petite blond 
young woman came out of the gate.” 
Denis said, “At the very beginning, they 
would say, Can you drive? I said yes. Can 
you do this? I said yes. Can you jump? 
I said yes. I said yes to everything, and 
sometimes it wasn’t true. It wasn’t that 
I was eager to prove that a woman could 
be as strong as a man, but I thought, If 
I say no, then it’s finished.”

In 1994, a few months after Nelson 
Mandela was elected President of 

South Africa, Denis was invited to a 
film festival in Johannesburg. She trav-
elled there with Alex Descas, and they 
decided to make a detour to Durban, 
the childhood home of the Portuguese 
poet Fernando Pessoa. Speaking of his 
poems, Denis said, “There was some-
thing I could always read in between 
the lines. I think because we had both 
been babies in these faraway countries—
far from our language and our grand-
parents and our food.”

They stayed at a hotel in Durban 
with a view of the ocean. “Now, when I 
see the sea, I simply must swim, even if 
it is winter,” Denis said. “I put on my 
swimming costume and ran to the beach. 
And now that Mandela was elected, I 
thought, no longer would the beach be 
separated between blacks and whites. 
Alex asked me, ‘Are you sure?’ I said, 
‘Yes!’ I ran down there. I was alone on 
the beach, I swam. And I rested in the 
sand, and suddenly I saw a teacher with 
little children, little black boys and girls, 
walking at the edge of the waves and 
singing. They began playing in the water, 
and I was in the exaltation of being in 
the Indian Ocean in Durban in South 
Africa at the bottom of the earth, so I 

ran! I ran to the teacher and the little 
children and I said, ‘Good morning! 
Good morning!’ I jumped into the water 
next to them, and they screamed of fear. 
I politely moved away and excused my-
self. I suddenly realized it had been only 
two months and it was not the proper 
thing to do.” 

The encounter, as Denis described it, 
features the sublime natural landscape 
and stark colors of some of her most 
vivid scenes. Less a storyteller than she 
is an image-maker, she once became fix-
ated on re-creating the painter Francis 
Bacon’s “very peculiar” colors, which make 
it impossible to tell whether the flesh he 
depicts is “raw or rotten.” Another time, 
to prepare Descas for a role she took him 
to a Jean-Michel Basquiat exhibition, to 
point out the paintings’ “deathlike smiles.”

 “She’s creating her own world,” Vin-
cent Maravel, a co-founder of Wild 
Bunch, a European company that has 
distributed Denis’s films, said. “She 
doesn’t really look at what other peo-
ple think or do. She’s never fashionable. 
She just describes her obsessions the 
way they are, not the way they should 
be, or in a way that might be palatable. 
She isn’t trying to represent France or 
women or her era.” Maravel cited as an 
example “35 Shots of Rum,” from 2008, 
which depicts a college-aged girl and 
her loving father, an African immigrant 
and widower: “They’re not rich, but 
they’re not gangsters. She made a movie 
about what is probably the majority of 
France, and she just looked at these 
people in a human way.” Almost the 
entire cast is black, and although stu-
dents in a classroom scene chatter about 
Frantz Fanon, there are few explicit al-
lusions to race. It’s as if the matter were 
both too obvious and too beside the 
point to bother addressing at all.

Similarly, in “High Life,” some of 
the convicts are black, but they are not 
a message-telegraphing majority. When 
the film’s American producers read the 
script, they urged Denis to change the 
fact that the first character to die was 
a black man. In the U.S. today, they told 
her, this was just not done. For Amer-
icans, Denis said, the problem of rac-
ism “is buried so deep. For me, it was 
not deep.” She refused to change the 
plot, writing in more dialogue instead. 
In the final version, André Benjamin’s 
character says, “See? Even in outer space, 
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the black ones are the first to die.” 
With “High Life,” Denis will inev-

itably receive more international atten-
tion than she ever has, but for years 
many filmmakers have spoken of her as 
a sort of secret saint. Along with Barry 
Jenkins, the director Josh Safdie is an 
admirer, and Greta Gerwig has said that 
seeing Denis’s “Beau Travail” (1999) 
made her want to make movies of her 
own. Based impressionistically on Mel-
ville’s “Billy Budd,” “Beau Travail,” shot 
in Djibouti, follows a group of French 
legionnaires. Stationed near the salt flats 
of Lake Assal, without imminent as-
signment, they alternate between ag-
gression and existential futility. We 
watch them perform an endless series 
of almost absurdist rituals: peeling veg-
etables, ironing creases into trousers that 
nobody but themselves will see, per-
forming military exercises that resem-
ble ballet choreography. 

“It’s such a macho, minimalist film,” 
said Andrew Lauren, one of the pro-
ducers of “High Life” and its financier, 
who saw “Beau Travail” years ago, on 
the recommendation of his father, the 
designer Ralph Lauren. “When this 
new project came to us, and I went back 
through Denis’s filmography, I was, like, 
‘Wait, she did “Beau Travail”?’ I would 
have sworn that a man made it. She’s 
like the precursor to Kathryn Bigelow.” 

Barry Jenkins told me, “There were 

sequences of ‘Moonlight’ that just would 
not have been filmed the way they were 
had I not been familiar with Claire’s 
work. Certain things about framing 
the men and the pace at which we ed-
ited their interactions share a lot with 
‘Beau Travail.’ ” He laughed as he ad-
mitted that, without realizing it, he had 
shot a scene in “Moonlight” that al-
most exactly re-created one in “Beau 
Travail.” In both, men stand alone, lan-
guorously smoking cigarettes, as plumes 
of smoke intermittently float across the 
frame. “Her metaphors are so delicately 
constructed,” Jenkins said. “Not every 
audience member is going to get them, 
and that’s O.K. She places a tremen-
dous amount of trust in the audience.”

Unlike Denis’s past movies, which 
were shot on location, mostly in 

France and Africa, “High Life” was 
largely filmed at a studio in Cologne, 
during two months last fall. The cast 
and Denis stayed at a hotel thirty min-
utes away. The drive, made each morn-
ing and night—often with a P.A. be-
hind the wheel who was described to 
me as “the worst driver in the history of 
mankind”—took them past oil refiner-
ies, sausage factories, and tractor-trailer 
bordellos that were parked, with Ger-
man eiciency, along the highway exits. 

By all reports, it was a trying experi-
ence. Denis was unused to filming in a 

studio. She made scene changes con-
stantly and with little warning, some-
times by text message. Benjamin de-
scribed an atmosphere of inadvertent 
method acting. “These convicts are all 
supposed to be from diferent places—
they don’t know one another at first, and 
they’re just trying to make it,” he said. 
“And, on set, it was the same! I’m this 
guy from Atlanta, Claire’s French, obvi-
ously, most of the guys on set are Ger-
man, the actors didn’t know each other. 
It was a trip.” Robert Pattinson, who, 
several people said, spent much of his 
time on set asking existential questions—
Wait, who am I in this movie? What are 
we making here?—told me, “It’s a very 
abstract way of working. It feels like ex-
perimental theatre, frankly.”

Lauren said, “A lot of people were 
thinking, This is good for my résumé, 
but I wish I weren’t here.” He contin-
ued, “I think, if you make a movie with 
Claire, you can make any movie.” He 
compared the process to over-prepar-
ing for the SATs, or training at high al-
titudes, so that your performance at sea 
level feels easier on game day. At an 
early color-test screening, held at an or-
nate theatre in Cologne, Denis’s voice 
was the only one in the room, saying, 
“Merde! Crap! What are we doing? 
Why am I here?” Lauren said he thought 
“everyone sort of took it personally.” 

At the end of each day, the cast and 
crew convened at the hotel bar. “Ev-
eryone would sort of be sitting at difer-
ent parts of the bar, and she’d walk in 
and it was, like, Shit! Claire’s here!” 
Lauren recalled. “I saw a lot of people 
wanting to leave many, many times, but 
they stayed. They stay because they love 
her—even though they can’t stand her.” 

Denis does not deny such behavior. 
“I can be the worst person, the mean-
est person on a set,” she said. “Shout-
ing, screaming, complaining. I don’t have 
a lot of respect for myself as a director. 
People accept me the way I am, because 
they know I’m not faking. Probably.” 

When I described these accounts to 
the filmmaker Olivier Assayas, a close 
friend of Denis’s, he laughed. “There’s 
a certain form of chaos in the way she 
works,” he said. “When you make mov-
ies, it’s always disturbing how confi-
dent everyone involved is that they know 
how things should be done. And you 
have to constantly remind them, No, 

“I said drink, damn it, drink!”
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you don’t know how it’s done, I don’t 
know how it’s done, nobody knows how 
it’s done. You create chaos as a way of 
destabilizing the surroundings that 
could bring you to make something 
that would otherwise be conventional.” 

A few days after meeting Denis, I ac-
companied her on a train trip from 

Paris to Rennes, where she was serving 
on the jury of a film festival. It was a 
dreary morning, the sky damp and 
rat-colored. “I am covered, as if on the 
North Pole,” Denis told me, pointing at 
her coat. We passed through the kind 
of semirural landscape that surrounds 
major cities all over the world, and which 
appears quaint only in countries that are 
not one’s own. Before settling into con-
versation, Denis braved the café car, 
where an excruciatingly slow-moving 
line had formed before the train even 
left the station. She stood behind a fam-
ily, cooing at a baby in Breton stripes. 

After buying cofee and taking her 
seat, Denis began to talk about her 
mother, who had died, at the age of 
ninety-four, six months earlier, during 
the filming of “High Life.” Still in mourn-
ing, Denis seemed incapable of avoiding 
the topic, turning to it in many of our 
conversations, with little or no segue. 
“When she was pregnant with my little 
brother, she had a bad pregnancy and 
had to stay in bed,” Denis said. After giv-
ing birth, her mother became depressed. 
“I remember very well, this little boy was 
my son, for a long time, until she recov-
ered and took over. I remember when 
she was an old lady and she would say, 
‘My son, my son!’ She was really in love 
with her son. And I had to tell her, ‘You 
know, in the beginning, he was mine!’ 
And it’s true that at that moment I re-
alized how beautiful it was to see a new 
baby born, the changes every day.” 

Denis, who never remarried, also 
never had children. Earlier, when we 
spoke about the decision, or nondeci-
sion, she told me, “It was a pain, and 
then it was a memory, and now I have 
accepted it.” She added, “Maybe this is 
just convenient for me, but I never 
thought of being a mother as an accom-
plishment for a woman.” At the same 
time, “loneliness, independence, soli-
tude—it’s heavy,” Denis said. Since her 
divorce, a half century ago, she has had 
two long-term companionships. One 

lasted for twelve years, and the other, 
with a man whom she would not iden-
tify beyond confirming that he’s “also 
in film,” is, as she put it, “still going on.” 
She continued, “It’s also heavy to be a 
couple, but solitude is something very 
special that clearly tells you at some mo-
ments, in the day or night, that if you 
were to die in the next moment you 
wouldn’t ever again see a human face.” 

We had been speaking for almost two 
hours, and Denis’s throat was beginning 
to strain. There were quiet patches in 
her speech that made her exhaustion 
sound like sadness, even when she was 
recounting joy. Denis, as many people 
told me, takes real pleasure from the 
world. Long after she had finished work-
ing with Aurelien Barrau, a French as-
trophysicist with whom she consulted 
on “High Life,” Denis continued to call 
him, to describe beautiful sights she had 
encountered while walking—once, a tree 
shivering in the wind in a way she 
thought he would enjoy. Des Hamilton, 
Denis’s casting director, told me about 
her devotion to a particular brand of Ec-
cles cakes, and about how she adored a 
silk scarf she had bought while in his 
company. “You know when you purchase 
something, you can get a little high?” he 
said. “Well, with Claire, her high is sus-
tained for far longer than most people’s.”

Denis’s sensuality may play some part 
in explaining her relationships with ac-
tors, which nearly everyone I spoke with 
described in romantic terms. “It has a 
taste of eroticism rather than psychol-
ogy,” Agnes Godard, De-
nis’s longtime cinematogra-
pher, told me. Hamilton re-
called witnessing the initial 
meeting between Denis and 
Pattinson, in Los Angeles, 
and feeling like “these are 
two people on a date, and I 
really shouldn’t be here, 
maybe I should actually re-
move myself?” With obvi-
ous pride, Denis recounted 
how Pattinson took the train from Lon-
don to visit her in Paris.“He came to me 
like a friend,” she told me. “You know, 
in London, Robert has to hide because 
of girls?” (A representative for Pattinson 
said, “He doesn’t hide from anyone.”) 
Lauren told me, “Claire likes to be wooed. 
She wants her actors and actresses to 
want her as much as she wants them.” 

He said that on set “they become, met-
aphorically, either her babies or her lov-
ers—it’s a bit hard to tell which.”

The adoration is reciprocal, in large 
part because of the sustained and ob-
sessive attention Denis pays her actors, 
an absorption that resembles love. “I 
got the sense she was contemplating 
everything about me at all times,” the 
actress Tricia Vessey, who appeared in 
“Trouble Every Day,” told me. “You feel 
like you’re being thought of in ways 
that people don’t usually think of you.” 
Thought of, but also felt. “I touch them,” 
Denis told me. “I have to.” She worries 
sometimes that actors find the approach 
“shocking” and too French. “Instead of 
telling them, ‘Can you please move your 
head two centimetres to the left,’ it can 
be so much better to come and slightly 
move the head. And I know it’s not 
normal, but I feel like I have to do that.” 

Onscreen, Denis can make even the 
oddest-looking faces appear iconic. 
“Whatever happens in a film, the min-
imum of the minimum for the director 
and for the D.P. is to see the real beauty 
in the actress or actor,” she told me. 
“And by beauty of course I don’t mean 
perfection.” She went on, “I know that 
maybe the script is not perfect, maybe 
I am not the greatest director, but at 
least I know I’m looking for something, 
that little shine.”

When she finds it, she is overcome. 
She nearly fainted when she saw Be-
atrice Dalle emerge on the set of “Trou-
ble Every Day” in her wardrobe and 

makeup. “We had to stop 
shooting,” Denis recalled. 
“I couldn’t breathe.” Even 
twenty years later, when she 
speaks with Dalle, she sees 
that night as though it were 
just five minutes ago. “She 
walked through these neon 
lights. Everything was white 
and red. It was too much, 
it was too great.” “35 Shots 
of Rum” was the same. Near 

the end of the film, the daughter, played 
by Mati Diop, appears in a white dress. 
It seems that she is getting married. She 
looks like a woman but also like a child, 
and her father knows that he’ll soon 
lose her. “It was a sequence shot,” Denis 
said, “and we made two takes and I was 
crying. Not one tear—it was rivers. But, 
of course, it’s fiction.” 
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THE IMPEACHMENT WAR
Can a grassroots movement throw Trump out of oice, or will it back�re?

BY JEFFREY TOOBIN

A
l Green cuts a distinctive figure 
around the Capitol. He is, for 
starters, the only male member 

of the House of Representatives with a 
ponytail. He expresses himself with a 
kind of baroque humility; to the ques-
tion “How are you?” he invariably re-
sponds, “Better than I deserve.” (Elab-
orating, if asked, he says that he is a 
“recovering sinner.”) He is unusual, too, 
because, while most politicians call at-
tention to their triumphs and hide their 
failures, Green reserves a place of honor 
in his congressional oice for two re-
minders of crushing, if perhaps tempo-
rary, legislative defeats. Last year, Green—
who, since 2005, has represented a district 
centered on Houston—sponsored the 
first vote in the House of Representa-
tives on the impeachment of President 
Donald Trump. On December 6th, the 
House rejected Green’s initiative to bring 
impeachment up for debate by a vote of 
364–58. The following month, the House 
rejected a similar attempt by Green, this 
time by a vote of 355–66. 

Notwithstanding the lopsided re-
sults, Green has placed copies of each 
of the resolutions in portfolios embossed 
with the gold seal of the House. The 
December resolution is paired with a 
list of the members who voted for it—
they are called “THE FIRST 58.” The Jan-
uary resolution faces a page containing 
the names of its supporters, who are 
called “THE HISTORIC 66.” Green sent 
identical copies of the portfolios to all 
the congressmen who voted with him. 

Green, a Democrat, never supported 
Trump, although he also never imag-
ined that he would be advocating his 
forced removal from oice. “I didn’t come 
to Congress to impeach a President,” he 
told me. “I came to Congress to nego-
tiate the issues that I grew up with—
poverty, housing—for the least, the last, 
and the lost.” But Green began contem-
plating Trump’s removal when the Pres-
ident fired James Comey, the F.B.I. di-

rector, in May, 2017. Three months later, 
when Trump equated white-supremacist 
protesters in Charlottesville with those 
who had rallied against them, Green 
decided to take formal action: “That’s 
when I realized he was unfit to be Pres-
ident. He was converting his bigotry 
into American policy.” When the reso-
lution came up for a vote, he said, “I did 
not lobby anyone, because, quite frankly, 
it’s a question of conscience.” He pressed 
for the second vote after Trump referred 
to Haiti and other predominantly black 
nations as “shithole countries.” Green 
understood that his call for impeach-
ment was symbolic, but he expressed 
satisfaction with the number of votes he 
received—nearly a third of the Demo-
cratic members of the House. “I con-
cluded if but one person voted for this 
article, this would be the right thing,” 
he said. “And we are not finished.”

T oday, the impeachment of Donald 
Trump exists on the brink of plau-

sibility. The sine qua non of an impeach-
ment investigation, to say nothing of 
actual votes to charge and remove the 
President, is a Democratic takeover of 
the House in the November elections. 
Such a change now looks better than 
possible, maybe even probable. At the 
same time, the President appears to be 
in ever-greater legal peril from dual in-
vestigations, one led by Robert Muel-
ler, the special counsel, and the other 
by federal prosecutors in New York. In 
April, F.B.I. agents raided the oices of 
Michael Cohen, Trump’s longtime law-
yer and fixer, and removed telephones 
and business records. Cohen has not 
been charged with a crime, but the pros-
pect of a case against him, with the 
chance that he might plead guilty and 
reveal everything he knows, represents 
a substantial risk for the President. In 
Washington, Michael Flynn, Trump’s 
former national-security adviser, and 
Rick Gates, who worked on Trump’s 

campaign and in his White House, have 
both already pleaded guilty to charges 
brought by Mueller and agreed to 
coöperate with his investigation. The 
full extent of Mueller’s findings is not 
known, raising the possibility that more 
legal and political damage to the Pres-
ident is yet to come. While Rudolph 
Giuliani, Trump’s attorney, may or may 
not be correct that Mueller believes he 
lacks the legal authority to indict the 
President, the possibility of impeach-
ment clearly exists—if Congress has the 
evidence, and the will, to proceed.

Trump supporters seem to welcome 
a fight over the issue. “If the Demo-
crats move for impeachment, I think 
they are playing right into the hands of 
the President,” Anthony Scaramucci, 
Trump’s former White House commu-
nications director, told me. “He doesn’t 
have Richard Nixon’s attention span or 
his O.C.D. about record-keeping. There 
are no e-mails or tapes. He didn’t do 
anything wrong on Russia, so he’ll be 
exonerated.” Scaramucci added, “You 
are dealing with a human Pac-Man. 
He’s the toughest son of a bitch I’ve 
ever met in my life.” Christopher Ruddy, 
the chief executive of the Newsmax 
Web site, who sees the President reg-
ularly at Mar-a-Lago, in Palm Beach, 
told me, “The guy loves a fight and will 
see this one as easily winnable.” Repub-
licans believe a push for impeachment 
would likely be a disaster for the Dem-
ocrats in the midterms. Steve Bannon, 
Trump’s former top strategist, told me, 
“Anger and fear drive of-year elections, 
and we are going to talk about how the 
Democrats want to shut us up by im-
peaching Trump when they couldn’t 
beat him in 2016. People are talking 
about the Republicans losing forty seats 
in the House, but if we make the elec-
tion a referendum on impeachment we 
could break even or pick up a few.” 

Opposition to impeachment seems 
to be a rare point of agreement between 
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Republicans see a push for impeachment as likely to be a disaster for Democrats in the midterms.
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Trump’s followers and the leadership of 
the Democratic Party. Nancy Pelosi, the 
Democratic leader in the House, told 
me, “I don’t like to talk about impeach-
ment.” She explained, “Impeachment is 
not a political tool. It has to be based 
on just the law and the facts. When I 
was Speaker, people wanted me to im-
peach George Bush for the war in Iraq 
because it was based on false informa-
tion, but you can’t just go from one 
impeachment to the next. When we are 
in the majority, we are going to try to 
be unifying, and there is no way to do 
impeachment in a bipartisan way right 
now.” The numbers back up Pelosi’s 
wariness. According to a Quinnipiac 
University poll taken in April, fifty-two 
per cent of American voters oppose im-
peachment. Another poll from around 
the same time reported that forty-seven 
per cent would definitely vote against 
a candidate who wanted to remove 
Trump from oice. (In a sign of how 
divided the country is, forty-two per 
cent would definitely vote for a candi-
date who made such a promise.)

Still, a powerful grassroots move-
ment has formed in support of im-
peachment, a political cousin of sorts 
to the recent pushes for women’s rights 
and gun control. According to Quin-
nipiac, seventy-one per cent of Dem-
ocrats already favor impeachment. To 
proponents, a nearly fifty-fifty split 
among the voting public at this early 

date, before Mueller has reported his 
findings, is significant. In primaries for 
the 2018 elections, some prominent 
Democrats, such as Gavin Newsom, 
the lieutenant governor of California, 
who is running for governor, made sup-
port for impeachment a major part of 
their platforms. Tom Steyer, a San Fran-
cisco billionaire, has since last year been 
running television advertisements sup-
porting impeachment, and has gener-
ated a mailing list of more than 5.2 mil-
lion people. Steyer is now on a thirty-city 
speaking tour. For the moment, he and 
his followers are outcasts from the 
Washington consensus. But their pas-
sion, and the mounting evidence against 
the President, raises the question of 
whether the drive for impeachment is 
more likely to result in Trump’s removal 
from oice or in a Democratic civil war.

For roughly the first two centuries 
of the American republic, there was 

an informal taboo on advocating for 
impeachment, even among a President’s 
most outspoken critics. Only one Pres-
idential impeachment proceeding oc-
curred during this period: in 1868, An-
drew Johnson was impeached by the 
House but remained in oice after being 
acquitted in the Senate by a single vote. 
The nominal ground for impeachment 
involved his dismissal of a member of 
his Cabinet, but impeachment cases are 
always about the politics of the mo-

ment as much as the evidence before 
Congress. Johnson’s case represented a 
final act of the Civil War. Though he 
was Abraham Lincoln’s Vice-President 
and successor, Johnson was a Demo-
crat, and he resisted the Republican Re-
construction in the South. Republicans 
used impeachment as a form of revenge, 
which only reinforced the taboo. 

Today, that taboo has faded. An in-
vestigation of Trump would follow 
Richard Nixon’s forced resignation, on 
the brink of impeachment, in 1974, and 
Bill Clinton’s impeachment and acquit-
tal, in 1998-99. “The reason we are see-
ing more demands for impeachment is 
the rise in partisanship. Our partisan 
divisions now are not just sharp but 
among the sharpest in American his-
tory,” Michael Gerhardt, a professor at 
the University of North Carolina School 
of Law and the author of “The Federal 
Impeachment Process,” the leading trea-
tise on the subject, said. “These divi-
sions are then taken out on the Presi-
dent with calls for impeachment, which 
is an extreme measure and appeals to 
people who have extreme positions.”

In Congress, there’s a surprisingly 
vigorous impeachment lobby expand-
ing on the work that Al Green began. 
Steve Cohen, a Democrat from Ten-
nessee and the ranking member of the 
Constitution and Civil Justice subcom-
mittee of the House Judiciary Com-
mittee, has fleshed Green’s bare-bones 
proposal out into a full impeachment 
resolution. Cohen’s indictment has five 
counts. The first charges Trump with 
obstruction of justice, based largely on 
Comey’s account of how the President 
tried to restrain the Russia investiga-
tion and then fired Comey when he 
would not oblige. The second count, 
referring to Trump’s business interests, 
including his hotels, asserts that he vi-
olated the foreign-emoluments clause 
of the Constitution, which bars federal 
oiceholders from receiving payments 
from foreign governments. In a similar 
vein, the third count asserts that Trump 
directed federal money to his businesses 
and hotels domestically. The fourth 
count charges him with abuse of power 
for his criticisms of federal judges and 
for his pardon of Joe Arpaio, the for-
mer sherif of Maricopa County, in Ar-
izona. The final count claims that Trump 
undermined the First Amendment by 

“My wife! Her new husband!”

• •
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repeatedly attacking the news media. 
Like Green, Cohen is aware that there 
is not yet a consensus in favor of im-
peachment, even among Democrats, 
but he is determined to plow ahead. 
“It’s a moral decision to do the right 
thing, regardless of the politics,” he told 
me. “Sometimes going on the record 
against evil may not make you efective 
at first in stopping evil, but it can still 
contribute in ways you don’t know.”

Jamie Raskin, a first-term Democrat 
from Maryland who was recently named 
vice-chair of the Judiciary Committee, 
told me, “It’s hard to think of a more 
impeachable President in American his-
tory.” As the only constitutional-law 
professor who is a voting member of 
Congress—he teaches at the law school 
of American University—Raskin has 
been adding intellectual heft to the im-
peachment efort. “By firing Comey and 
waging war on the special counsel, 
Trump has become the master of ob-
structing justice,” he told me. “I have a 
thick notebook of obstruction-of-jus-
tice episodes.” He listed, among other 
things, Trump’s threats against Attor-
ney General Jef Sessions; Rod Rosen-
stein, Sessions’s deputy; and Andrew 
McCabe, the former deputy director of 
the F.B.I. Raskin said, “It’s only because 
we’re waist-deep in the Trump era that 
we forget how completely radical and 
beyond the pale it is to have the Pres-
ident directly threatening the people 
who are involved in a criminal investi-
gation of him.” 

Raskin told me that the foreign-emol-
uments clause “doesn’t get enough play, 
because it’s unfamiliar, and it’s unfamil-
iar because no other President ever came 
close to violating it before. But Trump 
has turned the federal government into 
a money-making operation, which is just 
what the Framers feared.” Raskin cited 
the many foreign guests with business 
interests before the Administration who 
have stayed at the Trump International 
Hotel, in Washington, as well as the 
business deals conducted by the Presi-
dent’s sons overseas. He also pointed to 
a prohibition in the domestic-emolu-
ments clause against government pay-
ments to Presidents beyond their sala-
ries. “We’ve had the Secret Service and 
other agencies spend millions of dollars 
at Trump hotels and resorts already,” he 
said. But Raskin also injected a note of 

caution. “Most of my constituents re-
gard impeachment in a very practical 
way,” he told me. “They all see Trump 
as eminently deserving of impeachment, 
but they don’t want it to become a fe-
tish if it’s not going anywhere.” 

Any initial investigation of impeach-
ment would fall to the House Ju-

diciary Committee, and its chairman, 
in a Democratic Congress, would be 
Jerrold Nadler, from New York. Donald 
Trump and Jerry Nadler represent con-
trasting New York archetypes—the ra-
pacious developer and the woolly-headed 
liberal. Not surprisingly, the two men 
have a history. They first clashed more 
than three decades ago, when Trump 
proposed a vast development on an old 
rail yard on Manhattan’s West Side.

Nadler was born in Brooklyn in 1947 
and educated at Stuyvesant, the selec-
tive public high school, where his cam-
paign for student-council president was 
managed by Dick Morris, the future 
Clinton-era political Svengali. After 
graduating from Columbia, Nadler 
thrived in the political hothouse that 
was the West Side in those days. In his 
twenties, he was elected to the New York 
State Assembly, and he attended Ford-
ham’s law school at night. Nadler’s dis-
trict included the site of a Trump proj-
ect, which was originally called Television 
City because the centerpiece would be 
a hundred-and-fifty-story building that 
would serve as a new headquarters for 
NBC. As a courtesy, Trump invited Nad-
ler to his oice in Trump Tower to show 
him the plans. “I thought it was gro-
tesque,” Nadler recalled recently. Trump 
told Nadler that the tower would be res-
idential above the first forty floors, and 
mentioned the Hancock Center, in Chi-
cago, which is a hundred stories tall. “He 
says, ‘Do you know that the people on 
the top floors of the Hancock Center, 
before they go out in the morning, they 
call the concierge desk to ask what the 
weather is, because they’re above the 
clouds, they can’t really see it?’ I’m think-
ing, What a drag, but he’s getting ex-
cited about this,” Nadler said. Nadler 
asked whether Trump intended to live 
on the hundred-and-fiftieth floor of the 
new building, and Trump replied that 
he did. “And I realized what this was all 
about,” Nadler said. “He wanted to be 
the highest man in the world.” 

The battle over Television City— 
later renamed Trump City and finally 
known as Riverside South—became a 
multi-decade epic, even after the hun-
dred-and-fifty-story building was 
scrapped. (NBC decided to keep its 
headquarters at Rockefeller Center.) 
Nadler helped lead the opposition, and 
continued to do so after he was elected 
to Congress, in 1992. He made sure that 
Trump did not receive federal mortgage 
guarantees for the project, costing the 
developer millions, and he also stopped 
the removal of an elevated highway, 
which would have increased the value 
of Trump’s condominiums. Riverside 
South is now mostly completed, on a 
much diminished scale. Trump’s inter-
est was sold in 2005. But the dynamic 
of Trump and Nadler’s relationship was 
set. In his book “The America We De-
serve,” published in 2000, Trump called 
Nadler “one of the most egregious hacks 
in contemporary politics.” 

Nadler turned seventy last June, and 
his political views, while emphatically 
liberal, now hew closer to Pelosi’s than 
to Al Green’s. This is particularly true 
on the question of an impeachment in-
quiry. Pelosi told me that Nadler is “a 
champion for civil liberties and civil 
rights. He will have a long agenda as 
chairman, and impeachment is the least 
of it—despite what his constituents, and 
my constituents, probably want.” Nadler 
voted against both of Green’s impeach-
ment resolutions.“If you’re going to re-
move the President from oice, you are 
in efect in one sense nullifying the last 
election,” he told me. “What you don’t 
want are recriminations for the next 
twenty years—‘We won the election,’ 
‘You stole it.’ And to do that you have 
to have a situation where some appre-
ciable fraction—not a majority, but an 
appreciable fraction—of the people on 
the other side will grudgingly admit by 
the end of the proceedings that ‘Yeah, 
they really had to do it.’” As Nadler ac-
knowledges, there is not only an absence 
of an appreciable fraction of Republi-
cans in the House supporting impeach-
ment, there isn’t a single Republican who 
does. He believes that any chance of 
bipartisan impeachment is extremely  
remote in the current political environ-
ment, at least barring the discovery of 
overwhelming evidence of wrongdoing. 
“The fact that someone has committed 
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an impeachable ofense doesn’t always 
mean that you should impeach him,” he 
said. I asked Nadler if he meant that the 
House should impeach only if two-thirds 
of the Senate was going to vote to re-
move the President. Not necessarily, he 
said: “An impeachment, even if it’s not 
successful in the sense of removing the 
President from oice, may in fact be nec-
essary and successful at saying, in efect, 
‘You have violated the constitutional 
order, you are threatening the constitu-
tional order, you will stop threatening 
the constitutional order. You will stop 
threatening the rule of law.’”

Nadler was a member of the Judi-
ciary Committee during the Clinton 
impeachment hearings, in 1998. He 
emerged as an outspoken opponent of 
impeachment, and several of the argu-
ments he deployed are eerily similar to 
those which Trump’s defenders have 
used. Nadler was a strident critic of 
Kenneth Starr, the independent coun-
sel, and he demanded audits of what he 
regarded as Starr’s excessive spending 
in the course of the investigation. Nad-
ler described the case against Clinton 
as based on the Republicans’ general 
distaste for the President rather than 
on any specific acts of wrongdoing. “It 
showed that a determined majority in 
the House could impeach a President 
without legitimate reason,” Nadler said. 
The experience also taught him that 
the public can exact a cost on the party 
that brings a failed or unjustified im-
peachment. The Judiciary 
Committee held its im-
peachment hearings in the 
weeks just before the 1998 
midterms, and on Election 
Day the Democrats re-
versed the usual fate of a 
party in its sixth year of con-
trol of the Presidency by 
gaining five seats. Nadler 
said that the Republicans 
“lost seats with the im-
peachment pending, and they lost seats 
because people disapproved of it and 
they went ahead with it anyway.” 

The purported lessons of the Clin-
ton impeachment haunt the 

Trump investigation, even though the 
cast of characters in Congress has al-
most completely turned over in the 
two intervening decades. Of the thirty-

seven members of the Judiciary Com-
mittee in 1998, just seven remain—four 
Republicans (Bob Goodlatte, the cur-
rent chairman, Jim Sensenbrenner, 
Lamar Smith, and Steve Chabot) and 
three Democrats (Nadler, Sheila Jack-
son Lee, and Zoe Lofgren). Goodlatte 
and Smith are retiring at the end of 
their current terms. (Abbe Lowell, who 
was the lead lawyer for Judiciary Com-
mittee Democrats in the Clinton in-
quiry, is now in private practice and 
represents Jared Kushner, President 
Trump’s son-in-law.) 

The Clinton impeachment also 
played a role in Nadler’s campaign, last 
year, to become the ranking Democrat 
on the Judiciary Committee. Demo-
crats generally choose their commit-
tee leaders based on seniority. Even 
though Nadler was the longest-tenured 
Democrat, he was challenged for the 
leadership by Zoe Lofgren, who rep-
resents a district in Silicon Valley. Part 
of Lofgren’s pitch was her experience 
on the impeachment question. Not 
only did Lofgren, like Nadler, serve on 
the committee in 1998; she was also a 
young stafer for Representative Don 
Edwards in 1974, when she worked on 
the impeachment proceedings against 
Richard Nixon. 

For Lofgren, the Nixon example 
looms large. “The American people at 
some kind of gut level understand the 
constitutional system,” she told me. 
“When a President lied about having 

an afair with a young 
woman, that was gross be-
havior, and the lie was argu-
ably unlawful, but it had 
nothing to do with govern-
ment. With Nixon, having 
an enemies list and using 
the elements of the federal 
government to destroy your 
enemies was about the 
abuse of government power. 
People got that. By the time 

the committee voted to impeach, in 1974, 
the country was on board.” In the nine-
teen-seventies there was also a core of 
moderate Republicans open to consid-
ering the evidence against Nixon. Seven 
of the seventeen Republicans on the Ju-
diciary Committee voted for at least one 
article of impeachment. Not a single 
Democrat on the committee voted in 
favor of Clinton’s impeachment.

Even Republicans who voted for 
Clinton’s impeachment now regard it 
as, at best, a mixed success. Steve 
Chabot, who represents a district in 
Cincinnati, said, “If the Democrats go 
in that direction, they are likely to learn 
a lesson that we learned in 1998. Even 
if the country starts out with you, they 
get sick of the process pretty quickly.” 
Senator Lindsey Graham, of South 
Carolina, who was a member of the 
Judiciary Committee in 1998, has an 
even more negative view. “It blew up 
in our faces and helped President Clin-
ton,” he said. “If Democrats keep up 
what they’re doing, the whole thing 
will just be shirts and skins—Demo-
crats versus Republicans—and that’s a 
no-win when it comes to impeach-
ment. It has to be bipartisan, or it’s 
going to be a failure.” 

Indeed, the fervor for impeachment 
among some on the left is nearly 
matched by the passion against it on 
the right—an ardor that conservatives 
are more than happy to exploit, espe-
cially leading up to the midterm elec-
tions. Trump has taken up the cause, 
telling a rally in Michigan, in April, 
“We have to keep the House, because 
if we listen to Maxine Waters she’s 
going around saying, ‘We will impeach 
him.’” (Waters, a California congress-
woman and a favorite target of Trump’s, 
voted in favor of Al Green’s resolu-
tions.) Republicans in competitive 
races are also raising the alarm. “There 
is no doubt that impeachment will be 
a critical issue in November for Dem-
ocrats and for Republicans,” Ted Cruz, 
the Republican senator from Texas, 
who is facing an unexpectedly serious 
challenge from Beto O’Rourke, a Dem-
ocratic congressman, told me. “There 
is right now enormous energy on the 
far left. They hate the President. They 
are consumed with Trump derange-
ment syndrome.” He continued, “For 
many on the right, and many in the 
middle, not having the country con-
sumed by impeachment proceedings 
and not seeing us lose the progress 
the country has made under President 
Trump is also a powerful motivator.” 
Cruz doesn’t believe Pelosi’s state-
ments that she does not currently  
support impeachment. “If the Dem-
ocrats take over the House, on the day 
Nancy Pelosi is sworn in to oice, 
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that’s the day impeachment proceed-
ings begin,” he said. “The passion on 
the left is too great.” 

The Democratic leadership contin-
ues to insist otherwise. Nadler eventu-
ally defeated Lofgren in a vote by the 
full Democratic caucus in the House, 
118–72. Their diferences haven’t proven 
especially divisive, and they are by and 
large in accord on the issue of impeach-
ment. As Lofgren put it, “We have a 
sense of history and obligation, though 
that might not be exciting to the lib-
eral base.” 

On a pleasant Tuesday night in 
May, the liberal base in Des 

Moines showed up early at an event 
space near downtown. An hour before 
Tom Steyer was to conduct what he 
called a town meeting in support of 
Trump’s impeachment, more than a 
hundred people had lined up outside, 
waiting to be admitted. “This Presi-
dent has failed his most important re-
sponsibility—protecting our country,” 
Steyer says in one of his cable-news 
commercials. “The first question is 
Why? What is in his and his family’s 
business dealings with Russia that he 
is so determined to hide that he would 
betray our country? And the second 
question is Why is he still President?” 
Thanks to the advertisements, as well 
as appeals on Facebook, Steyer’s self-
funded operation, called NeedTo-
Impeach.com, has drawn millions of 

supporters. In Des Moines, more than 
four hundred people turned up, filling 
the room to overflowing. “I go to po-
litical events in Iowa all the time,” Pat 
Rynard, who runs a Web site on local 
politics called Iowa Starting Line, said 
as he watched the crowd stream in. 
“The people here are not the people 
who usually go to political events in 
Iowa. This is more people than the 
Democratic candidates for governor 
draw for their rallies. He’s mobilizing 
a whole new group.”

Through sheer force of personal-
ity—and about forty million dollars 
of his own money—Steyer has be-
come the public face of the movement 
to impeach Trump. He has forty full-
time stafers, and on his national tour 
he conducts town meetings, talks to 
local news media, and raises his own 
profile. (By political standards, the 
town halls are lavish afairs, with top-
notch production values. The Des 
Moines event featured what caterers 
call “heavy” hors d’œuvres for every-
one.) Steyer’s town halls, which last 
about an hour, begin with a presenta-
tion of one of the latest impeachment 
commercials, after which Steyer gives 
brief remarks—lasting about ten min-
utes—and then takes questions from 
the audience. The curious thing about 
his event in Des Moines was that it 
didn’t have much to do with impeach-
ment. In his opening comments, he 
mentioned that he had eight grounds 

for impeachment, though he didn’t 
identify them. (They are spelled out 
on his Web site, and are basically an 
expanded version of the five counts in 
Representative Cohen’s resolution.) 
He also mentioned, but didn’t name, 
a group of legal scholars who support 
his campaign, and he did the same for 
a group of psychiatrists who asserted, 
in a panel discussion he hosted, that 
Trump is unfit for the Presidency, as 
well as a “dangerous, unstable, and de-
teriorating person.”

Steyer, who is sixty, made his name 
in politics raising money for John Kerry 
and Barack Obama, and then became 
a climate-change activist. He has now 
positioned himself outside traditional 
political categories. It’s a strategy, al-
beit with very diferent goals, that 
Trump pursued in his political career. 
Bannon, expressing admiration for  
Steyer’s tactics, told me, “Steyer is a 
little bit the Steve Bannon of the left. 
The Democratic Party has not yet had 
its civil war. The populist movement 
on the left has not happened yet, but 
Steyer sees it coming, sees the anger 
behind it.” In Steyer’s remarks in Des 
Moines, he attacked both parties. “The 
political establishment does not like 
what we have to say here,” he told the 
crowd. “They say we are normalizing 
impeachment. We are not normaliz-
ing impeachment. If we ignore what 
Donald Trump has done, what we’re 
doing is normalizing his behavior.” 
Asked at one point about the last elec-
tion, Steyer said, “Two people won the 
2016 election: Bernie Sanders, who is 
not a Democrat, and Donald Trump, 
who is not a Republican.” Steyer also 
funds, to the tune of thirty-two  
million dollars, a voter-registration 
project aimed at young people, called 
NextGen America, that is ostensibly 
nonpartisan. Steyer is using impeach-
ment much the same way Trump used 
issues like immigration: to show that 
he’s with the Party’s base, not with  
its elders. 

In our conversations, Steyer showed 
that he had mastered the politician’s 
art of ducking the question of whether 
he’s running for President. “I believe 
that we are on a disastrous path,” he 
replied when I asked. “There is an ab-
solute void of explaining to Americans 
what the real stakes are.” A question 

TO WHITE NOISE

You are the sound silence 
makes in its sleep, air made 

visible by smoke, deepest 
breath with no breathing, 

O my personal ocean, O un-
broken shush of mortality, 

O my digital sister, thank 
you, thank you for keeping 

the children from climbing 
over the fence of sleep.

—Carrie Fountain
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from the audience in Des Moines about 
Steyer’s Presidential ambitions drew a 
loud cheer from the attendees and a 
non-denial denial from Steyer. The 
only state where Steyer’s tour has con-
ducted three events is Iowa, the site of 
the nation’s first caucuses. 

Steyer professes to understand the 
diference between political opposi-
tion to a President and support for a 
President’s removal from oice. “We 
are not impeaching him because we 
don’t like his tax policy,” Steyer told 
me. “He is reckless, dangerous, and 
lawless.” But people at the town hall 
didn’t worry too much about the fine 
distinctions, and neither, for the most 
part, does Steyer. Attendees told me 
that they wanted Trump removed 
because he’s racist, because he’s sur-
rounded by unsavory characters, be-
cause he doesn’t care about the poor. 
Jennifer Spradling, a retired preschool 
teacher, had travelled two hundred 
and forty miles, from the town of 
Alton, to hear Steyer speak. Trump 
“doesn’t seem to have the moral prin-
ciples and ideals that Presidents have,” 
she said. “He’s done nothing on health 
care, on infrastructure.” Several audi-
ence members mentioned, as a ground 
for impeachment, the Washington 
Post’s running tally of more than three 
thousand falsehoods that Trump has 
told since the Inauguration. The one 

phrase I never heard during the eve-
ning in Des Moines was “high crimes 
and misdemeanors.” 

U ltimately, every consideration of im-
peachment returns to the standard 

established in the Constitution. The 
words are among the most familiar in 
the nation’s founding document, even if 
their meaning has been the subject of 
two hundred years of debate. Article II 
states, “The President, Vice President 
and all civil Oicers of the United States, 
shall be removed from Oice on Im-
peachment for, and Conviction of, Trea-
son, Bribery, or other high Crimes and 
Misdemeanors.” As in the nineteen-sev-
enties and the nineteen-nineties, the 
prospect of a Presidential impeachment 
has spurred renewed academic interest 
in the subject, resulting in two recent 
volumes by well-known Harvard law 
professors. Last year, Cass Sunstein, who 
served in the Obama Administration, 
released “Impeachment: A Citizen’s 
Guide,” and Laurence Tribe, the noted 
liberal academic and litigator, has just 
published “To End a Presidency: The 
Power of Impeachment,” written with 
Joshua Matz. Michael Gerhardt is also 
producing a third edition of his treatise 
“The Federal Impeachment Process.”

The historical record on impeach-
ment, including at the framing of the 
Constitution, is meagre. There were a 

few references to it at the Constitu-
tional Convention, and in the debates 
in the states over ratification the subject 
came up in a limited way. The Framers 
recognized that the power to impeach 
was as much a political issue as a legal 
one. As Alexander Hamilton put it, in 
Federalist No. 65, impeachment should 
apply to “the misconduct of public men, 
or, in other words, from the abuse or 
violation of some public trust.” Ham-
ilton said that high crimes and mis-
demeanors “are of a nature which may 
with peculiar propriety be denominated 
POLITICAL, as they relate chiefly to in-
juries done immediately to the society 
itself.” (This quotation was a favorite of 
Clinton’s defenders in 1998 because it 
suggested that purely personal miscon-
duct, like lying about an extramarital 
afair, should not be the basis for im-
peachment.) Hamilton also anticipated 
the partisan divisions that impeach-
ment would engender, writing that the 
process “will seldom fail to agitate the 
passions of the whole community, and 
to divide it into parties more or less 
friendly or inimical to the accused.”

In modern terms, one pole in the 
debate over impeachment was defined 
by Gerald Ford, during his days as a 
congressman, when he led a failed at-
tempt to impeach the Supreme Court 
Justice William O. Douglas, in 1970, 
for purportedly improper financial deal-
ings. “An impeachable ofense,” Ford 
said, “is whatever a majority of the 
House of Representatives considers it 
to be at a given moment in history.” At 
the other extreme from Ford’s almost 
tautological approach is the claim that 
only proof beyond a reasonable doubt 
that a President committed criminal 
ofenses can justify an impeachment. 

To some, the best distillation of the 
standard is a report produced by the Ju-
diciary Committee in 1974, on the eve 
of its debate about the Nixon impeach-
ment. (One of the committee’s stafers 
was a young lawyer named Hillary 
Rodham.) The report states clearly that 
impeachable ofenses do not necessar-
ily have to be crimes. Instead, it argues, 
impeachment should be “a remedy for 
usurpation or abuse of power or serious 
breach of trust,” such as “ofenses against 
the government, and especially abuses 
of constitutional duties.” The emphasis, 
the authors wrote, “has been on the 
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significant efects of the conduct—un-
dermining the integrity of oice, disre-
gard of constitutional duties and oath 
of oice, arrogation of power, abuse of 
the governmental process, adverse im-
pact on the system of government.”

The challenge is to apply these ab-
stract standards to Trump’s alleged mis-
conduct. Any attempt to do so requires 
an accurate determination of exactly 
what Trump did, and many are hop-
ing that Mueller will provide that ac-
counting. As Pelosi told me, “Impeach-
ment doesn’t fit into the equation until 
we hear what Robert Mueller says.” 
But even some impeachment skeptics 
are willing to establish markers for 
Trump’s behavior that would not re-
quire findings from Mueller. The most 
common of these appears to be the 
firing of Mueller or of Rod Rosenstein, 
the deputy attorney general, who su-
pervises Mueller’s work. Eric Swalwell, 
a California Democrat who is a mem-
ber of the Judiciary Committee, told 
me that he opposes impeachment at 
this point, but that if the President de-
poses either man, it would be grounds 
for starting proceedings: “That would 
be encroaching on the independence 
of the Justice Department.” Barney 
Frank, the former congressman from 
Massachusetts who was a key figure in 
the Clinton debate in 1998, said that 
he can imagine a scenario in which he 
would support impeachment. “The 
President has the power to issue par-
dons,” Frank told me. “But if it could 
be proved that Trump promised peo-
ple pardons in order to persuade them 
not to coöperate with Mueller, that 
ofer would be an obstruction of jus-
tice, and it would be impeachable.” 
Laurence Tribe told me that he would 
regard some forms of misbehavior as 
impeachable, such as “a pattern of abus-
ing the bully pulpit of the Presidency, 
one of its most potent if informal pow-
ers—especially when amplified by so-
cial media—to stir division within the 
electorate to the point of violence, to 
give permission to white supremacists 
to weaponize their hatred, and other-
wise to undermine the foundations of 
our republic.” 

As it happens, in recent years Con-
gress has embraced broad definitions 
of what constitutes impeachable con-
duct, albeit in low-profile cases. Ap-

plying the standard of high crimes and 
misdemeanors, the House of Repre-
sentatives has impeached two federal 
judges. President George H. W. Bush 
appointed Samuel Kent to the federal 
bench in Galveston, Texas, in 1990. 
There, female court employees com-
plained that Kent groped and harassed 
them. In 2008, a federal grand jury 
indicted the judge for abu-
sive sexual contact, and he 
was convicted the following 
year. The House moved to 
impeach Kent, and added 
charges in addition to those 
for which he had been con-
victed, including lying about 
sexual harassment he had 
committed before he became 
a judge. The House voted 
unanimously in favor of three 
articles of impeachment, and Kent re-
signed his judgeship before his trial in 
the Senate. Michael Gerhardt told me, 
“To the extent that there’s a question 
about whether Trump actually engaged 
in sexual assault or has lied about it 
during the campaign, Kent arguably 
provides a precedent supporting a con-
gressional judgment that sexual assault 
may constitute a legitimate basis for 
impeachment.”

The following year, Congress im-
peached Thomas Porteous, whom Bill 
Clinton had appointed to the federal 
bench in Louisiana, in 1994. Porteous 
had declared personal bankruptcy in 
2001, and during that process revealed 
that he had close ties to a local bail 
bondsman who was caught up in a 
federal corruption investigation. Por-
teous was never charged with a crime, 
but the disclosures about his situation 
led to an investigation by the federal 
judicial administrative oice, which 
determined that Porteous had lied on 
the financial-disclosure forms he had 
filed in connection with his nomina-
tion. The House voted unanimously 
to impeach him for “engaging in a pat-
tern of conduct that is incompatible 
with the trust and confidence placed 
in him as a federal judge,” and the Sen-
ate removed him from oice. As Ger-
hardt observes, “The gist of the case 
against Porteous was that he lied about 
his background in order to get the job. 
The idea was that he defrauded the 
Senate, by providing false information, 

in order to get confirmed for his judge-
ship.” Although Congress is under no 
obligation to apply the same defini-
tion of “high crimes and misdemean-
ors” in every impeachment, Gerhardt 
told me that “the collusion charge 
against Trump is based on the same 
idea of a direct connection—that he 
engaged in misconduct in order to get 

the job he holds.” 
Nadler, for his part, 

declines to set markers 
for what might trigger 
an impeachment investi-
gation if he assumes the 
House Judiciary Com-
mittee chairmanship in 
2019, although he con-
tinues to express indig-
nation at each new dis-
closure about Trump. 

He denounced the President’s threats 
against Mueller and introduced legis-
lation to protect the investigation by 
the special counsel. He criticized the 
firing of Andrew McCabe. He sought 
an investigation of Cambridge Ana-
lytica for violating U.S. election regu-
lations. He called for a formal resolu-
tion of censure against Trump for his 
remarks about Charlottesville. None of 
these proposals went anywhere in the 
Republican-controlled House. 

Instead of planning for impeach-
ment, Nadler is thinking about the 
kinds of oversight investigations he 
might conduct if he is in control of the 
committee. “We would want oversight 
on what the Administration is doing 
to civil liberties, to institutions, to dis-
credit the courts, to discredit the spe-
cial prosecutor, to attack the press, all 
of these things,” he told me. “What are 
you doing about staing levels of difer-
ent places? What are you doing about 
the things that afect the ability of agen-
cies to do their jobs independent of 
the political direction of the current 
Administration?”

Still, the chance for Nadler to define 
his legacy can never be far from his 
thoughts. For decades, he and his fam-
ily have been regulars at a diner a few 
blocks from their apartment on the 
Upper West Side. When he is in New 
York, Nadler stops in a few times a 
week. Each time he does, the owner 
greets him with the admonition “You 
gotta impeach the bastard.” 
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LETTER FROM CHICAGO

FRAMED
How one woman’s �ght to save her family helped lead to a mass exoneration.

BY JENNIFER GONNERMAN

C
larissa Glenn’s troubles with the 
law began on Mother’s Day, 
2004, when she was on her way 

to the Pancake House with her three 
sons—Ben, Jr., Gerard, and Deon. They 
left their apartment in the Ida B. Wells 
Homes, a housing project on the South 
Side of Chicago, to meet her partner, 
Ben Baker, outside the building. They 
found him talking with a police ser-
geant named Ronald Watts, a notori-
ous figure in the project. Watts oversaw 
a team of police oicers who were sup-
posed to be rooting out the project’s 
drug trade, but he was in fact running 
his own “criminal enterprise,” as another 
oicer later put it. Watts extorted money 
from drug dealers and other residents, 
and when they didn’t pay him he fab-
ricated drug charges against them. That 
morning, Ben said, the sergeant had 
tried to shake him down. Ben told him, 
“Man, fuck you. Do your motherfucking 
job,” before walking away. 

Clarissa and Ben, who were both in 
their early thirties, had been together 
since they were teen-agers. For seven 
years, they had lived with their sons in 
the Wells, as the project was known. Ben 
had grown up there and was used to 
dealing with hostile, sometimes corrupt 
oicers, but Clarissa, whose father had 
been a private detective, expected bet-
ter treatment from the police. In the 
months after Ben’s confrontation with 
Watts, whenever she saw a police oicer 
talking to Ben she intervened, march-
ing up to the oicer and saying, “What’s 
going on?” One time, as Clarissa ap-
proached, an oicer said to Ben, “Here 
comes your lawyer.”

On the afternoon of March 23, 2005, 
Clarissa saw from a window in their 
apartment that several oicers had de-
tained Ben, and she followed them to 
the police station. According to the po-
lice report, the oicers had caught Ben 
with packets of heroin in one hand and 
packets of crack cocaine in his pocket. 

Prosecutors charged him with drug pos-
session with intent to sell. Ben, who was 
unemployed and watched the boys after 
school, had a history of selling drugs, and 
he was three weeks away from finishing 
a two-year probation sentence for a drug 
case. If he was convicted of the new 
charges, he faced up to sixty years in 
prison. On April 2nd, he was released 
from jail pending trial. Clarissa, who 
worked as an administrator at a home-
health-care agency, picked him up.

Ben said that Watts had framed him. 
Clarissa believed him, and so did his law-
yer, Matthew Mahoney, who had repre-
sented him in a previous case, and had 
worked in the nineties as a prosecutor 
in the public-corruption unit at the Cook 
County state’s attorney’s oice. In May, 
Mahoney accompanied Clarissa and Ben 
to the state’s attorney’s oice, where they 
met with two police sergeants, an agent 
from the Chicago Police Department’s 
internal-afairs division, and a prosecu-
tor named David Navarro. Clarissa and 
Ben assumed that the authorities would 
be surprised to hear about Watts’s con-
duct, but they held up one photo after 
another of Watts’s team. “It was, like, Do 
you know who this is? Do you know 
who this is?” Clarissa recalled. “They 
were already investigating.” 

The state’s attorney’s oice opened 
an investigation into Watts after Ma-
honey informed the oice of Ben’s case. 
The police department was known for 
consistently failing to address oicer mis-
conduct. In the previous two years, al-
though the department had received at 
least twenty-five complaints about Watts 
and his team—including allegations that 
they planted drugs on people—it allowed 
them to continue working in the Wells. 
Mahoney described the internal-afairs 
division as “notoriously, incredibly slow 
in doing anything—and they’re incred-
ibly full of leaks.” As a prosecutor, he said, 
he never knew whether “they’re going to 
leak your investigation to the target.”

That summer and fall, Watts contin-
ued to harass Ben and Clarissa. In Oc-
tober, Clarissa visited the police depart-
ment’s Oice of Professional Standards 
twice to file complaints. According to po-
lice records, she reported that Watts “en-
tered and searched her house on several 
dates without justification,” and “threat-
ened to take her to jail.” (Watts, through 
an attorney, declined to be interviewed 
for this article.) Clarissa did not know it 
at the time, but the police department 
did not protect the identities of citizens 
who filed complaints. Instead, before in-
terviewing oicers, the department told 
them the name of the complainant.

One Sunday in December, Ben was 
at home, planning to watch the Bears 
play the Steelers, when Clarissa called, 
asking him to pick her up at her aunt’s 
house. Returning home, as they drove 
into the parking lot next to the Wells, 
Watts and one of his oicers pulled up 
behind them. They demanded Ben’s keys, 
and started searching the car. Finally, 
Watts reached inside the driver’s-side 
door and shouted, “I got it!” Clarissa said 
she saw Watts take something out of his 
sleeve, and she and Ben both recalled 
what Watts said next: “Put the cufs on 
him—and you can lock her ass up, too.” 

Both Ben and Clarissa were charged 
with drug possession with intent to sell. 
Clarissa had never been arrested before, 
and set out to prove that she and Ben 
had been framed. That turned out to 
be far more diicult than she had ex-
pected. Ben was convicted and impris-
oned, while Clarissa reluctantly pleaded 
guilty in exchange for a probation sen-
tence. During the next ten years, she 
struggled to raise their sons alone, 
sufered from depression, and at times 
was unemployed. But she kept at it, and 
her and Ben’s eforts started a chain of 
events that, last fall, led the state’s at-
torney’s oice to dismiss the convic-
tions of fifteen men who had been ar-
rested by Watts’s team. The director of 
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“You’re not supposed to hate anyone, but these oicers changed my entire being,” Clarissa Glenn said. 

PHOTOGRAPH BY ZORA J. MURFF

РЕЛИЗ ПОДГОТОВИЛА ГРУППА "What's News" VK.COM/WSNWS



48 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 28, 2018

the oice’s Conviction Integrity Unit 
told reporters, “The police were not 
being truthful,” and “in good conscience 
we could not see these convictions stand.” 

Joshua Tepfer, an attorney at the Uni-
versity of Chicago Law School’s Exon-
eration Project, has represented Ben since 
2015. He called the dismissal of the con-
victions “the first mass exoneration in 
Cook County history.” As cities across 
the country reckon with cases of police 
misconduct and corruption going back 
years, judges have begun to throw out 
large groups of convictions. In 2014, Phil-
adelphia police oicers were indicted on 
charges that included robbing and as-
saulting citizens, leading prosecutors to 
seek the dismissal of more than a thou-
sand convictions. After Baltimore police 
oicers were indicted on racketeering 
charges last year, judges threw out about 
three hundred convictions; more than a 
thousand other cases are under review. 
In Chicago, Tepfer believes that Watts 
and his oicers wrongly arrested hun-
dreds of people. He now represents sixty-
three of them, and he is hopeful that 
there will be at least one more round of 
exonerations this year. “Clarissa is the 
lifeblood of this movement,” Tepfer said. 
“She started it ten years ago, and tried 
to report it so many ways, and tried so 
many times to save her family’s life.” 

The Ida B. Wells Homes were Chi-
cago’s first housing project for 

African-Americans. Named after the 
South Side’s investigative journalist and 
anti-lynching crusader, the project opened 
in 1941, promising decent, afordable 
housing and a path to middle-class life 
to families that had left the South during 
the Great Migration. By the end of the 
first year, sixteen hundred families lived 
in row houses and walkups spread across 
nearly fifty acres, with a field house, a 
large park, and a community center. 

In the next two decades, the Chi-
cago Housing Authority doubled the 
population of the Wells, adding ten 
seven-story buildings, known as the 
Wells Extensions, and four fourteen-
story buildings, called the Clarence Dar-
row Homes. At the same time, it put 
up more than twenty-five other proj-
ects, many of them high-rises in African-
American neighborhoods. By 1970, some 
twelve thousand families were living in 
public housing on the South Side. In 

subsequent years, federal budget cuts 
and local mismanagement contributed 
to the projects’ decline, making them 
less desirable to working-class families. 
More poor families moved in, many of 
them led by single parents. 

Ben’s mother raised him and two 
daughters in the Wells during the sev-
enties and eighties. He met his father 
only a few times. When he was young, 
he and his friends played in tunnels be-
neath the buildings, which they entered 
by lifting grates on the street. “That was 
like our clubhouse,” he recalled. “We used 
to shoot at the rats with our slingshots.” 

Living conditions there continued to 
worsen. In 1985, a bullet pierced the win-
dow of an apartment, hitting a thirteen-
year-old boy in the head. Paramedics got 
trapped in a stalled elevator with the boy, 
and he later died at the hospital. A Sun-

Times reporter who visited the Wells the 
following year found garbage chutes 
clogged with trash, hallways with bro-
ken lights, and urine-soaked stairwells. 

During those years, crack use spread 
in the Wells, and Ben’s mother became 
an addict. He spent his first year of 
high school with an aunt in Milwau-
kee. When he returned to Chicago, he 
had trouble obtaining his transcript and 
never reënrolled in high school. Like 
many other teen-agers in the projects, 
he said, he had to fend for himself: 
“When they come looking for their 
mother, they find her in a smokehouse.” 
In 1989, when Ben was seventeen, he 
was arrested twice on drug charges and 
sentenced to probation.

Clarissa grew up half a mile from the 
Wells, in very diferent circumstances. 
Her parents—Clarence, who worked at 
a detective agency run by a former po-
lice oicer, and Florence, a stay-at-home 
mother—owned a three-story house 
with a winding staircase. They sent Cla-
rissa, her sister, and her two brothers to 
Catholic school. Clarissa never visited 
the Wells. “My parents kept us from 
that world,” she said. “The only thing I 
heard about was shootings, poverty—
nothing good.”

Clarissa, who was a shy and sheltered 
teen-ager, met Ben in 1990, when they 
enrolled in the same South Side night 
school. She had been attending a Cath-
olic girls’ school on the West Side but 
left after her junior year. There were few 
African-American students, and, Cla-

rissa said, “I think we had it harder.” Boys 
had thrown bottles at Clarissa as she 
waited for her mother to pick her up, 
and a student had used a racial epithet 
in her presence to describe Harold Wash-
ington, Chicago’s first black mayor. 

One evening at night school, Clarissa 
arrived late to class and sat behind Ben. 
Later, he invited her to join him at his 
table in the cafeteria, and then ofered 
her a ride home with some of his rela-
tives, who were also students. They headed 
up State Street, through a four-mile 
stretch of high-rise housing projects, and 
stopped in front of Stateway Gardens. “I 
was nervous,” Clarissa recalled. “It was 
dark, and there were a lot of people out-
side.” When they stopped at her house, 
she invited everyone to come in. Ben said, 
“Then she goes into the kitchen with her 
sister, and she comes back with all these 
glasses, with all this crushed ice and 
7 UPs, ofering everyone drinks.”

Ben and Clarissa started dating. Ben 
had a playful, easygoing way about him, 
and, Clarissa recalled, “My mother right 
of liked him.” Her father was more stand-
oish, but, she said, “as time went on, he 
began to love him.” She gave birth to 
their first son, Ben, Jr., in 1991, a month 
before her twentieth birthday. Gerard 
followed in 1992, and Deon in 1993. (Ben 
also had two other children.) Clarissa 
and the boys lived with her parents, while 
Ben lived at his aunt’s apartment nearby. 

A month before Deon was born, Ben 
was arrested for shooting another young 
man, and charged with attempted mur-
der. He spent the next four years in 
prison. If Clarissa’s parents were upset 
about the situation, they didn’t show it, 
she said, “I guess because we had the 
kids.” Several months before Ben was 
released, in 1997, Clarissa rented a three-
bedroom apartment in the Wells Ex-
tensions for the family, for less than two 
hundred dollars a month. Her father 
ofered to buy her a house elsewhere, 
but she refused. “I didn’t want to depend 
on my dad’s finances,” she said. 

C larissa tried to improve the apart-
ment—putting up wallpaper in the 

kitchen and sheer curtains in the living 
room—but it was hard to disguise the 
building’s state of neglect. When ten-
ants left, the housing authority at times 
just boarded up the empty apartments. 
Three years before Clarissa and her sons 
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moved in, two boys, aged ten and eleven, 
had dropped a five-year-old named Eric 
Morse from the window of an aban-
doned fourteenth-floor apartment in 
the Darrow Homes. For many, Eric’s 
murder confirmed that Chicago’s hous-
ing projects, with their squalor, drug 
markets, and frequent shootings, were 
beyond repair. Standing near the spot 
where the boy had died, Henry Cisne-
ros, President Clinton’s Secretary of 
Housing and Urban Development, told 
a crowd of reporters and residents, “It’s 
the shame of Chicago and the shame 
of America that people have to live like 
this.” The next year, the housing au-
thority began demolishing the Darrow 
Homes, and, shortly afterward, it de-
veloped a ten-year plan to remake the 
city’s public housing, which included 
demolishing the high-rises. 

Clarissa planned to leave the Wells 
as soon as she’d saved enough money to 
aford a better place. She started work-
ing as a sales associate at Filene’s Base-
ment, and Ben looked after the boys. 
Every evening, she came home and 
cooked a full dinner, like the ones her 
mother had made. “She was so proper, 
with a big old smile on her face,” Ben’s 
sister Gale Anderson said. “She’d go to 
work, come home, be the wife.” The 
apartment became a gathering place for 
Ben’s family and friends. “When I 
cooked, I cooked for everybody,” Clar-
issa said. “You can be on drugs, you can 
be hustling, you can just pass by—ev-
eryone is welcome.” She was proud of 
her short ribs, fried chicken, and pot 
roast. “I wasn’t eating ramen noodles or 
meat in a can,” she said. “I’m not saying 
it is wrong, but I’m not giving you some-
thing that I’m not going to eat.”

After the Darrow Homes were de-
molished, more drug traic gravitated 
to the Extensions. People involved in 
the drug trade stood outside the build-
ings, shouting the names of the drugs 
being sold: “Xbox!” “Knockout!” “Ren-
egade!” Others waited inside, where they 
frisked buyers, to make sure they weren’t 
undercover cops. When Clarissa’s 
brother Bryan Glenn visited her build-
ing, he said, there were “drug addicts 
and drug dealers standing in the hall, 
screaming up to the next level that some-
one is coming.”

Sergeant Ronald Watts—who,  
like nearly everyone in the Wells, was 

African-American—had spent part of 
his childhood in the Darrow Homes, 
and he knew how to exploit the law-
lessness of the housing project. At five-
eleven and two hundred and forty 
pounds, he was an intimidating pres-
ence. Shaun James, who lived in the Ex-
tensions, often took part in the project’s 
dice games and carried a wad of bills in 
his pocket. He recalled Watts’s shake-
down tactics: “He used to take us in the 
hallway one by one. ‘Man, how much 
money you got on you?’ ” James would 
pull out his cash and hand it to Watts, 
who would count it, then ask, “How 
much is your freedom worth to you?” 
Sometimes Watts would even itemize 
the costs of an arrest, including the bond 
payment. “Now, here it is, I’m charging 

you three thousand dollars for your free-
dom. What are you going to do?” Ben 
recalled that one of Watts’s oicers 
once told him, “It would be cheaper to 
pay us instead of paying a lawyer, pay-
ing a bond.” To make his point, Watts 
sometimes brandished a bag of drugs. 
James said, “You knew if you ain’t pay-
ing him you was going to jail.” 

In 2001, the movie “Training Day,” 
about a corrupt Los Angeles police de-
tective named Alonzo Harris, was re-
leased, and some Wells residents started 
calling Watts “Alonzo.” In the climac-
tic scene, Harris, played by Denzel 
Washington, threatens a group of men, 
saying, “I’m putting cases on all you 
bitches!” James recalled a day when 
Watts found out that someone had filed 

“As an additional torment, our �re and brimstone are fuelled by coal.”
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a complaint against him with the Oice 
of Professional Standards. “This man 
came down there snapping like he was 
just watching ‘Training Day’ and think-
ing about us,” James said. “ ‘Y’all want 
to call O.P.S. on me? I’ll put cases on 
all you bitches!’ ”

Michael Newman, who grew up in 
the Wells, said that the only defense 
against Watts was to “hope he’s in a good 
mood and not putting any drugs on you.” 
Newman, who is now a manager at a 
homeless shelter in the Chicago suburbs, 
went on, “Everyone was not a gangbanger. 
Everyone was not selling drugs. But ev-
eryone who was over there would be 
treated as such.” As he saw it, the atti-
tude of Watts and some of the other 
oicers was: “Everyone is guilty over here. 
They live in the projects, the slums. Who 
cares about these people? Who is going 
to believe your word over mine?”

No one knows how many men Watts 
and his oicers framed, in part be-

cause so many of them pleaded guilty. 
Watts’s oicers at times planted such 
large quantities of drugs on Wells resi-
dents that they were charged with a Class 
X felony, the highest-level felony after 
first-degree murder. If the defendant 
went to trial and lost, he faced up to 
thirty years in prison. Phillip Thomas, 
who sold candy from a cart in the Wells, 
recalled that when he told his public de-

fender that Watts’s oicers had planted 
drugs on him, “she made it quite clear 
that she didn’t believe me and that my 
best bet was to plead guilty.” Ignoring 
her advice, he represented himself at 
trial. He lost, and was sentenced to six 
years. Shaun James told his public de-
fender a similar story, and, he said, “She’s 
looking at me like I’m crazy. She said, 
‘Ain’t no judge is ever going to believe 
that.’” James and his co-defendant, Tau-
rus Smith, both pleaded guilty and were 
sentenced to two years’ probation. 

Clarissa and Ben decided to fight 
the cases against them: Ben’s, from when 
he was arrested alone, and Ben and Cla-
rissa’s, from when they were arrested 
together. They assumed that, because 
the state’s attorney’s oice was aware 
of Watts’s corruption, it would eventu-
ally drop the charges against them. 
David Navarro, the prosecutor who met 
with Clarissa and Ben in the spring of 
2005, told me that he believed them, 
and spent months investigating their 
claims about Watts, but he couldn’t prove 
the allegations. “It’s very diicult to 
prove a case when your only witness is 
the guy who has a pending case against 
him, and that guy has a criminal back-
ground,” he said. 

In April, 2006, a Cook County pros-
ecutor announced in court that she was 
ready to go to trial in Ben’s case. Around 
that time, Clarissa and Ben married, 

at City Hall. “He had been asking,” 
Clarissa said. “I wanted him to know 
I was going to be there.” 

On May 23, 2006, Ben’s trial began, 
in a cavernous room at the Cook County 
courthouse, on the city’s West Side. 
Clarissa watched from the front row; 
Ben sat beside Mahoney. In Mahoney’s 
opening statement, he said bluntly, “Ser-
geant Watts likes cash, and by that I 
mean he takes bribes.” Ben took the 
witness stand and explained that, on 
the afternoon of his arrest, he had been 
coming down the stairs of his building 
when he passed two men selling drugs 
on a landing. A police oicer appeared 
and ordered all three of them to put 
their hands on the wall.

“Did you have any narcotics on you?” 
Mahoney asked.

“No,” Ben said.
A prosecutor called Watts and the 

three oicers who had arrested Ben. One 
oicer, Douglas Nichols, testified that 
Ben “was holding a clear plastic bag con-
taining numerous smaller ziplock bag-
gies containing white powder.” 

Another, Robert Gonzalez, seemed 
less certain, and the judge, Michael P. 
Toomin, asked him for clarification: 
“You said that you didn’t see anything 
in Mr. Baker’s hand when you detained 
him, is that right?”

“I didn’t have a view of what was in 
his hand until he came toward me,” 
Gonzalez said. But, after another oicer 
detained Ben, Gonzalez said, “I caught 
a glimpse of the narcotics.” 

“Where was it?” Toomin asked.
“In his hand, I don’t recall.”
When Watts took the witness stand, 

Mahoney said, “Have you ever asked 
Mr. Baker to give you any money for 
any reason at any time?”

“No,” Watts said.
The trial took less than two days, 

spread over two weeks. On June 9th, 
Toomin declared Ben guilty. Ben’s de-
fense, he said, was “based solely on his 
testimony, his self-serving testimony,” 
and was “actually contradicted by cred-
ible evidence presented by a number of 
police oicers.” Toomin later explained 
in court that he knew the state’s attor-
ney’s oice had investigated Watts, but 
noted that “nothing happened. It bore 
no fruition at all.” (Toomin declined to 
comment on the case.)

At Ben’s sentencing, Mahoney asked 
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for “mercy”; Toomin gave Ben eighteen 
years. Afterward, Clarissa wrote to the 
judge, begging him to reconsider. She 
worked full time, she said, “while Ben 
is taking our boys to school and pick-
ing them up and helping them with 
their homework. Here are examples of 
how two African-American parents are 
active and involved in our kids’ produc-
tive lives.” Toomin reduced the sentence 
to fourteen years.

Ben was taken to Stateville Correc-
tional Center, thirty miles southwest of 
Chicago. Three months later, on Septem-
ber 18, 2006, he was brought back to 
Toomin’s courtroom, to stand trial with 
Clarissa on their joint case. A prosecutor 
ofered them a last-minute deal: if they 
both pleaded guilty, Clarissa would re-
ceive one year of probation, and Ben would 

get an additional four years in prison. 
Standing before the judge, they 

quickly conferred. Clarissa wanted to 
take the case to trial—“In my mind I 
was, like, No, we’re going to fight, be-
cause I’m innocent,” she said—but Ben 
told her that they should take the plea 
deal. If they went to trial and were con-
victed, Clarissa would spend at least four 
years in prison. Who would take care of 
their boys? In tears, she pleaded guilty. 

Judge Toomin told them that he 
thought there was insuicient evidence 
“that these are renegade police oicers,” 
but he assured them that if their accu-
sations eventually proved true he would 
take action. “I would have no hesita-
tion but to vacate all of the guilty find-
ings, judgments, sentences, including 
the fourteen years you’re doing now.” 

At the end of the proceeding, Mahoney 
told the judge, “Ms. Glenn would like 
to hug Mr. Baker.” 

C larissa was now the mother of three 
adolescent boys, with a full-time 

job and a husband in prison. Before 
Ben’s trial, they had found a house on 
the South Side, and she had obtained a 
Section 8 voucher to help pay the rent. 
But, with Clarissa’s felony conviction, 
she was no longer eligible for Section 8. 
She felt that in some ways her life was 
even more stressful than Ben’s. “I’m wor-
ried about him in there, I’m worried 
about us out here in the world. I’m wor-
ried about bills, I’m worried about in-
come, I’m worried about food, I’m wor-
ried about safety—so I’m twice as 
worried,” she said. She tried to hide her 
feelings from their sons. But Ben, Jr., 
who is now twenty-six, told me, “We 
saw it—how much pain she was in.”

“Every part of her was dying on the 
inside,” Clarissa’s brother Bryan recalled. 
“The person you love—that you wrapped 
yourself up in, that you made a huge bet 
on—is now in jail. You’re being ridi-
culed—family is ostracizing you. Not 
necessarily us, but other extended fam-
ily. Now all of your business is out in 
the open. For a person like her, that is 
huge.” Clarissa told me, “I was mad and 
angry and had a lot of hate in me. And 
you’re not supposed to hate anyone, but 
these oicers changed my entire being.”

In 2008, Ben was transferred to Pinck-
neyville Correctional Center, three hun-
dred miles from Chicago, where he shared 
a cell and slept on the bottom bunk. He 
kept two photos of Clarissa in his Bible, 
and he stuck photos of his children in 
the mattress above him. “So when I go 
to sleep and wake up, they’re the first 
thing I see,” he said. Because Ben hadn’t 
known his father, he tried, with his own 
sons “to be there for them as much as I 
could,” he said. Now he missed Ben, Jr.,’s 
football games, and Gerard’s basketball 
games, and the day Deon won a cook-
ing competition. Clarissa often visited 
Ben, but she could aford to bring the 
boys only twice a year.

Meanwhile, the F.B.I., which had 
occasionally heard about Watts’s con-
duct, received new information in 2007 
and undertook an investigation. A fed-
eral prosecutor named Thomas Shake-
shaft began working with the Bureau 

EGGPLANT

I loved the white moon circles
and the purple halos,

on a plate as the salt sweat them.

The oil in the pan smoked like bad
days in the Syrian desert—

when a moon stayed all day—

when morning was a purple
elegy for the last friend seen—

when the fog of the riverbank
rose like a holy ghost.

My mother made those white moons sizzle
in some egg wash and salt—

some parsley appeared
from the garden

and summer evenings
came with no memory

but the table with white dishes.

Shining aubergine—black-skinned
beauty, bitter apple.

We used our hands.

—Peter Balakian
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to develop a case against Watts. “These 
cases take a long time to do, especially 
when you’re trying to nail a Chicago 
cop,” Shakeshaft said. The Watts case 
was particularly diicult, because the 
most likely informants were involved in 
the drug trade, a fact that a defense at-
torney could use to undermine their 
credibility at trial. “So you’ve got to have 
a bunch of coöperators and a bunch of 
deals,” Shakeshaft said.

By 2008, Clarissa had concluded that 
the only way to bring Ben home was to 
help law enforcement catch Watts tak-
ing a bribe. She contacted the Oice of 
Professional Standards, she said, and 
was referred to the F.B.I., where she 
ofered to help recruit informants. Shan-
non Spalding, a police oicer who was 
working on the F.B.I. investigation, re-
called, “Clarissa walked in these people. 
My partner and I would wire them up 
and send them out on missions.” 

On several occasions, Clarissa said 
she saw an F.B.I. agent named Patrick 
Smith give marked money to an infor-
mant to pass on to Watts. Clarissa worked 

with Smith for about a year, she said, 
“and then all of a sudden it just fell to 
the wayside.” Spalding said that she was 
told by the F.B.I. that Smith had not 
been “following protocol,” and that the 
evidence he helped gather was “tainted.” 
Another agent took over the investiga-
tion, but Clarissa had no further contact 
with the Bureau. (The F.B.I. declined to 
answer any questions about the investi-
gation. Smith did not respond to re-
quests for comment.)

At the time that Clarissa stopped hear-
ing from Smith, around 2009, the Chi-
cago Housing Authority was still in the 
midst of its efort to demolish its largest 
housing projects, including all the build-
ings at the Wells. Residents were prom-
ised rental vouchers to help them relo-
cate, but thousands of people—many of 
them alicted with severe drug addic-
tions and mental illness—remained in 
the abandoned buildings. Finally, in the 
fall of 2011, the last of the Wells came 
down. There was no plan for the squat-
ters, who likely moved into homeless shel-
ters, relatives’ homes, or onto the streets.

A few months later, on the evening 
of February 13, 2012, Ben was lying on 
his bunk in Pinckneyville when some-
one shouted down the cellblock, telling 
him to turn on the TV. “Hey, Ben! They 
got Watts!” 

Ben tuned in to the news and saw 
Watts running down the sidewalk, try-
ing to evade television cameras. That 
morning, the F.B.I. had arrested him 
and one of his oicers, Kallatt Moham-
med, for stealing fifty-two hundred dol-
lars from an F.B.I. informant posing as 
a drug courier. Watts and Mohammed 
had been charged in federal court with 
theft of government funds. 

Ben stared at the television, taking in 
the news. His roommate was hollering, 
“You told me, man! You told me!” Ben 
wondered why Watts and Mohammed 
were the only ones arrested: “I’m, like, 
‘Damn. Just them two?’ ”

Clarissa learned about the arrests late 
that night when she was watching the 
news, and thought that she would soon 
be notified of Ben’s release. But though 
the arrests were front-page news in Chi-
cago, there does not appear to have been 
any reporting about the people who had 
been wrongly convicted, or an audit to 
find out how many were still in prison, 
or a push to reinvestigate their cases. 

Clarissa wrote again to Judge Too-
min, this time reminding him that he 
had promised to vacate their convic-
tions if Watts were ever proved to be 
corrupt. “The reason I am bothering 
you is because I felt you are a fair judge 
and I trusted you,” she wrote. Toomin 
replied that “the Code of Judicial Can-
ons preclude me from providing you 
any guidance in this matter.” Clarissa 
hired an attorney, who filed a petition 
to overturn Ben’s conviction, citing the 
arrests of Watts and Mohammed. But 
the state’s attorney’s oice argued 
against reopening the case, and the pe-
tition was dismissed. 

Clarissa attended a few of Watts’s 
court dates at the federal courthouse in 
downtown Chicago. If Watts and Mo-
hammed were convicted, she thought, 
surely Ben would be released. In Au-
gust, 2012, Mohammed pleaded guilty 
to theft of government funds. The fol-
lowing summer, Watts did, too. At 
Watts’s sentencing, federal prosecutors 
made clear that his criminal behavior 
far exceeded the crime for which he had 
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been convicted. They asked the judge to 
sentence him to three years. She gave 
him twenty-two months.

Ben had been in prison for more than 
seven years. Clarissa couldn’t aford 
another attorney, so Ben persuaded a  
fellow-inmate, a jailhouse lawyer, to help 
him write a petition for a new trial, which 
Ben filed in January, 2014. A judge as-
signed his case to the state appellate de-
fender’s oice, and a lawyer there even-
tually referred it to the Exoneration 
Project. That November, attorneys there 
sued the F.B.I. to get its records on Watts, 
but while they waited to receive them 
there was no movement on his case.

Clarissa was overwhelmed by her fam-
ily’s predicament. “Imagine your son sit-
ting on the floor, holding a pillow, cry-
ing, saying he wants his dad,” she said. 
“They were young men growing up. So, 
a lot of things I feel they probably wanted 
to talk about or say, they didn’t say to 
me.” One day, when Deon was walking 
home from high school, someone pulled 
a gun on him and stole his money and 
cell phone. Soon afterward, Clarissa called 
Deon’s number from her oice and got 
the usual monosyllabic answers: Did he 
make it home? Yeah. Did he have any 
homework? Yeah. Later, she discovered 
that she had been talking to the robber. 
If Ben had been home, she knew, he 
would have been able to tell the boys 
which streets were safe to walk on. “I 
was sheltered,” she said. “I can’t protect 
them like that.”

In late 2014, Clarissa was laid of from 
the home-health-care agency where she 
had worked for a decade. She looked for 
a new job, but she had a felony record; 
no matter how well the first interview 
went, she was not called back. Deon 
dropped out of college and moved home 
to help. “It was a spiral going down—
mentally, financially, emotionally,” Cla-
rissa said. “It was really, really tough.” 
Some days, she didn’t get out of bed. “I 
thought about suicide,” she said. “But 
then I was thinking, I didn’t want our 
boys to find me. If Ben wasn’t out, who 
was going to be there for them?” 

Clarissa could barely aford Ben’s 
calls from prison, and when they spoke 
on the phone, she recounted, “He’s say-
ing, ‘Don’t worry.’ Don’t worry! Don’t 
worry about what? Me not working? 
Your son getting stuck up coming home 
from school? It’s not that I’m getting 

angry. But I’m angry. I’m angry at him. 
Because how can you tell me not to 
worry?” She said, “I had tried everything, 
everything, to get him out.” Finally, after 
eight years, she gave up. That winter, 
she filed for divorce.

One day in September, 2015, Joshua 
Tepfer, of the Exoneration Proj-

ect, who also worked at a civil-rights 
law firm, Loevy & Loevy, was handling 
a case for a colleague at the Cook County 
courthouse. It was a “nothing court date,” 
as Tepfer put it—he simply had to ap-
pear before the judge and set the next 
court date for the defendant, Ben Baker. 
While he was in the courtroom, he 
started reading Ben’s file. The moment 
he left the courthouse, he called the col-
league. “Can I just make sure I under-
stand this?” he asked. “So, he testified 
that he was framed, and then this cop 
was basically locked up for doing the 
same thing?” She told him that that was 
correct. “This is a great case,” he said. 
“Can I work on it?” 

Tepfer knew that, to get Ben’s con-
viction thrown out, he would have to 
prove that Watts’s corruption was far 
more extensive than had been shown in 
court. He studied the F.B.I. records on 
Watts, and tracked down Shannon Spal-
ding, the police oicer who had worked 
on the investigation. After Watts was 
arrested, Spalding and her colleague 
Daniel Echeverria had filed a whistle-
blower lawsuit against the Chicago Po-
lice Department. As Jamie Kalven re-
ported, in a lengthy exposé in the 
Intercept, their supervisors labelled Spal-
ding and Echeverria “rats” and forced 
them to spend weeks in an empty room 
at the training academy. (In 2016, the 
city agreed to pay them a settlement of 
two million dollars.)

When Tepfer first tried to enlist 
Spalding in his eforts to free Ben, she 
had reservations, in part because her 
lawyers had advised her not to get in-
volved. Spalding told me, “He was pitch-
ing Ben as a reformed person. I told 
Josh, ‘You do realize Ben Baker is a drug 
dealer?’” But in the end Spalding de-
cided to help. “It doesn’t matter what 
you do,” she said. “You have to be found 
guilty of the crime you commit. He 
shouldn’t be in prison.”

On December 15, 2015, Tepfer filed 
a thirty-two-page petition with the 

court, telling the “seemingly outlandish 
story of police corruption” that had led 
to Ben Baker spending nearly a decade 
in prison. Two days later, the Chicago 
Tribune ran a front-page story about 
Ben’s case, saying that it “casts a spot-
light on the police code of silence.” The 
following month, the state’s attorney’s 
oice dropped the charges against Ben, 
and, at a brief hearing on January 14th, 
LeRoy K. Martin, Jr., the presiding judge 
of the criminal division of the Cook 
County circuit court, threw out his con-
viction. Afterward, the chief of crimi-
nal prosecutions in the state’s attorney’s 
oice told a reporter, of Watts: “Now 
it’s a fact that he’s a corrupt and dirty 
police oicer.”

That evening, Ben’s sister Gale picked 
him up at the Robinson Correctional 
Center, on the Indiana border, and drove 
straight back to their mother’s house, just 
outside Chicago. “Everybody was there 
waiting,” Gale said. “It was the most excit-
ing day in the world.” The next day, Cla-
rissa heard that Ben had visited Ben, Jr., 
and Deon at work. She was sitting at 
home, still unemployed, trying to decide, 
“Should I call him, or shouldn’t I call 
him?” They had not spoken in more than 
a year. Before she could make up her 
mind, she heard a knock on the door. 
“Can I get a hug?” Ben said. Clarissa re-
called, “When he gave me that one hug, 
I didn’t want him to let go.” 

In March, 2016, a judge vacated Ben’s 
and Clarissa’s convictions from their 

arrest together. During the next two 
years, dozens of men who had lived or 
spent time in the Wells called Tepfer 
with stories about how Watts and his 
oicers had framed them, too. Tepfer 
invited many of them to the Exoner-
ation Project, in a converted loft build-
ing in Chicago’s gentrified West Loop. 
Shaun James, the dice player, came, and 
so did Phillip Thomas, the candy seller 
at the Wells, bringing a hundred pages 
of legal documents that he’d kept from 
his case, a decade earlier. Sean Starr, 
an attorney who helped Tepfer inter-
view the men, told me, “A lot of them 
said that, to some degree, this ruined 
their life.”

Meanwhile, a lawyer named Kim 
Foxx was running an insurgent cam-
paign for state’s attorney, promising “to 
bring back integrity to our criminal-
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justice system.” Foxx, who is forty-six, 
the same age as Clarissa, grew up in 
Cabrini-Green Homes, Chicago’s most 
infamous housing project. When she 
was in high school, she told me, she 
toured the Cook County Jail with her 
classmates as part of a “scared straight” 
program. “It was horrible,” she said—
overcrowded, with people sleeping on 
mattresses on the floor. She attended 
college and law school at Southern Il-
linois University, and later worked in 
the state’s attorney’s oice. 

Foxx is personable, polished, and al-
most regal: she is nearly six feet tall, and 
when we met, in February, she was wear-
ing three-inch black heels. She seemed 
to have little chance of defeating the in-
cumbent, Anita Alvarez, until Novem-
ber, 2015, when city oicials released 
footage of a police oicer fatally shoot-
ing a teen-ager named Laquan McDon-
ald. The shooting had occurred a year 
earlier, but Alvarez did not charge the 
oicer with first-degree murder until 
the day the footage was released. Young 
activists launched an anti-Alvarez cam-
paign, called “Bye, Anita.” Foxx said, 
“Sometimes it takes really jarring inci-
dents to shock the consciousness of peo-
ple about what elected oicials should 
be doing.” She trounced Alvarez in the 
Democratic primary and went on to win 
the general election. In December, 2016, 
Foxx was sworn in, the first African-

American woman to serve as Cook 
County’s top prosecutor. 

The following September, Tepfer 
filed a petition with the court to vacate 
the convictions of Thomas, James, and 
thirteen other men. He included state-
ments that the men had made follow-
ing their arrests: trial transcripts in which 
they insisted they had been framed, mo-
tions filed by their attorneys making the 
same argument, complaints filed with 
the police department. Wrongful-con-
viction cases often drag on for years, but 
eight weeks after Tepfer filed the peti-
tion he received a call from Foxx’s oice. 
Starr heard him shout into the receiver, 
“Are you serious?” Starr recalled, “I could 
hear in his voice that something incred-
ibly monumental had just happened.”

Foxx and her prosecutors asked Judge 
Martin to throw out the fifteen men’s 
convictions. The next morning, the men 
stood together before the judge as he 
did just that. One of them, a man named 
Leonard Gipson, who had pleaded guilty 
to drug charges and spent two years in 
jail, had three convictions overturned. 
He told reporters, “I’m just happy for 
me and my friends that someone gave 
us the opportunity to look at our cases 
and understand what Watts was really 
doing to us.” Foxx told me, “Any time 
I’m asked to sign of on the vacating of 
a conviction, there is that moment of 
thinking about what it means for the 

individual in that case. And then there 
is the pit in my stomach that is always, 
How many more are there? How many 
people are sitting in a cell? How many 
people are sitting at home with a con-
viction and can’t get a job based on a 
case that shouldn’t have been there?”

On a Monday evening this past Jan-
uary, I visited Ben and Clarissa at 

their house on the South Side. They sat 
on a leather sofa in the living room, where 
a framed photo of them from around 
2002 hung on the wall. After Clarissa’s 
felony record was erased, she had found 
work as a receptionist in a dentist’s oice. 
When we met, Ben had just started the 
first job he’d ever held, as a machinist at 
a packaging company. We spoke for a 
few hours about their life in the Wells, 
their arrests, and their eforts to expose 
Watts. An hour or so into our conver-
sation, Ben turned to Clarissa. “Are you 
all right? Why are you crying?”

“Because it’s just living it, and know-
ing what I went through,” she said. “It 
was not good.”

When Ben was in prison, Clarissa 
said, she and the boys “didn’t really talk 
about it in the house.” 

“There wasn’t nothing to talk about,” 
Ben said. “I wasn’t there. They didn’t 
understand why I wasn’t there. So what 
was there to talk about?”

So far, Foxx’s oice has thrown out 
thirty-two convictions of people who 
were arrested by Watts and his oicers. 
But Watts and Mohammed were in-
volved in about five hundred felony con-
victions between 2004 and 2012, and 
Tepfer believes that Foxx should over-
turn all of them, as well as the rest of 
the convictions tied to Watts’s team. 
“We can’t trust a single thing that hap-
pened in any of these cases,” he said. 
Foxx is more cautious. “We want to 
make sure we’re doing our due diligence,” 
she said. Last fall, the Chicago police 
superintendent placed on desk duty a 
sergeant and fourteen oicers who 
worked with Watts. All of them remain 
on the police force. 

The expanding scope of the Watts 
scandal continued to amaze Clarissa. “I 
just wanted to get Ben out,” she told me 
when I met with her and Ben. “I didn’t 
know it was going to get so huge.” When-
ever there was a court date for the other 
“Watts victims,” as Tepfer calls them, 

“Our thoughts and prayers are with those who wanted  
a moral and ethical Administration.”
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she showed up to watch the proceed-
ings. For her, the court dates provided a 
kind of release. “When I started com-
ing to court, it felt like a vest came of,” 
she said. “It’s like a layer being constantly 
peeled of. Like you can breathe. You 
can breathe more and more.”

This spring, on the morning of  
April 10th, Tepfer was on his way 

home from a conference at Villanova 
University, outside Philadelphia, called 
Mass Exoneration and Ethics. As his 
flight landed in Chicago, he looked at 
his phone and saw he had several mes-
sages from Clarissa. She had been driv-
ing home from the gym when she saw 
unfamiliar cars parked outside her house.

She kept driving, met Tepfer, and 
they went together to the house, where 
they found law-enforcement oicers 
putting handcufs on Gerard. A federal 
agent said that he also had an arrest 
warrant for Ben Baker. Tepfer called 
Ben at work and told him to come home, 
and they drove together to the federal 
courthouse downtown. Oicers put Ben 
in shackles and took him to jail. He had 
been home a little more than two years.

Federal prosecutors charged Ben with 
four counts of “distributing a controlled 
substance”: selling heroin and fentanyl 
to a D.E.A. informant. According to the 
criminal complaint, the four alleged sales, 
each worth about four or five hundred 
dollars, had occurred during the day at 
Ben and Clarissa’s house, thirteen months 
after Ben got out of prison, before he 
found a job. In a separate federal crim-
inal case filed that day, Ben’s friend Jamar 
Lewis, who had been part of the mass 
exoneration, was charged with conspir-
acy to distribute heroin. Gerard was 
charged in another heroin and fentanyl 
case, brought by the state’s attorney’s 
oice. All three have pleaded not guilty.

Two days later, Clarissa, Ben, Jr., and 
Deon went to the federal courthouse, 
with Ben’s mother, three of his aunts, a 
cousin, a niece, and a year-old grand-
niece, for a bail hearing. In a carpeted 
hallway outside the courtroom, the fam-
ily held hands and bowed their heads, 
as one of Ben’s aunts led them in a prayer: 
“Lord, Ben needs you right now. Right 
now . . .” 

They filed silently into the court-
room. Clarissa sat in the second row, 
wearing a white pufer vest. A door 

swung open, and everyone turned to 
watch Ben, in an orange jail uniform 
and leg irons, make his way to the front 
of the courtroom.

Ben’s new lawyer, Molly Armour, 
told the judge that Ben was on a “for-
ward trajectory.” The president of the 
packaging company had sent a letter to 
the court, saying that Ben had been an 
“exemplary employee from the start,” 
who had “never been late to work even 
once.” He added, “I am truly hoping 
that he can return to work as soon as 
possible.” But to have any chance at re-
lease Ben needed someone to agree to 
supervise him.

“Can I talk to the third-party custo-
dian?” the judge, Mary M. Rowland, 
asked.

Clarissa walked to a wooden lectern.
“How long have you known Mr. 

Baker?”
“Twenty-seven years,” she said.
The judge asked, “Do you under-

stand what it means to be a third-party 
custodian? In some sense, you are the 
eyes and ears of the court.” If Ben was 
released and broke any of the court’s 
rules—if he stayed out past curfew, or 

if he smoked marijuana—she would 
have to report him. 

The judge continued, “What are your 
children doing?”

Clarissa was so nervous that she for-
got the name of the sandwich shop 
where Ben, Jr., and Deon worked. “In a 
restaurant downtown,” she finally said. 
Just then, her grandniece ran to the front 
of the courtroom. Clarissa reached down 
and lifted her up. Once the judge finished 
with her questions, Clarissa returned to 
her seat, carrying the toddler.

The judge turned to Ben. “I’m very 
troubled that you get out in 2016 and a 
year later there are allegations you’ve en-
gaged in this conduct,” she said. But, she 
added, “I’m very impressed by the letter 
from your employer.” She continued, 
“You’ve got a great job, and you’re doing 
a great job.” As it became clear that she 
was planning to release Ben, Clarissa’s 
shoulders relaxed and she exhaled. Deon, 
seated behind her, patted her back. It 
was a small victory. Ben faces up to thirty 
years on each count. 

• •

NEWYORKER.COM/VIDEO

Jennifer Gonnerman on reporting this story.
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J ames is home early and he says 
we goddammit really seriously 
need to pack. Hup hup, time to 

go. It’s the weather again, and it bores 
me so. We live where the water loves 
to visit. Just a little rain of the coast, 
that’s all, and it’ll rise into our home. 
It loves to soak our rug and climb up 
the walls and, once, it seeped into our 
electronics, inside the TV cabinet, and 
destroyed our precious entertainment 
center, which keeps us—or me, any-
way—from raiding the medicine cab-
inet at night for other pleasures. Oth-
erwise, well, we have brilliant sunsets 
and the kind of grass that is absurdly 
tall, taller than you or me. I don’t know 
how it doesn’t just fall over. You’d think 
it had a long slender bone in each blade. 
Some original, beautiful creature that 
needs no head or limbs, because it has 
no enemies. Who knows.

James bustles around the house, grab-
bing what he can. He says to pack light 
and to pack smart. I like this military 
side of my husband. I almost feel 
charmed. The evacuation is mandatory 
this time—something mean and seri-
ous is barrelling down on us—and I al-
most wish we had a pretty siren in our 
little community for occasions like this 
one. A siren adds a feeling of gravity to 
a catastrophe, a feeling that something 
important is happening, which one so 
rarely gets to feel. James says that he’ll 
grab our “go bag,” which I didn’t even 
know we had. What has he put in it? 
Pears, medical marijuana, Percocet, and 
frozen Snickers bars? Something tells 
me that it’s more of a batteries-and-
rope-and-candles-and-matches kind of 
bag. James is hufy and swollen and red 
as he loads the car. This is all a little 
much for him. Still, it’s nice to see him 
excited, in charge, alive. It’s been hard 
to watch a man his age slowly lose his 
sense of purpose, as he’s been doing, 
shuling around the kitchen trying to 
perfect his long-simmering sauces, most 
of which get poured out on the back 
lawn when he’s done, since how much 
gravy-drenched flesh can the two of us 
reasonably consume?

There is only one road out of here, 
and everyone we know is on it, moan-
ing silently, I imagine, gently rending 
their summer linens at this unwelcome 
disruption. It gets tiring waving at them 
all—stressed-out, wrinkled accidents of 

the human form, with white hair, or no 
hair, or nubby yellow sun visors, grimac-
ing, hunched over their steering wheels, 
as if they were being chased by men 
with guns. We know these people by 
their cars, which are long and dark and 
quiet, just like ours. We could simply 
call one another, share information, and 
prop up one another’s nervous systems 
with voice-based medication, but peo-
ple are saving their cell-phone batter-
ies. We’ve been through this drill be-
fore. Also, James prefers that I not talk 
on the phone when he’s driving. He 
does his best to tolerate it, bless him, 
but he tenses up so terribly that I fear 
he will break open and spill everywhere, 
even while he insists, sometimes angrily, 
that he really doesn’t mind. Really, re-
ally, really, with spit fluing out of his 
mouth and a look of murder in his eyes. 
I feel that he is daring me to make a 
call, but, when I consider the risk, I sort 
of daren’t. After all, I am a passenger in 
the vehicle that he is driving, and I must 
consider my own safety, too.

“This is the hardest part,” James 
says. “Getting out of here.”

Well put, and doesn’t that just apply 
to any old situation: a meeting, a party, 
a relationship, a life? Always that sticky 
problem of the exit and how to squeeze 
through it.

When I don’t respond, James says, 
“Do you agree?” It’s what he often wants 
and needs. Assent. I tend to pay out as 
much as I can, with my mouth and 
otherwise, but one must always mon-
itor the personal cost, careful not to 
add to the deficit, which can build up 
and trigger a low-grade rage. Not my 
prettiest style. I never knew that I would 
be so relentlessly called on to agree 
with someone. Mother never said. Ask 
not, I guess, and I sort of haven’t.

I touch his leg. “Oh, I do. I was just 
thinking, in fact, how right you are. 
This is the diicult part. This right 
here.” I would so love to point at the 
two of us, the fact of us, here in this 
car, on this road, on this day, with a 
storm coming, in this particular life, to 
say that this is the diicult part. Be-
cause, well. But the precise gesture 
eludes me. Hands can signify only so 
much. Usually they should just rest in 
one’s lap, sneaking beneath the garment 
now and then for a wee scratch. This 
is possibly why one is supposed to use 

one’s words. I think. Plus, James is fo-
cussing all his energy on the road ahead, 
which is really just an endless line of 
cars pointing west, away from the storm. 
We will be here a while. We might as 
well table any immediate feelings.

“This is about the only time I hate 
this island,” James says. “When it keeps 
us prisoner.”

“Yup,” I say. “Me, too.”
It’s not really an island, or it wasn’t 

until some developers got clever. Be-
cause people love an island. I guess we 
love an island. I’m told they used explo-
sives. They bombed a little spit of land 
that connected two bigger blobs of 
coastal blah, then built a baby road over 
the obliterated spit, the road we are now 
stuck on. And, poof, our little town be-
came an island, and the houses suddenly 
cost more. The wind was arguably 
sharper and cooler after that, the light 
more intense, more light-like. Accord-
ing to the marketing, anyway. Oh, it was 
instantly spectacular, and all it took was 
some dynamite stufed into the gaping 
pores of an old, rotted peninsula. “Blow-
ing Your Way to Beauty” might have 
been a nice slogan. Island life. 

“What’s strange,” I say, as we idle 
in traic, “is that the sun is out. It’s 
such a fine day. So weirdly beautiful.”

James cranes his neck to look out 
the window, trying maybe to be fair, 
and he has that expression, as if he’d 
evaluated all the evidence but, still, he’s 
very sorry to say that he just cannot 
bring himself to agree. It would vio-
late his deepest moral principles to cede 
any ground here. “I’m not sure that’s 
so strange,” he says, as if there were a 
superior adjective he’s reluctant to share. 
“Quiet before the you know, and all. 
Plus I see some . . .” And he points to 
nowhere, where there is maybe noth-
ing, and I’m sure I don’t even need to 
look.

He’s probably right. What do I know 
when it comes to strange? Gosh knows 
I’m no expert on the uncanny.

“Yes, well, should we have music, 
or just listen to each other’s bodies 
complain?”

“You think I’m complaining?” James 
says. “Because I’m not. This is a little 
stressful. I’m trying to get us out of here.”

“I understand,” I say. And I do. It 
needn’t be said aloud, but I was refer-
ring to the sounds we make, each of 
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us, which are whorishly amplified in 
the car, and not exactly my preferred 
music. Sounds of hunger, sounds of 
anxiety, sounds that have no explana-
tion whatsoever—just the body at work, 
leaking and churning, groaning at a 
frequency that no one was ever meant 
to hear. Live with someone long enough, 
and you learn all his gruesome lyrics, 
all the squishy instrumentals that gur-
gle out of him, note by note.

I click on the news, and 
for a little while it’s just the 
sound of the storm else-
where, where it’s ripened 
into a roar. We are told that 
the storm has paused in the 
lee of a fledgling mountain 
up north, where it’s gath-
ering strength, pawing at 
the dust like a bull. They 
have a microphone embed-
ded deep inside this poor storm, I guess, 
and I’d give anything to sound like that. 
So sweet and angry and brand-new, a 
kind of subvocal monster simply coo-
ing at the pain and the pleasure of life. 
It’s perfectly beautiful and soothing, on 
such a nice day, until people start talking 
over it, explaining where this storm is 
from and where it might go, what it 
could do along the way, and then how 
it makes them feel. Feelings! Every one 
of them seems to be stirred up by this 
storm. By the time the newscast is over, 
I’m exhausted and confused. I exam-
ine myself for feelings, carefully check-
ing in the usual hiding places, and there 
are simply none to be found. We aren’t 
kids anymore. We are old. Older. Nearly 
dead, really. James is nearly dead, at least. 
He shows it. When he went to the doc-
tor recently, he hid the results from me, 
and I didn’t really ask, because I have 
to ration my concern. I can’t waste it on 
false alarms, and, even if it’s a genuine 
alarm, I must, I have come to believe, 
enact a protocol with respect to what I 
feel. James shows his feelings so liber-
ally that they come at a discount, and 
their value diminishes. When he says 
he loves me, usually in a threatening 
way, the statement always seems to beg 
for reciprocation. I guess he cries wolf. 
More or less sobs it. One could argue 
that everything James says is merely the 
word “wolf ” in one language or another. 
If he loves me, it is because that may 
open the portal for more cuddles and 

touches. That’s all. He needs to be swad-
dled, and I just happen to be nearby. If 
I ever dare to walk past him without 
touching his hand or stopping to out-
right kiss him, he pouts all day and looks 
up at me with mournful eyes. A hus-
band is a bag of need with a dank wet 
hole at its bottom. The polar opposite 
of a go bag. I comply with James’s wishes 
when I can, but the day is long and I 

have other projects.
I guess I want James to 

die. I don’t want this ac-
tively. Or with malice. But 
in a dim and distant way I 
gently root for James’s ab-
sence so that I can proceed 
to the other side of the years 
I have left, get to what hap-
pens next. For a long time, 
James was what happened 
next for me. As a person, 

he was sort of a page-turner. I moved 
through parts of him and made dis-
coveries, large and small, and he led 
me to places and ideas that I’d not seen 
or heard before. This looked and felt 
like life. And then, and then—even 
though I don’t think it happened sud-
denly—the story died in my old, tired 
husband. I knew everything there was 
to know: what the nights would be like, 
how the morning would feel. What he 
would say. What he wouldn’t. How I 
would think and feel around him. How 
I wouldn’t. Knowledge is many things, 
but it definitely is not power. “Dread” 
is a better word for it, I think, though 
I do understand how that ultimately 
fails as a slogan.

The hotels inland are full, so we fol-
low the endless line of cars to the 

shelter. We are shown to two cots at 
the center of a high-school gymna-
sium. There must be five hundred beds 
here, maybe more, laid out in a grid. 
At midnight, the sleep sounds in here 
will be symphonic. The scoreboard in 
the gym is on, but it seems that no one 
has scored yet. Zero to zero. I’d like to 
feel that there is meaning in this, but 
such a desire is rarely satisfied, and, 
anyway, I am tired and hungry. “Voilà,” 
says the volunteer, who has a walkie-
talkie on his belt that squawks out lit-
tle birdcalls. He is a handsome young 
man and he seems unreasonably proud 
to be playing this role today. I picture 

him unplugged, powered down like a 
mannequin, maybe sitting in a small 
chair in a room with sports banners on 
the wall. James and I stare at the cots 
as gratefully as we can, and for a mo-
ment I wonder if we are meant to tip 
the volunteer, because he stands there 
expectantly, as wild children rocket past 
our feet.

“Just let us know if there’s anything 
we can do for you,” he says.

Anything? What a kind ofer. A 
softer mattress, I think, and bone-chill-
ing privacy, and a beef stew made with 
red wine. Some sexual attention would 
also be fine, if not from you specifically, 
because I fear you are too polite. Maybe 
you have a friend? After drives like this 
one, I often crave a release. But only a 
particular style of lovemaking will do. 
I have evolved a fairly specific set of 
requirements. If you don’t mind read-
ing over these detailed instructions, 
briefing your friend, and then sending 
him to meet me in the janitor’s closet, 
that would be fine.

We tell him thank you, no, and we 
wait for him to run of before we start 
whispering our panic all over each other.

“Yeah, no,” James says, looking 
around, fake smiling, as if everyone 
were trying to read his lips. “No fuck-
ing way.”

“Maybe for a night?” I ofer. I would 
like to be flexible. I would like to bend 
myself around this situation, which is 
certainly not ideal and is almost laugh-
ably experimental. One imagines doc-
tors behind one-way glass somewhere, 
rubbing themselves into a scientific 
frenzy over the predicament they’ve 
designed for us—two aging soft bod-
ies forced into an open-air sleeping en-
vironment. Maybe we are tired enough, 
and armed with enough pharmaceuti-
cal support, to render ourselves coma-
tose on these trim little cots until it’s 
safe to go home? But will people fuss 
with our inert bodies? Will they see 
that we are so heavily tranquillized as 
to be unresponsive and then proceed 
to conduct whatever procedures they 
like on us? I surrender myself to my 
sweet medicines only when I can lock 
a door, because I hate the thought of 
being fiddled with when I’ve brought 
on elective paralysis and can’t exactly 
fiddle back.

“The storm hasn’t even touched 
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down on the island yet. We are talking 
days, maybe,” James says, rubbing his 
face. He rubs it with real purpose, pull-
ing the skin into impossible shapes, 
before letting it not exactly snap back 
onto his head—it takes its time, like 
the gnarled skin of a scrotum—and I 
fear for him a little, as if his hand might 
drag too far and pull his face free. 

Together we look around, as we 
might if we’d just entered a party. 
There’s no one here we know. It’s just 
a crowd of ragged travellers, forced 
from their homes, with far too many 
children running free. The children 
seem to believe that they’ve been re-
leased into a cage match. Kill or be 
killed—that sort of thing. The cots, 
mostly empty, are launching pads for 
child divers, exploring their airborne 
possibilities. They leap from bed to bed, 
rolling into piles on the floor, whoop-
ing. A kind of topless nudity prevails, 
regardless, it seems, of age. Certainly 
there is beauty on display, but it’s ru-
ined by all this noise. One might rea-
sonably think that there should be a 
separate evacuation receptacle for chil-
dren. A room of their bloody own. An-
swering to their special needs. Reliev-
ing the rest of us from the, well, the 
special energy that children so often 
desire to display. Lord bless their fresh, 
pink hearts.

I text Lettie, because there’s no way 
she and Richard would put up with 
this sort of bullshit. Are they here? In 
what quadrant? Could they issue a 
specific cry, maybe holler my name?

“Airbnb!” she texts back. “Headed 
to Morley’s for clams and bloodies. 
Where r u?”

Oh, Jesus, right. People made plans. 
People thought ahead. I think it’s best 
not to mention this to James, because 
that’s something I could have been 
doing while he drove—securing our 
safe, private, cozy lodging and making 
dinner rezzies and otherwise running 
advance recon for this sweet adventure 
of ours.

James has curled up on the cot and 
is staring into space. He looks so tired. 
His color is James-like, which is never 
that great. I worry that he’s parked for 
good now, that the powerful laws of the 
late afternoon, which seem to visit men 
of a certain age, are pulling him down 
into some bottomless, mood-darkening 

sleep, from which he will wake crank-
ily, trumpeting his exhaustion, denying 
that he ever slept.

“Are you going to be napping?” I ask 
him, as neutrally as I can. “Because . . .”

“No, I’m not going to be napping. 
Are you kidding me? Here?” He has a 
way of shouting in a whisper. It’s his 
evacuation-shelter whisper, I guess, al-
though it has caught the attention of 
certain of our neighbors, who might 
want to scooch their cots somewhere 
else, come to think of it.

Yes, I want to assure them. We will 
be like this all night, whispering our spe-
cial brand of kindness at each other, so pull 
up some chairs and put your heads in our 
asses. That’s where the view is best. Per-
haps that’s one way to secure our area 
and erect a kind of privacy barrier.

“Maybe you should get up?” I say.
“Jesus, Alice, I’ve been driving for 

hours. I can’t relax for a minute?”
“Yes, you can, and even longer. Take 

all the time you want. I would just 
like to know your plans so I can plan 
accordingly.”

“What?” he hisses. “Are you going 
to go out and meet some friends? Go 
out for cofee, maybe?”

We have a diferent strategy when 
it comes to the timing of our emo-
tional broadcasts. James buckles in 
public, and a hole opens in his neck 
or whatever, and out comes his sour 
message for me and the world. One 

feels that he is emboldened in a crowd. 
It is possible that he does not see other 
people as human, and thus fails to ex-
perience shame when he debases him-
self in their midst. Like masturbat-
ing in front of a pet. Whereas I 
frequently wait until we are alone, and 
then, in the calmest voice I can man-
age, I quietly birth my highly articu-
late rage in his direction. I certainly 
have my bias, but it is possible that 
neither style is superior, and that a 
steady silence in the face of distress 
or tension is the ultimate goal. Si-
lence, in the end, is the only viable 
rehearsal for what comes after, any-
way. I mean way, way after. And one 
certainly wants to be prepared. One 
wants to have practiced.

“Not here, James,” I say, as brightly 
as I can.

“What you mean is not anywhere, 
right, Alice? Not anywhere and never?”

Not bad. He is learning. Although 
I do not doubt that he will share his 
feelings with me when we find some 
privacy.

We decide to go to the car and talk 
this through. The cots will be here as 
a last resort, although it feels odd using 
the word “resort” with respect to such 
a location. James feels that we should 
start driving, because there will be 
plenty of other people with the same 
idea, all of them racing to find the 
closest hotel room. It’s kind of like 
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the plot of “Cannonball Run,” except 
that these people are old, they drive 
very slowly, and some of them just 
might die tonight. Eventually, James 
explains, if we go far and fast enough, 
we should find some part of this hell-
ish country that is not afected by this 
storm and has plenty of empty beds. 
He would like to express confidence 
now, I can see that. I imagine that he 
wants me not to worry. If only he could 
do it without making me worry so 
much more.

The roads may still be packed, he 
says, and who knows about the weather. 
Around us there’s a fringe of rain and 
the sky is black, and there’s that sound, 
a kind of pressurized silence, as if the 
orchestra were about to start playing. 
The conductor will tap his baton and 
all hell will break loose. We figure we 
should get out of here, head further in-
land, and maybe there will be some 
food and a nice clean bed in a room 
where we can lock the door. It sounds 
decadent and delicious to me, and I 
sort of cannot wait. We are a team, and 
it feels as though we’ve just broken out 
of jail together.

We pull onto the highway and I 
check the news on my phone. “They 
are calling this storm Boris.”

“Boris,” he says flatly, as if I’ve just 
told him the name of a distant star.

“What ’s the thinking there?” I  
wonder.

“They needed a B name.”
“Yes, well then, Boris, of course.”
“And they practice a kind of diversity.”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t know. I’m sure they want to 

be inclusive.”
“Not to trigger anyone by using a 

regular name?”
“Boris is a regular name,” James says. 

“In several parts of the world. With 
huge populations. Possibly more reg-
ular than John, worldwide.”

“Then let the storm go bother them.”
“I’m sure there are people named 

Boris over here.”
“Oh, I’m sure. I can smell them from 

here.”
“What is wrong with you?” James 

is grinning. I don’t think he minds my 
moods when they’re not directed at 
him.

“Plenty. I’m hungry and you won’t 
let me eat. We just have to drive and 

drive. I’m going to hurl myself from 
the car.”

James smiles, and he pretends to do 
math, wetting his finger and tabulat-
ing an imaginary problem in the air in 
front of him. “Fifty,” he says.

“What?”
“I definitely think that’s at least fifty 

times that you’ve threatened that. At 
least since I’ve known you. I can’t be 
sure about the time before that, but 
something tells me you had a penchant 
for it in your early years, too.”

He may be right. I don’t care to 
reflect too far back, particularly on the 
threats I may have needed to utter as 
a girl in certain stifling situations, 
which, unsurprisingly, very often oc-
curred when I was a passenger in a car. 
I used to think about it more seriously, 
imagining myself rolling like a weevil 
along the edge of the road, finally free 
of torment. And of course the most 
delicious part of the fantasy was what 
would happen in the car after I’d ejected. 
The shock, the panic, the deep, abid-
ing respect. Even the jealousy. Some-
one had finally done what everyone 
else could only dream of.

“Booyah,” I say. “Perhaps a more in-
tuitive name.”

“Beelzebub.”
“Bitch Face.”
“Bronwyn.”
“Bald Mountain.”
“Boredom.” And we both laugh.
“Boredom the storm is barrelling 

down on the coast. Boredom brings 
destruction in its wake. Coastal villages 
are still recovering from the deadly 
efects of Boredom.”

The road is kind of gross. There’s 
a wild, erratic rain, as if some man 
with a bucket were hiding in a ditch 
and occasionally hurling water at us, 
like on an old film set. A series of men, 
I suppose it would have to be, since 
we are puttering forward, however 
slowly. It all rings false to me. We have 
the news on, and we’ve texted some 
friends. Everyone is everywhere. A 
few of them did opt for the cots back 
at the shelter. “What could it hurt?” 
they wrote. “And they’ve come around 
with snacks!” Our plan is to push on 
to the next town, but it’s hard to see 
how that will happen in this rain, in 
this darkness. It’s two hours or so in 
normal driving conditions, and when 

I look at James, squeezed into an awful, 
tense ball behind the wheel, gnashing 
his teeth like a cartoon character, it’s 
hard to believe that he has hours of 
driving left to give. Poor thing. This 
is the statistic that is looking to claim 
our aging, musty bodies: the danger 
that befalls people in flight from other 
danger.

“I’m happy to drive,” I say.
“You don’t like how I’m driving?”
“I’m ofering to help.”
“I’m good. I’m great.”
Sure you are. James is like some ha-

rassed sea creature, hiding behind a 
rock. I rub his neck, smooth down the 
back of his hair. I need my driver alive. 
My poor, poor driver. By taking care 
of him I take care of myself.

“Thanks,” he says. “That feels good. 
If only I could see. I mean, right? I feel 
like I’m playing a broken video game. 
What you could do is call some hotels 
or motels up ahead, to see if we can 
get a room.”

There’s a Holiday Inn and a Motel 6 
in the next town. Both lines are busy 
when I call. I keep trying, and mean-
while I pull up the map on my phone, 
but my signal is getting spotty, a sin-
gle bar flickering in and out, and the 
image of where we are never quite 
comes through. It’s loading and it’s 
loading and it’s loading. I see our blue 
dot, moving slowly over the screen, but 
there’s no terrain beneath it, just a gray 
block, as if we were floating in space 
over some bottomless void.

James pulls over at a gas station and 
we get chips. Lots of them, the sort we 
rarely allow ourselves at home. All bets 
are of. I would inject drugs into my 
face right now. I would drink gas from 
the car with a straw. Inside the store, 
the single-serving wine bottles look 
exceptional to me—golden bottles in 
their own gleaming cooler, a shrine to 
goodness—but it’s not fair to James, 
who has to drive. I don’t want him jeal-
ous. I’d prefer to keep his feelings to a 
minimum.

We can hardly see anything save the 
lights and the black slashes of rain 
streaking past, but the same sign keeps 
appearing on the side of the road, every 
mile or two: “Exit 49 Food.” The third 
time it crawls past, close enough to 
grab and shake, to possibly dry-hump, 
I start to salivate. I picture plates of 
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unspecified steaming goodness. Salty, 
crunchy objects littered over wet 
mounds of something achingly deli-
cious, with sauce, with sauce, with sauce. 
Polenta with stinking Gorgonzola, 
maybe, and a fork-tender bone of meat 
from some brave animal. A shank, a 
leg, a neck, cooked for four years in a 
thick mixture of wines. With tall drinks 
that fizz a little and quiet down one’s 
noisy little brain, or perhaps even a 
warm cloudy drink you pour directly 
into your eyes. James seems to register 
my reverie and insists again that we 
keep driving. Have to have to have to. 

He slaps the steering wheel. “That’s 
why we bought chips!” he cries, trying 
perhaps to sound like a real human 
being who feels enthusiasm. It’s sort 
of awkward. “We have chips,” he says 
more quietly. “If we stop now we’re 
goners.”

“It’s just that it’s already kind of late, 
and I’m pretty hungry,” I tell him.

“What are you saying?”
“That it’s late and I’m hungry?”
“If you’re not prepared to ofer a 

solution then maybe you should not 
speak.”

Well, it’s an interesting rule, and I 
do enjoy constraints around what can 
and cannot be said. The deepest kind 
of etiquette. But if you applied such 
a standard to everyone, there’d be very 
little speech. The world would un-
dergo a near-total vow of silence. Per-
haps that would be a desired outcome. 
Perhaps a special island could be set 
aside for the solution-profering peo-
ple, who would slowly drive one an-
other to murder.

“O.K., sure, I will restrict myself to 
a solution-based language. Here’s a 
solution: let’s go to a restaurant. That 
would solve so many problems. The 
problem of hunger, the problem of ex-
haustion, the problem of claustropho-
bia in this goddam coin, and the very 
real threat of escalating discord be-
tween driver and passenger.”

“Go to a restaurant, and then what? 
Eating will make us tired. Where will 
we sleep? I hate being the only one 
who thinks about these things.”

“Oh, is it not fair?” I say. And I will 
admit that my voice dips into a pout 
here.

“That’s right,” James says. “It’s not 
fair. I didn’t want to put it that way.”

“Because it makes you sound like a 
sad baby?”

“You’re the one who said it. You said 
it. How does it make me sound like 
anything?”

“Yes, let the record show that I  
controlled your words and rendered 
you helpless and unaccountable. I am 
all-powerful.”

James is quiet for a while. The rain 
is thundering down on us. The wip-
ers are going so fast across the wind-
shield it seems they might fly of the 
car. When Exit 49 suddenly appears, 
James veers cautiously down the ramp 
and pulls the car over in the grass of 
an intersection.

“The record won’t show anything, 
Alice, because there is no record. It’s 
just us. I’m worried about getting stuck 

out here. That’s all this day has been 
about. I’m trying to get us somewhere 
so that we can get a room and then we 
can worry about everything else after 
that. Could we maybe fight later, when 
we get home?”

“Oh, I’d like that.”
“I mean, I don’t really feel well, and 

the fighting is not helping.”
I look at him. So much of our rela-

tionship depends on him being alive. 
Almost all of it.

“Darling,” I say. “Let’s just go sit and 
eat and relax for a minute. We can still 
drive after that. We just have to get out 
of this rain for a minute. And, after 
dinner, I’m driving. No arguments.”

We find the restaurant and get a 
table near the fireplace, which turns 
out to be just a storage nook for old 

• •
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copper pots. The waiter is a boy. Not 
an infant, but not exactly a man. Some-
where in that intermediate gravy. “Are 
you all weathering the storm O.K.?” 
he asks us, grinning.

Can one say no? I wonder. No, thank 
you, we are not. We have failed to weather 
it and now we are here, in your restaurant.

The food that comes out is not dis-
gusting. Sweet and hot and plentiful, 
moist in all the right places. It goes 
down pretty heavily, though, and I feel 
the day starting to expire, begging to 
end. James was right. The druggery of 
road food. We eat in silence, listening 
to the rain. Both of us look forlornly 
at the bar, thinking that we shouldn’t, 
we mustn’t. On the other hand, we 
could simply pass out drunk here and 
maybe they’d take us to jail. There are 
beds in jail. Soap. New people to meet.

A television above the bar shows a 
woman in a raincoat being blown of 
her feet. The clip must be on a loop, 
or else she keeps getting up, saying 
something desperate into her micro-
phone, and then falling back down 
again. I’d like to tell her to stay down, 
just stay down and take it, while the 
wind and the rain lash at her flapping 
back, but she gets up again and the 
wind seems to lift her. For a moment, 
as she blows sideways of the screen 
and surrenders herself to flight, her 

posture is beautiful, absolutely grace-
ful. If you were falling from a clif, no 
matter what awaited you, you might 
want to think about earning some style 
points along the way, turning your final 
descent into something stunning to 
watch. On the TV, there is nothing to 
learn about the storm, nothing to know. 
The number that scrolls across the 
bottom of the screen is long, without 
cease, maybe the longest single num-
ber I’ve ever seen. Does this number 
describe the storm? What are we to 
make of it?

In the car, we think it over. We are 
too far from a hotel—plus, the hotels 
aren’t answering their phones. The 
driving is dangerous, if not impossi-
ble. It’s not really even driving any-
more; it’s like taking your car through 
one of those car washes. We are ex-
hausted beyond belief. I suggest, as 
tentatively as I can, that it is not un-
reasonable to think that we could sleep 
in the car. Our seats recline, like easy 
chairs, and if we found somewhere safe 
and quiet to park we could ride this 
out until the morning, maybe even 
sleep well. Then we could drive all day 
and maybe get to somewhere where 
they have rooms. We’d be rested. The 
sun might be up. The world might 
have ended. But at least it would be 
tomorrow. Tomorrow seems like the 

only thing that will solve anything, 
ever. Along comes tomorrow, with its 
knives, as someone or other said. That’s 
not the exact quote, I’m sure, but the 
bones of it sound true.

It seems as though James may have 
given up. “Is that what you want to 
do? Sleep on the side of the road? In 
the car?”

“What I want to do is to be alone 
in a hole, covered in dirt. But sleeping 
in the car is the next best thing right 
now.”

“Yes, that is often the second choice 
after live burial.”

It starts to sound nice to me, really 
appealing. Like going to the drive-in, 
but without the movie. Like going park-
ing, which we must have done once, in 
another life, before our bodies took on 
water and started to sink, before the 
spoil grew like mold in the backs of 
our mouths. “I don’t think there’s any-
thing wrong with sleeping in the car,” 
I say. “It’s going to be more comfort-
able than a motel, that’s for sure, not 
that there even is an available motel, 
and plus we won’t have to worry about 
the cascade of ejaculate that’s been lit-
erally sprayed from human appendages 
around every single motel room in the 
country. Purportedly.”

James seems to think about it. 
“When I stay in a hotel,” he says, “I do 
my best to ejaculate on the walls. It’s 
a civic obligation. You have to pull your 
weight.”

“That’s a lot of pressure for a man.”
“Sometimes I’m not in the mood. 

I’m cranky and I’m tired.”
“That’s when you bring out the jar 

from home?” I ask.
He laughs. “It’s good to have it with 

me. Who’s going to know, you know, 
if the product is older?”

“More mature, in some ways.”
“Must. Broadcast. Seed,” he says, 

like a robot, and then he mimes the 
flinging of the jar, splashing its imag-
inary contents out into space.

It’s not really a rest area that we find. 
It’s a scenic turnout, and the view—of 
the black, bottomless abyss—is pris-
tine. You can see all of it, every dark 
acre, and if we don’t see our own ghostly 
faces by the end of the night it’s be-
cause we’re not looking hard enough. 
We park a bit out of the way, under the 
branches of a mammoth tree, and when 
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we quickly realize that we’ve just in-
creased our risk of death—because trees 
seem to seek people out in these kinds 
of situations—we move over to an open 
parking space, with nothing threaten-
ing above us.

“Fuck that tree,” I say. “Way to try 
to hide your intentions.”

We put our seats all the way back 
and James pulls out a bar of chocolate 
from the go bag. I want to rub it all 
over my face.

“Oh, my God. Oh, my God. You are 
a genius,” I say. “Certifiable.”

“I like to think that I have an elu-
sive, almost unknowable sort of  
intelligence.”

“What else is in there?” Now I’m 
excited.

James peers deep into the bag, rum-
maging around with his hand. “That’s 
the end of it,” he says. “The rest is just 
sadness. Sadness and real life.”

This is my sweet man. So weird 
sometimes. So uncommon. And he 
steered us here, to safety, where we can 
eat our sweets and surrender to the night 
and everything will be so goddam swell 
in the morning. Even as the rain seems 
to be crushing the car, one hard bead 
at a time. Not the rain. Boris. Boris is 
doing this to us, the motherfucker.

The seats are a little bit divine when 
you tilt them all the way back. A little 
bit like first class on an airplane, which 
we experienced only once, and by ac-
cident, because of a mistake by the 
sweethearts at the gate. It remains a 
sort of benchmark for comfort outside 
the home.

“I’m sorry you don’t feel well,” I say. 
“Is it related to . . .”

“What?”
“I mean, is it related to anything? I 

know you went to the doctor.”
“I did go to the doctor.”
“And?”
“It was really interesting. Really sur-

prising. I found out that he thinks I’m 
still alive.”

“He sounds like a smart man. I 
would like to meet him. Maybe shake 
his hand.”

James is quiet, and I’m not sure I 
really like it. I listen to his breath  
and it sounds all right. But then he 
coughs, and it’s such a feeble cough, as 
if he barely had the energy for it. I don’t 
like it.

“But now?” I ask. “Are you still not 
feeling so . . .”

James laughs softly. “Oh, now. I’d 
like to say that I’m fine now.”

“Well, don’t hold back, mister. Say 
that. Make it so.” I take his hand.

“I’m fine,” he whispers. “I feel won-
derful. Better than I’ve felt in a long time.”

His voice is too weak for me. The 
fight has gone out of him. 

“Well, don’t go and die on me tonight,” 
I say, and I kind of want to punch him.

“O.K.”
“You know that’s what everyone’s 

thinking, right? Everyone who’s watch-
ing this at home? That the couple 
who’ve been bickering all day will start 
to get along, but it will be too late, and 
then the man will die. That’s such a 
classic plot.”

“Oh, is that what they’re thinking?”
“That’s what all the betting sites say. 

That’s where the odds are.”
“Does the woman ever die?”
“In situations like this?”
“Are there any other kinds of  

situations?”
We settle in, and I guess we are 

maybe trying to fall asleep, but I feel 
too vigilant. James’s hand is warm in 
mine. It doesn’t feel like the hand of a 
man about to die. It is big and soft and 
I pull it over to me, get it in close against 
my chest.

“I can’t see you, James. What is the 

look on your face? What are you 
thinking?”

“No one is watching this but you, 
Alice. You’re the only one here. No one 
knows about us. People can’t really 
know.”

“Sweetheart, are you O.K.? Should 
I be calling someone?”

“I guess I’m a little more tired than 
I thought I was.”

“You must be. You’ve done all the 
driving. You got us out of there. You 
saved us.”

He must think I’m joking with him. 

I wish I knew how to say it better. How 
come so many things can sound mean 
and nice at the same time?

“Could we lie together?” he asks.
I crawl over the seat, wrapping up 

against him. “Yes, of course. Let me 
settle in here with you for a bit. Why 
not?”

It feels good to snuggle him. Warm 
and just right. James is thinner than I 
remember. I can feel his bones.

“Why don’t we do this more often?” 
I say, nuzzling against him.

“Because we haven’t wanted to?” 
James says. He’s drifting of. I can hear 
his voice grow thin. I’m not ready to 
sleep. Not ready to be alone.

“Hey,” I say to him.
“Yeah?”
“Stay awake with me for a little bit.”
“O.K.”
“Breast Cancer.”
“What?”
“Breast Cancer is picking up speed. 

Landfall is expected at twenty-one hun-
dred hours.”

“Oh. Ha. Yeah. I almost forgot about 
that. Boris. So weird. Boris.”

When James is silent for a while I 
nudge him. “Your turn,” I say.

“O.K. It’s so hard to think.” His voice 
trails of and I nudge him again. Then 
he says, “Maybe we’ve thought of the 
best ones already.”

“No, we haven’t, we haven’t. I swear. 
There are so many more.”

“O.K.,” he says. “But this one isn’t 
so great. Are you ready?”

I say that I am. I lean in close.
“Balls.”
I squeeze his hand. “There you go.”
“Balls is blowing at seventy-five 

miles per hour.”
“They sure is,” I say. “Hurricane Balls 

rolled in this morning and people are 
afraid to leave their homes.”

James doesn’t laugh. I need to leave 
him alone. He needs his space.

“Beloved,” James whispers, and it’s 
the last thing I hear him say to me be-
fore he falls asleep. 

“Beloved is coming,” I say to no 
one, listening for his breath. “Close 
your windows. Go down into the base-
ment and don’t come out until she’s 
gone.” ♦
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SHOTS IN THE DARK
The street photography of Weegee the Famous. 

BY THOMAS MALLON

Photography, at its mid-nineteenth-
century beginning, muscled in on 

painting one precinct at a time. Por-
traiture, of a solemn, straight-on sort, 
suggested itself immediately. Its hold-
still composition, simple and traditional, 
met a mechanical necessity of the new 
art: early studio photographers, at the 
mercy of long-duration exposure, often 
steadied the backs of their subjects’ heads 
with clamps unseen by camera or viewer. 
Landscapes held still on their own if 
the wind didn’t blow, so Gustave Le 
Gray could become an automated Pous-
sin, while Mathew Brady strained to 
click his way past Gilbert Stuart. His-
tory painting—crowded, violent, de-
clamatory—had to postpone its pho-
tographic update until smaller cameras 
made picture-taking portable and fleet. 
But genre painting, with its casual as-
semblages of ordinary life, stood ready 
early on to be appropriated by the new 
medium.

In “Bystander” (Laurence King), a 
newly updated history of street photog-
raphy, Colin Westerbeck and Joel Mey-
erowitz point out the genre’s early in-
clination toward “humble people as 
subjects.” Louis Désiré Blanquart-
Evrard’s “Photographic Album for the 
Artist and the Amateur” (1851) and John 
Thomson’s “Street Life in London” (1877) 
put images of chimney sweeps and mill-
ers in front of well-of viewers who could 
regard them with curiosity and concern: 
“Unlettered, uncomplicated people were 
felt to preserve an otherwise lost capac-
ity for sincerity for which modern art-
ists and intellectuals yearned.” Early in 
the twentieth century, as photography’s 
documentary capacities turned reform-

ist in the hands of Jacob Riis and Paul 
Strand, it was still, as Riis’s famous title 
showed, a matter of “the other half ” being 
viewed by those perched far above.

Only when tabloid newspapers went 
into mass circulation after the First 
World War, Westerbeck and Meyero-
witz argue, did those “humble people” 
become the audience as well as the sub-
ject matter. More than anyone else, it was 
Arthur Fellig, self-insistently known as 
Weegee the Famous, whose “photographs 
of the poor were made—at least, orig-
inally—for the poor themselves.” The 
New Yorkers Weegee photographed—
especially those caught up in sudden ca-
lamities of crime and fire—obtained a 
kind of fame that lasted not fifteen min-
utes but more like fifteen hours, until 
the next morning’s edition swept away 
the previous afternoon’s.

For decades, Weegee has been col-
lected as art, thus restoring some of the 
original other-half dynamic between 
viewer and image. Cofee-table books 
of his work abound: “Unknown Wee-
gee” (2006), produced for an exhibition 
at the International Center of Photog-
raphy, is the least hefty and best arranged; 
“Weegee’s New York: Photographs 1935-
1960” (1982) is the grittiest. These have 
recently been joined by “Extra! Weegee!” 
(Hirmer), which contains nearly four 
hundred photographs, alongside the orig-
inal, often exuberant, captions aixed by 
Acme Newspictures, the agency through 
which Weegee sold them. But there has 
been no complete biography of the pho-
tographer. Now Christopher Bonanos’s 
“Flash: The Making of Weegee the Fa-
mous” (Holt) has displaced a host of 
fragmentary recollections and the loud-

mouthed, unreliable memoir, “Weegee 
by Weegee,” published in 1961.

Usher Fellig was born into a family 
of Galician Jews in 1899. He became Ar-
thur sometime after arriving on the 
Lower East Side, ten years later. Accord-
ing to Bonanos, his “sense of family” was 
so “minimal” that he miscounted his own 
siblings in that memoir. The Felligs 
joined the tenement dwellers who would 
soon constitute much of Arthur’s sub-
ject matter.

His coup de foudre came, he later re-
called, before he left school, in the sev-
enth grade: “I had had my picture taken 
by a street tintype photographer, and 
had been fascinated by the result. I think 
I was what you might call a ‘natural-born’ 
photographer, with hypo—the chemi-
cals used in the darkroom—in my blood.” 
He acquired a mail-order tintype-making 
kit, and later got himself hired, at fifteen, 
to take pictures for insurance companies 
and mail-order catalogues. He bought 
a pony on which to pose street urchins 
whose parents were willing to pay for 
images that made their ofspring look 
like little grandees. (The pony, which he 
named Hypo, ate too much and was 
repossessed.) During the early nine-
teen-twenties, Fellig worked in the dark-
rooms of the Times and Acme News  -
pictures, sleeping in the Acme oices 
when he couldn’t make his rent. He kept 
the agency’s photographers ahead of the 
competition by learning to develop pic-
tures on the subway, just after they’d 
been shot. By 1925, Acme was letting 
him take photographs, albeit uncredited, 
of his own.

Bonanos describes the Speed Graphic 
camera—even now, still part of the Daily 

РЕЛИЗ ПОДГОТОВИЛА ГРУППА "What's News" VK.COM/WSNWS



The secret of Weegee’s photography was his ability to operate as both the giver and the getter of attention.  

IC
P

/G
E

T
T

Y
; 
O

P
P

O
S

IT
E

: 
C

L
O

’E
 F

L
O

IR
A

T

РЕЛИЗ ПОДГОТОВИЛА ГРУППА "What's News" VK.COM/WSNWS



News logo—as being “tough as anything, 
built mostly from machined aluminum 
and steel.” It was the only press creden-
tial Fellig needed at murders and fires, 
where, after leaving Acme, in 1934, he 
continued to show up with a manic free-
lancing zeal. A couple of years later, he 
was living in a room at 5 Centre Mar-
ket Place, with no hot water but with a 
handful of books, among them “Live 
Alone and Like It” and “The Sex Life 
of the Unmarried Adult.” He decorated 
the place with his own published pho-
tographs—“like taxidermied heads on a 
hunter’s wall,” as Bonanos puts it. He 
got to the nighttime action so fast that 
he developed (and encouraged) a repu-
tation for being psychic. Bonanos shows 
that Weegee’s success had more to do 
with persistence than with telepathy; a 
bell connected the photographer’s room 
to the Fire Department’s alarms, and he 
got permission to install a police radio 
in his ’38 Chevrolet. However much Wee-
gee wanted people to believe that his 

professional moniker came from being 
recognized as a human Ouija board, it 
in fact derived from his early drudgery 
as a squeegee boy—a dryer of just de-
veloped prints—in the Times’ darkroom.

Bonanos, the city editor of New York 
magazine, stacks up the “nine dailies” 
that chronicled the metropolis between 
the two World Wars. The Times was 
“prim about bloodshed, more interested 
in Berlin than in Bensonhurst,” and the 
Herald-Tribune wanted photographers 
to show up for assignments wearing 
ties. Neither employed Weegee regu-
larly, and although the tabloids ran on 
visuals, his real bread and butter came 
from the afternoon broadsheets, espe-
cially the Post, then full-sized and lib-
eral but just as “lousy at making money” 
as it is today. The World-Telegram was 
the first to give Weegee the individual 
credit lines he was soon commanding 
from everyone else. Bonanos resurrects 
the inky roar of this world with a fine, 
nervy lip: Weegee’s murder pictures 

broke through not because of their “bi-
nary quality of life and death” or their 
“technical felicity . . . with angles and 
shadow play” but mostly because their 
sprawled, bleeding, well-hatted and 
finely shod gangsters made them “more 
fun” than all the others.

Bonanos also proves himself resource-
ful, tracking down a rubbernecking 
seven-year-old whom Weegee photo-
graphed after a murder in 1939, as well 
as a toddler who appeared in a Coney 
Island crowd scene the following year. 
Readers will want to keep their Weegee 
collections on the cofee table; Bonanos 
describes more pictures than his pub-
lisher could reasonably reproduce, even 
in a book that occasionally becomes re-
lentless and replete, like a contact sheet 
instead of a selected print. But Weegee 
and his world don’t encourage minimal-
ism, and, fifty years after his death, he 
has at last acquired a biographer who 
can keep up with him.

Weegee’s frantic pace was a matter 
of economic and temperamen-

tal need. No matter how fast he might 
be on his feet, the job required a lot of 
waiting around between catastrophes, 
and car-wreck pictures paid only two 
dollars and fifty cents apiece. “Naked 
City,” Weegee’s immortally titled first 
book of photographs, published in 1945, 
reproduces a Time Inc. check stub that 
records a thirty-five-dollar payment for 
“two murders.” Bonanos captured the 
variation and the intensity of it all in a 
“tally of unrest” from April, 1937. Over 
three days, New York provided Weegee 
with a felonious repast: a hammer mur-
der, an arson fire, a truck accident, a 
brawl by followers of Harlem’s Father 
Divine, and the booking of a young fe-
male embezzler.

During the forties, the short-lived, 
liberal, and picture-laden PM, which 
Bonanos sizes up as an “inconsistent and 
often late-to-the story but pretty good 
newspaper,” put Weegee on retainer and 
made his pictures pop, bringing out their 
details and sharpening their lines through 
“an innovative process involving heated 
ink and chilled paper.” His first exhibi-
tion, in 1941, at the Photo League’s gal-
lery, on East Twenty-first Street, gar-
nered good reviews. Its title, “Murder Is 
My Business,” was a noirish bit of self-
advertisement destined to be overtaken 

“Dr. Eliot, would you let the dog out?”

• •
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by events: thanks to rackets-busting and 
a male-draining World War, New York 
was headed for a prolonged plunge in 
the rate of local killings.

Weegee liked being known as “the 
oicial photographer for Murder Inc.,” 
but his gangland pictures lack the pity 
and fear—as well as concupiscence—
that his camera extracted from people 
committing crimes of passion and sheer 
stupidity. In the summer of 1936, he 
made a splash with photographs of the 
teen-age Gladys MacKnight and her 
boyfriend after their arrest for the 
hatchet murder of Gladys’s disapprov-
ing mother. In one of the pictures, the 
adolescent couple look calm and a lit-
tle sullen, as if they’d been grounded, 
not booked for capital murder. Weegee 
displays a discernible compassion to-
ward the panicked chagrin of Robert 
Joyce, a Dodgers lover who shot and 
killed two Giants fans when he was 
loaded with eighteen beers; his face 
reaches us through Weegee’s lens as 
he’s sobering up, beside a policeman, 
his eyes wide with the realization of 
what he’s done. Weegee never got his 
wish to shoot a murder as it was hap-
pening, but his real gift was for photo-
graphing targets after they’d ripened 
into corpses. He “often remarked,” 
Bonanos notes, “that he took pains to 
make the dead look like they were just 
taking a little nap.”

Weegee’s pictures are full of actual 
sleepers—along with those coöperatively 
feigning slumber for the camera—in 
bars and doorways, atop benches and 
cardboard boxes, in limousines and toi-
let stalls, at Bowery missions or back-
stage. He became to shut-eye what Ed-
ward Weston was to peppers and Philippe 
Halsman would be to jumping. Even 
his photographs of mannequins, another 
frequent subject, seem to evince a fasci-
nation with, and perhaps a yearning for, 
rest. The dummies don’t so much ap-
pear inanimate as etherized, ready to re-
join the urban rat race once they’ve got-
ten forty winks.

The voyeur was also an exhibition-
ist. Weegee sometimes surrendered his 
camera so that he could inhabit a shot 
instead of creating it. That’s him next 
to an open trunk with a corpse, and there 
he is dressed as a clown, photographing 
from a ring of the circus. In 1937, Life 
commissioned him to do a photo-essay 

about a police station’s booking process. 
He turned it into a feature about a crime 
photographer: him. His grandiosity grew 
with the years, despite, or because of, his 
self-diagnosed “great inferiority com-
plex.” He took credit for helping to make 
Fiorello LaGuardia famous (never mind 
that LaGuardia was already mayor), and 
wrote in his memoir that he and the 
gossip columnist Walter Winchell “had 
a lot of fun together, chasing stories in 
the night.” The index to Neal Gabler’s 
stout biography of Winchell yields no 
mention of Weegee.

In his début show, at the Photo 
League, Weegee exhibited a supremely 
afecting picture of a mother and daugh-
ter weeping for two family members 
who are trapped inside a burning ten-
ement, and titled it “Roast.” A few years 
later, for “Naked City,” the book of pho-
tographs that forever secured his rep-
utation, Weegee renamed the image “I 
Cried When I Took This Picture.” Cyn-
thia Young, a curator at the I.C.P., has 
written that the retitled photograph 
became “a new kind of self-portrait, 
making the photographer part of the 
subject of the picture,” though she points 
out that some of the Photo League’s 
left-leaning members had disliked the 
original label. Did Weegee really cry? 
Colin Westerbeck once commented, 
“No, Weegee, you didn’t. You took that 
picture instead of crying.” The truth 
about the retitling lies not somewhere 
in between but at both poles. The man 
who once said, “My idea was to make 
the camera human,” experienced emo-
tion at the fire; then crafted a sick joke 
about it; then, later still, realized that 
the image would go over better with 
sobs than with smart-assedness. Take 
away the question of intention and the 
picture one is left with remains, indis-
putably, a moment cut from life with a 
tender shiv.

The secret of Weegee’s photogra-
phy—and the M.O. of his coarse life—
was an ability to operate as both the 
giver and the getter of attention. Wee-
gee didn’t learn to drive until the 
mid-nineteen-thirties, and before get-
ting his license he relied on a teen-age 
driver, who took him not only to break-
ing news but also to his favorite brothel, 
in the West Seventies. The madam there, 
named May, “had peepholes in the wall,” 
and she and Weegee would watch the 
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boy chaufeur perform in the next room. 
Weegee excised this last detail from the 
manuscript of his memoir, but merely 
to save the driver from embarrassment. 
In the early forties, he carried his in-
frared camera into dark movie theatres 
to photograph couples who were neck-
ing, and then sold the credited images. 
He also took some remarkable pictures 
of people in drag under arrest. In these 
images, the voyeur in Weegee seems 
overwhelmed by a respectful solidarity 
with his subjects’ defiant display. In his 
memoir, he writes about getting “a tele-
gram from a men’s magazine; they 
wanted pictures of abnormal fellows 
who liked to dress in women’s clothes. 
I would call that editor and tell him 
that what was abnormal to him was 
normal to me.” 

Weegee liked to say that he was look-
ing for “a girl with a healthy body and a 
sick mind.” The two most important 
women in his history were unlikely 
candidates for extended involvement. 
Throughout the early and mid-nine-
teen-forties, Wilma Wilcox, a South Da-
kotan studying for a master’s in social 
work at Columbia, provided Weegee 
with the non-clingy company he pre-
ferred; what Bonanos calls “her mix of 
social-worker patience and prairie stur-
diness” allowed her to survive his “erratic 
afection.” In 1947, he married a woman 
named Margaret Atwood, a prosperous 
widow whom he had met at a book sign-

ing for “Weegee’s People,” a follow-up 
to “Naked City.” The marriage lasted a 
few years. Weegee pawned his wedding 
ring in lieu of getting a divorce.

The voyeur-exhibitionist dynamic 
reached its peak when Weegee was, 

in Bonanos’s phrase, “watching the 
watchers”—an interest that grew over 
time. His pictures of people observing 
crime, accident, and even happy specta-
cle extended what Westerbeck and Mey-
erowitz see as street photography’s long 
tradition of memorializing the crowd 
instead of the parade. In 2007, the New 
York State Supreme Court airmed the 
street photographer’s right to take pic-
tures of people in public, something that 
had never much worried Weegee. “Poor 
people are not fussy about privacy,” he 
declared. “They have other problems.”

Weegee made three of his greatest 
views of viewers between 1939 and 1941. 
The first of them shows people neatly 
arranged in the windows of a Prince Street 
apartment building, looking out into the 
night as cheerfully as if they’d just been 
revealed from behind the little paper flaps 
of an Advent calendar. Below them, in 
the doorway of a café, is what’s brought 
them to the windows: a corpse claimed 
by the Mob and a handful of well-dressed 
police detectives. “Balcony Seats at a Mur-
der” ran in Life, portraying harmless, guilt-
free excitement, a carnival inversion of 
what a generation later might have been 

recorded at Kitty Genovese’s murder.
In the summer of 1940, Weegee cap-

tured a cluster of beachgoers observ-
ing an efort to resuscitate a drowned 
swimmer. The focus of the picture is a 
pretty young woman, the person most 
preoccupied with the camera, the only 
one giving it a big smile. She doesn’t 
disgust the viewer; she pleases, with 
her longing to be noticed, and her de-
lighted realization that she, at least, is 
breathing. She’s the life force, in all its 
wicked gaiety.

The following year, Weegee made 
the best of his gawker studies, a picture 
prompted by what Bonanos identifies 
as “a small-time murder at the corner of 
North Sixth and Roebling Streets,” in 
Williamsburg. In it, more than a dozen 
people, most of them children, exhibit 
everything from fright to squealing rel-
ish. “Extra! Weegee!” reveals that the 
Acme caption for this kinetic tableau 
was “Who Said People Are All Alike?,” 
which Weegee, with his taste for the 
body blow, changed to “Their First Mur-
der.” The killing that’s taken place is 
merely the big bang; the faces, each a 
vivid record of the ripple efects of crime, 
become the real drama. 

“I have no time for messages in my 
pictures. That’s for Western Union,” 
Weegee said, swiping Samuel Goldwyn’s 
line. But once in a while he made a pho-
tograph with clear political intent, such 
as the one of Joe McWilliams, a fascis-
tic 1940 congressional candidate shown 
looking at, and like, a horse’s ass. There’s 
also the image of a black mother hold-
ing a small child behind the shattered 
glass of their front door, smashed by 
toughs who didn’t want them moving 
into Washington Heights. Most delib-
erately, Weegee made a series of car-
wreck pictures at a spot on the Henry 
Hudson Parkway where the of-ramp 
badly needed some fencing; he was proud 
that their publication helped get a bar-
rier installed.

In a foreword to “Naked City,” Wil-
liam McCleery, a PM editor, detected a 
crusading impulse in Weegee’s picture 
of poor children escaping a New York 
heat wave: “You don’t want those kids 
to go on sleeping on that fire escape for-
ever, do you?” Bonanos, too, thinks this 
photograph was made and received with 
indignation, but the image has always 
been more picturesque than disturbing. 
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(Weegee almost certainly posed the chil-
dren and told them to keep their eyes 
shut.) Still, Weegee often exhibited an 
immigrant’s pride—Bonanos calls him 
a “proud Jew”—that can be seen as 
broadly political. One looks at the pic-
tures he made in Chinatown and Little 
Italy toward the end of the war, full of 
American flags and patriotic embraces, 
and senses his appreciation of the eclec-
tic energies at play in the city, along with 
a feeling that the old tenement world 
was ready to take a fine leap toward 
something better.

Even when not explicitly activist, 
Weegee’s stance remains compassion-
ate. Down on the Bowery, Sammy’s—a 
self-conscious dive frequented by booze-
hounds, talentless belters, a dwarf mas-
cot, and uptown slummers—was the 
place Weegee chose for his book par-
ties, somewhere he could both gape and 
show of. The bar was itself a contriv-
ance, a kind of nightly photo op, but the 
pictures Weegee took there manage to 
be both exploitative and humane. 

How literally true, and how staged, 
was Weegee’s work? In “Bystander,” 
Westerbeck and Meyerowitz show that 
early street photographers tried “to bully 
or finagle their subjects into behaving 
naturally.” This fundamental tension be-
tween a composed pictorialism and a 
trouvé “snapshot aesthetic” persisted in 
photography decade after decade. Alfred 
Stieglitz, as if trying to negotiate a com-
promise, would sometimes frame a setup 
and wait for passersby to wander into it; 
Brassaï orchestrated his photographs; on 
occasion Ben Shahn included his wife 
as a “fake subject” among real ones.

Bonanos admits that Weegee would 
sometimes “give the truth some extra 
help,” and when it comes to what he 
calls “minor adjustments” the biogra-
pher doesn’t mount an especially high 
horse. Still, he doesn’t hide the whop-
pers that amount to fake views. On No-
vember 22, 1943, Weegee’s most egre-
gious cheating produced his most 
famous picture, “The Critic”: a scrag-
gly, impoverished woman looks scorn-
fully at a pair of fur-clad, tiara-wearing 
ladies arriving at the opera. The ladies 
are actually behaving more naturally 
than the down-on-her-luck observer, a 
woman Weegee found at Sammy’s and 
plied with drink before taking her up-
town to complete his scheme. When 

BRIEFLY NOTED
First Person, by Richard Flanagan (Knopf ). The narrator of 
this novel is an angsty aspiring novelist who is summoned 
from Tasmania to Melbourne for a ghostwriting assignment. 
His subject, an infamous con man called Ziggy, is infuriat-
ingly evasive. “I have been missing since I was born,” he 
ofers by way of an origin story. As the ghostwriter contends 
with underworld escapades, farcical publishing-industry pos-
turing, and his gnomic subject, he becomes obsessed with 
the boundary between fiction and reality. Flanagan cannot 
quite make Ziggy’s magnetism or sinister influence plausi-
ble, but the novel, with its switchbacking recollections and 
cyclical dialogue, its penetrating scenes of birth and, even-
tually, death, is enigmatic and mesmerizing.

Woman at 1,000 Degrees, by Hallgrímur Helgason, translated 
from the Icelandic by Brian FitzGibbon (Algonquin). Near the 
opening of this black-humored novel, a bedridden eighty-year-
old woman living in a Reykjavík garage schedules her crema-
tion and embarks on her life story. The daughter of an enthu-
siastic Nazi collaborator, she is ten at the start of the Second 
World War. Separated from her parents, she endures many 
horrors. But her story, based on true events, is no predictable 
chronicle of wartime woe: she is pitiless toward everyone, her-
self included, unapologetic about having been a stone-hearted 
lover, a neglectful mother, and a reckless globe-trotter. Al-
though the prose can be clumsily staccato, the narrator re-
counts her misshapen life with engaging vividness.

The Girl from Kathmandu, by Cam Simpson (Harper). In the 
coverage of the Iraq War, the kidnapping and murder of 
twelve Nepalese men by a terrorist group, in 2004, was merely 
a detail. But Simpson’s investigations into how these men 
ended up in Iraq helped launch a decade-long legal battle 
on behalf of the victims’ families. Simpson tells a complex 
story about how the intersection of privatized wars and glo-
balization heightens the vulnerability of transnational labor-
ers. The book has several unassuming heroes: a young widow 
and a resourceful sociologist in Kathmandu, and legislators 
and tireless pro-bono lawyers in Washington. Still, the pur-
suit of justice, as Simpson recounts, is endlessly hampered 
by the cynical tactics of deep-pocketed defense contractors. 

Picasso and the Painting That Shocked the World, by Miles J. 
Unger (Simon & Schuster). When Pablo Picasso unveiled “Les 
Demoiselles d’Avignon” to his friends, in 1907, the response 
was unanimous: a “horrible mess,” as Leo Stein declared. It 
was nine years before Picasso dared to show the painting in 
public. But it marked a breakthrough, both for the artist and, 
as Unger illustrates in this history, for art itself, heralding the 
birth of Cubism. The book is framed as a hero’s journey, fol-
lowing the young Picasso through the lean years of the Blue 
and Rose periods. Bohemian Montmartre comes brilliantly 
to life, as do the artist’s struggles. Even those familiar with 
the story will cheer when, after roughly a decade of search-
ing, he declares, “I knew I had found my way.”
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he republished his opera photographs 
a couple of years later, his printed com-
mentary gave no hint of the deception.

There were plenty of occasions when 
circumstances arranged themselves with-
out need of manipulation—ones Wee-
gee recognized for their unlikely, or-
ganic beauty, and took pains to capture 
before they could disappear from his 
viewfinder. “Extra! Weegee!” reproduces 
his photograph of a church fire on West 
122nd Street, where the water arcs made 
by several fire hoses appear to be flying 
buttresses, permanent parts of the struc-
ture they’ve just come to save. In a night-
time picture, a thin man near a lamp-
post looks like one of Giacometti’s 
elongated sculptures. A shot through 
the open doors of a paddy wagon re-
veals two men on opposite sides of the 
van’s spare tire, covering their faces with 
hats; the result is a comic mystery and 
a sort of Mickey Mouse silhouette, in 
which their hats look like ears.

This attraction to the bizarre suggests 
Weegee as a precursor to photographers 
like Diane Arbus. In “On Photography” 
(1977), Susan Sontag acknowledges that 
Arbus once referred to Weegee as “the 
photographer she felt closest to,” but she 
rejected any connection between the two 
beyond a shared urban sensibility:

The similarity between [Weegee’s] work 
and Arbus’ ends there. However eager she was 
to disavow standard elements of photographic 
sophistication such as composition, Arbus was 
not unsophisticated. And there is nothing jour-
nalistic about her motives for taking pictures. 
What may seem journalistic, even sensational, 
in Arbus’ photographs places them, rather, in 
the main tradition of Surrealist art. 

And yet one can hardly discount or 
fail to notice the Surrealist essence of 
Weegee’s paddy-wagon picture. The 
mask-like fedora might as well be Ma-
gritte’s apple. Weegee knew Surrealism 
when he saw it, and the recognition came 
from an artistic instinct for provocative 
juxtaposition. A circus-audience picture 
from 1943 shows two deadpan, hatted 
women holding hatted monkey dolls in 
their laps—an image that points straight 
ahead to Arbus’s work.

The publication of “Naked City,” in 
1945, brought public praise from 

Langston Hughes and a congratulatory 
note from Alfred Stieglitz: “My laurel 
wreath I hand to thee.” If there were 

critics who remained skeptical of pho-
tography’s status as art, there were now 
plenty of them ready to usher this 
night-crawling creature of newsprint 
into the pantheon. (Several Weegees 
had been exhibited in two MOMA shows 
in 1943 and 1944.) Weegee did not grow 
rich, but he craved fame more than 
money, and he had enough of the lat-
ter to appear in advertising endorse-
ments for camera equipment.

By the time all this acclaim was upon 
him, Weegee had more or less finished 
doing his most interesting work. He did 
shoot a girl being launched out of a can-
non, but he was not made for the space 
age, let alone the era of urban renewal. 
Vogue’s art director, Alexander Liberman, 
brought him to the magazine for a time, 
but not much came of that, and the bits 
of advertising and commercial photog-
raphy that he undertook don’t engage 
us now any more than they did him at 
the time.

 It was a mistake for Weegee to enter 
the well-lit, corporate world. His power 
had always come from making night 
into day. With flashbulbs, and even their 
riskier, flash-powder antecedent, he was 
able to own and preserve the instant 
when—Fiat lux!—he spun the world a 
hundred and eighty degrees. For a split 
second, the immigrant scrapper could 
be God, or, at least, Lucifer. Actual day-
time represented exile, a demotion.

The itch to remain Weegee the Fa-
mous took him to Hollywood. Mark 
Hellinger, the columnist turned producer, 
seeking a sexy name for a detective movie, 
had bought the rights to the title “Naked 
City,” and shot the film in New York. 
This was a little like Cecil B. DeMille’s 
oice wanting Norma Desmond’s car 
instead of Norma Desmond, but the ex-
perience of being around the production 
impelled Weegee, in 1948, to shift coasts, 
where he wasted a few years chasing bit 
parts in films. The only significant work 
from this period was a series of night-
time promotional photographs taken 
across the country for a 1950 Universal 
movie, “The Sleeping City.”

Weegee was back in New York by the 
end of 1951, and spent much of the next 
decade making pointless forays into Eu-
rope, art-house films, and soft porn. He 
photographed the members of camera 
clubs ogling Bettie Page, the pinup queen, 
and sought connection with a younger 

artistic crowd in Greenwich Village. He 
once invited Judith Malina, the co-
founder of the Living Theatre, home, 
then chased her around his apartment. 
She recalled Weegee for Bonanos shortly 
before her death: “He wanted to see the 
soul of the person. He wanted to see the 
essence of the person. And he certainly 
wanted to see the tits of the person.”

Throughout his last years, Weegee 
devoted a baling amount of time to 
“distortions,” fun-house caricatures of 
celebrities like Salvador Dali and Mari-
lyn Monroe. They’re interesting for a 
second or two, but the car wrecks he’d 
photographed years before—pulverized 
and accordioned vehicles—were more 
authentically, captivatingly warped. What 
he considered a late creative stretch was 
actually shrinkage; toward the end, he 
ceased making many distinctions be-
tween art and junk. To slow the drift, he 
tried old tricks, at one point even buy-
ing another pony—a replacement for 
the long-dead Hypo. An attempted re-
turn to nighttime news photography 
proved beyond his physical energies.

Amid the tiresome braggadocio of 
Weegee’s memoir, one finds no mention 
of either Margaret Atwood or Wilma 
Wilcox, but the latter made a god-sent 
return to Weegee at the end of his life. 
Decades earlier, Wilcox had been shocked 
by his storage methods—“photographs 
not in files but tossed into a pork bar-
rel.” In 1964, with money from her pen-
sion, she purchased a brownstone on 
West Forty-seventh Street, and allowed 
Weegee, and his œuvre, to move in.

He died from a brain tumor at Christ-
mastime in 1968, and Wilcox, “the silent 
hero of Weegee’s story,” according to 
Bonanos, set about organizing the wild 
clutter of his superabundant, uneven 
work. She lived until 1993, perhaps with 
a premonition of the photographic age 
now upon us, an era in which that smil-
ing girl on the beach has no need of a 
press photographer to get herself no-
ticed; she comes to us through her In-
stagram feed, as a selfie from which the 
drowning man has probably been cropped. 
Defying one of Weegee’s dicta—“A pic-
ture is like a blintz. Eat it while it’s hot”—
Wilcox succeeded in getting his messy 
life’s achievement into the International 
Center of Photography, which today 
holds it in “about five hundred big gray 
archival boxes kept cool and dry.” 
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A business once ruled by star power is now dominated by intellectual property.

BOOKS

CLOBBERING TIME
How superheroes killed the movie star.

BY STEPHEN METCALF

ILLUSTRATION BY NISHANT CHOKSI

Late in the fall of 2014, an entity call-
ing itself Guardians of Peace began 

leaking e-mails and other private mate-
rial belonging to Sony Pictures. Sensa-
tional headlines quickly followed. The 
hack was reportedly the work of the 
North Korean government, possibly in 
retaliation for the portrayal of Kim Jong 
Un in the as yet unreleased Sony com-
edy “The Interview.” (North Korea de-
nied this.) Among other things, the 
e-mails revealed that Jennifer Lawrence 
was paid significantly less than men 
whose stardom didn’t equal hers and 
that, before attending a Democratic fund-
raiser featuring Barack Obama, Amy 
Pascal, the co-chair of Sony Pictures, 

had joked with the producer Scott Rudin 
about which recent movies starring black 
people the President might have liked. 
On the heels of these and other reports 
came opinion pieces arguing that jour-
nalists were abetting the hackers by pub-
lishing the stolen information.

Another story was getting lost. Sony, 
which from 2002 to 2012 had generally 
been one of the top earners at the box 
oice, was failing as a studio. Under 
Pascal’s leadership, Sony released a mix 
of tentpole films—the latest James 
Bonds, “Da Vinci Code” sequels—and 
star-driven vehicles often featuring Will 
Smith or Adam Sandler. (“Will and 
Adam bought our houses,” Sony execs 

liked to say.) Sprinkled among these 
were mid-budget, low-concept movies 
aimed at adults. Pascal had taken pride 
in Sony’s reputation as a “relationship 
studio,” built on its connections with 
talent. She was literate and smart, and 
alive to what makes a story click. Sony 
owned the rights to Spider-Man, and 
Pascal made intelligent use of them—
her choices for director (Sam Raimi, of 
“Evil Dead” fame) and star (dewy-eyed 
Tobey Maguire) were unexpected, and 
together they made a movie that hon-
ored fans and non-fans alike. (“Spider-
Man 2” was good, too.)

In the long run, it didn’t matter. Sony 
did not own the intellectual property, 
or “I.P.,” necessary to build out Spider-
Man into a “cinematic universe”—that 
is, a fictional world that transfers from 
picture to picture, so that, instead of a 
single story line with a new installment 
every few years, a studio can release two 
or three “quasi-sequels,” as one Marvel 
executive has put it, in the span of a sin-
gle year. Marvel pioneered the cinematic 
universe, hatching a plan in 2005 that 
it launched with the release of “Iron 
Man,” three years later. Without the 
requisite I.P., Sony couldn’t compete. “I 
only have the spider universe not the 
marvel universe,” Pascal explained to a 
colleague, in a 2014 e-mail. (The studio 
had had a chance to buy nearly all Mar-
vel’s big characters, on the cheap, in the 
late nineties, but declined.) In another 
e-mail, Pascal suggested that she was 
trying to create an “un-marvel marvel 
world that is rooted in humanity.” 

As Sony faltered, its rival, Disney, 
was enjoying an embarrassment of I.P. 
riches. First, it began remaking its an-
imated classics as live-action features; 
then, in 2009, Disney bought Marvel, 
for four billion dollars. In 2012, it ac-
quired Lucasfilm, the parent company 
of “Star Wars,” for another four billion. 
By 2015, Disney was releasing one new 
movie from the “Star Wars” universe 
and two or more movies from the Mar-
vel universe every year.

Located nowhere in actual history 
or geography (or, maybe, human expe-
rience), a cinematic universe need not 
be limited by cultural specificity or nu-
ance. What plays in Sioux City plays 
in Bayonne will play in Chongqing. 
The rise of the cinematic universe is 
inseparable from the rise of a truly global 
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cinematic marketplace, dominated by 
China. In “The Big Picture: The Fight 
for the Future of the Movies” (Hough-
ton Milin Harcourt), the Wall Street 

Journal reporter Ben Fritz shares a star-
tling fact: in 2005, the highest-grossing 
film in China was “Harry Potter and 
the Goblet of Fire,” which took in just 
under twelve million dollars. In 2017, a 
“Fast and the Furious” sequel made al-
most four hundred million there. 

To write “The Big Picture,” Fritz 
sifted through all the Sony e-mails 
made public by the hack. “This was, I 
realized, a way to embed myself inside 
a studio,” he writes. The surprising un-
dersong to the story he tells is one of 
pathos—the pathos of an old-school 
studio head becoming an anomaly in 
a Hollywood increasingly overseen by 
brand managers. Fritz quotes at length 

from an extraordinary St. Crispin’s Day-
like pep talk that Rudin delivered to 
Pascal, via e-mail, in 2014. Rudin had 
been trying to get Sony to back the 
movie “Steve Jobs,” with a screenplay 
by Aaron Sorkin, based on Walter Isaac-
son’s 2011 biography. David Fincher 
was going to direct, but then he dropped 
out and Danny Boyle took over; Chris-
tian Bale was going to star, then maybe 
Leonardo DiCaprio, or perhaps Brad-
ley Cooper or Matt Damon or Ben 
Aleck. Now it was Michael Fass-
bender. Pascal had wavered, and let 
Rudin take the movie to Universal. 
When Rudin e-mailed her, she was 
trying to get it back.

“Why have the job if you can’t do 
this movie?” he asked her. “So you’re 
feeling wobbly in the job right now. 
Here’s the fact: nothing conventional 

you could do is going to change that, 
and there is no life-changing hit that 
is going to fall into your lap that is NOT 
a nervous decision, because the big ob-
vious movies are going to go elsewhere 
and you don’t have the IP right now to 
create them from standard material. 
Force yourself to muster some confi-
dence about it and do the exact thing 
right now for which your career will be 
known in movie history: be the person 
who makes the tough decisions and 
sticks with them and makes the un-
likely things succeed.”

Universal kept the movie, and re-
leased it in October, 2015. It was the 
kind of nervy, mid-budget drama that 
Pascal lived to make. It was also the 
kind of movie that does not play in 
Sioux City, Bayonne, or Chongqing. 
“Steve Jobs” lost about fifty million dol-
lars at the box oice, according to Fritz. 
By then, Pascal had been eased out of 
her position at Sony in classic Holly-
wood style. When her contract expired, 
in February, 2015, she was given a “first-
look” producing deal.

Aside from one person’s job, what 
was lost? Fritz sees a bleak future 

for the big studios, but is surprisingly 
upbeat about what’s in store for the rest 
of us. The decline of wide-release mov-
ies for grownups has coincided with 
the rise of ambitious, big-budget story-
telling on television, a trade-of Fritz 
is fine with. “For those of us who sim-
ply want to sit down, turn of the lights, 
and be immersed in the magic of sto-
ries told in images on a screen,” he 
writes, “the future has never looked 
brighter.” True. But for a book that care-
fully delineates the causes and efects 
that have shaped the recent Hollywood 
past, the reduction of movies to “sto-
ries told in images on a screen” is sur-
prisingly ahistorical. How and where 
the movies reach us has always con-
tributed to the particular power they 
have to rearrange our moral furniture. 

The story of Amy Pascal’s downfall 
at Sony is unsettling, but the period 
that preceded her tenure is not widely 
regarded as a golden age of American 
cinema. It was, instead, the age of the 
traditional blockbuster, when a “high 
concept” and a single A-list star could 
drive a project from pitch meeting into 
production and, finally, out to theatres. 
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Until blockbusters arrived—starting in 
1975, with Steven Spielberg’s “Jaws,” in 
its time the most commercially suc-
cessful film in history—Hollywood re-
leased movies gradually, one set of the-
atres after another. In the “run-zone 
clearance system,” a movie would begin 
with a heavily publicized first run in 
downtown theatres in major cities, 
continue on to smaller houses in less 
aluent or less fashionable parts of the 
city, and then move out to the suburbs, 
to smaller cities and towns, and, finally, 
to rural communities. A movie that 
was disliked by its first wave of view-
ers might not continue through the 
system, and the urban sophisticates 
who made the initial decision to see it 
were heavily influenced by the critics.

In the nineteen-twenties, the pro-
ducer Irving Thalberg recognized that 
a pattern of distribution implies a pat-
tern of taste-making. From his position, 
first at Universal and then at M-G-M, 
he turned Hollywood in the direction 
of prestige pictures—movies that “em-
phasized glamour, grace, and beauty,” as 
one critic put it. As much as three-quar-
ters of M-G-M’s productions were 
A-class features feeding into the most 
deluxe of the downtown movie palaces, 
a business practice that was fortified, 
year after year in that decade, by an urban 
industrial boom. A version of this ap-
proach to distribution survived for much 
of the twentieth century—as late as the 
mid-seventies, a movie could take six 
months, or even a year, to finish its the-
atrical run. By then, however, suburban-
ization had transformed the country. 
The studios were stuck with a release 
pattern designed to flatter a social land-
scape that, by and large, no longer ex-
isted. “Jaws” was a masterpiece by a wun-
derkind director, but it also proved out 
a new business model: a gimmicky idea, 
bankable stars, and aggressive television 
ad campaigns, all of it designed to trig-
ger audience anticipation and drive a 
massive Friday-night opening across 
thousands of screens—critics and snobs 
be damned. 

It did not take Hollywood long to 
see the commercial possibilities, and the 
blockbuster came to dominate the movie 
industry. This, it’s been said, signalled 
the end of the “auteur” era—a magical 
period in American cinema when film 
directors were revered as quasi-literary 

gods. The truth is more complicated. 
“The decade that gave the movie in-
dustry the American auteur also gave 
it the broad-audience event film,” the 
agent, producer, and film executive Mike 
Medavoy notes in “You’re Only as Good 
as Your Next One” (Atria), an under-read 
and engaging show-biz memoir. Both 
trends—a director-driven cinema and 
market-tested movies packaged out of 
familiar (or “presold”) elements and fa-
miliar faces—exerted an enormous in-
fluence on the Hollywood film culture 
of the time; often both were apparent 
within a single picture. The tendency 
toward artistic surprise on the one hand 
and a highly manipulative familiarity 
on the other came together and created 
the tastes and expectations of movie-
goers for a generation. What Holly-
wood blockbuster can’t trace its ances-
try to “The Godfather,” “The Exorcist,” 
“Jaws,” “Rocky,” “Star Wars,” “Annie 
Hall,” or “Alien”?

For several years, a balance was pre-
served between commerce and art—or, 
really, between a standardized produc-
tion process in search of eiciencies of 
scale, and creative individuality. Then 
the machinery of wide release was sup-
plemented by a new technology, VHS. 
Suddenly, there were video stores all 
over America that needed to purchase 
at least one copy of every major new 
Hollywood movie. In “Powerhouse: The 
Untold Story of Hollywood’s Creative 
Artists Agency” (Custom House), an 
oral history compiled by James Andrew 
Miller, Tom Hanks recalls the efect 
that this had on Hollywood in the eight-
ies. “The industry used to be so flush 
with free money that it was almost im-
possible to do wrong even with a crappy 
movie, because here’s why: home video,” 
he says. By 1986, video sales and rentals 
were taking in more than four billion 
dollars. Income from home viewing had 
surpassed that of theatrical release. 

A Blockbuster video store in Bethesda 
or Prairie Village may seem a world 
away from the glamour palaces of yore, 
but they were alike in one respect: they 
depended on the power of a movie star 
to signal a picture’s quality. Rows of 
cardboard VHS boxes featuring Hanks 
or Julia Roberts replaced the old the-
atre marquee. Star power was as strong 
as it had been since Thalberg’s heyday. 
In the thirties, the actors were owned, 

more or less outright, by the studios. In 
the eighties, actors were free agents and 
Hollywood was prospering. A new era, 
one ruled not by the studio, but by the 
talent agent, had begun. It is this era 
that is presently coming to an end.

S ix months before “Jaws” was released, 
a group of disafected William Mor-

ris agents founded C.A.A. William 
Morris was a classic mid-century op-
eration, bureaucratic and governed by 
seniority. “There was little entrepre-
neurialism,” Michael Ovitz, one of 
C.A.A.’s founders, says in “Power-
house.” Ovitz had a plan. He would set 
aside the more self-serving mytholo-
gies of show business, run an eat-what-
you-kill shop, and become “the most 
powerful person in Hollywood.” C.A.A. 
aggressively signed up A-list talent, 
then ofered studios all-or-nothing 
deals. Ovitz came as close to being  
a lone Hollywood hegemon as any  
one person can—and he did it thanks,  
in no small part, to an utter lack of  
sentimentality about the movies.  
C.A.A. had started out by concen-
trating on television. When it came to 
feature films, Ovitz admitted that he  
was motivated by the desire to destroy  
William Morris. “Our goal was to  
break them,” he tells Miller, “and we 
did; we blew their movie department 
to nothing.”

He did it with packaging, the prac-
tice whereby an agent, or agency, ofers 
up all the relevant talent on a project to 
the studio. The technique has been 
around since the advent of radio as a 
mass medium. But, just as wide release 
came to dominate theatrical distribu-
tion, the C.A.A. package came to dom-
inate the development of wide-release 
films. The best of these movies—“Caddy-
shack,” “Trading Places,” “Beverly Hills 
Cop,” “Ghostbusters,” “Back to the  
Future,” all C.A.A. packages—were  
irreverent, fun, slapdash, and a little cruel. 
The worst were ostentatious and empty. 
The very worst, like “Legal Eagles,” were 
deal memos on celluloid. 

Ovitz’s foil for a time was David 
Puttnam, a highly regarded British film 
producer. Puttnam had made his sig-
nature picture, “Chariots of Fire,” with 
a first-time director and no stars, and 
without the aid of Hollywood. It was 
a commercial triumph and won four 
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Academy Awards, including Best Pic-
ture. He’d débuted films at Cannes six 
years in a row—“The Mission,” with 
Robert De Niro and Jeremy Irons, won 
the Palme d’Or—and helped launch 
the careers of Alan Parker, Ridley Scott, 
Adrian Lyne, and Roland Jofé. Putt-
nam’s movies were producer-driven 
and serious, and built an audience via 
a slow graduated- release schedule. He 
made anti-blockbusters, and did so on 
budget, without caving in to agents, 
agent packages, or agency fees. This 
was attractive to an industry worried 
about cost inflation. In 1986, Columbia 
Pictures needed a chairman, and it 
sought him out.

Puttnam auditioned by flying to At-
lanta and handing a heartfelt manifesto 
to the top brass of the Coca-Cola Com-
pany, which owned the studio. He loved 
America, he explained, because he’d 
grown up loving American movies. Thal-
berg was his childhood hero. But some-
thing had changed, he believed, and 
Americans were becoming indiferent 
to their great cultural patrimony—an 
indiference that was linked, Puttnam 
maintained, to how movies were being 
made and distributed. If he came to Co-
lumbia, it would be on a condition. “Tal-
ent packages would be out,” he informed 
Coca-Cola. “If I don’t have your sup-
port on this, then I’m the wrong per-
son for you.” He was hired.

Puttnam installed himself in Greta 
Garbo’s old villa in Coldwater Canyon 
and spent the following year telling 
anyone who would listen that serious 
films could be popular and popular 
films could be serious. Puttnam’s pub-
lic comments as the head of a major 
American movie studio are astonish-
ing for their candor. “If Coca-Cola ac-
cidentally created one hundred million 
cans of faulty Coke, you know for sure 
the entire one hundred million cans 
would be dropped in the Atlantic or 
Pacific Ocean,” he said. “What do we 
do with a crappy movie? We double its 
advertising budget and hope for a big 
opening weekend.” A few months later, 
Puttnam was forced to resign, after 
Coca-Cola decided to divest itself of 
Columbia Pictures, which was even-
tually sold to Sony. 

Among Puttnam’s failures during his 
thirteen months in the position was his 
inability, or unwillingness, to close a deal 

with Bill Murray and his agent, Michael 
Ovitz, on a sequel to “Ghostbusters.” 
When the movie was finally made, two 
years later, it set a box-oice record in 
its opening weekend. (The record was 
broken, one week later, by “Batman.”) 
A few years ago, the Hollywood Reporter 
revealed that Sony had plans to turn 
“Ghostbusters” into a cinematic uni-
verse. The first reboot, with an all-fe-
male starring cast, was released in 2016. 
It was produced by Amy Pascal.

W hen movies were mostly one-
ofs—and not spinofs, sequels, 

reboots, or remakes—they had to be 
good. A little blunt, too, maybe. Con-
juring a universe out of nothing, bring-
ing it to crisis and back again, all in 
under two hours, required, if nothing 
else, craftsmanship on a level admired 
even by European snobs. “The Ameri-
cans, who are much more stupid when 
it comes to analysis, instinctively bring 
of very complex scripts,” Godard said, 
in 1962. “They also have a gift for the 
kind of simplicity which brings depth.” 
No matter how well executed, commer-
cial success for such a film was never 
guaranteed. Laying out an enormous 
sum of money on a product whose cre-
ation depends upon a harmony of mas-
sive egos, and whose final appeal is the 
result of intangibles, is a terrible basis 
for a commercial enterprise. 

For most of Hollywood history, the 
movie business has needed a hostage 
buyer, a customer with little choice but 
to purchase the product. First, this was 
the theatre chains, which the studios 
owned, or controlled, until 1948, when 
the Supreme Court forced the studios 
to sell them on antitrust grounds. In the 
eighties and nineties, video stores partly 
filled the role. But, increasingly, the hos-
tage buyer is us. 

Today, the major franchises are com-
mercially invulnerable because they 
ofer up proprietary universes that their 
legions of fans are desperate to reënter 
on almost any terms. These reliable 
sources of profit are now Hollywood’s 
financial bedrock. The business model 
began to take shape, gradually, in the 
eighties; it solidified a decade ago, when 
a writer’s strike recalibrated Hollywood’s 
tolerance for risk. (The global financial 
crisis played a role as well.) At the same 
time, digital distribution was on the 

rise; Netflix, which launched its stream-
ing service early in 2007, after years as 
a mail-order company, began eating 
into DVD sales. As the major studios 
faced the loss of a large and predictable 
revenue stream, they trimmed their re-
lease schedules and focussed more of 
their eforts on the global mega-brands: 
Marvel, DC, “Harry Potter,” “The Fast 
and the Furious,” “Star Wars.” The 
movie business transitioned from a sys-
tem dominated by a handful of larger-
than-life stars to one defined by I.P. 
This brought the era shaped by Ovitz 
to a close. 

“Michael Ovitz,” writes Violaine 
Roussel, in her book “Representing 
Talent: Hollywood Agents and the 
Making of Movies” (University of Chi-
cago Press), “is commonly described as 
the demiurge responsible for shaping 
and leading the reconfiguration of the 
system linking together the main agen-
cies and the major studios.” Roussel is 
a professor of sociology at the Univer-
sity of Paris, and she spent five years 
studying the world Ovitz helped cre-
ate, interviewing movie agents, shad-
owing them at work, and meeting with 
their various rivals and counterparts, 
including top executives at the major 
studios. In Roussel’s telling, agents are 
now less like Ovitz than they are like 
art dealers in the style of Leo Castelli 
or Paul Durand- Ruel: keepers of se-
crets, fulfillers of dreams, bearers of bad 
news. Roussel’s interview subjects speak, 
repeatedly and sensitively, to the chal-
lenge, as she puts it, of converting “the 
symbolic recognition of talent into (po-
tential) economic transactions.” The 
agents who talked to Roussel report 
being on call twenty-four hours a day, 
and structuring their personal lives 
around accumulating the social capi-
tal that their work demands. This is 
nothing new, presumably, but there is 
a fresh note of desolation running 
through her account. 

Where once an agent was, as Rous-
sel puts it, “a creative entrepreneur” whose 
bread and butter was “her close rela-
tionship with star talent,” today a Hol-
lywood agent is “an expert in conduct-
ing risk-controlled investment strategies 
by securing the rights to film franchises 
and ‘sequelizable’ productions,” some-
one “whose practice resembles that of 
certain professionals in the world of 
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finance.” The personal style of agenting 
has evolved accordingly. As one agent 
explains, in the old days “you were very 
interactive.” To close a deal with a pro-
ducer, you would “get up and step in, 
you sit in front of them, in the front of 
the table, you push a picture over.” The 
ethos now, the agent says, is “clinical, 
digital, and clean.”

Movie people, Roussel notes, like 
to signal their status as insiders by  
referring to Hollywood as a “town.” In 
the town, everything is personal, every-
thing is business, and everyone knows 
her place—or doesn’t, at her own peril. 
Since 2008, the system has become un-
sure. As it would; for the first time in 
nearly a century, the system is not being 
driven by stardom. In the Ovitz era, 
star power took on two related senses: 
the power of a performer to carry a pic-
ture for moviegoers (think Julia Rob-
erts in “Pretty Woman”) and the power 
of a star to get a picture greenlit—to 
make a project “real,” as Roussel puts 
it, using an amusing term of Holly-
wood art. Both Fritz and Roussel con-
nect the loss of stars’ power to make a 
picture real to the shift to I.P. But nei-
ther connects it to the other vanishing 
force—the power of a star to carry a 
film for a wide audience. 

In the thirties, Thalberg’s greatest 
star was the suave William Powell, sec-
ond only to Clark Gable, in that de-
cade, among Hollywood’s leading men. 
Thalberg didn’t just sell the ideal of the 
meritorious swell in the person of Pow-
ell; he aspired to be such a figure him-
self, as did the man in the White House, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The charm, 
the imperturbability, and the sheer 
human grace that Powell displayed in 
“My Man Godfrey” and the “Thin Man” 
pictures were qualities as rooted in the 
anxious needs of an audience as they 
were in the talents of a particular man. 
In the eighties, when Americans needed 
to see hustlers on the make treated as 
demiurges, Tom Cruise was like Mi-
chael Ovitz was like Michael Milken.

The preëminence, during the past 
ten years, of the superhero movie has 
been accompanied by the loss of the 
actor as hero, or heroic type. “Accord-
ing to Marvel’s philosophy,” Ben Fritz 
writes, “the characters, not the actors, 
were the stars, and pretty much every-
one was expendable.” There was no sep-

arating Powell from Nick Charles, or 
Humphrey Bogart from Sam Spade. Is 
there any connecting Batman to—fill 
in the blank? The quality of film acting 
has never been higher, and there is still 
a craft in scriptwriting and directing 
that makes one regularly bow in awe. 
But a minimal standard of human re-
latability is not being met, on a routine 
basis, in the medium’s most dominant 
genre. People who are nothing like us 
rescuing a world that is nothing like 
ours is not a recipe for artistic renewal. 

Granted, there were limitations in 
the old model, some of them severe; it 
is hardly incidental that two of the most 
popular and interesting movies of the 
past year, “Wonder Woman” and “Black 
Panther,” made deliberate eforts to ex-
pand the usual demographic of old-fash-
ioned Hollywood heroism, and to push 
back against the history of sexism and 
racism that it reflects. But the bench-
mark for a good movie was once co-
herence, and this meant more than a 
competently executed three-act script. 
It meant the unity of story with char-
acter, of character with star persona. 
The whole shebang was given life by a 
highly improbable marriage between 
our narcissism and our idealism. In this 
model, the movie theatre was a special 
kind of institution, where a primitive 
instinct for action and drama came to-

gether with a desire to banish our re-
sidual cruelty, if for no other reason than 
that it wouldn’t play. 

This year, Netflix is set to release 
more original movies than Sony, Dis-
ney, and Warner Bros. combined. The 
company has taken aim at the primacy 
of theatrical release, in an apparent efort 
to make online streaming the prevail-
ing distribution model for movies. Even 
Sony’s old standbys are now making 
movies for Netflix. Adam Sandler signed 
a deal with the company in 2014, and 
Will Smith made his first Netflix film 
last year. Smith has admitted to a sense 
of loss. “There’s something about the 
big screen that does something to peo-
ple’s minds,” he told an audience at 
Comic-Con last July. But the Inter-
net and social media have changed 
things, he said, adding, “You almost 
can’t make new movie stars anymore, 
right?” Cinemas are already in danger 
of becoming like the church in the 
Philip Larkin poem: half-abandoned 
houses of “awkward reverence,” with 
an aura that intensifies as fewer and 
fewer people go. Over the next few 
years, movies may lose altogether the 
aspect of public solitude, of being alone 
together in a crowd, in the dark, mar-
velling as spectacle devolves upon the 
human face. At that point, they’ll just 
be more screen time. 

“Before I get started, who here knows the diference between  
an L.L.C., your ass, and a hole in the ground?”

• •
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Rammellzee channelled the city’s chaos into a spectacular personal mythology. 

POP MUSIC

GRAFFITI PROPHET
Rammellzee wanted to set New York City free.
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In the late nineteen-seventies, the sociol-
ogist Nathan Glazer had grown weary 

of riding New York’s graiti-covered sub-
ways. The names of young vandals, who 
identified themselves as “writers” rather 
than as artists, were everywhere—inside, 
outside, sometimes stretching across mul-
tiple train cars. Glazer didn’t know who 
these writers were, or whether their trans-
gressive spirit ever manifested itself in 
violent crimes, but that didn’t matter. 
The daily confrontation with graiti 
suggested a city under siege. “The signs 
of oicial failure are everywhere,” he 
wrote in an influential 1979 essay. Graiti, 
with its casual anarchy and cryptic syn-
tax, ofered glimpses into a “world of 
uncontrollable predators.” In the nine-

ties, Glazer’s essay would help inspire 
the concept of “broken windows” polic-
ing—a theory that preserving the ap-
pearance of calm, orderly neighborhoods 
can foster peace and civility.

Graiti has always had this kind of 
metaphorical power. It is somehow more 
than art or destruction (even though it 
is both), and it prompts awe or dread, 
depending on your tolerance for disor-
der. For every Glazer, there were roman-
tics like Norman Mailer, who had writ-
ten the text for a book of photographs 
elevating graiti to the status of “faith.” 
From his perspective, graiti forced the 
upper crust to reckon with the names 
and the fugitive dreams of a forgotten 
underclass: “You hit your name and 

maybe something in the whole scheme 
of the system gives a death rattle.”

Few people understood and internal-
ized this power as deeply as the artist, 
rapper, and theoretician Rammellzee 
(which he styled as The RAMM:-
ELL:ZEE). He believed that his time in 
the train yards and the tunnels of New 
York gave him a vision for how to de-
stroy and rebuild our world. He was 
born in 1960 and grew up in Far Rock-
away, Queens. His birth name is a closely 
guarded secret; he legally changed it to 
his artistic tag in 1979. (He also insisted 
that The RAMM:ELL:ZEE was an “equa-
tion,” not a name.) Little is known about 
his youth, aside from passing aspira-
tions to study dentistry (he was good 
with his hands) and to be a model (in 
a 1980 catalogue, he is identified as 
Mcrammellzee).

Ramm—as he became known—be-
lieved that language enforced discipline, 
and that whoever controlled it could 
steer people’s thoughts and imaginations. 
His hope wasn’t to replace English; he 
wanted to annihilate it from the inside 
out. His generation grew up after urban 
flight had devastated New York’s finances 
and infrastructure. Ramm channelled 
the chaos into a spectacular personal my-
thology, drawn from philology, astro-
physics, and medieval history. He was 
obsessed with a story of Gothic monks 
whose lettering grew so ornate that the 
bishops found it unreadable and banned 
the technique. The monks’ work wasn’t 
so diferent from the increasingly ab-
stract styles of graiti writing, which 
turned a name into something mysteri-
ous and unrecognizable. Ramm devel-
oped a philosophy, Gothic Futurism, and 
an artistic approach that he called Iko-
noklast Panzerism: “Ikonoklast” because 
he was a “symbol destroyer,” abolishing 
age-old standards of language and mean-
ing; “Panzer” because this symbolic war-
fare involved arming all the letters of the 
alphabet, so that they might liberate 
themselves. He lived these ideas through 
his art and his music, and by being part 
of the hip-hop scene during its infancy.

In 1983, Rammellzee and a rapper 
named K-Rob went to visit the painter 

Jean-Michel Basquiat. Though Ramm 
and Basquiat were friends, they were 
also rivals. Ramm would later say that 
Basquiat wasn’t a “dream artist”—he 
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didn’t so much radiate visions outward 
as take things in like a “sponge,” learn-
ing about genius from books. He and 
Ramm once bet on who could most con-
vincingly parody the other’s work. 
(Ramm claimed not only that he won 
but that Basquiat’s art dealer, who wasn’t 
in on their ruse, told Basquiat that “his” 
work was the best he had ever done.) 

That night, Basquiat invited Ramm 
and K-Rob to record a song he’d writ-
ten. Ramm, who had rapped in the 
movie “Wild Style,” was already known 
for his unique nasal sneer. (He called it 
his “gangster duck” style.) The two men 
looked at Basquiat’s elementary rhymes, 
laughed, and tossed them in the trash. 
Instead, they made up their own lyr-
ics—a brilliant, surreal tale of a kid (the 
earnest, bemused K-Rob) who’s on his 
way home and a hectoring pimp (Ramm) 
who tries to tempt him toward the dark 
side. Basquiat called the song “Beat 
Bop,” and paid for it to be produced; 
he painted the vinyl single’s cover art 
himself. The song was murky and 
strange, like a spiky funk jam slowed to 
a sinister crawl. In the background, 
someone tunes a violin. There’s so much 
echo and reverb on the track that it 
sounds like an attempt at time travel.

In the eighties, graiti gained accep-
tance in the art world. Despite Ramm’s 
charisma, the intensity of his work and 
his stubborn, erratic personality kept him 
on the movement’s fringes. Where Bas-
quiat and Keith Haring seemed shy show-
men, Ramm came across as a nutty pro-
fessor. His early paintings took inspiration 
from the psychedelia of comic books and 
science fantasy, with mazy train tracks 
running across cosmic reliefs. His palette 
was attuned to the era’s anxieties about 
nuclear war and nuclear waste. The col-
ors were bright and garish, suggesting a 
box of neon highlighters run amok. 

In the mid-eighties, he began render-
ing these ideas in 3-D. He made sculp-
tures that evoked the fossilized remains 
of twentieth-century life: newspaper clip-
pings, key rings, chain links, and other 
junk, floating in an epoxy ooze. The most 
remarkable works were his “Garbage 
Gods,” full-body suits of armor, some of 
which weighed more than a hundred 
pounds. They look like junk-yard Trans-
formers doing samurai cosplay. His most 
famous character, the Gasholeer, was out-
fitted with a small flamethrower.

Ramm’s art, thought, and music are 
the subject of the exhibition “RAM-
M∑LLZ∑∑: Racing for Thunder,” at Red 
Bull Arts New York. Befitting the pop-
ular drink’s own sense of iconoclasm, 
“Racing” bathes in Ramm’s frenzied, 
free-associative, and occasionally over-
whelming energy. There are his early 
canvases and sculptures, along with flyers, 
business cards, manifestos, and patent 
applications. A small theatre screens pre-
viously unseen videos of Ramm rapping 
at night clubs. The most impressive part 
of the survey is a floor devoted to his 
“Garbage Gods” and “Letter Racers”—
skateboards representing each letter of 
the alphabet, armed with makeshift rock-
ets, screwdrivers, and blades.

Throughout the exhibition, you can 
hear moments from Ramm’s lectures 
on Gothic Futurism—a thrilling jum-
ble of street-corner hustling and tech-
nical language, all “parsecs,” “integers,” 
“aerodynamics.” As I was examining a 
collection of hand-painted watches, I 
kept hearing Ramm pause as he reached 
the end of a long disquisition on eco-
logical catastrophe and graiti-as-war-
fare, and then bark, “Next slide!”

In early May, the Red Bull Music Fes-
tival staged a Ramm-inspired concert 

to mark the opening of the art show. 
Ramm had continued to make music 
after “Beat Bop,” never wavering from 
his philosophies, just declaring them 
against increasingly turbulent, industrial-
sounding backdrops. The eclecticism of 
the bill spoke to his wandering ear, and 
ranged from the terse hardcore of Show 
Me the Body to the wise-ass raps of Wiki. 
K-Rob, wearing a T-shirt featuring a 
mushroom and the words “I’m a Fun 
Guy,” reprised his verse from “Beat Bop,” 
grinning the whole way through. Gio 
Escobar, the leader of the deft punk-jazz 
band Standing on the Corner, dedicated 
a song to a late friend. The departed are 
everywhere around us, he said, as a groove 
emerged from the band’s dubbed-out 
chaos. “And they’re waiting.”

As hip-hop and art changed, as graiti 
vanished from New York’s trains and 
walls, Ramm delved further into his own 
private cosmos—namely, the enormous 
loft in Tribeca where he lived, which he 
called the Battle Station. His obscurity 
wasn’t a choice. In the early eighties, he 
ofered to send the U.S. military some 

of the intelligence he had gathered for 
national defense. (It declined.) In 1985, 
he wrote an opera, “The Requiem of 
Gothic Futurism.” In the nineties, he 
tried to promote his ideas by producing 
a comic book and a board game. He 
thought that toy manufacturers might 
want to mass-produce his “Garbage 
Gods” models. He was the first artist to 
collaborate with the streetwear brand 
Supreme. There was a series of infomer-
cial-like videos to seed interest in “Al-
pha’s Bet,” an epic movie that he hoped 
would finally resolve the narrative arc 
of his extended universe.

By the time Rammellzee died, in 
2010, after a long illness, New York City 
had been completely remade by may-
oral administrations that took bro-
ken-windows policing as gospel. The 
Battle Station became condos. The In-
ternet has made it easy to take what the 
culture provides you and rearrange it in 
some novel, cheeky way. It’s much more 
diicult to build an entirely new world—
to abide by an ethical vision with a fe-
rocity that requires you to break all the 
rules. I was surprised by how moved I 
felt standing underneath Ramm’s “Let-
ter Racers” and studying the textures of 
the “Garbage Gods.” To see their me-
ticulous handiwork up close was to be-
lieve that Ramm’s far-flung theories, his 
mashup of quantum physics and “slan-
guage,” made sense as an outsider’s sur-
vival strategy. I noticed all the discarded 
fragments of city life—bulbs and screws, 
a billiard ball, a doll’s head, old fan blades 
and turn-signal signs, visors stacked to 
look like pill bugs. His commitment 
was total. These are works of devotion.

This is where Ramm wanted to live—
at the edge of comprehensibility, but in 
a way that invited others to wonder. 
Cities are filled with strangers who pos-
sess an unnerving energy, who hail us 
with stories, songs, and poems. Ramm 
was one of these. In an interview filmed 
in the aughts, Ramm sheds light on his 
everyday life. Sometimes, he says, he’ll 
be walking down the street or sitting at 
a bar, and people will just look at him. 
And sometimes they’ll come up to him 
and ask, “Who are you?” He’s explain-
ing all this while wearing one of his 
“Garbage God” masks. You notice his 
paunch, the warm crackle of his voice 
at rest. “I’m just an average Joe,” he says, 
and he sounds like he believes it. 
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Rattle and the London Symphony seem to be in near-perfect alignment.

MUSICAL EVENTS

CONTROLLED EXPLOSION
Simon Rattle revisits Mahler; Heartbeat Opera reshapes “Fidelio.”

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY BENE ROHLMANN

On June 20th, Simon Rattle will end 
a sixteen-year tenure as the prin-

cipal conductor of the Berlin Philhar-
monic—a post of quasi-papal authority 
in the classical-music world. How Rat-
tle should be judged against predeces-
sors on the order of Hans von Bülow, 
Arthur Nikisch, Wilhelm Furtwängler, 
Herbert von Karajan, and Claudio Ab-
bado is for the musical sages of Berlin 
to decide. From a distance, Rattle ap-
pears to have left a distinctive stamp on 
the institution. He has promoted con-
temporary music with unprecedented 
vigor; he has given new prominence to 
French, British, and American fare; he 
has presided over such staggering spec-
tacles as Stockhausen’s “Gruppen,” pre-
sented at Tempelhof Airport, and the 

Bach Passions, as staged by Peter Sel-
lars. If any question mark hovers over his 
legacy, it has to do with his handling of 
mainstream nineteenth-century reper-
tory, where his quest for fresh-scrubbed 
renditions has sometimes worked won-
ders—a darkly radiant “Parsifal” can be 
seen at the Philharmonic’s Digital Con-
cert Hall—and sometimes had incon-
clusive results. Kirill Petrenko, Rattle’s 
successor, is a conductor of more tradi-
tional cast: that turn will please some 
and disappoint others.

Now sixty-three, Rattle is still a young 
gazelle in conductor years—the Swedish 
maestro Herbert Blomstedt is giving 
revelatory performances at the age of 
ninety—and the close of Rattle’s Berlin 
tenure will almost certainly not mark the 

end of the major phase of his career. In-
deed, a series of Mahler concerts that 
Rattle gave with the London Symphony 
in early May made me wonder whether 
he is arriving at a new level of mastery. 
He became the music director of the 
L.S.O. last September, and the orches-
tra is playing sensationally well for him. 
You have the sense of a conductor and 
an ensemble in near-perfect alignment. 
The Berlin Philharmonic would un-
doubtedly prefer not to be considered a 
stepping stone to greater things, but this 
may turn out to be its role in the arc of 
Rattle’s career—as was true for Abbado, 
who hit his peak in his final decade, when 
he was based at the Lucerne Festival.

Each of the L.S.O. concerts consisted 
of a single late-period Mahler work: the 
Ninth Symphony, “Das Lied von der 
Erde,” and the unfinished Tenth Sym-
phony, in the realization by Deryck 
Cooke. (I heard the Ninth at njpac, in 
Newark, the others at David Gefen 
Hall.) Rattle, a veteran Mahlerian, has 
ofered this trio of colossal valedictions 
before, in concerts with the Berliners at 
Carnegie, in 2007. His ideas about Mahler 
have not changed dramatically in the 
interim. He avoids the sweaty transfigu-
rations that Leonard Bernstein estab-
lished as common practice for Mahler. 
Where other conductors emphasize vo-
luptuous, post-Wagnerian sonorities, 
Rattle prefers a leaner, tighter sound; 
where others indulge in flamboyant ri-
tardandos, he keeps to a steadier tempo. 

Rattle’s aversion to cliché can lead to 
performances that seem like arrays of 
contrarian insights rather than fully in-
tegrated interpretations. The 2007 Mahler 
concerts never quite rose above the level 
of the impressive. Eleven years on, Rat-
tle has found an ideal balance of preci-
sion and intensity. The opening section 
of the first movement of the Ninth un-
folded in one great Proustian paragraph, 
lucid yet impassioned. The music wasn’t 
smoothed over or rendered inert: iso-
lated details—stray harp notes, scuttling 
low-wind figures, a repeated two-note 
signal in the horns—pierced the murk 
with unsettling potency. (A horn-playing 
friend who joined me at njpac mar-
velled at the musicians’ tonal control.) 
Adam Walker, the co-principal flute, 
brought an otherworldly sound to his 
meandering solo at the end of the first 
movement; Gareth Davies, the other 
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principal flutist and the orchestra’s chair-
man, was equally transfixing in the Tenth.

Not all of Rattle’s interventions were 
successful. In the savage Rondo-Burleske 
of the Ninth Symphony, he refused to lin-
ger over the aching phrases in the move-
ment’s contrasting lyric episode. (He did 
the same in 2007.) As a result, the re-
turn of the slashing main theme didn’t 
induce a shiver of terror, as the score all 
but requires. Wildness is not Rattle’s way, 
though. His strategy of intensification 
through restraint paid of in the final 
pages, when the string section achieved 
an uncanny, hovering stillness. The strings 
played at times with little or no vibrato, 
producing an eerie “white” sound. Usu-
ally, the piece ends with a feeling of ag-
onized farewell; here, the music seemed 
to emanate from the other side of the 
line between life and death. 

Rattle is the world’s leading propo-
nent of the Mahler Tenth, having first 
recorded the Cooke edition of the work 
back in 1980, when he was twenty-five. 
That version, with the Bournemouth 
Symphony, is more vivid than a subse-
quent account with the Berliners. Let’s 
hope that the L.S.O. rendition appears 
on disk in due course: the performance 
at Gefen combined a monumental ar-
chitectural shape—no other work by 
Mahler comes as close to Bruckner—
with moments of unchecked emotional 
ferocity. The final bars radiated an al-
most shocking sweetness, as if to sug-
gest that Mahler, at the end of his life, 
were reliving scenes from childhood.

The vocalists in “Das Lied” were the 
robust Wagner tenor Stuart Skelton and 
the wizardly baritone Christian Ger-
haher. In the opening movement, Skel-
ton battled an overbearing orchestra, as 

the tenor invariably must in this piece, 
yet he nobly held his ground. Gerha-
her, a singer-poet out of Caspar David 
Friedrich, shone through the far more 
transparent textures of “Der Abschied,” 
the half-hour finale. Listeners accus-
tomed to the autumnal warmth of a 
mezzo-soprano in “Der Abschied” might 
have found Gerhaher too cool and re-
served, but for me the inward, confiding 
quality of his vocalism gave human focus 
to Mahler’s sprawling landscape. His 
closing repetitions of “ewig”—“for-
ever”—were like distant figures disap-
pearing into mist.

Heartbeat Opera, a relatively new, 
relatively small, categorically imag-

inative company, has made its name with 
vital reshapings of repertory operas. 
In 2016, it presented a ninety-minute 
version of “Lucia di Lammermoor” in 
which the title heroine is shown experi-
encing hallucinations in a hospital ward. 
This spring, in a mini-festival at Baruch 
Performing Arts Center, the company 
ofered a “Don Giovanni” inspired by 
#MeToo and a “Fidelio” inflected by 
the concerns of Black Lives Matter. I 
saw the “Fidelio,” and was blindsided 
by its impact.

The composer-pianist Daniel Schlos-
berg, who led the “Lucia” in 2016, has a 
flair for cutting and repurposing famous 
operas without mangling them. “Fide-
lio,” too, has been reduced to ninety 
minutes, and transcribed for two horns, 
two cellos, two pianos, and percussion. 
Even so, much of the force of Beetho-
ven’s score remains. Ethan Heard, who 
directed the show, co-wrote new dia-
logue for it with Marcus Scott; they 
transform Florestan into Stan, a wrong-

fully imprisoned black activist. Leonore, 
Florestan’s wife, becomes Leah, who 
finds work as a guard as she plots Stan’s 
escape. Leading the cast were Nelson 
Ebo, grittily afecting as Stan, and Kelly 
Griin, giving a confident, full-voiced 
performance as Leah. 

But the heartbreaking centerpiece 
of the production was the chorus “O 
welche Lust,” in which the prisoners are 
allowed to leave their cells (“O what joy, 
to breathe easily in open air”). Earlier this 
year, Heard and Schlosberg went to cor-
rectional facilities in the Midwest and 
filmed Beethoven’s chorus being sung by 
prisoners: members of the Oakdale Com-
munity Choir, the Kuji Men’s Chorus, the 
Hope Thru Harmony Women’s Choir, 
the Ubuntu Men’s Chorus, the East Hill 
Singers, and Voices of Hope. Several 
letters from prisoners were on display 
in the Baruch lobby. One member of 
Ubuntu wrote, “The creativity I possess 
is still within me, prison has not taken 
away my hope.” Another said that, when 
he is singing, “I feel free for that time.” 
In the theatre, a video of the prisoners’ 
work substituted for a live performance 
of “O welche Lust.” Beethoven’s music 
was itself a spell of freedom for them—a 
virtual walk in open air. 

Heard and Schlosberg refused to 
coat this wrenching spectacle in feel-
good sentiment. Mindful of American 
reality, they discarded the opera’s happy 
ending and imposed a bleak coda, with 
a scrambled, dissonant collage of “Fi-
delio” music and other Beethoven snip-
pets to match. It turns out that Leah 
has been asleep at her desk, dreaming 
of a rescue; Stan remains in prison. Some 
members of Heartbeat’s chorus of free-
dom will die behind bars. 
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“His words, not mine.”
Jack Buchignani, Los Angeles, Calif.

“We demand time and a half.”
Lonewolf Williams, Lakewood, Colo.

“I’m the new micromanager.”
Sienna Jones, Emmaus, Pa.

“This time I’m going to teach you how to tune it yourself.”
Maggie Symington, Rochester, N.Y.
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Most of the world
is obsessed with anti-aging.
But we’re anti anti-aging.

Aged like a whiskey for the ultimate depth and complexity.

Hornitos® Black Barrel® broke centuries of tradition to

become the most highly awarded tequila of 2017.

DRINK SMART®

Hornitos® Tequila, 40% alc./vol. ©2018 Sauza Tequila Import Company, Chicago, IL

Disclaimer: Based on collective awards won in 20 major spirits competitions in 2017. Visit www.HornitosTequila.com for more information.
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