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her—namely, her husband and San ders—
but there was little mention of her rec-
ord as a stateswoman (“The Great Di-
vide,” March 21st). This speaks to much 
of the media’s coverage of Clinton’s cam-
paign. It’s true that Hillary was Bill’s 
partner in many of his achievements, and 
that Sanders is often credited with pull-
ing her to the left. But Clinton has had 
a long career, both as a senator and as 
the Secretary of State, by which she can 
be judged. She is liberal and progressive, 
especially in the domestic context that 
Lizza’s article focusses on. She has a long 
record on equal pay, the minimum wage, 
and health care. She deserves to be as-
sessed on her own record and positions.
Laura S. Humphrey
Jackson Heights, N.Y.
1

THE MYTH OF OLD JAPAN

Judith Thurman, in her account of the 
fashion designer Guo Pei, writes that the 
patrician culture of China was “imported 
to Japan millennia ago” (“The Empire’s 
New Clothes,” March 21st). In fact, the 
importation of Tang Dynasty Chinese cul-
ture peaked only a little more than a mil-
lennium ago. We tend to forget that Jap-
anese culture as we know it today is 
relatively young, when compared with the 
ancient cultures of Rome, Persia, Greece, 
China, and Egypt. Nonetheless, in con-
temporary China elements of Japanese 
culture—such as the traditional architec-
ture throughout the Kyoto-Nara region—
seem ancient indeed, because they are rel-
ics of practices that were suspended on 
the mainland. This is what makes Thur-
man’s account of Chinese tourists in Kyoto 
so interesting: unable to connect with 
their own classical past in China, they are 
turning to Japan. Even so, they aren’t able 
to reach very far back at all.
John A. F. Hopkins
Tokyo, Japan

MATTERS OF FACT

Jill Lepore, in her piece on truth in the 
Internet age, writes that “the collection 
and weighing of facts require investiga-
tion, discernment, and judgment, while 
the collection and analysis of data are 
outsourced to machines” (“After the Fact,” 
March 21st). This view minimizes the 
role of a programmer, who, like a librar-
ian, aims at preserving and presenting 
facts and data in a meaningful way. Le-
pore quotes Michael Lynch, the author 
of “The Internet of Us,” as saying that 
we no longer discover facts; we down-
load them. But how diferent is the pro-
cess of searching online from searching 
in the stacks? Are the words of the Fed-
eralist Papers any more significant when 
read in the Library of Congress than on 
a glowing screen in a Starbucks? Either 
way a brain is processing data, and it’s 
up to each person to make sense of that.
Michael John Cross
Waterloo, Iowa

Lepore’s question—how do we establish 
what is “true”?—is one that science re-
peatedly confronts. The Russian scien-
tist Ivan Pavlov’s experiment with dogs 
is widely considered one of the best proofs 
of the scientific method. Pavlov noticed 
that his dogs salivated at the sight of 
food and at the assistant who brought 
the food, and even at the sound of the 
assistant’s footsteps. Unable to under-
stand the dogs’ reactions, Pavlov arrived 
at three questions: Can I see it? Can I 
measure it? Can the results be repeated? 
Pavlov’s systematic approach led to the 
discovery of the conditioned reflex, rev-
olutionizing science. Perhaps these same 
questions are a good place to begin when 
searching for truth in the Internet age.
Edward A. Wasserman, Stuit Professor 
of Experimental Psychology
The University of Iowa
Iowa City, Iowa
1

JUDGING HILLARY

In Ryan Lizza’s article on Bernie San-
ders and Hillary Clinton, much was made 
of Clinton in reference to the men around 

•
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.

     A
MID
SUMMER 
     NIGHT’S
  DREAM

May 24–29

nycballet.com/midsummer

Photo © Sam Wootton

nyc b a l l e t . c o m 

(212) 496-0600



The daughter of a ballet dancer and a champion soccer coach, Michelle Dorrance is a tap dancer of gawky 
grace with especially quick, smart feet. But she has won particular attention for her choreographic cre-
ativity in extending tap tradition in new directions. In “ETM: Double Down” (at the Joyce, April 26- 
May 1), the virtuosic footwork of Dorrance and her afable company, Dorrance Dance, triggers digitally 
produced sounds, bringing the rhythms of metal-tipped shoes into the age of electronic dance music.

PHOTO-ILLUSTRATION BY AMANDA JASNOWSKI PASCUAL

GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN
APRIL 27–MAY 3, 2016



 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 2, 2016 7

CLASSICAL MUSIC
1

OPERA

Metropolitan Opera
The late Patrice Chéreau’s new production of “Elek-

tra” (realized at the Met by Vincent Huguet, a young 
colleague) is possibly the most humane render-
ing of the opera ever brought to the stage. This is 
the tragedy of a royal household, not just that of a 
dysfunctional family, and even small roles (such 
as the Fifth Maid, a poignant Roberta Alexander) 
are strategically cast. Chéreau’s Chrysothemis is 
not the traditional weak sister but a strong and in-
dependent character, and in Adrianne Pieczonka 
she has a voice of cutting power that complements 
the rounded heft of Nina Stemme as Elektra, a pa-
thetic slave of vengeance and thwarted sexuality. 
Eric Owens’s mighty Orest serenely accepts the ter-
rible task that the gods have set for him; Esa-Pekka 
Salonen, in the pit, shapes the score with an unex-
pected tenderness. Chéreau’s only miscalculation 
was the casting of Waltraud Meier, who lacks the 
low notes for Klytämnestra, robbing the character 
of the menace with which Strauss and Hofmanns-
thal endowed her. (April 30 at 1.) • Also playing: In 
some of his inal performances as the Met’s music di-
rector, James Levine conducts a complex comedy by 
one of his heroes, Mozart—“Die Entführung aus dem 

Serail.” The talented ensemble cast includes Albina 
Shagimuratova, Kathleen Kim, Paul Appleby, and 
Hans-Peter König. (Ben Bliss replaces Appleby on 
April 30.) (April 27 and May 3 at 7:30 and April 30 at 
8.) • Bartlett Sher’s efectively abstract, pseudo-nine-
teenth-century production of Verdi’s “Otello,” which 
opened the season in September under the baton of 
Yannick Nézet-Séguin, returns for a brief revival. 
Aleksandrs Antonenko, in the punishing title role, 
and Željko Lučić, as Iago, are back; new to the pro-
duction are the soprano Hibla Gerzmava, as Des-
demona, and the conductor Adam Fischer. (April 28  
and May 2 at 7:30.) • Puccini’s “La Bohème,” perhaps 
the world’s most popular opera, returns with a prom-
ising young cast that features Maria Agresta and 
Bryan Hymel, and Ailyn Pérez and Levente Molnár, 
as the two leading couples; Dan Ettinger. (April 29  
at 7:30.) (Metropolitan Opera House. 212-362-6000.)

New York City Opera: “Hopper’s Wife”
In its continued quest to ind a niche in the city’s 
opera scene, the recently revived company in-
augurates a chamber-opera series with the East 
Coast première of Stewart Wallace’s three- 
character opera (with a pungent libretto by Mi-
chael Korie), which imagines a marriage between 
the painter Edward Hopper and the gossip colum-
nist Hedda Hopper. Andreas Mitisek, the head 
of both Chicago Opera Theatre and Long Beach 
Opera, directs; James Lowe conducts. (Harlem 
Stage Gatehouse, 150 Convent Ave., at W. 135th St. 
nycopera.com. April 28-30 at 7:30 and May 1 at 4.)

Manhattan School of Music Opera Theatre: 
French Double Bill
The school’s year-end production is something of 
a surprise, with Ravel’s delightful “L’Enfant et les 

Sortilèges” preceded by a true rarity: “Persée et 

Andromède,” a one-act by Ravel’s young colleague 
Jacques Ibert which gives the myth of Perseus and 
Andromeda an unexpected twist à la “Beauty and 
the Beast.” James Robinson, the longtime artistic 
director of Opera Theatre of St. Louis, directs; 

Pierre Vallet, a staf conductor at the Met, con-
ducts. (Claremont Ave. at 122nd St. msmnyc.edu. 
April 27 and April 29 at 7:30 and May 1 at 2:30.)

MasterVoices: “Dido and Aeneas”
With a new name and a revised mission—to perform 
operas and operettas in English—the organization 
formerly known as the Collegiate Chorale brings a 
semi-staging of Purcell’s svelte Baroque masterpiece 
to City Center. The production, cast eclectically but 
from strength, features Kelli O’Hara, Elliot Ma-
dore, Victoria Clark, and Anna Christy. Ted Sper-
ling conducts Doug Varone’s production, which fea-
tures gowns by Christian Siriano and a new prologue 
written by Michael John LaChiusa. (City Center, 131  
W. 55th St. 212-581-1212. April 28 at 7 and April 29 at 8.)

1

ORCHESTRAS AND CHORUSES

New York Philharmonic
High Romanticism would seem to be the theme for 
the orchestra’s upcoming program. Schumann’s melt-
ingly lyrical Cello Concerto (with Carter Brey, the 
Philharmonic’s principal cellist) stands at the center, 
preceded by the world première of “Après,” by Franck 
Krawczyk, a young French composer appreciative 
of Schumann’s aesthetic, and followed by Brahms’s 
Symphony No. 2 in D Major, all under the baton 
of Alan Gilbert. (David Gefen Hall. 212-875-5656. 
April 27-28 at 7:30, April 29 at 2, and April 30 at 8.)

Clarion: “Transcendental Taverner”
The Metropolitan Museum presents a repeat en-
gagement of Steven Fox’s irst-rate choral ensem-
ble, versatile in repertory stretching from the 
Renaissance to Russian Romanticism. This con-
cert in the Medieval Sculpture Hall centers on 
sacred works by John Taverner, one of the lead-
ing composers of Tudor England (including the 
“Missa Gloria Tibi Trinitas”), as well as by a dis-
tinguished contemporary, John Sheppard. (Fifth 
Ave. at 82nd St. 212-570-3949. April 29 at 7:30.)

Utah Symphony Orchestra
As part of its seventy-ifth-season celebration, 
the orchestra, which became an important Amer-
ican ensemble under the command of the legend-
ary Maurice Abravanel, returns to Carnegie Hall 
under its current music director, Thierry Fischer. 
Haydn’s Symphony No. 96, “The Miracle,” is the 
prelude for a vivid program that features not only 
music by Prokoiev (selections from “Romeo and 
Juliet”) and Bartók (“The Miraculous Mandarin”) 
but also the New York première of Andrew Nor-
man’s “Switch,” a concerto commissioned by the 
orchestra for the stellar British percussionist Colin 
Currie. (212-247-7800. April 29 at 8.)

Atlanta Symphony Orchestra
Robert Spano has energetically continued the 
mandate of an illustrious former music director, 
Robert Shaw, to make the Atlanta Symphony (and 
its superb Symphony Chorus) a lodestar for irst-
rate choral performance. Its latest concert at Car-
negie Hall is a centenary tribute to the late, great 
Shaw, featuring the New York première of a work 
by Jonathan Leshnof (“Zohar”) as well as a Shaw 
specialty, Brahms’s “German Requiem”; the vocal 
soloists are Jessica Rivera and Nmon Ford. (212-
247-7800. April 30 at 8.)

1

RECITALS

Park Avenue Armory:  
Kristóf Baráti and Klára Würtz
The acclaimed young violinist and pianist con-
tinue the Armory’s distinctive recital series, held 
in the lovingly restored Board of Oicers Room. 
Beethoven is on the menu, speciically the Sonatas 
for Violin and Piano Nos. 2, 8, and 9 (“Kreutzer”).  
(Park Ave. at 66th St. armoryonpark.org. April 27-28 
at 7:30.)

Emanuel Ax
The pianist, a major presence in New York’s mu-
sical life for nearly four decades, returns to Car-
negie Hall, the scene of many past triumphs, for a 
solo recital devoted exclusively to music by Beetho-
ven which features the Six Variations on an Orig-
inal Theme, Op. 34, and three sonatas (including 
the “Pathétique” and the “Appassionata”). (212-247-
7800. April 27 at 8.)

Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center
The Society begins the week with the inal per-
formance of the season’s new-music series, with 
such stalwarts as the violinist Kristin Lee, the 
violist Richard O’Neill, and the cellist Nicholas 
Canellakis performing works by some of today’s 
most celebrated composers, including Mario 
Davidovsky (“Festino,” for guitar and strings), 
William Bolcom (“Duo Fantasy,” for violin and 
piano), Vivian Fung, Thomas Larcher, and John 
Harbison (the Trio for Violin, Viola, and Cello). 
(Kaplan Penthouse. April 28 at 7:30.) • The re-
nowned hornist Radovan Vlatković anchors a 
program dedicated to his instrument, collabo-
rating with the violinist Paul Huang, the tenor 
Nicholas Phan, and the pianist Juho Pohjonen, 
among others, in works by Dvořák, Schubert 
(including “Auf dem Strom,” for tenor, horn, 
and piano), and Schumann, as well as Brahms’s 
magniicent Trio for Horn, Violin, and Piano. 
(Alice Tully Hall. May 3 at 7:30.) (212-875-5788.) 

“Harolyn Blackwell Sings André Previn”
Previn, as composer, conductor, and pianist, is 
a most sophisticated man, and his music, while 
listener-friendly, has a distinctive atmosphere. 
Blackwell, a longtime colleague of the composer, 
brings her vocal glamour to Previn’s “Honey and 
Rue” (a song cycle with texts by Toni Morrison) 
in a concert with the pianist Marc Peloquin which 
also features music by Shostakovich and Ricky 
Ian Gordon. (Tenri Cultural Institute, 43A W. 13th 
St. April 30 at 8. Tickets at the door.)

Ariel Quartet
One of the inest of the up-and-coming string 
quartets shows its stuf in Central European rep-
ertory by Haydn (the Quartet in B-Flat Major, 
Op. 76, No. 4, “Sunrise”), Webern, Bartók, and 
Brahms (the Quartet in A Minor, Op. 51, No. 2)  
in a performance at Carnegie’s Weill Recital Hall. 
(212-247-7800. May 3 at 7:30.)

Third Sound
Late last year, this forward-looking, expert ensem-
ble made its début in Havana, bringing a tranche 
of music by talented American composers. They 
share some of it with New York audiences at Na-
tional Sawdust, performing music by Michael 
Harrison, Kati Agócs (“Immutable Dreams”), 
and Spencer Topel, along with classics by Elliott 
Carter (“Esprit Rude/Esprit Doux”) and Take-
mitsu (“Orion”); a brief documentary about the 
group’s Cuban journey is also included. (80 N. 6th 
St., Brooklyn. nationalsawdust.org. May 3 at 9:30.)
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Another Happy Day
Dianne Wiest takes on Beckett’s Winnie, 
the Hamlet for actresses.

Dianne Wiest, the exceptional 
sixty-eight-year-old actress with the 
distinctive voice, who is set to star as 
Winnie in a revival of Samuel Beckett’s 
1961 piece “Happy Days” at the Yale 
Repertory Theatre (April 29-May 21), 
worries for the late Nobel Prize- 
winning writer. While re reading, for 
instance, James Knowlson’s “Damned 
to Fame,” his lively 1996 biography of 
Beckett, Wiest still wished for Beckett’s 
success earlier than he achieved it—that 
was in 1953, when he was forty-six and 

Yale Repertory Theatre revives Samuel Beckett’s “Happy Days,” directed by James Bundy.

“Waiting for Godot” premièred in 
Paris—because she wanted his mother, 
the powerful May, to learn how her 
“brilliant boy turns out.” (For years, 
Beckett borrowed money from his mother 
in order to survive. She died in 1950.)

Wiest, a mother of two, considers 
Winnie—a talkative, dominant, and 
somewhat pretentious woman, whom 
Beckett based partly on his mother—a 
“timeless” character, one that she’s cir-
cled for twenty years, too terrified to 
take it on. “It’s the Hamlet for ac-
tresses,” she told me recently. About ten 
years ago, James Bundy, who heads the 
prestigious Yale School of Drama, 
spoke to Wiest at a cocktail party and 

asked her what she wanted to play. She 
named “Happy Days,” which theatre 
legends such as Irene Worth and Fiona 
Shaw have tackled, too. (Wiest: “I wish 
I had asked people like Estelle Parsons, 
who played Winnie, ‘How did you 
begin to memorize it? And project 
mental action?’ I didn’t know.”) 

It wasn’t until last year that Wiest, 
who’s won two Oscars and two Emmys, 
felt that she was able to sit down and 
learn the lines for what is essentially a 
monologue. (In the two-hander, Jarlath 
Conroy plays her husband, Willie, a 
man of few words, who is mostly hidden 
from view.) She goes over them again 
and again, she told me, as she listens to 
Beckett’s voice, and to her director’s. 
“James Bundy is so perceptive and faith-
ful about the text; he’ll point out a 
comma, and then this whole world 
opens up about what Beckett might 
have meant there instead of what I was 
doing. In a way, there’s nothing to do 
but live the part. And show the ambi-
guity of the mind.” Indeed, part of the 
challenge for any actress in the role is 
learning how to physicalize without 
dominating Beckett’s process of intel-
lection, which so often turns out to be 
related, somehow, to his idiosyncratic, 
acerbic, and romantic way of thinking 
about how we struggle to make sense 
in a world filled with confusing signs 
and symbols.

This is not Wiest’s first go at Beck-
ett. “Years ago, Alan Schneider di-
rected me in the American première of 
‘Footfalls,’ and I was so young I didn’t 
really get it, but on some level I got 
it—I got Beckett’s importance. I didn’t 
know the enormity of what I was doing, 
but I understood it in an intuitive way. 
That’s when I began to fall in love with 
Beckett.” As Wiest prepares to make 
Winnie her own—or be claimed by 
Winnie—the nervous, intelligent, and 
funny actress familiar to moviegoers 
shows herself. “The only thing that 
makes me more anxious than rehearsal,” 
she said with a laugh, “is not being in 
rehearsal.”

—Hilton Als IL
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OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS

Cirque du Soleil—Paramour
The Canadian circus company mounts its newest 
acrobatic spectacle, which tells the story of a star-
let choosing between love and art during Holly-
wood’s golden age. (Lyric, 213 W. 42nd St. 877-250-
2929. In previews.)

Daphne’s Dive
Thomas Kail directs a play by Quiara Alegría 
Hudes, featuring Vanessa Aspillaga and Daphne 
Rubin-Vega, about the owner of a cheap bar in 
North Philly and her adopted daughter. (Pershing 
Square Signature Center, 480 W. 42nd St. 212-244-
7529. In previews.)

Dear Evan Hansen
In a new musical by Benj Pasek, Justin Paul, and 
Steven Levenson, directed by Michael Greif, a 
lonely teen-ager (Ben Platt) becomes the acciden-
tal subject of viral Internet fame. (Second Stage, 305 
W. 43rd St. 212-246-4422. In previews. Opens May 1.)

A Doll’s House
At Theatre for a New Audience, Arin Arbus di-
rects John Douglas Thompson and Maggie Lacey 
in Thornton Wilder’s adaptation of the Ibsen 
drama, in repertory with Strindberg’s “The Fa-
ther.” (Polonsky Shakespeare Center, 262 Ashland Pl., 
Brooklyn. 866-811-4111. Previews begin April 30.)

Gorey: The Secret Lives of Edward Gorey
Life Jacket Theatre Company presents a play writ-
ten and directed by Travis Russ, covering ifty 
years of the illustrator’s life. (HERE, 145 Sixth 
Ave., near Spring St. 212-352-3101. Previews begin 
April 30. Opens May 3.)

Incognito
Manhattan Theatre Club stages Nick Payne’s play, 
which braids the stories of a pathologist who steals 
Einstein’s brain, a neuropsychologist beginning a 
new romance, and a seizure patient who loses his 
memory. Doug Hughes directs. (City Center  Stage  I, 
131 W. 55th St. 212-581-1212. Previews begin May 3.)

Long Day’s Journey Into Night
Jessica Lange, Gabriel Byrne, John Gallagher, Jr., 
and Michael Shannon play the dysfunctional Ty-
rone family, in the Roundabout’s revival of the Eu-
gene O’Neill drama, directed by Jonathan Kent. 
(American Airlines Theatre, 227 W. 42nd St. 212-719-
1300. Opens April 27.)

Shuffle Along
Audra McDonald, Brian Stokes Mitchell, and 
Billy Porter star in a musical about the making of 
a popular African-American stage show from the  
nineteen-twenties. Directed by George C. Wolfe and 
choreographed by Savion Glover. (Music Box, 239  
W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. In previews. Opens April 28.)

Signature Plays
Lila Neugebauer directs a trio of one-acts: Ed-
ward Albee’s “The Sandbox,” María Irene Fornés’s 
“Drowning,” and Adrienne Kennedy’s “Funny-
house of a Negro.” (Pershing Square Signature Center, 
480 W. 42nd St. 212-244-7529. Previews begin May 3.)

A Streetcar Named Desire
Gillian Anderson and Ben Foster play the tem-
pestuous pair Blanche DuBois and Stanley Ko-
walski, in Benedict Andrews’s production of the 
Tennessee Williams drama. (St. Ann’s Warehouse, 
45 Water St., Brooklyn. 718-254-8779. In previews. 
Opens May 1.)

Toast
As part of the “Brits Of Broadway” festival, Mat-
thew Kelly stars in a comedy by Richard Bean 
(“One Man, Two Guvnors”), in which crisis comes 
to a bread factory. (59E59, at 59 E. 59th St. 212-
279-4200. In previews. Opens May 1.)

1

NOW PLAYING

American Psycho
Benjamin Walker can’t seem to catch a break. His 
generic handsomeness and his height make him 
a natural leading man, but, instead of teasing out 
what might be interesting and diferent about 
him as a performer, directors tend to rely on his 
looks to carry a project. Perfectly cast as the hom-
icidal inancier Patrick Bateman, Walker gets to 
be strange, but, unfortunately, Rupert Goold’s 
production ofers him little to work with. Based 
on Bret Easton Ellis’s 1991 novel, about nineteen- 
eighties consumerism and disafection, this musi-
cal has music and lyrics by Duncan Sheik, but the 
only memorable numbers are the pop songs of the 
period which are sung intermittently throughout. 
Supported by generous performers like Heléne 
Yorke and Alice Ripley, Walker works like mad 
to make Bateman’s story matter, but it doesn’t, 
not much. He’s a murderous, cartoon-thin pro-
tagonist built like a superhero. (Schoenfeld, 236 
W. 45th St. 212-239-6200.)

The Dingdong
It is possible that there isn’t enough French farce 
in the world. Mark Shanahan’s delightful up-

date of this nineteenth-century classic takes its 
spirited door-slamming to a series of vaguely 
nineteen- thirties, vaguely Parisian hotel rooms. 
The dizzying plot follows a French couple, the 
Vatelins, and both spouses’ coteries of would-be 
lovers—plus miscellaneous bellboys, policemen, 
and maids. All are determined to commit adul-
tery, lure someone else into adultery, or catch 
their signiicant other in lagrante delicto, lead-
ing to much bellowing and weeping, many loud 
exclamations of lust—though relatively little con-
summation of it—and endless switching of hats 
and wigs. Farce requires dexterous, precise per-
formances, and this cast is up to the challenge; 
Brad Heberlee is especially excellent in his mul-
tiple roles. You won’t regret your evening in the 
Hotel Ultimus—but keep an eye on your spouse, 
and your hat. (Pearl, 555 W. 42nd St. 212-563-9261.)

Revolt. She Said. Revolt Again.
It takes a while to understand what the writer 
Alice Birch is doing in this dense sixty-ive- 
minute work, and you may still be scratching 
your head once you leave the show, but you won’t 
blame Birch for not spelling things out. The 
twenty-nine-year-old British playwright seems 
to be less interested in narrative sense than in 
exploring the value of ideology, the human con-
fusion that underlies political thought and even 
radicalism. The cast is excellent, particularly 
the great Jennifer Ikeda, who knows that the 
piece is as much about words as about trying 
to express oneself through limited means. The 
strong up-and-coming director Lileana Blain-
Cruz doesn’t try to shoehorn more apparent 
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sense into Birch’s sensibility, and that’s O.K., 
too. (SoHo Rep, 46 Walker St. 212-352-3101.)

Romeo & Juliet
The Public’s Mobile Unit has for years been de-
livering Shakespeare to audiences with limited 
access to the arts. It’s little surprise, then, that 
this current production (directed by Lear deBes-
sonet), which has already toured prisons, shel-
ters, and community centers throughout the city, 
has a down-home intimacy and an almost impro-
visational freshness. The small and notably di-
verse troupe of performers glide nimbly across 
the loor-level stage, which is positioned ring-like 
in the middle of the audience. The play is com-
pressed and in places contemporized (the Cap-
ulet ball, at which Romeo irst lays eyes on his 
beloved, is an R. & B. dance party) but remains 
true to the verbally frenzied, tragicomic spirit 
of the original. The acting is uniformly sharp, 
and the two leads—Sheldon Best, as Romeo, 
and Ayana Workman, as Juliet—imbue the head-
strong lovers with a naïve pathos and palpable 
tenderness. (Public, 425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555. 
Through May 1.)

When I Was a Girl I Used to Scream  
and Shout
In this revival of Sharman Macdonald’s 1984 
play, directed by John Keating for the Fallen 
Angel Theatre Company, an Irish mother and 
daughter (Aedin Moloney and Barrie Kreinik) 
return to the beach on the east coast of Scot-
land where the family began taking vacations 
some twenty-ive years earlier. In their uncom-
fortable dialogue, and with the help of lash-
backs, we see the seeds and the results of the 
co- dependency, manipulation, and accusation—
laced with a massive dose of guilt and sexual 
repression—that have characterized the wom-
en’s relationship. The actors handle the swings 
in time and age well enough, but the abrupt 
shifts in tone from wistfulness to hostility are 
harder to navigate. The lilt and longing one ex-
pects from Irish plays are found here only in 
the lovely recorded musical interludes, by the 
Chieftains’ Paddy Moloney (Aedin’s father). 
The writing itself doesn’t sing. (Clurman, 410 
W. 42nd St. 212-239-6200.)

1

ALSO NOTABLE

Blackbird Belasco. • Bright Star Cort. • The 

Color Purple Jacobs. • The Crucible Walter 
Kerr. • Disaster! Nederlander. • Dry Powder 
Public. Through May 1. • Eclipsed Golden. • The 

Effect Barrow Street Theatre. • Exit Strategy 
Cherry Lane. • The Father Samuel J. Fried-
man. • Fiddler on the Roof Broadway The-
atre. • Fully Committed Lyceum. • Fun Home 
Circle in the Square. • A Girl Is a Half-Formed 

Thing Baryshnikov Arts Center. Through April 
30. • Hamilton Richard Rodgers. • Head of 

Passes Public. Through May 1. • The Humans 
Helen Hayes. • King and Country: Shakespeare’s 

Great Cycle of Kings BAM’s Harvey Theatre. 
Through May 1. • Mike Birbiglia: Thank God for 

Jokes Lynn Redgrave. • Nathan the Wise Clas-
sic Stage Company. Through May 1. • The Rob-

ber Bridegroom Laura Pels. • The Royale Mitzi 
E. Newhouse. Through May 1. • The School for 

Scandal Lucille Lortel. • School of Rock Winter 
Garden. • She Loves Me Studio 54. • Straight 
Acorn. • Stupid Fucking Bird Pearl. • Tuck Ev-

erlasting Broadhurst. • Waitress Brooks Atkin-
son. • Wolf in the River Flea. IL
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At BAM, Compagnia Finzi Pasca employs a backdrop by Salvador Dali for “La Verità.”

Dali Unpacked 
A contemporary circus company revives 
a spectacular show curtain.

During the Second World War, when 
Surrealism and its progenitor, psycho-
analysis, were in full, disquieting bloom, 
the choreographer Léonide Massine 
collaborated with Salvador Dali on sev-
eral ballets, including one, “Mad Tristan” 
(1944), set to excerpts from Wagner’s 
great opera. At the beginning of the piece, 
according to Edwin Denby’s review, there 
was “a horribly confused acrobatic pas de 
deux with Spirits of the Dead like shiv-
ering maniacs and Spirits of Love like 
enormous dandelions in seed milling 
about.” The evening ended with “Tristan 
dying for love as upstage his own repul-
sive mummy is lowered into a vault ca-
ressed by white wormlike dismembered 
living arms.” For Act I, Dali painted a 
vast backdrop on which Tristan (presum-
ably) appears with a dandelion head. 
Isolde holds out huge, flayed-looking, 
horror-movie hands to her beloved.

Those were the days! Not just of Sur-
realism but of the fashion, descending 
from Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, for get-
ting “name” painters to provide back-
drops and front curtains for ballets. (Pi-
casso’s beautiful front curtain for the 
Ballets Russes’ “Three Cornered Hat,” 
once housed at the Four Seasons, now 
hangs at the New-York Historical Soci-
ety.) With the triumph of abstraction 
and, relatedly, the collapse of ballet- 

company design budgets, shows such as 
“Mad Tristan” became a matter for the 
history books.

Nevertheless, décors like Dali’s are 
appreciated in some settings—arts fes-
tivals, for example. BAM’s Next Wave 
Festival, the Lincoln Center Festival, the 
Avignon and Edinburgh and Sydney 
festivals: people who pay to travel to 
those jamborees like a splashy décor to 
look at. There are also certain genres, 
such as nouveau cirque, à la Cirque de 
Soleil, and physical theatre, à la Pina 
Bausch, that favor wild-looking sets. It 
is therefore no surprise that when, in 
2009, Dali’s Act I backdrop for “Mad 
Tristan” was found in a box at the Met-
ropolitan Opera and ofered on loan to 
Daniele Finzi Pasca, the director of a 
Swiss physical-theatre troupe, the deal 
was accepted. The Compagnia Finzi 
Pasca will be at BAM May 4-7 with a show 
called “La Verità,” or “The Truth,” taking 
place against Dali’s backdrop. The cur-
tain is a replica (the original is being 
restored), and it’s enormous: twenty- 
seven by forty-five feet. And though the 
show does not include Tristan and Isolde 
there will be piano-playing rhinoceri, 
acrobats swinging on helical ladders, 
and also, in honor of the Massine orig-
inal, people with dandelions for heads. 
Denby said there wasn’t much ballet in 
“Mad Tristan” but that it was “a first-class 
mental carnival.” That, clearly, is what 
“La Verità” aspires to as well. 

—Joan Acocella

DANCE



 

which consists of crumbling, wavelike layers of 
concrete and rebar. The title, “Étroits Sont les 
Vaisseaux,” refers to a poem by Saint-John Perse: 
“Narrow are the vessels, narrow our couch. Im-
mense the expanse of waters, wider our empire / 
in the closed chambers of desire.” (Gibney Dance, 
280 Broadway. 646-837-6809. April 27-30.)

Heather Kravas
Rigorously patterned, uncompromising in their 
repetitions and permutations, Kravas’s works 
test a viewer’s patience and sometimes reward 
it. “Play, thing” focusses her minimalist mi-
croscope on the domestic sphere and domes-
tic labor in three overlapping duets for six ar-
resting women. (The Chocolate Factory, 5-49 49th 
Ave., Long Island City. 866-811-4111. April 27-30.)

Monica Bill Barnes / “Happy Hour”
On Wednesdays at Gibney Dance, the happy-go-
lucky dancer-choreographer Monica Bill Barnes 
and her partner in crime, Anna Bass, are hosting 
a mock after-work shindig. In a setting straight 
out of “The Oice,” Barnes and Bass transform 
themselves into guys with ties, working the 
crowd with characteristic exuberance. Robbie 
Saenz de Viteri plays host. (280 Broadway. 646-
837-6809. April 27. Through May 25.)

Ellis Wood Dance
Wood’s dances have long had a feminist bent, 
depicting women meeting obstacles with force 
and daring. In “The Juggler of Our Ladies,” she 
presents phases of a woman’s life. The cast, rang-
ing in age from ten to eighty, includes the cho-

DANCE

New York City Ballet
The week includes three performances of “Jewels,” 
George Balanchine’s color-coded ode to gemstones. 
Each section is a world unto itself, populated by its 
own fauna: wood nymphs in “Emeralds,” jazz-age 
temptresses in “Rubies,” and a melancholy queen 
and her court in “Diamonds.” In a mixed bill titled 
“Classic NYCB I,” the quicksilver footwork typi-
cal of the Danish ballet tradition (“Bournonville 
Divertissements”) is paired with an experimental 
piece by Jerome Robbins (“Moves”), in which the 
dancers interact without musical accompaniment. 
All you hear are steps, claps, and the occasional 
breath. One of Balanchine’s great Stravinsky bal-
lets, “Symphony in Three Movements”—big, en-
ergetic, and brash—tops of the evening. • April 26 
and May 3 at 7:30: “Bournonville Divertissements,” 
“Moves,” “Tchaikovsky Pas de Deux,” and “Sym-
phony in Three Movements.” • April 27-28 at 7:30 
and May 1 at 3: “Jewels.” • April 29 at 8 and April 
30 at 2: “Estancia,” “Pictures at an Exhibition,” and 
“Everywhere We Go.” • April 30 at 8: “Barber Vio-
lin Concerto,” “N.Y. Export: Opus Jazz,” and “The 
Most Incredible Thing.” (David H. Koch, Lincoln 
Center. 212-496-0600. Through May 29.)

Jen Rosenblit
In Rosenblit’s work, people often seem to come to-
gether while remaining apart. The various odd activ-
ities they get up to maintain a similar relationship, 
digressive in sequence yet somehow linked. “Clap 
Hands” features the intent choreographer, the dancer 
Eie Bowen, the musician Admanda Kobilka, and a 
stack of fuchsia-colored felt. (Invisible Dog Art Cen-
ter, 51 Bergen St., Brooklyn. 347-560-3641. April 26-28.)

Dorrance Dance
The acronym in “ETM: Double Down” stands for 
electronic tap music, a concept analogous to elec-
tronic dance music. The idea is to use technology—
wooden platforms equipped with sensors hooked 
up to computers—to augment a tap dancer’s sonic 
palette. In this show, a new incarnation of one that 
débuted at Jacob’s Pillow in 2014, Michelle Dor-
rance applies her skill and imagination, the most 
brilliant in tap choreography today, to experimen-
tation with the new toys. The sunny B-girl Ephrat 
Asherie joins the excellent company of musicians 
and hoofers. (Joyce Theatre, 175 Eighth Ave., at 19th 
St. 212-242-0800. April 26-May 1.)

Youth America Grand Prix Gala / “Stars  
of Today Meet the Stars of Tomorrow”
Y.A.G.P. is both a ballet competition and a cot-
tage industry of global proportions. After round 
upon round of competition, an army of inalists—
ages nine to nineteen—come to New York for the 
inal showdown, followed by a gala. All the kids 
are shockingly good. In the irst half, the young 
dancers get to show their stuf. Then, after inter-
mission, there are performances—usually a se-
ries of pas de deux—by big-name dancers from 
around the world. This year’s roster includes Mi-
chaela DePrince, formerly of Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, now of Dutch National Ballet, and Xan-
der Parish, of the Mariinsky. (BAM’s Howard Gil-
man Opera House, 30 Lafayette Ave., Brooklyn. 718-
636-4100. Final round, April 27; gala, April 28.)

Kimberly Bartosik /  
“Étroits Sont les Vaisseaux”
Bartosik, a savvy explorer of the interstices of in-
timacy, has created a duet for Joanna Kotze and 
Lance Gries—both strikingly original movers—
that lasts exactly twenty-four minutes and ifty 
seconds. Her inspiration is sculpture, specii-
cally a work by the German artist Anselm Kiefer 

reographer and her mother, the Martha Gra-
ham alumna Marni Wood. The original score is 
by Daniel Bernard Roumain. (Joe’s Pub, 425 La-
fayette St. 212-967-7555. April 29-30.)

“La MaMa Moves!”
Katy Pyle and her company, Ballez, lovingly re-
imagine canonical ballets to include lesbian, 
queer, and transgender people, mixing activism 
with humor and heart. “Sleeping Beauty and the 
Beast,” kicking of La MaMa’s annual monthlong 
festival, mashes together more than the two fairy 
tales in its title, folding in allusions to Lower 
East Side garment workers striking in 1893 and 
AIDS activists protesting in 1993. A crowd of ar-
chetypal characters dances to house music and 
Tchaikovsky played live by the Queer Urban Or-
chestra. The opening weekend also features a 
program shared by Yvonne Meier, Amanda Lou-
laki, and Paula Josa-Jones. (La Mama, 74A E. 4th 
St. 212-475-7710. April 30-May 1. Through May 29.)

“Works & Process” / Ryan McNamara
The Guggenheim Museum’s Peter B. Lewis The-
atre, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, is as ec-
centrically shaped as the rest of the building. 
That’s a challenge and an opportunity for a cho-
reographer, and it has inspired McNamara, an 
artist who often works with dancers, to create 
“Battleground,” a kind of sci-i turf-war ballet. 
Diferent zones of the space are defended by 
teams of dancers—who include some ringers like 
Dylan Crossman—wearing costumes imprinted 
with images of their own faces. (Fifth Ave. at 89th 
St. 212-423-3575. May 2-4.)
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MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES

Metropolitan Museum
“Pergamon and the Hellenistic Kingdoms of 
the Ancient World”
Closed for renovations until 2019, Berlin’s Perga-
mon Museum has sent the Met its greatest mar-
bles and eigies from the centuries after Alexander 
the Great, resulting in this epic study of how Greek 
ideas and images were transmitted and transformed 
in western Asia. The city of Pergamon (present-day 
Bergama, Turkey) was the capital of the Attalid dy-
nasty, whose power in the third and second centuries 
B.C. was expressed through a new style of art, less 
idealistic and more baroque than its Athenian coun-
terpart. A towering, ten-foot-tall statue of Athena, 
now armless, shows the scale of Pergamon’s new ar-
tistic ambitions. Even the smaller works convey the 
shifts in regional power: a delicate terra-cotta stat-
uette of a victorious athlete has the washboard abs 
and strong thighs of the Greek original on which it 

was based, but the igure was elongated for Asian 
tastes. The transition from Athenian restraint to 
Hellenistic luxury comes through in a display of op-
ulent jewelry, including a gold diadem topped by a 
igure of Nike. War, too, ofered a pretext for Perga-
mon’s artists to Hellenize a dying Gaul, seen bleed-
ing from his abdomen. More than a mere block-
buster, this show is a radical and wholly rewarding 
rethinking of the art we call “Greek.” Through July 17.

1

GALLERIES—UPTOWN

Joe Bradley
The ambitious American painter, who shot to prom-
inence ten years ago with patchy monochromes and 
slapdash primitivism, settles into mid-career with 
clever new abstract paintings. On lag- proportioned 
canvases, imperfect circles of gray and green jostle 
against ields of primary colors, Adolph Gottlieb- 
style; red bleeds through beneath washes of black, 
evidence of trial and error. Several cartoonish 

works on paper (a screaming chicken) and some 
ghastly sculpture (a worn-out boot) are here for 
those who miss Bradley’s bad manners, but the 
rumbling paintings, echoing with conidence and 
the efort of invention, airm that he has far more 
serious goals than disarray. Through May 3. (Ga-
gosian, 980 Madison Ave., at 76th St. 212-744-2313.)

Richard Learoyd
The British photographer rigged up a camera ob-
scura in his studio for these idiosyncratic portraits 
that convey a preternatural sense of depth. Young 
women pose in an empty, pale-gray space, their faces 
often turned away from the camera’s meticulous ap-
praisal. Learoyd’s igures appear so lifelike it’s as if 
they were trapped inside the pictures. This imme-
diacy, which does not translate when the images 
are reproduced, is remarkably seductive in person, 
but its impact is undercut by the awkward formal-
ity of the models’ poses and by Learoyd’s penchant 
for repetition to the point of redundancy. Through 
April 30. (Pace/MacGill, 32 E. 57th St. 212-759-7999.)

1

GALLERIES—CHELSEA

Sharon Core
The photographer, who kicked of her career with 
pictures that painstakingly re-created Wayne Thie-
baud’s pastries, continues to pilfer from paint-
ings. In her new series, she took inspiration from 
seventeenth- century Dutch scenes of forest loors, 
for which she cultivated botanical specimens 
in a greenhouse. For all their exquisite artiice, 
Core’s new pictures revel in decay and wildness. 
Snails slither across bright, wet leaves; pink low-
ers collapse in a pile of petals; a toad peers from 
the shadows, camoulaged in the dirt. Through 
May 7. (Richardson, 525 W. 22nd St. 646-230-9610.)

1

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

Yve Laris Cohen
When Hurricane Sandy struck, the surging waters 
looded the basement of the Westbeth artists’ complex 
and destroyed much of the archive (including sets) of 
the Martha Graham Dance Company, which had just 
taken up residence there. Laris Cohen, a young artist 
whose work revolves around dance, is reconstruct-
ing one of Graham’s lost sets, which was designed by 
Isamu Noguchi for the 1958 ballet “Embattled Gar-
den.” Throughout the run of the show, the artist per-
forms; one recent afternoon, Laris Cohen was cutting 
wood into the sinuous forms designed by Noguchi. 
By the show’s end, Noguchi’s set will be movingly, if  
imperfectly, reconstituted; for now, each orphaned 
part on the loor is a theatrical memento mori.  
Through May 15. (Company, 88 Eldridge St. 646-756-4547.)

Jessi Reaves
“Meaning is use,” Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote. 
This young American artist clearly agrees, as she 
dissolves the distinction between sculpture and 
furniture. (Imagine Matthew Barney and Mika 
Rottenberg collaborating on a project for Design 
Within Reach.) A plywood shelf is sheathed in a 
vinyl wetsuit; rolls of yellowed upholstery foam 
are bolted together into a makeshift couch. Isamu 
Noguchi’s signature table, with its ovoid glass top 
and curved wood base, is reimagined with two 
doors of a Jeep Grand Cherokee, and to make the 
surface level Reaves has shimmed one with glue 
and sawdust. The coldness of modernism takes 
on the warmth of bodies, and quotation becomes, 
in Reaves’s formation, not just sincere but erotic. 
Through June 5. (Donahue, 99 Bowery. 646-896-1368.)

ART

Billy Sullivan’s spirited pastel portrait “Cookie” (2016) is on view at the Kaufmann Repetto gallery. C
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NOW PLAYING

The Family Fang An adaptation of the novel by 
Kevin Wilson, about the homecoming of two 
young adults whose parents are famous per-
formance artists. Directed by Jason Bateman, 
who stars, with Nicole Kidman and Christo-
pher Walken. Opening April 29. (In limited re-
lease.) • Keanu A comedy, starring Key & Peele 
as two friends who pose as drug dealers to recover 
a stolen cat. Directed by Peter Atencio. Opening 
April 29. (In wide release.) • Viktoria Reviewed in 
Now Playing. Opening April 29. (In limited release.)

1

NOW PLAYING

The Beaches of Agnès
Starting alone on a beach, the eighty-year-old di-
rector Agnès Varda prepares for the serious play 
and heartfelt whimsy of this ilmed autobiography, 
from 2008. When, moments later, under her exact-
ing direction, her crew sets up a rickety array of an-
tique mirrors on that beach, she establishes her ret-
rospective view as a truth that’s inseparable from 
the ictions of her imagination. Though Varda of-
fers a more or less chronological tour of the sites (in 
France and elsewhere) and the sights (her movies, 
photographs, and art projects) of her life, her main 
order of business is love. In clever, freely associative 
set pieces, she sparks encounters with family mem-
bers and long-unseen friends who guide her spoken 
reminiscences. The emotional core of the ilm is Var-
da’s life with her husband, the director Jacques Demy 
(who died in 1990), who, even now, continues to in-
spire her. Uninhibited about sex, generous in her af-
fections, worldly-wise, blending tender recollections 
with self-deprecating antics, Varda, free from fear 
and shame, turns her tale of a life lived in art into a 
work of art in its own right, and one of her best—a 
rapturous tribute to life itself. In French.—Richard 
Brody (French Institute Alliance Française; May 3.)

Criminal
Kevin Costner, in one of his better performances, 
plays Jericho Stewart, an emotionless career crim-
inal who submits to the implanting in his brain of 
a dead C.I.A. agent’s memories. The absurd story 
involves the agency’s attempt to recover the agent’s 
knowledge of an imminent cyber-terrorism plot. In 
the ilm’s boilerplate storytelling, Costner’s charac-
ter is eventually pursued by sundry nefarious vil-
lains, as well as the C.I.A., and he goes on the run. 
As he gradually pieces together the memories of the 
dead agent, he uncovers sinister doings and also, sur-
prisingly, some emotional epiphanies along the way. 
The movie is a little more fun than it has any right 
to be, thanks to its super-serious cast (including 
Tommy Lee Jones, Ryan Reynolds, Gary Oldman, 
and Gal Gadot) and the straight-faced approach to 
its ridiculous shenanigans. Directed, conidently, 
by Ariel Vromen.—Bruce Diones (In wide release.)

Demolition
A merry tale of mourning. The opening minutes of 
Jean-Marc Vallée’s new ilm show the widowing of 
a smooth and steady banker named Davis Mitchell 
(Jake Gyllenhaal). His wife, Julia (Heather Lind), 
is killed in a car crash; Davis, sitting beside her, is 
unharmed. Far from crumpling in his bereavement, 

he becomes an aggressor—venting his dolor not 
against his fellow-men but against hard and wreck-
able objects, including his computer, his fridge, and 
the walls of his house. Gyllenhaal brings his usual 
hot-eyed intensity to the project, and you long for 
the movie to follow his lead, and to ind out what 
depths of destruction await. But Vallée and his 
screenwriter, Bryan Sipe, pull back from the brink, 
and what we get instead is a soft-edged saga of re-
newal, leavened with comic rifs and closing with 
implausible good cheer. Still, there are points of in-
terest along the way; a peculiar subplot, for exam-
ple, brings Davis into contact with Karen (Naomi 
Watts), who works for a vending-machine company. 
What binds them is not love, still less desire, but 
a conspiratorial friendship between two wounded 
souls—or three, to be precise, since Karen’s teen-
age son (the lively Judah Lewis) is equally in need 
of emotional rescue.—Anthony Lane (Reviewed in 
our issue of 4/18/16.) (In wide release.)

Elvis & Nixon
This comic ictionalization, directed by Liza John-
son, of the events behind the famous 1970 Oval Of-
ice photo of the King and the President is a giddy 
historical delight. The premise is rooted in pathos: 
Elvis Presley, no longer at the crest of popularity, 
inveighing against the Beatles in particular and the 
Age of Aquarius over all, wants to volunteer for 
the war on drugs and wants Nixon to swear him in 
as a federal agent. The main drama is whether the 
meeting will ever take place; the story pivots on El-
vis’s friendship with the ilm editor Jerry Schilling 
(Alex Pettyfer), whose devotion hits its limit. Mi-
chael Shannon plays Elvis with understated cool 
and sly swagger, turning a skillful impersonation 
into a performance that’s illed with empathetic en-
ergy. The script, by Joey Sagal, Hanala Sagal, and 
Cary Elwes, shows Presley in a startling range of 
ordinary contexts that highlight all the more his ex-
traordinary character. As for Kevin Spacey’s incar-
nation of Nixon, it, too, passes quickly from man-
nerisms into a thoughtful efort to capture a singular 
world view. Johnson stages the action with delicate 
attention to gestures as well as to visual and tonal 
balance. The dialogue sparkles with gems of his-
torical allusion and perceptive asides, and the ac-
tors virtually sing it; the ilm plays like a whirl-
ing sociopolitical operetta.—R.B. (In wide release.)

Everybody Wants Some!!
The new ilm from Richard Linklater is one of 
his sprightliest. It is set at a Texas college on the 
threshold of a new school year, with freshmen like 
Jake (Blake Jenner) arriving, in mild trepidation, 
to begin the next installment of their lives. Classes 
start in a matter of days, and, until then, pleasure is 
unleashed. Jake, who is on the baseball team, dwells 
in a house infested with his teammates: partygoers 
like Roper (Ryan Guzman), Dale (J. Quinton John-
son), and the silver-tongued Finn (Glen Powell). 
Some are still callow boys, while others, like the 
hypercompetitive McReynolds (Tyler Hoechlin), 
already bristle like grown men. The year is 1980, 
and songs from the period litter the soundtrack, 
but Linklater’s happiest gift is to transform the ac-
tion—you can barely call it a plot—into a dance to 
the music of time. He makes room for each char-
acter to breathe, so that none of them are left out; 
just when the movie seems in danger of slacken-
ing into a free-for-all, he introduces Beverly (Zoey 

MOVIES
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Deutch), a performing-arts major, who beguiles Jake 
and bestows a measure of calm. The inale, like that 
of Linklater’s “Dazed and Confused,” partakes of 
an exhausted bliss.—A.L. (4/11/16) (In wide release.)

The Jungle Book
The latest Disney movie is a loyal adaptation, 
and the loyalty is strictly in-house. The director, 
Jon Favreau, and his screenwriter, Justin Marks, 
honor Disney’s own animated version, from 1967, 
rather than Kipling’s original texts. Live action re-
places the inely drawn cartoon; given the tumult of 
computer- generated images (the whole thing was 
ilmed in Los Angeles), viewers may struggle to es-
tablish where the liveliness resides. Mowgli (Neel 
Sethi), at least, is a recognizable human, but the 
urge to root for him is tempered by the bumptious-
ness of his tone; reassuring though it is to see him 
befriended by Bagheera (voiced by Ben Kingsley) 
and Baloo (Bill Murray), you can’t help thinking 
that a more natural fate for such a child would be 
to end up as breakfast for Shere Khan (Idris Elba). 
Other old hands include Kaa (Scarlett Johansson) 
and King Louie (Christopher Walken), both of 
whom appear to have sufered a startling inlation 
since 1967; the coils of the python are now as thick as 
a tree. The movie is scrupulous and richly detailed, 
yet peculiarly shorn of charm, and nobody seems to 
have decided how much of a musical it should be; 
Murray sings “The Bare Necessities,” Walken only 
half sings “I Wan’na Be Like You,” as if he were Rex 
Harrison in “My Fair Lady,” and Johansson’s de-
lectable crooning of “Trust in Me” is consigned to 
the inal credits.—A.L. (4/25/16) (In wide release.)

Louder Than Bombs
The Norwegian director Joachim Trier makes his 
English-language début. The story feels small yet 
tangled and torn, littered with scraps of what has 
already occurred. Gene Reed (Gabriel Byrne), who 
used to be an actor of some note, has lost his wife, 
Isabelle (Isabelle Huppert), a celebrated war pho-
tographer, in a car crash. It may have been suicide, 
as Gene and his elder son, Jonah (Jesse Eisenberg), 
are aware, but the younger son, Conrad (Devin 
Druid), still thinks that the death was accidental. 
That does not soothe his sufering; we watch his 
imaginings of the smash, ilmed in slow motion 
and poised between lashback and dream. Other 
pieces of plot—too many, perhaps—are added to 
the pile. Isabelle, we learn, had an afair with a col-
league (David Strathairn); Gene goes to bed with 
his son’s English teacher (Amy Ryan); Jonah, a new 
father, sleeps with an old lame (Rachel Brosna-
han). Such lings are far more desperate than ro-
mantic, and the mood throughout is one of a wan-
dering distress; these people have been struck by 
grief and somehow bent out of shape. If the drama 
holds together, it is largely because of Byrne and his 
regretful smile.—A.L. (4/18/16) (In limited release.)

Nina
Like the recent bio-pics about Miles Davis and 
Chet Baker, Cynthia Mort’s drama about Nina 
Simone is centered on a troubled time when the 
artist withdrew from public performance and 
then made a return to the limelight with the help 
of a new companion. In 1995, Simone (played by 
Zoe Saldana) pulls a gun on a Los Angeles rec-
ord producer and ends up in a psychiatric ward. 
Hours before returning to her home in France, 
she recruits her hospital nurse, Clifton Hender-
son (David Oyelowo), as her travelling compan-
ion and then her manager. Bipolar, alcoholic, and 
prone to public outbursts, Simone can’t get book-
ings. But with funds dwindling she’s motivated 
to shape up; helped by Clifton and her former 

manager (Ronald Guttman), she makes a trium-
phant comeback. Mort intercuts the action with 
lashbacks to Simone’s childhood and her days of 
glory, as well as to an earlier interview in which 
Simone discusses her art and her life. Respect-
fully factual in its over-all contours but sensa-
tional and sentimental nonetheless, the movie 
reduces Simone’s life to clichés about hope; it re-
places the creative drive with the commercial one, 
the artist with the celebrity. Saldana—misguidedly 
wearing skin-darkening makeup—throws herself 
into the role with admirable intensity but without 
the artist’s sense of musical possession; she dis-
plays the reckless force of Simone’s personality 
but not her originality.—R.B. (In limited release.)

One Day Pina Asked . . .
Starting from the modest premise of document-
ing several months of Pina Bausch’s performances 
and rehearsals in the summer of 1983, the director 
Chantal Akerman realized one of the greatest of 
all syntheses of dance and cinema. She ilms the 
performers with a poised camera; her incisive an-
gles and smooth pan shots emphasize the dances’ 
visual counterpoint and overlapping rhythms. In 
Bausch’s stagings, as in Akerman’s dramas, or-
dinary gestures are emphasized and formalized 
into dances, and Akerman ilms Bausch’s dancers 
as she ilms the actors in such movies as “Jeanne 
Dielman” and “Toute une Nuit.” Observing the 
dancers behind the scenes and in their dressing 
rooms as they dress, smoke, apply makeup, and 
sing, Akerman sees their preparations and medita-
tions as continuous with their public performances; 
her interviews with members of the company are 
echoed in their dancing. If Bausch’s choreography 
no longer existed, Akerman’s ilms could be ex-
cerpted to convey something of its essence—and 
Bausch herself, serenely avowing her poetic aspi-
rations, becomes one of Akerman’s characters. Re-
leased in 1983. —R.B. (BAM Cinématek; April 28.)

Salò, or the 120 Days of Sodom
Pier Paolo Pasolini’s last ilm, from 1975, is also in 
a way the ultimate ilm: its representation of de-
pravity may be unsurpassable. Pasolini sets the 
Marquis de Sade’s “120 Days of Sodom” in 1944-
45, in a sumptuous villa in Mussolini’s Repub-
lic of Salò, the Nazi puppet regime of northern 
Italy, where four potentates subject a phalanx of 
young men and women to their limitless power 
and pleasure. In the stately grand salon, with its 
paintings and piano, two grandes dames lyrically 
recite Sadean tales of obscene degradation to the 
accompaniment of Chopin as the men oversee 
the rituals of the house—rape, torture, coproph-
agy, mutilation, and murder—which Pasolini de-
picts clearly, unlinchingly, even lyrically. Paso-
lini suggests that the classical values of Western 
civilization and the ostensibly progressive mo-
dernity that’s based on them are steeped in the 
blood of innocents. This ilm is essential to have 
seen but impossible to watch: a viewer may ind 
life itself deiled beyond redemption by the sim-
ple fact that such things can be shown or even 
imagined. In Italian.—R.B. (Metrograph; April 29.)

Tale of Tales
The Italian director Matteo Garrone is best known 
for “Gomorrah” (2008), a plunge into the crimi-
nal clans of Naples. At irst glance, his new movie, 
set in imaginary lands, deep in the myth-riddled 
past, seems like quite a swerve. But his source is 
also Neapolitan, Giambattista Basile, whose col-
lection of fairy stories—earthy, bracing, and un-
sentimental—was printed in the sixteen-thirties. 
Three of the fables, with monarchs at their heart, 

have been plundered for the ilm. The irst king 
(Toby Jones) rears a giant lea and sees his daugh-
ter (Bebe Cave) carried away by an ogre, the sec-
ond (John C. Reilly) battles a sea beast for the sake 
of his childless wife (Salma Hayek), and the third 
(Vincent Cassel) is an inexhaustible satyr, tricked 
by a pair of wizened sisters (Shirley Henderson and 
Hayley Carmichael). Garrone makes only a paltry 
attempt to interlock the narratives, and the inal 
convocation is an awkward afair; yet the movie 
nonetheless holds irm, bound by its miraculous 
mood. Wonders are everywhere (if you slice into 
a tree, it will bleed water, like a spring), as is a ca-
sual carnality. Luxury entwines with ilth. Fol-
lowing Basile, Garrone grasps a basic rule of folk-
lore: nobody must linch at prodigious events, for 
they are part of the mortal deal.—A.L. (4/25/16) 
(In limited release.)

Viktoria
The Bulgarian director Maya Vitkova’s epoch- 
spanning family drama about Communism, 
motherhood, and freedom ingeniously blends 
personal life and grand history, earnest passion 
and tragic absurdity in a mighty outpouring of 
imagination. The action starts in 1979, when a 
young librarian, Boryana (Irmena Chichikova), 
refuses to have a child with her husband (Dimo 
Dimov), a doctor, unless they emigrate to the 
United States. But when an attempted self- 
induced abortion fails, the baby, Viktoria, bears 
the mark: she’s born without a belly button. 
This odd distinction is given a political slant. 
Viktoria is publicly celebrated by the country’s 
real-life dictator, Todor Zhivkov (played by 
Georgi Spasov), who envisions a workforce of 
women freed from pregnancy. Nine years later, 
the child, granted a chaufeur and a hot line to 
Zhivkov, is a Communist spoiled brat and the 
terror of her classmates. Meanwhile, Boryana 
refuses to let her mother (Mariana Krumova), 
a lifelong Party member, see Viktoria. Then, 
the Iron Curtain falls and the balance of family 
power shifts. Vitkova’s spare, precise yet richly 
textured images sing with restrained emotion 
and natural metaphors and catch the charac-
ters in self-revealing gestures of an overwhelm-
ing intimacy. Women’s bodies are the center of 
the ilm, with milk, blood, and even intrauter-
ine images joining political pageantry and pro-
test in a quietly ierce yet compassionate vi-
sion.—R.B. (In limited release.)
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REVIVALS AND FESTIVALS

Titles with a dagger are reviewed.

BAM Cinématek The ilms of Chantal Akerman. 
April 28 at 7: “One Day Pina Asked . . .” F • April 29  
at 7 and 9:30: “La Captive” (2000). Film Society of 
Lincoln Center “Queer Cinema Before Stonewall.” 
April 27 at 4:30 and April 29 at 9:15: “Love Meet-
ings” (1964, Pier Paolo Pasolini). • May 1 at 3:30: 
“Portrait of Jason” (1967, Shirley Clarke). French 
Institute Alliance Française “Creative Encounters.” 
May 3 at 4 and 7:30: “The Beaches of Agnès.” F 
IFC Center “Becoming Meryl Streep.” April 28 at 
7:30: “The Deer Hunter” (1978, Michael Cimino), 
introduced by Michael Schulman, of The New 
Yorker, the author of “Her Again: Becoming Meryl 
Streep.” Metrograph “Fassbinder’s Top Ten.” April 
29-May 1 (call for showtimes): “Fassbinder: To Love 
Without Demands” (2015, Christian Braad Thom-
sen). • April 29 at 1:15, 4:45, and 8: “Salò, or the 120 
Days of Sodom.” F • Special screening. May 1  
at 1: “Ashes and Embers” (1982, Haile Gerima).
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Uptown Anthems
Naughty by Nature salute a quarter 
century of call-and-response.

Quilted bombers, horizontal 
stripes, half-zip windbreakers, tucked 
T-shirts, long nails, white jeans—it’s a 
trip to see how many trends immortal-
ized in old rap videos, like those of the 
group Naughty by Nature, are still out-
fitting city stompers twenty-five years 
later. Chalk it up to wistful nostalgia if 
you must, but don’t underestimate the 
enduring appeal of a denim bucket hat 
in any decade. The looks may still carry, 
but things surely sound diferent; pop’s 
tolerance for naughty has grown, shak-
ing of the chummy naïveté that al-
lowed a song to shoehorn an infidelity 
jingle into daily family car rides and 
high-school dances across the country.

In 1991, Anthony Criss, Vincent 
Brown, and Keir Gist, two rappers and 
a d.j. from East Orange, New Jersey, 
better known as Treach, Vin Rock, and 
DJ Kay Gee, immortalized a three-letter 
acronym for cheaters worldwide. “O.P.P.” 
tucked a chorus about sleeping with the 
spoken-for under a Jackson 5 sample, to 
the tune of a few million  cop  ies sold and 
pop-culture infamy. “The record proba-
bly would have been banned if radio had 
known what we was talkin’ about,” Treach 
remembers, in an excerpt from the book 
“Check the Technique, Volume 2” in 
Rolling Stone, explaining that he felt the 
need to spell out the song’s concept to 
broaden its appeal. “It took them a year 

or two to figure out what it meant. If you 
weren’t listening or weren’t really into 
hip-hop, it wasn’t easy.” 

Naughty by Nature followed up with 
years of hits that struck the same balance. 
Between the belt-along hooks on songs 
like “Hip Hop Hooray,” “Jamboree,” and 
“Feel Me Flow,” the writers indulged in 
their intricate thousand-piece syllabic 
puzzles: “Serve words with nerve, em-
bedded, I said it / word, damn, you nerd, 
man, you heard.” Years later, Eminem 
would cite Treach verses like these as 
foundational to his own career.

Last year, Naughty by Nature an-
nounced a tour commemorating twenty- 
five years in music; on April 29, they’ll 
perform their fan favorites at Manhattan’s 
Stage 48. Once youth-culture arbiters, 
many rap acts have settled into more 
mythicized careers: stories are mined for 
bio-pics, incumbents debate their prede-
cessors, and undersung heroes are lost to 
time. It’s a boon to catch shows like these, 
which celebrate what has possibly become 
privileged musical knowledge, akin to 
jazz’s cavernous artist legacies. Rappers 
set trends, but also legitimize them. To 
this day, the genre’s hit-makers are tasked 
with capturing widespread sentiments in 
local dialects: to get people everywhere 
to care about what kids are saying, wear-
ing, and doing in a particular place and 
time. Now that Naughty’s work has 
eclipsed the slang and styles it once doc-
umented, only the universalities remain 
to be enjoyed. Who’s down?

—Matthew Trammell

NIGHT LIFE
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ROCK AND POP

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

in advance to con�rm engagements.

Juan Atkins
For young laptop producers, making music without 
software might be like typing with your eyes closed. 
The visual interface provides a spotter that isn’t vital 
yet simpliies the process drastically, which makes 
the precision and emotion found in pre-P.C. releases 
from the Godfather of Techno, Juan Atkins, and his 
Detroit ilk all the more impressive. “Clear,” which 
Atkins released with Richard Davis as Cybotron in 
1982, is yanked forward by an uphill arpeggio that 
reappeared in various records for the next three de-
cades—by deinition a sound of the future. His Korg 
MS-10 experiments were soon dubbed “techno,” and 
even then, Atkins stressed it as a progression not 
of music but of technology: “stretching it, rather 
than simply using it.” (Good Room, 98 Meserole Ave., 
Brooklyn. 718-349-2373. April 30.)

Juliana Huxtable
When asked what her biggest fear was, Huxtable re-
cently remarked: “Being consumed by a zeitgeist I 
dreamed of as a hopeful child and being spit out by 
it, cut of from the oxygen needed to sustain a child-
like corpus against the astringent efect of the dense 
breadth of interview questions that occur over and 
over again.” In other words, she fears getting jaded, 
and it’s a worry for anyone in her position. The 
twenty- seven-year-old trans d.j., writer, and artist 
stepped out in pockets of Manhattan’s subterrane for 
readings of her jagged poetry and a stint walking for 
DKNY, before performing at MOMA last Novem-
ber. The club sets at her party series “Shock Value” 
are enguling: a bevy of remixes and rarities spanning 
the Chemical Brothers and Beyoncé served over hard 
drums between precious breaks for air. (Trans-Pecos, 
915 Wyckof Ave., Queens. thetranspecos.com. April 29.) 

James Chance and the Contortions
During its brief existence, from 1977 to 1979, this 
No Wave group made a deep impression on New 
York’s downtown music scene. Chance (né James 
Siegfried), a frenetic alto saxophonist and singer 
who moved to New York from Milwaukee in 1975, 
drew inspiration from jazz and funk inluences (es-
pecially James Brown) as well as the punk bands 
from CBGB. Chance’s music, irst captured on Brian 
Eno’s landmark 1978 compilation, “No New York,” is 
built around dissonant interlocking parts supporting 
his aggressive, almost unhinged vocals. Back then, 
Chance’s stage theatrics sometimes mirrored the vio-
lence that coursed through his sound; at a 1978 show, 
for example, he famously sculed with the rock 
critic Robert Christgau. Though he has mellowed 
since then, recent performances of the re-formed 
Contortions have remained iery. (Market Hotel, 
1140 Myrtle Ave., Brooklyn. markethotel.org. April 29.)

Tori Kelly
Kelly’s début album, “Unbreakable Smile,” is a 
batch of capable pop shaped by the best minds in 
the business. She’s managed by Scooter Braun, the 
thirty-two-year-old exec who launched his career 
with Justin Bieber and just signed Kanye West, 
and her album was produced by the pop Svengali 
Max Martin. But as an alum of television compe-
titions and YouTube covers, Kelly’s been banking 
on her voice coming before her personnel since the 
onset of her career; it’s a formidable, malleable one, 
rising tall above punchy drums and horns on the 
chart mainstay “Nobody Love” and ofsetting Ed 
Sheeran’s earthy timbre on the duet “I Was Made 
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ABOVE & BEYOND

IndieCade East
If the international festival of independent video 
games known as IndieCade is the Sundance of 
its ield, this East Coast ofshoot might be the 
 Tribeca Film Festival. The independent gaming 
industry has grown into a vital incubator of new 
ideas—and the technologies with which to im-
plement them—particularly with the advent of 
V.R. riling the ield. The three-day event, held 
at the Museum of the Moving Image, features 
arcade stations with unreleased games, as well 
as talks and presentations that engage with the 
form critically and examine its changing place in 
the world, from the use of video games in schools 
and libraries to a retrospective of titles set in New 
York City. (36-01 35th Ave., Queens. 718-777-6800. 
April 29 -  May 1.)

1

READINGS AND TALKS

Dixon Place
The PEN American Center is devoted to ad-
vancing free expression in literature and the-
atre and providing legal and inancial sup-
port for writers internationally. As part of 
the PEN World Voices Festival, founded by 
 Salman Rushdie and held since 2005, a group 
of acclaimed Mexican and Mexican- American 
authors and playwrights ofer “Mexico in Two 
Acts,” a lecture and panel discussion “designed 
to expose hidden cultural and political real-
ities.” The playwright Sabina Berman pre-
sents the irst act, in which speakers discuss 
the country’s socioeconomic and cultural 
state; in Act II, the Spanish-language authors 
 Jennifer Clement, Claudio Lomnitz, Pedro 
Ángel Palou, and Marcela Turati respond to the 
ideas of Act I. (161A Chrystie St.  212-219-0736. 
April 27 at 7:30.)

Joe’s Pub
The writer and comedian Catie Lazarus has hosted 
the monthly talk show and podcast “Employee of 
the Month” since 2010, talking with guests like Jon 
Stewart, Barney Frank, and Miss Piggy. Her un-
orthodox interview style and background in psy-
chology help Lazarus get stories out of her sub-
jects which others cannot, including David Simon, 
the creator of “The Wire,” who this spring recalled 
a scene from his teen years. His father was being 
held hostage in the 1977 Hanai Siege, and when 
he received the news, Simon was terriied, but re-
lieved that it got him out of high-school detention: 
“I have to tell this now, because you brought this 
up!” To celebrate the six-year milestone, she invites 
the musician Kyp Malone, of the band TV on the 
Radio; Julia Cameron, the author of “The Artist’s 
Way”; the MacArthur Fellow and award-winning 
playwright Suzan Lori-Parks; and a bevy of musical 
guests. (425 Lafayette St. 212-539-8778. April 28 at 7.) 

N.Y.U. Silver Center
In his new book, “A History of Violence: Living 
and Dying in Central America,” Óscar Martínez 
takes a close look at the gang violence that plagues 
Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador. Martínez is 
an investigative reporter for the inluential online 
news outlet El Faro; his irst book, “The Beast,” 
consists of essays irst published on the news site, 
providing early irsthand accounts of the harrow-
ing life faced by Central American migrants. Their 
stories are now woven into the political discourse 
of an election year: with news of truces possibly 
quelling stubborn conlicts in El Salvador and ref-
ugee crises becoming national concerns, Martínez’s 
work arrives at a vital juncture. He launches his lat-
est book in conversation with Francisco Goldman 
and the New Yorker staf writer Jon Lee Anderson, 
moderated by Diana Taylor. (Hemmerdinger Hall, 
100 Washington Square E. versobooks.com. May 2 at 6.) IL
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for Loving You.” Her New York shows have grown 
each year; a second night at the historic Beacon 
Theatre was added after the irst quickly sold out. 
(Broadway at 74th St. 212-465-6500. April 28-29.)

Bunny Wailer
This reggae pioneer and founding member of the leg-
endary Wailers treats the city to a rare appearance, 
playing his irst local show in years. Wailer contrib-
uted to his band’s groundbreaking 1973 album, “Catch 
a Fire,” before cutting his own rich hits through the 
seventies and eighties. Wailer has since drawn ac-
claim and controversy as an outspoken guardian of 
what he sees as Jamaica’s cultural property: in one 
instance, when Snoop Dogg briely feigned a con-
version to Rastafarianism while promoting a docu-
mentary with Vice in 2012, Wailer appeared in sup-
port but then denounced the project when he learned 
of its “commercialized” nature. (B.B. King Blues 
Club & Grill, 237 W. 42nd St. 212-997-4144. May 1.)

Young Thug
On a recent segment on CNN, Lyor Cohen, a bull-
ish record executive, spoke to a wily recording art-
ist from Atlanta named Jefrey Williams, who lis-
tened and responded intently. “Your fans want to 
hear from you,” Cohen prodded, advising the rap-
per known as Young Thug to promote his releases 
more directly on social media. Williams pushed 
back, arguing that obfuscation was his core promo-
tional tenet. “I don’t want everybody just to know,” 
he said. It’s a riveting exchange between a veteran 
suit with an unrivalled stat sheet, now heading up 
a new label, 300 Entertainment, and an oddball au-
teur who has beguiled his way into Vogue spreads and 
Kanye West album credits. Part of Young Thug’s 
appeal is the relatable in his whimsy. His delivery 
is tangled with Atlanta parlance, unwinding into 
straight lines that are worth the work: “I’m living 
life like a beginner, and this is only the beginning,” 
he raps on the crossover single “Lifestyle,” despite 
having recorded a career’s worth of albums and mix-
tapes at just twenty-three. (Playstation Theatre, 1515 
Broadway. 212-930-1950. May 2.)

1

JAZZ AND STANDARDS

Ehud Asherie
“Shule Along,” Ehud Asherie’s new album, 
touches upon tunes by Eubie Blake and Noble 
Sissle which will be heard in the upcoming re-
vival of the historic 1921 Broadway production of 
the same name, but the skillful pianist isn’t riding 
anyone’s coattails. The project—actually recorded 
two years ago—reveals a passionate craftsman joy-
fully at ease with pre-swing idioms. (Mezzrow, 163 
W. 10th St. mezzrow.com. April 28.)

Billy Hart
He’s decades older than his bandmates, but this il-
lustrious drummer—here celebrating his seventy- 
ifth birthday—has no trouble keeping the pianist 
Ethan Iverson, the tenor saxophonist Mark Turner, 
and the bassist Ben Street on their toes, bring-
ing the same rhythmic acuity that he honed with, 
among many others, Herbie Hancock, Pharoah 
Sanders, and Stan Getz. As vital a presence as 
Hart remains, this quartet is, in efect, a coöper-
ative ensemble, and the tonal weave it achieves is 
a glory of twenty-irst-century jazz. (Jazz Stan-
dard, 116 E. 27th St. 212-576-2232. April 28-May 1.)

Donald Harrison, Ron Carter,  
Billy Cobham Trio
It’s one of those combinations of instrumental 
personalities which don’t quite make sense on 

paper yet are smashing successes onstage; this 
multigenerational trio brings together a New Or-
leans neo-bebopper with a funky streak (Har-
rison), a virtuosic percussionist who codiied 
Fusion drumming (Cobham), and a bass super-
star who has yet to be confounded by any genre 
(Carter). Whether waxing lyrical or swinging fe-
rociously, these three bring out the best in one 
another. (Blue Note, 131 W. 3rd St. 212-475-8592. 
April 27-May 1.)

Donny McCaslin/Frank Kimbrough Quartet
Those expecting McCaslin to ofer more of the 
cathartic new jazz-saxophone efusions he con-
tributed to David Bowie’s inal album may be 
in for a pleasant surprise when he unites with 
the historically informed pianist Kimbrough in 
a tribute to the late tenor saxophone giant Joe 

Henderson. Here, McCaslin may be more bound 
to tradition, but his accustomed dexterity and 
venturesome spirit are sure to seep through. 
(Jazz at Kitano, 66 Park Ave., at 38th St. 212-885-
7119. April 29-30.)

Trio 3
The saxophonist Oliver Lake, the bassist Reg-
gie Workman, and the drummer Andrew Cy-
rille are patriarchs of avant-garde jazz, and are 
ready and willing, even at retirement age, to 
head irst into the musical breach. Their con-
tinued commitment and ardent resolve, exhib-
ited in more than two decades as an interactive 
trio with a brace of ine recordings, should be a 
model for contemporary players. (Village Van-
guard, 178 Seventh Ave. S., at 11th St. 212-255-
4037. April 26-May 1.)

NIGHT LIFE
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TABLES FOR TWO

MáLà Project 
122 First Ave. (212-353-8880)

The word “mala” is an eicient coupling 
of the Chinese characters for “numbing” 
and “spicy,” traits synonymous with Si-
chuanese cooking. Capable of clearing the 
most insidious of blocked sinuses, food 
cooked with mala can also bring stoics to 
tears. Such is the enduring power of mala 
that it has, of late, been transubstantiated 
from its renowned liquid form—hot pot, 
a bubbly soup—to its newer, hipper cousin, 
the dry pot.

Legend has it that dry pot—a sauce-
less medley of anything small enough to 
be tossed in a wok, birthed in Chongqing, 
the sprawling metropolis at the heart of 
Sichuan—hit the big time only after a 
few Beijing chefs, on vacation in Sichuan, 
imported the method north in the early 
aughts. From there, it has snuck onto the 
menus of Chinatown hideaways, fre-
quently mischaracterized as casserole. 
MáLà Project is the spirited East Village 
creation of a twenty-three-year-old Hebei 
native, who, in her refusal to “cook down” 
to First Avenue hipsters, gives the dish 
the star treatment it deserves.

From a menu of sixty or so meats and 
vegetables, you choose ingredients (three 
to six are suggested per person) and, more 
important, the preferred level of spiciness. 
(Of the four levels, the lowest is non-
spicy, and the highest, super-spicy, might 

require a fire extinguisher.) Traditional 
Chinese favorites like beef tendon, 
tongue, intestine, and artery (a must-try 
for the uninitiated) merrily jostle with 
more conventional choices, like wakame, 
tofu skin, lotus root, and king oyster 
mushrooms. When an adventurous first-
timer pointed to the unfamiliar item 
rooster’s XXX, the handsome Uighur 
waiter deadpanned, “Chicken testicles, 
ma’am. One order?”

Dry pots arrive in huge bamboo 
bowls, slick with oil, bathed in sesame 
seeds, and heaped with cilantro. Cumin, 
ginger, cardamom, licorice, and twenty 
other spices are tossed in, but all you’ll 
feel is that signature mouth-tingling 
that renders self-control futile and 
makes consumption an exercise in 
stamina. To cool the tongue, you might 
land on the Xiangxi Fried Rice, an 
innocuous- seeming staple that packs an 
incendiary punch, with Chinese bacon 
and bird’s-eye chilies. Better to go for 
“candy garlic,” a grain-liquor chaser that 
doubles as a temporary palate emollient. 
One evening, two Sichuanese and a 
 Beijing native took a break from their 
medium-spicy meal to reminisce about 
their first dry pot in China. “It can defi-
nitely develop into an addiction,” one 
said. “Once, it was all I consumed for a 
week.” The three friends looked at each 
other and the pot. Then they dug back 
in. (Dishes $6-$16; ingredients $3-$8.)

—Jiayang Fan

FßD & DRINK

Sycamore
1118 Cortelyou Rd., Brooklyn (347-240-5850)

A single night at Sycamore, a sprawling bar in 
Ditmas Park, is a self-contained pub crawl, ofering 
the restless patron four sections to chose from. One 
damp Thursday, two adventurers started their eve-
ning in the large back yard, where rough benches 
threaten soft places with cruel splinters. A young 
woman lipped through old Trivial Pursuit cards 
while a man in a denim jacket with faux-shearling 
trim read “The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.” 
In an adjacent Bedouin-style tent, decorated in an 
improbable hunting-lodge theme (fake ireplace, 
taxidermy pheasant), Queen Cobra Thai Street 
Food served up sweet chicken wings covered in 
cilantro. Mounds of discarded metacarpals sucked 
clean grew on mismatched picnic tables, as a moody, 
crooning rendition of the “Bingo” song signalled 
the start of queer singles bingo. (The food venders, 
and events, change nightly.) The evening’s host, 
Ariel Speedwagon, warned players not to stop too 
soon—“That’s what she said!” rang out in response. 
The crawlers, inishing a hot whiskey cider that 
tasted like the dregs of an overly honeyed tea, 
passed through a teensy smokers’ patio and into 
the booze-soaked main bar, attracted by a glowing 
yellow counter, its surface like the cracked crust of 
a crème brûlée. Nearly a hundred varieties of whis-
key line narrow shelves stretching across one wall, 
yet not enough of it found its way into a watery 
Manhattan. In the inal zone, a lower-shop store-
front, a wandering Jew intertwined its iridescent 
silver and purple-green vines with the hand-shaped 
leaves of a prayer plant. Fatigued after their long 
journey, the two travellers rested with Sazeracs in 
a forest of ferns, bright-green tentacles stroking 
their hair.—McKenna Stayner
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COMMENT

MONEY TROUBLE

“Bernie’s gone. You know that, don’t you?” Donald 
Trump asked at a rally in Indianapolis last Wednes-

day, the day after he had won New York’s Republican Pres-
idential primary, and, on the Democratic side, Hillary Clin-
ton had beaten Bernie Sanders. “I love running against 
Crooked Hillary, I love that. I mean, it’s so much fun,” he 
said, adding, “Bernie wouldn’t be as much fun.” (Trump 
had introduced “Crooked Hillary” a few days earlier, and 
he appears to be sticking with the name, despite all the talk 
about how his campaign is pivoting toward professional-
ism.) By Thursday, he seemed to have reconsidered San- 
ders’s fun factor. “In fact, I’d like him to keep going,” Trump 
said at a rally in Harrisburg. “Because the longer he goes, 
the more I’m going to like it.” He was referring to San- 
ders’s attacks on Clinton. “Bernie Sanders—not me!—said 
she’s not qualified,” he noted. 

Trump’s remarks summed up the fears that many Clin-
ton supporters have about whether Sanders’s candidacy is 
in danger of, as Robby Mook, Clinton’s campaign manager 
put it, “poisoning the well.” After the New York primary, 
Sanders told Andrea Mitchell, on NBC, that he might take 
the fight to the Convention floor in 
Philadelphia, in July, even if, as is likely, 
Clinton ends up with more pledged 
delegates than he does after the final 
primaries, in June. In particular, the 
Clinton camp wishes that Sanders 
would stop talking about matters re-
lated to Clinton and money—her do-
nors, the super PACs that support her, 
and the speaking fees that she has 
earned—in ways that it considers 
“negative and personal.” 

Last Thursday, at a rally in Read-
ing, Pennsylvania, Sanders spoke 
about how he relies on small donors, 
rather than on “the billionaire class.” 
“Secretary Clinton has chosen to raise 
her money a diferent way,” he said, 

pausing to let the crowd boo. He next turned to the paid 
speeches that Clinton gave in the two years between her de-
parture from the State Department and the announcement 
of her candidacy, for which she earned a total of twenty-five 
million dollars. Goldman Sachs paid her two hundred and 
twenty-five thousand dollars for one speech. It must have 
been a “world-shattering speech,” Sanders said. “It was prob-
ably written in Shakespearean prose.” This is a set piece at 
Sanders rallies, and it lands better at some times than at oth-
ers; he has a good sense of satire, but not always a good ear 
for when satire turns to contempt. Clinton has refused to 
release the transcripts of her paid speeches unless all the 
Presidential candidates do. Sanders has given no such speeches, 
and he mimed throwing their nonexistent transcripts to the 
Reading crowd, calling, “Are you ready? Here they are!”

All this has led some Democrats to wonder if Sanders 
has put agitating for revolution ahead of the Party’s elec-
toral interests. When the Sanders campaign complained 
about the activities of the Hillary Victory Fund, a joint 
fund-raising committee of her campaign, the Democratic 
National Committee, and state Democratic Parties, which 

has raised sixty million dollars, Mook 
released a statement saying, “Instead 
of trying to convince the next gener-
ation of progressives that the Demo-
cratic Party is corrupt, Senator San-
ders should stick to the issues and 
think about what he can do to help 
the Party he is seeking to lead.” 

The quandary—for Sanders and for 
the Party—is that the corruption of the 
political system is his issue. Last week, 
he was asked on the “Today” show about 
Trump’s “Crooked Hillary” line, and he 
called it “an ugly statement.” But, when 
asked if he, in a roundabout way, hadn’t 
also called Clinton crooked, he smiled 
and said, “In that case, the entire United 
States government is crooked.” This IL
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disjunction is at the heart of the growing bitterness between 
the two candidates. Sanders believes that money distorts a 
politician’s character; Clinton experiences this view as an at-
tack on her particular character. She has responded by point-
ing out that President Obama collected tens of millions of 
dollars of super-PAC money. That money, in other words, may 
be the currency of the corrupt but is not in itself corrupting. 
At the debate in Brooklyn, when Sanders failed to ofer a 
clear example of a decision she’d made in the Senate because 
someone had handed her a check, she jumped in and said, 
“There is no example.”

But there are legitimate concerns about the role of money 
in politics that go well beyond quid-pro-quo bribery, such 
as the efect that being in a closed conversational circle with 
wealthy donors can have on a politician’s world view and 
priorities. Sanders, though he might do so less derisively, 
has a right to raise them. Clinton’s mistake has been to treat 
discomfort with money in politics as discomfort with her. 
Blind defensiveness on this point poses a risk not only to 
the Clinton campaign but also to the Democrats’ future as 
the party championing campaign-finance reform. George 
Clooney, asked on “Meet the Press” about a Victory for 
Hillary benefit that he hosted last week in San Francisco, 
at which the top seats went for three hundred and fifty-
three thousand dollars, agreed that the sum was “obscene.” 
On that, he said, Sanders “is absolutely right.” But Cloo-
ney straightforwardly defended the fund-raising as a cor-

rosive but necessary means to counterattack the Republi-
cans, at least until a better system is in place for all. 

Clinton could try to do the same. Instead, she mostly 
seems frustrated that Sanders has maintained his image as 
an economy-class-flying ascetic, when his campaign has 
raised, albeit mostly from small donors, an extraordinary 
amount of money—forty-six million dollars in March, com-
pared with twenty-nine and a half million for Clinton—and 
has spent it profligately. As of last month, the campaigns 
had each raised about a hundred and eighty-five million dol-
lars. Clinton, though, according to the Times, is also backed 
by seventy-six million dollars in super-pac money. 

Trump had raised close to fifty million dollars, most of 
it in loans from himself. He speaks at every opportunity 
about how he is self-funding his campaign (which is not 
entirely true; he’s had about twelve million in contribu-
tions) and about how easily politicians can be bought. He 
has said many times that he purchased Clinton’s attendance 
at his wedding with a donation to her family’s foundation. 
(She has said that she thought the wedding would be “en-
tertaining.”) Listening to the tales Trump would spin in a 
general election about “Crooked Hillary” won’t be fun. Clin-
ton needs to find her voice on the question of campaign 
finance—to talk more about money, not less—because valid 
doubts about the integrity of the system are fuelling Trump’s 
campaign, too. That won’t change if Bernie is gone.

—Amy Davidson

DEPT. OF FIXERS

BAD OLD DAYS

Roger Stone, the political provo-
cateur, visited the bar at the Four 

Seasons Hotel on primary day last week 
to reminisce about his long friendship 
with Donald Trump. It started in 1979, 
when Stone was a twenty-six-year-old 
aide in Ronald Reagan’s Presidential 
campaign. Michael Deaver, a more se-
nior campaign oicial, instructed Stone 
to start fund-raising in New York. 
“Mike gave me a recipe box full of index 
cards, supposedly Reagan’s contacts in 
New York,” Stone said. “Half the peo-
ple on the cards were dead. A lot of 
the others were show-business people, 
but there was one name I recognized—
Roy Cohn.” So Stone presented him-
self at the brownstone oice of Cohn, 
the notorious lawyer and fixer.

“I go into Roy’s oice,” Stone con-
tinued, “and he’s sitting there in his silk 
bathrobe, and he’s finishing up a meet-

ing with Fat Tony Salerno,” the boss of 
the Genovese crime family. Stone went 
on, “So Tony says, ‘Roy here says we’re 
going with Ree-gun this time.’ That’s 
how he said it—‘Ree-gun.’ Roy told 
him yes, we’re with Reagan. Then I said 
to Roy that we needed to put together 
a finance committee, and Roy said, ‘You 
need Donald and Fred Trump.’ He said 
Fred, Donald’s father, had been big for 
Goldwater in ’64. I went to see Don-
ald, and he helped to get us oice space 
for the Reagan campaign, and that’s 
when we became friends.” 

Stone is now sixty-two, and he’s al-
lowed his hair, which used to be a kind 
of yellow, to evolve into a shade more 
suitable for an éminence grise than for 
an enfant terrible. He has played roles 
in many of his generation’s political 
dirty-tricks scandals. He was just nine-
teen when he had a bit part in Water-
gate; he sent campaign contributions in 
the name of the Young Socialist Alliance 
to the campaign of Pete McCloskey, 
who was running against Richard Nixon 
for the Republican nomination in 1972. 
Almost three decades later, he helped 
choreograph the so-called Brooks Broth-
ers riot, which shut down the Bush v. 

Gore recount in Miami-Dade County. 
Over the years, too, Stone shep-

herded Trump’s political ambitions 
through several near-runs for the Pres-
idency. “In 1988, I arranged for him to 
speak to the Portsmouth, New Hamp-
shire, Chamber of Commerce—that 
was his first political trip,” Stone said. 
“There was lots of speculative public-
ity. He liked the attention. He liked 
the buzz. He’s the greatest promoter 
of all time.” In 2000, Trump came closer 
to a real bid. Because Ross Perot had 
run in the previous two elections as the 
candidate of the Reform Party, there 
was a chance that Trump could have 
received federal funding on that party 
line. “He was looking at the prospect 
of running on O.P.M.—other people’s 
money,” Stone said. “He loved that.” 
But Trump backed away.

Now that Trump is actually running 
for President, Stone has been largely 
sidelined. (He currently has no oicial 
campaign role.) Stone says that he speaks 
to the candidate “now and then.” In any 
event, he said, Trump has little use for 
political advisers. “He listens to no one,” 
Stone noted. “On his own, he concep-
tualized a campaign model that rejects 
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PRIMARIES POSTCARD

BIG NIGHT

A few weeks ago, Susan Sarandon, 
the actor and Bernie Sanders sup-

porter, told Chris Hayes, on MSNBC, 
that she did not know how she would 
vote if given a choice between Hillary 
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Susan Sarandon

all the things you do in politics—no poll-
ing, no opposition research, no issue shop, 
no analytics, no targeting, no paid ad-
vertising to speak of.” He went on, “He 
had this vision of an all-communica-
tion-based strategy of rallies, debates, 
and as many interviews as he can smash 
into a day. The campaign exists to sup-
port the logistics of the tour.” Stone does 
maintain a small super PAC that he said 
will help corral delegates for Trump. 
“How many of the delegates will want 
to play golf at a Trump resort?” Stone 
said. “How many will want to have din-
ner at Mar-a-Lago? How many will want 
to go to a cocktail party at his apartment 
in Trump Tower, with its extraordinary 
view of Manhattan?” (Trump said he has 
no plans to court delegates in this way.)

There’s a wistfulness about Stone 
these days. He judges politics on aes-
thetic grounds as much as on issues. “On 
‘The Apprentice,’ Trump was always 
perfectly dressed, perfectly lit, perfectly 
made up,” he said. “That helped him 
enormously in establishing a Presiden-
tial brand.” The same goes for Stone 
himself, who was wearing a double- 
breasted nailhead suit made for him by 
a Mr. Cheo. “He trained on Savile Row 
with Anderson & Sheppard, who are 
the best suitmakers in the world,” Stone 
said. He handles fewer campaigns than 
he used to, and channels his aggression 
more into his books than toward polit-
ical opponents. His latest volume in that 
vein is called “The Clintons’ War on 
Women.” Stone instructed a waiter to 
bring him a “Ketel One Martini up, with 
a couple of olives, very dry.” (His favor-
ite Martini recipe came from Richard 
Nixon, who got it from Winston Chur-
chill.) But Stone sent the drink back, 
saying, “I’ve lost my taste for it.”

—Jefrey Toobin

Clinton and Donald Trump. She added, 
“Some people feel Donald Trump will 
bring the revolution immediately, if he 
gets in.” Things would “explode.”

Last Tuesday, when New York’s Pres-
idential primary coincided with the New 
York première of “The Meddler,” in 
which Sarandon stars, she left her Chel-
sea apartment at dusk, wearing bright-

red lipstick, a tuxedo, and a boot cast 
protecting a foot that she had fractured 
while hiking in Colombia. “I did not 
say I was voting for Trump,” she said in 
the elevator, recalling the national eye-
roll that her remarks prompted. “And I 
did not say I wanted a revolution.” She 
reached a waiting S.U.V. “But the sta-
tus quo is not working, so to sell peo-
ple a system based on shoring up the 
status quo is not pragmatic.” She said 
that, during that fuss, Sanders had called 
her to say, “You’re doing a great job, 
hang in there, we’ve got your back.”

In Tribeca, Sarandon gave red-carpet 
interviews about playing a widow who 
leaves too many voice mails for her 
adult daughter. Once the film began, 
Sarandon returned to her car; she was 
expected at the Blossom Ball, a fund-
raiser for the Endometriosis Founda-
tion of America, co-hosted by Padma 
Lakshmi, at Chelsea Piers. On the West 
Side Highway, traic was barely mov-
ing, perhaps in part thanks to Clinton’s 
event—a planned celebration—at a 
midtown Sheraton. Polling places were 
about to close. Sanders had already left 
the state, but Sarandon was not accept-
ing defeat. “I was fantasizing—what 

would the inaugural be like for Ber-
nie?” she said. “Barbecue?” She texted 
with her son Miles, one of the children 
she has with Tim Robbins, her former 
partner. Miles Robbins is twenty-three; 
he had been campaigning for Sanders, 
and would be d.j.’ing at Lakshmi’s 
event. “I wonder what he’s wearing,” 
Sarandon said. “I was supposed to help 
him with his suit.”

Sarandon could stay at the Blossom 
Ball only for as long as “The Meddler” 
was running. She embraced Lena Dun-
ham, who said that it was “sexy and 
awesome” that she had injured her  
foot in outdoor pursuits, and not in  
the tub. Sarandon and Lakshmi both 
made speeches. At nine-forty-five, while 
Dunham was speaking, the election was 
called for Clinton. Soon afterward,  
Sarandon got back in the car.

She had heard reports of voters being 
turned away in Brooklyn. “It’s very frus-
trating for people who worked so hard, 
phone-banking,” she began, before get-
ting distracted by red-carpet photos on 
her phone. (Seeing one of herself, she 
put a hand to her hair.) She talked about 
Clinton, whom she had earlier described 
as a good Republican candidate. “I hold 
women to a very high moral standard,” 
she said. “I was very disappointed when 
she voted for the war, so easily, espe-
cially as I was sufering so much, and 
my family was sufering”—pilloried for 
their opposition to the war. 

Back in Tribeca, she watched the 
last minutes of the movie. When “Angel 
of the Morning” played over the teary 
climax, she rocked out a little, chin for-
ward. After a Q. & A., there was a party 
at a nearby club. Sarandon said that she 
couldn’t imagine becoming reconciled 
to a Clinton candidacy. Her son tex-
ted, to say that nobody was dancing at 
the ball. “This is when I die,” she said. 
“I want to rescue my son. I should go 
and dance.” She typed, “I’m coming.”

In the car, she asked, “What’s going 
on with the cycle of the moon? This 
night has been so weird. The Rangers 
lost, Miles had a sad time, Bernie lost. 
And I don’t know where my sisters 
went.” (She had spotted two of eight 
siblings at the première.) 

At Chelsea Piers, the bar had closed, 
and there was no music. It was past mid-
night; Sarandon, a cannabis enthusiast, 
noted that the date was now 4/20. Robbins 
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terpretations of Richard III, Shylock, 
and Macbeth, had never considered 
taking on Falstaf. “I had no idea why 
it should not have occurred to you, ac-
tually,” Doran said to Sher over drinks 
at Henry’s End, a restaurant in Brook-
lyn Heights, before adding, fondly, “Be-
cause you are a little Jewish boy from 
Cape Town.” 

Thanks to McKellen’s prompt, 
Sher—who was born in South Africa 
in 1949, and immigrated to the United 
Kingdom when he was nineteen—has 
spent the better part of the past two 
years playing Falstaf in the R.S.C.’s 
version of the Henriad: “Richard II,” 
“Henry IV, Part 1,” “Henry IV, Part 2,” 
and “Henry V.” The “King and Coun-
try” cycle, as it is being billed, has made 
its way around the globe, from Strat-
ford to Beijing to Brooklyn, where the 
company is in residence until the be-
ginning of May. “I’ve been very suspi-
cious of the universalizing dogma that 
says Shakespeare is the greatest writer 
ever. You can’t just assume that—how 
do you test it?” Doran asked. “But watch-
ing Falstaf waddle onto the stage in 
China, and for the audience to realize 
there was this anarchic, subversive, bliss-
fully funny, gargantuan creature called 
John Falstaf, and the laughs started to 
roll, I became quite emotional.” Sher, 
who was known for considerable athlet-
icism in his early roles—his Richard III 
was sinister and nimble on a pair of 
crutches—wears a heavy fat suit for the 
part. “They may have come because it’s 
starting to be fashionable to like Shake-
speare in China,” Doran went on. “But 
if you’re laughing it’s not because you 
think you ought to do it—it’s because 
you are enjoying it.” 

American audiences may be hardly 
more familiar than Chinese ones with 
the complicated dynastic politics of 
England in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. But the character of Falstaf, 
who is described by Samuel Johnson 
as “a thief and a glutton, a coward, and 
a boaster; always ready to cheat the 
weak, and prey upon the poor; to ter-
rify the timorous, and insult the de-
fenceless,” has an unexpected relevance 
in the current election season. What 
might be called the Falstaf question—
is this man a harmless bufoon, or a 
dangerous threat to the world order?—
has, perforce, become a national pre-

occupation. “What Shakespeare man-
ages to do is make Falstaf really 
charming by exposing what a bullshit-
ter he is,” Sher observed. “Somehow, 
that never happens with Trump. He is 
so charmless.” Doran pointed out an-
other dissimilarity between the two 
men: “Falstaf would never put himself 
up for election.” 

The Henry plays have often been 
appropriated as conveyances for polit-
ical messages: when Laurence Olivier 
directed and performed the lead role  
in a film version of “Henry V,” in  
1944, British government oicials re-
quested that its patriotic themes be 
amplified. Adrian Noble, directing Ken-
neth Branagh in the role in 1984, in the 
wake of the Falklands War, ofered a 
much darker interpretation of foreign 
adventures. Doran said that he is dis-
inclined to overlay Shakespeare’s text 
with current afairs. “I tend not to be a 
director who is big on ‘concepts’ in a 

Teutonic sense, with a capital ‘K,’ ” he 
said. Nonetheless, he noted, the plays 
resonate with contemporary events 
without heavy-handed directorial or 
thespian intervention. 

“We were performing a matinée of 
‘Henry V’ at the Barbican last Novem-
ber, the day after the attack on Paris,” 
Doran recalled. “Some of the cast were 
saying, ‘This is going to be really dii-
cult, doing a play which is, at best, 
tongue-in-cheek about the French, 
when the French have just endured this 
massacre.’ Of course, we went on with 
the show, and there is the moment at 
the end of the Battle of Agincourt when 
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THE FALSTAFF QUESTION

ELIZABETHAN TRUMP?

When Gregory Doran, the artis-
tic director of the Royal Shake-

speare Company, first decided to di-
rect Shakespeare’s cycle of English- 
history plays, he met with Sir Ian Mc-
Kellen and asked him if he’d consider 
playing Falstaf—the fat, uproarious 
counsellor to the young Prince Hal. 
McKellen demurred, telling Doran that 
it was not the part for him, Doran re-
called recently. “But then he said, ‘Why 
are you looking for Falstaf when you 
live with him?’ ” 

Doran is the longtime partner of 
Antony Sher, one of Britain’s leading 
Shakespearean actors. They have been 
together for twenty-nine years, and in 
2005 they were among the first gay 
couples to enter into a civil partner-
ship when the legal right became avail-
able to them. They married last year. 
Sher, who has delivered memorable in-

Antony Sher

began to pack up his records, while fum-
ing about voting irregularities, which he 
was more willing to interpret as the re-
sult of party shenanigans than as incom-
petence at the Department of Elections. 
“The same thing happened in Arizona,” 
he said. “As soon as Arizona started poll-
ing well for him, suddenly there were 
problems at the polls.” 

“Yes,” his mother said. “Shit’s com-
ing down.” 

A crew was dismantling floral dis-
plays, tossing apple-blossom branches 
into trash bags. A straggler asked Sa-
randon about her fractured foot. She 
said that, for a while after the accident, 
she’d used a wheelchair. 

“Who pushed you?” he asked.
“I fell!” she said, laughing. “Hiking 

down a mountain.”
“No, who pushed your wheelchair?”
Sarandon asked if she could take 

home some apple blossoms. Someone 
tied up a big bundle and put it in her 
arms. “I want to thank my team, and 
all the people who made this possible,” 
Sarandon said.

—Ian Parker
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work in the studio was subtle and in-
sistent, often resembling the clapping 
of fine-fingered hands. His voice was 
one of pop music’s most distinctive, a 
mixture of quintessential American ex-
pression: the revivalist’s falsetto, the 
crooner’s ease, a rasp like David Ruin’s, 
the occasional exasperated holler. In 
performance, he joined rock-and-roll 
insouciance with flamboyant precision 
(and a perm) like James Brown’s, then 
added a dash of tricksterism borrowed 
from the blues. What resulted was a 
unified and inimitable style, rivalled 
only by Michael Jackson’s in terms of 
its magnetism.

As a lyricist, Prince was avant-garde. 
Often, as in “I Would Die 4 U,” he 
crafted symbolic structures that, de-
pending on the listener’s mood, could 
be read as sensual or devotional, or 
both. He could also play the sly, folky 
storyteller. In “When You Were Mine,” 
he recalls sweet, sad details—“When 
you were mine,” he yelps, “I used to let 
you wear all my clothes”—leading one 
to expect a conventional recounting of 
love and loss. Then he makes a sur-
prise turn into a tale of a complicated 
threesome: “I never was the kind to 
make a fuss / When he was there sleep-
ing in between the two of us.” 

Prince wrote as a refutation of clar-

“Are they still following us?”

• •

1

POSTSCRIPT

PRINCE

What a concept, genius. Espe-
cially in an age like ours—sec-

ular, rational, disenchanted. No one, 
perhaps, was more suited to exploit the 
idea of genius-as-enigma than Prince 
Rogers Nelson, who died on Thursday 
at his Paisley Park compound, outside 
Minneapolis, at the age of fifty-seven. 
Prince played impenetrability like a 
guitar. To think about him was to ask 
a series of questions: Why purple? 
Whence the glyph? Did he really love 
spaghetti and orange juice? What was 
up with the retinue of light-skinned, 
long-legged women, who were visually 
identical to one another and to him? 
Vis-à-vis sex and sexuality and gender: 
what, if anything, was he trying to say? 
Such was the depth of Prince’s mys-
tique that any story about him was in-
teresting, as proved, hilariously, by the 
“Chappelle’s Show” sketch in which 
Charlie Murphy (Eddie’s brother) de-
scribes a night of pickup basketball 
(“shirts versus blouses”) and pancakes 
at Prince’s. Even his diminutive size 
served as a kind of metaphor: he was 
energy compressed. One imagined his 
bones as birdlike; he might’ve up and 
flown away on a whim.

But there’s a way in which the no-
tion of the special person, landed from 
nowhere, does the artist an injustice. It 
steers us away from the specifics of 
Prince’s achievement. He was his gen-
eration’s most startling and dramatic 
guitarist, guiding his solos through a 
landscape of varied terrains: first rocky, 
dissonant bends, then long, plainlike 
notes, sustained like breaths. He’d often 
finish them by repeating an anthemic, 
singable melody, altered minutely until 
its intensity helped it lift of. His drum 

ity and easy categorization. In songs 
like “Controversy,” in which he wishes 
that “there was no black and white,” 
he ofers an echo of the poet Jean 
Toomer, who spent his entire life in a 
struggle against labels, asserting that 
“I am simply of the human race. . . . I 
am of the human nation. . . . I am of 
Earth. . . . I am of sex, with male difer-
entiations. . . . I eliminate the religions. 
I am religious.” Unlike Toomer, Prince 
was not shy about his ancestry, and 
found in blackness a consistent vein of 
creativity. But he did seem to share 
Toomer’s expansive, almost mystical 
view of America, his hope that the na-
tion could leverage its racial and eth-
nic diversity to create a new kind of 
person, never before seen on Earth. 
Prince’s American vision, of course, 
also had a sexual element: orgasm as 
agent of transcendence. For him, ob-
scurantism was not a branding ploy—
it was an attempt at togetherness.

Prince was odd and inscrutable to 
the end; he remains our unbelievable 
thing. Maybe it’s appropriate that he 
died just after announcing plans to 
write a memoir. But what we need to 
know we already do: Prince was a ge-
nius, but he was also, somehow, a per-
son, just like us, and now he is gone.

—Vinson Cunningham

the young king reads out the list of the 
slaughtered French. It’s a long list. You 
could hear a pin drop in the theatre. It 
was like Shakespeare giving you the 
words, somehow, to articulate a soli-
darity, a sense of brotherhood, a fra-
ternity.” Doran went on, “If you allow 
the metaphor to be there, rather than 
applying the metaphor for the audi-
ence, the audience can then apply that 
metaphor however they want to.” 

—Rebecca Mead
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SAME BUT DIFFERENT
How epigenetics can blur the line between nature and nurture.

BY SIDDHARTHA MUKHERJEE

On October 6, 1942, my mother was 
born twice in Delhi. Bulu, her iden-

tical twin, came first, placid and beauti-
ful. My mother, Tulu, emerged several 
minutes later, squirming and squalling. 
The midwife must have known enough 
about infants to recognize that the beau-
tiful are often the damned: the quiet 
twin, on the edge of listlessness, was se-
verely undernourished and had to be 
swaddled in blankets and revived. 

The first few days of my aunt’s life 
were the most tenuous. She could not 
suckle at the breast, the story runs, and 
there were no infant bottles to be found 
in Delhi in the forties, so she was fed 
through a cotton wick dipped in milk, 
and then from a cowrie shell shaped like 
a spoon. When the breast milk began to 
run dry, at seven months, my mother was 

quickly weaned so that her sister could 
have the last remnants.

Tulu and Bulu grew up looking strik-
ingly similar: they had the same freck-
led skin, almond-shaped face, and high 
cheekbones, unusual among Bengalis, 
and a slight downward tilt of the outer 
edge of the eye, something that Italian 
painters used to make Madonnas exude 
a mysterious empathy. They shared an 
inner language, as so often happens with 
twins; they had jokes that only the other 
twin understood. They even smelled the 
same: when I was four or five and Bulu 
came to visit us, my mother, in a bait-
and-switch trick that amused her end-
lessly, would send her sister to put me to 
bed; eventually, searching in the half-
light for identity and diference—for the 
precise map of freckles on her face—I 

would realize that I had been fooled.
But the diferences were striking, too. 

My mother was boisterous. She had a 
mercurial temper that rose fast and died 
suddenly, like a gust of wind in a tunnel. 
Bulu was physically timid yet intellec-
tually more adventurous. Her mind was 
more agile, her tongue sharper, her wit 
more lancing. Tulu was gregarious. She 
made friends easily. She was impervious 
to insults. Bulu was reserved, quieter, and 
more brittle. Tulu liked theatre and danc-
ing. Bulu was a poet, a writer, a dreamer.

Over the years, the sisters drifted apart. 
Tulu married my father in 1965 (he had 
moved to Delhi three years earlier). It 
was an arranged marriage, but also a risky 
one. My father was a penniless immi-
grant in a new city, saddled with a dom-
ineering mother and a half-mad brother 
who lived at home. To my mother’s gen-
teel West Bengali relatives, my father’s 
family was the embodiment of East Ben-
gali hickdom: when his brothers sat down 
to lunch, they would pile their rice in a 
mound and punch a volcanic crater in 
it for gravy, as if marking the insatiable 
hunger of their village days. By com-
parison, Bulu’s marriage, also arranged, 
seemed a vastly safer prospect. In 1967, 
she married a young lawyer, the eldest 
son of a well-established clan in Cal-
cutta, and moved to his family’s sprawl-
ing, if somewhat decrepit, mansion.

By the time I was born, in 1970, the 
sisters’ fortunes had started to move in 
unexpected directions. Calcutta had begun 
its spiral into hell. Its economy was fray-
ing, its infrastructure crumbling. Inter-
necine political movements broke out 
frequently, closing streets and businesses 
for weeks. Between the city’s cycles of 
violence and apathy, Bulu’s husband kept 
up the pretense of a job, leaving home 
every morning with the requisite brief-
case and tiin box, but who needed a 
lawyer in a city without laws? Eventu-
ally, the family sold the mildewing house, 
with its grand veranda and inner court-
yard, and moved into a three-room flat.

My father’s fate mirrored that of his 
adoptive city. Delhi, the capital, was In-
dia’s overnourished child, fattened by 
subsidies, grants, and the nation’s aspi-
rations to build a mega-metropolis. Our 
neighborhood, once girded by forests of 
thornbushes and overrun with wild dogs 
and goats, was soon transformed into 
one of the city’s most aluent pockets 

The author’s mother (right) and her twin are a study in diference and identity.
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of real estate. My family vacationed in 
Europe. We learned to eat with chop-
sticks, twisted our tongues around the 
word “croissant,” and swam in hotel pools. 
When the monsoons hit Calcutta, the 
mounds of garbage on the streets clogged 
the drains and turned the city into a vast, 
infested swamp. A stagnant pond, fes-
tering with mosquitoes, collected each 
year outside Bulu’s house. She called it 
her own “swimming pool.”

Why are identical twins alike? 
In the late nineteen-seventies, a 

team of scientists in Minnesota set out 
to determine how much these similari-
ties arose from genes, rather than envi-
ronments—from “nature,” rather than 
“nurture.” Scouring thousands of adop-
tion records and news clips, the research-
ers gleaned a rare cohort of fifty-six iden-
tical twins who had been separated at 
birth. Reared in diferent families and 
diferent cities, often in vastly dissimilar 
circumstances, these twins shared only 
their genomes. Yet on tests designed to 
measure personality, attitudes, tempera-
ments, and anxieties, they converged as-
tonishingly. Social and political attitudes 
were powerfully correlated: liberals clus-
tered with liberals, and orthodoxy was 
twinned with orthodoxy. The same went 
for religiosity (or its absence), even for 
the ability to be transported by an aes-
thetic experience. Two brothers, sepa-
rated by geographic and economic con-
tinents, might be brought to tears by the 
same Chopin nocturne, as if responding 
to some subtle, common chord struck by 
their genomes.

One pair of twins both sufered crip-
pling migraines, owned dogs that they 
had named Toy, married women named 
Linda, and had sons named James Allan 
(although one spelled the middle name 
with a single “l”). Another pair—one 
brought up Jewish, in Trinidad, and the 
other Catholic, in Nazi Germany, where 
he joined the Hitler Youth—wore blue 
shirts with epaulets and four pockets, 
and shared peculiar obsessive behaviors, 
such as flushing the toilet before using 
it. Both had invented fake sneezes to 
difuse tense moments. Two sisters—
separated long before the development 
of language—had invented the same 
word to describe the way they scrunched 
up their noses: “squidging.” Another pair 
confessed that they had been haunted 

by nightmares of being sufocated by 
various metallic objects—doorknobs, 
fishhooks, and the like.

The Minnesota twin study raised 
questions about the depth and perva-
siveness of qualities specified by genes: 
Where in the genome, exactly, might one 
find the locus of recurrent nightmares 
or of fake sneezes? Yet it provoked an 
equally puzzling converse question: Why 
are identical twins diferent? Because, you 
might answer, fate impinges diferently 
on their bodies. One twin falls down the 
crumbling stairs of her Calcutta house 
and breaks her ankle; the other scalds 
her thigh on a tipped cup of cofee in a 
European station. Each acquires the 
wounds, calluses, and memories of chance 
and fate. But how are these changes re-
corded, so that they persist over the years? 
We know that the genome can manu-
facture identity; the trickier question is 
how it gives rise to diference.

David Allis, who has been study-
ing the genome’s face for identity 

and diference for three decades, runs a 
laboratory at Rockefeller University, in 
New York. For a scientist who has won 
virtually all of science’s most important 
prizes except the Nobel (and that has 
been predicted for years), Allis is ruth-
lessly self-efacing—the kind of person 
who ofers to leave his name on a chit 
at the faculty lunchroom because he has 
forgotten his wallet in the oice. (“We 
know who you are,” the woman at the 
cash register says, laughing.) 

As a child, Allis grew up in the lee-
ward shadow of his sister, a fraternal twin, 
in Cincinnati, Ohio. She was the studi-
ous one, the straight-A student; he was 
the popular kid, the high-school frater-
nity president casual about his school-
work. “We were similar but diferent,” 
Allis said. At some point in college, 
though, Allis’s studies became a calling 
rather than a chore. In 1978, having ob-
tained a Ph.D. in biology at Indiana Uni-
versity, Allis began to tackle a problem 
that had long troubled geneticists and 
cell biologists: if all the cells in the body 
have the same genome, how does one 
become a nerve cell, say, and another a 
blood cell, which looks and functions 
very diferently? 

In the nineteen-forties, Conrad Wad-
dington, an English embryologist, had 
proposed an ingenious answer: cells ac-

quired their identities just as humans 
do—by letting nurture (environmental 
signals) modify nature (genes). For that 
to happen, Waddington concluded, an 
additional layer of information must exist 
within a cell—a layer that hovered, ghost-
like, above the genome. This layer would 
carry the “memory” of the cell, record-
ing its past and establishing its future, 
marking its identity and its destiny but 
permitting that identity to be changed, 
if needed. He termed the phenomenon 
“epigenetics”—“above genetics.” Wad-
dington, ardently anti-Nazi and fer- 
vently Marxist, may have had more than 
a biological stake in this theory. The Nazis 
had turned a belief in absolute genetic 
immutability (“a Jew is a Jew”) into a 
state-mandated program of sterilization 
and mass murder. By airming the plas-
ticity of nature (“everyone can be any-
one”), a Marxist could hope to eradicate 
such innate distinctions and achieve a 
radical collective good.

Waddington’s hypothesis was perhaps 
a little too inspired. No one had visual-
ized a gene in the nineteen-forties, and 
the notion of a layer of information lev-
itating above the genome was an abstrac-
tion built atop an abstraction, impossi-
ble to test experimentally. “By the time 
I began graduate school, it had largely 
been forgotten,” Allis said.

Had Allis started his experiments in 
the nineteen-eighties trying to pin down 
words like “identity” and “memory,” he 
might have found himself lost in a maze 
of metaphysics. But part of his scientific 
genius lies in radical simplification: he 
has a knack for boiling problems down 
to their tar. What allows a cell to main-
tain its specialized identity? A neuron in 
the brain is a neuron (and not a lym-
phocyte) because a specific set of genes 
is turned “on” and another set of genes is 
turned “of.” The genome is not a pas-
sive blueprint: the selective activation or 
repression of genes allows an individual 
cell to acquire its identity and to per-
form its function. When one twin breaks 
an ankle and acquires a gash in the skin, 
wound-healing and bone-repairing genes 
are turned on, thereby recording a scar 
in one body but not the other. 

But what turns those genes on and of, 
and keeps them turned on or of? Why 
doesn’t a liver cell wake up one morning 
and find itself transformed into a neu-
ron? Allis unpacked the problem further: 



suppose he could find an organism with 
two distinct sets of genes—an active set 
and an inactive set—between which it 
regularly toggled. If he could identify the 
molecular switches that maintain one state, 
or toggle between the two states, he might 
be able to identify the mechanism respon-
sible for cellular memory. “What I really 
needed, then, was a cell with these prop-
erties,” he recalled when we spoke at his 
oice a few weeks ago. “Two sets of genes, 
turned ‘on’ or ‘of ’ by some signal.”

Allis soon found his ideal subject: a 
bizarre single-celled microbe called Tet-
rahymena. Blob-shaped cells surrounded 
by dozens of tiny, whiskery projections 
called cilia, Tetrahymena are improba-
ble-looking—each a hairy Barbapapa, or 
a Mr. Potato Head who fell into a vat of 
Rogaine. “Perhaps the strangest thing 
about this strange organism is that it car-
ries two very distinct collections of genes,” 
he told me.“One is completely shut of 
during its normal life cycle and another 
is completely turned on. It’s really black-
and-white.” Then, during reproduction, 
an entirely diferent nucleus wakes up 
and goes into action. “So we could now 
ask, What signal, or mechanism, allows 
Tetrahymena to regulate one set of genes 
versus the next?”

By the mid-nineteen-nineties, Allis 
had found an important clue. Genes are 
typically carried in long, continuous 
chains of DNA: one such chain can carry 
hundreds of thousands of genes. But a 
chain of DNA does not typically sit naked 
in animal cells; it is wrapped tightly 
around a core of proteins called histones. 
To demonstrate, Allis stood up from his 
desk, navigated his way through stacks 
of books and papers, and pointed at a 
model. A long plastic tube, cerulean blue, 
twisted sinuously around a series of white 
disks, like a python coiled around a skewer 
of marshmallows.

“Histones had been known as part 
of the inner scafold for DNA for de-
cades,” Allis went on. “But most biolo-
gists thought of these proteins merely as 
packaging, or stuing, for genes.” When 
Allis gave scientific seminars in the early 
nineties, he recalled, skeptics asked him 
why he was so obsessed with the pack-
ing material, the stuf in between the 
DNA. His protozoan studies supplied 
an answer. “In Tetrahymena, the histones 
did not seem passive at all,” he said. “The 
genes that were turned ‘on’ were invari-

ably associated with one form of histone, 
while the genes that were turned ‘of ’ 
were invariably associated with a difer-
ent form of histone.” A skein of silk tan-
gled into a ball has very diferent prop-
erties from that same skein extended; 
might the coiling or uncoiling of DNA 
change the activity of genes?

In 1996, Allis and his research group 
deepened this theory with a seminal dis-
covery. “We became interested in the 
process of histone modification,” he said. 

“What is the signal that changes the 
structure of the histone so that DNA 
can be packed into such radically difer-
ent states? We finally found a protein 
that makes a specific chemical change 
in the histone, possibly forcing the DNA 
coil to open. And when we studied the 
properties of this protein it became 
quite clear that it was also changing the 
activity of genes.” The coils of DNA 
seemed to open and close in response 
to histone modifications—inhaling, ex-
haling, inhaling, like life.

Allis walked me to his lab, a fluores-
cent-lit space overlooking the East River, 
divided by wide, polished-stone benches. 
A mechanical stirrer, whirring in a cor-
ner, clinked on the edge of a glass beaker. 
“Two features of histone modifications 
are notable,” Allis said. “First, changing 
histones can change the activity of a gene 
without afecting the sequence of the 
DNA.” It is, in short, formally epi- genetic, 
just as Waddington had imagined. “And, 
second, the histone modifications are 
passed from a parent cell to its daughter 
cells when cells divide. A cell can thus re-
cord ‘memory,’ and not just for itself but 
for all its daughter cells.”

By 2000, Allis and his colleagues 
around the world had identified a gamut 
of proteins that could modify histones, 
and so modulate the activity of genes. 
Other systems, too, that could scratch 
diferent kinds of code on the genome 
were identified (some of these discover-
ies predating the identification of his-
tone modifications). One involved the 

addition of a chemical side chain, called 
a methyl group, to DNA. The methyl 
groups hang of the DNA string like 
Christmas ornaments, and specific pro-
teins add and remove the ornaments, in 
efect “decorating” the genome. The most 
heavily methylated parts of the genome 
tend to be dampened in their activity.

In the ensuing decade, Allis wrote 
enormous, magisterial papers in which 
a rich cast of histone-modifying proteins 
appear and reappear through various 
roles, mapping out a hatchwork of com-
plexity. (His twin, Cathy Allis, is an ace 
crossword-puzzle constructor, having 
supplied Times readers with nearly a hun-
dred puzzles—an activity that is similar 
but diferent.) These protein systems, 
overlaying information on the genome, 
interacted with one another, reinforcing 
or attenuating their signals. Together, 
they generated the bewildering intricacy 
necessary for a cell to build a constella-
tion of other cells out of the same genes, 
and for the cells to add “memories” to 
their genomes and transmit these mem-
ories to their progeny. “There’s an epi-
genetic code, just like there’s a genetic 
code,” Allis said. “There are codes to 
make parts of the genome more active, 
and codes to make them inactive.”

And epigenetics could transform 
whole animals. “The idea that cells 

can acquire profoundly diferent prop-
erties by manipulating their epigenome 
was becoming known,” Danny Reinberg 
told me. “But that you could create difer-
ent forms of a creature out of the same 
genome using epigenetics? That was a 
real challenge.”

Reinberg’s lab is at New York Uni-
versity’s School of Medicine. His oice— 
by the East River around Thirty-first 
Street—is like Allis’s: another nest of 
books and ofprints, a wide river view, 
and another model of DNA twisted 
around histones, although this room is 
filled with Reinberg’s private botanical 
obsession: huge, overgrown succulents 
from other climes that assert themselves 
with a defiant muscularity. Intense, arti-
culate, with a cultivated stubble, Rein-
berg resembles an athlete—a gymnast, 
or a wrestler—whose skill depends on 
compaction and repetition. He grew up 
in Santiago, Chile, the child of parents 
who ran a jewelry business. He scored 
an A-minus in his first biochemistry 
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“Honey, it’s never too early to apply for summer language programs.”

class in college, in Valparaiso, but felt 
that he hadn’t really mastered the ma-
terial, so he applied to take the class 
again. The professor looked at him as 
if he were mad before relenting.

Like Allis, Reinberg became inter-
ested in epigenetics in the nineteen-nine-
ties. He explored how modified histones 
were copied when a cell divides, right 
down to the molecular level. Allis de-
scribed Reinberg’s early work as “some 
of the most elegant experiments in the 
field.” But Reinberg sought a more ad-
vanced instance of epigenetic instruc-
tion—a whole animal, not just a cell, 
whose form and identity could be shifted 
by shifting the epigenetic code. “So imag-
ine that you tighten some parts of the 
DNA and loosen other parts by chang-
ing the structures of the histones,” Rein-
berg said. “Can you change the form or 
nature of an animal simply by coiling and 
uncoiling various parts of its genome?” 

One blistering summer day in 2005, 
Reinberg found himself stuck in a van 
ferrying a group of scientists to an epi-
genetics meeting outside Mexico City. 
“The traic was jammed for miles”—he 
shrugged, signalling South American 
resignation—“and I sat next to another 
scientist, Shelley Berger, whose work I 
had long admired, and we started talking.” 
Berger, a molecular biologist who stud-
ies epigenetics at the University of Penn-
sylvania, had just returned from Costa 
Rica, where she had been looking at ant 
colonies.

Ants have a powerful caste system. A 
colony typically contains ants that carry 
out radically diferent roles and have 
markedly diferent body structures and 
behaviors. These roles, Reinberg learned, 
are often determined not by genes but 
by signals from the physical and social 
environment. “Sibling ants, in their lar-
val stage, become segregated into the 
diferent types based on environmental 
signals,” he said. “Their genomes are 
nearly identical, but the way the genes 
are used—turned on or of, and kept on 
or of—must determine what an ant ‘be-
comes.’ It seemed like a perfect system 
to study epigenetics. And so Shelley and 
I caught a flight to Arizona to see Jür-
gen Liebig, the ant biologist, in his lab.”

The collaboration between Reinberg, 
Berger, and Liebig has been explosively 
successful—the sort of scientific story 
(“two epigeneticists walk into a bar and 

meet an entomologist”) that works its 
way into a legend. Carpenter ants, one 
of the species studied by the team, have 
elaborate social structures, with queens 
(bullet-size, fertile, winged), majors 
(bean-size soldiers who guard the col-
ony but rarely leave it), and minors (nim-
ble, grain-size, perpetually moving for-
agers). In a recent, revelatory study, 
researchers in Berger’s lab injected a sin-
gle dose of a histone-altering chemical 
into the brains of major ants. Remark-
ably, their identities changed; caste was 
recast. The major ants wandered away 
from the colony and began to forage for 
food. The guards turned into scouts. Yet 
the caste switch could occur only if the 
chemical was injected during a vulner-
able period in the ants’ development. 

Since 2012, Reinberg, continuing his 
partnership with Berger and Liebig, has 
been cultivating ant colonies in his own 
lab. One afternoon in April, I put on 
sky-blue sterile gloves and an apron, and 
accompanied a postdoctoral researcher 
in Reinberg’s lab, Hua Yan, to the ant 
room. It is a neatly kept, gently lighted 
space with the slightly dank smell of 
sugar and dead maggots—ant food. In 
a nightmarish inversion of an Ameri-
can picnic idyll, the ants live inside Tup-
perware containers, and the people watch 
from outside.

The most mature colonies in Rein-
berg’s collection belong to a species called 

the “jumping ant,” a pugnacious social 
insect from southern India. Like most 
ant species, jumping ants segregate into 
castes. When the queen is removed from 
the colony, the workers, sensing oppor-
tunity, launch a vicious, fight-to-the-
death campaign against one another—
stinging, biting, sparring, lopping of 
limbs and heads, until a few workers win 
and become queenlike. The behavior of 
these “pseudo-queens,” as Reinberg calls 
them, changes dramatically; their life 
spans increase. The pseudo-queen (the 
scientific term is “gamergate,” not to be 
confused with the vicious, fight-to-the-
death campaign against female video- 
game-makers) acquires reproductive fe-
cundity, and dominates the colony.

I looked through a transparent Tup-
perware lid at a teeming colony of jump-
ing ants, and thought, inevitably, of the 
city around us. The workers scurried 
around the edges of the container with 
inexhaustible energy, gathering food and 
garbage. The gamergates, in contrast, 
moved lazily above their brood in the cen-
ter of the container. The workers worked. 
The gamergates lounged—waking late, 
moving little. When a worker approached 
a gamergate, the dominant ant Tasered it 
with her antennae, warning the worker to 
keep of her royal territory. The worker 
retreated, its antennae lowered.

“The remarkable thing about work-
ers and gamergates,” Yan told me, “is that 



they are almost genetically identical.” 
The gene sequence before and after the 
transition is the same. Yet, as DNA methyl 
groups or histone modifications get 
shifted around those gene sequences, the 
worker transforms into a gamergate, and 
virtually everything about the insect’s 
physiology and behavior changes. “We’re 
going to solve how the change can have 
such a dramatic efect on longevity,” 
Reinberg said. “It’s like one twin that 
lives three times longer than the other”—
all by virtue of a change in epigenetic 
information.

The impact of the histone-altering 
experiment sank in as I left Reinberg’s 
lab and dodged into the subway. (How 
could I resist the urge, that spring after-
noon, to categorize the passengers on 
the No. 6 train into the three basic New 
Yorker archetypes: worker, soldier, queen?) 
All of an ant’s possible selves are in-

scribed in its genome. Epigenetic signals 
conceal some of these selves and reveal 
others, coiling some, uncoiling others. 
The ant chooses a life between its genes 
and its epigenes—inhabiting one self 
among its incipient selves. 

Epigeneticists, once a subcaste of 
biologist nudged to the far periph-

eries of the discipline, now find them-
selves firmly at its epicenter. “Fifteen 
years ago, a meeting on cell biology would 
hold a session on histones or DNA meth-
ylation—and no one would be at that 
session,” Allis told me. Now there are 
meetings on the epigenetics of human 
memory, of ants, of cancer, of mental ill-
ness. Part of the reason for the excite-
ment is that epigenes may be vastly more 
tractable than genes. “Gene therapy was 
all the rage when I began my career, but 
manipulating genes has turned out to be 

much harder than envisioned,” Allis said. 
Genes, after all, are the permanent re-
pository of a cell’s information system, 
and thus more tamperproof. (If genes 
are hardware, epigenes are firmware.) 
But by altering epigenes—the manner 
in which DNA is coiled or uncoiled, 
methylated or demethylated—one should 
be able to alter which genes are activated.

Medical epigeneticists are most ex-
cited about the implications for cancer. 
In some cancers, such as leukemias, ma-
lignant cells have markedly aberrant pat-
terns of DNA methylation or histone 
modification. “Clearly, there’s a signal that 
epigenetic information is important for 
a cancer cell,” Allis said. “But can a drug 
safely change the epigenome of a cancer 
cell without touching a normal cell?” In 
my own leukemia- and lymphoma- 
focussed clinic, dozens of epigenetic drugs 
are on trial. Some alter methylation, while 
others perturb the histone- modification 
system. One woman with pre-leukemia 
had a spectacular remission on a drug 
called azacitidine, but, oddly, she began to 
have sudden spurts of anxiety. Were these 
symptoms related to the drug’s efect on 
the epigenomes of brain cells? 

Other researchers, following Reinberg 
and his colleagues, have looked at how 
epigenetics might change behaviors—
not just cellular memory and identity but 
an organism’s memory and identity. The 
neuroscientist and psychiatrist Eric Nest-
ler, who studies addiction, gave mice re-
peated injections of cocaine, and found 
that the histones were altered in the 
reward- recognizing region of the brain. 
When the histone modification was 
chemically blocked, the mice were less 
likely to become addicted. In 2004, a 
team of researchers at McGill Univer-
sity noticed that rats raised by low-nur-
turing mothers were likely to be notably 
stressed as young adults. The memory of 
childhood neglect in rats appears to be 
related to epigenetic changes: a gene that 
acts as a set point for stress—an anxiety 
rheostat—is dampened in these poorly 
nurtured rats, resulting in higher levels 
of stress hormones. McGill researchers 
went on to study the brains of human 
beings who were abused as children and 
later committed suicide, and found sim-
ilar epigenetic alterations. 

The medical impact of epigenetics re-
mains to be established, but its biologi-
cal influence has been evident for nearly “The Wi-Fi password is ‘Don’t call me sweetie.’ ”
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a decade. Difuse, mysterious observa-
tions, inexplicable by classical genetics, 
have epigenetic explanations at their core. 
When a female horse and a male don-
key mate, they produce a longer-eared, 
thin-maned mule; a male horse and a fe-
male donkey typically generate a smaller, 
shorter- eared hinny. That a hybrid’s fea-
tures depend on the precise configuration 
of male versus female parentage is im-
possible to explain unless the genes can 
“remember” whether they came from the 
mother or the father—a phenomenon 
called “genomic imprinting.” We now 
know that epigenetic notations etched in 
sperm and eggs underlie imprinted genes.

Perhaps the most startling demon-
stration of the power of epigenetics to 
set cellular memory and identity arises 
from an experiment performed by the 
Japanese stem-cell biologist Shinya Ya-
manaka in 2006. Yamanaka was taken by 
the idea that chemical marks attached to 
genes in a cell might function as a record 
of cellular identity. What if he could erase 
these marks? Would the adult cell revert 
to an original state and turn into an em-
bryonic cell? He began his experiments 
with a normal skin cell from an adult 
mouse. After a decades-long hunt for 
identity-switching factors, he and his col-
leagues figured out a way to erase a cell’s 
memory. The process, they found, in-
volved a cascade of events. Circuits of 
genes were activated or repressed. The 
metabolism of the cell was reset. Most 
important, epigenetic marks were erased 
and rewritten, resetting the landscape of 
active and inactive genes. The cell changed 
shape and size. Its wrinkles unmarked, 
its stifening joints made supple, its youth 
restored, the cell could now become any 
cell type in the body. Yamanaka had re-
versed not just cellular memory but the 
direction of biological time.

It’s one thing to study epigenetic 
changes across the life of a single or-

ganism, or down a line of cells. The more 
tantalizing question is whether epigen-
etic messages can, like genes, cross from 
parents to their ofspring. 

The most suggestive evidence for such 
transgenerational transmission may come 
from a macabre human experiment. In 
September, 1944, amid the most venge-
ful phase of the Second World War, Ger-
man troops occupying the Netherlands 
banned the export of food and coal to its 

northern parts. Acute famine followed, 
called the Hongerwinter—the hunger 
winter. Tens of thousands of men, women, 
and children died of malnourishment; 
millions sufered it and survived. Not sur-
prisingly, the children who endured the 
Hongerwinter experienced chronic health 
issues. In the nineteen- eighties, however, 
a curious pattern emerged: when the chil-
dren born to women who were pregnant 
during the famine grew up, they had 
higher rates of morbidity as well—in-
cluding obesity, diabetes, and mental ill-
ness. (Malnourishment in utero can cause 
the body to sequester higher amounts of 
fat in order to protect itself from caloric 
loss.) Methylation alterations were also 
seen in regions of their DNA associated 
with growth and development. But the 
oddest result didn’t emerge for another 
generation. A decade ago, when the grand-
children of men and women exposed to 
the famine were studied, they, too, were 
reported to have had higher rates of ill-
ness. (These findings have been chal-
lenged, and research into this cohort con-
tinues.) “Genes cannot change in an entire 
population in just two generations,” Allis 
said. “But some memory of metabolic 
stress could have become heritable.” 

Both Allis and Reinberg understand 
the implications of transgenerational epi-
genetic transmission: it would overturn 

fundamental principles of biology, in-
cluding our understanding of evolution. 
Conceptually, a key element of classical 
Darwinian evolution is that genes do not 
retain an organism’s experiences in a 
permanently heritable manner. Jean- 
Baptiste Lamarck, in the early nineteenth  
century, had supposed that when an an-
telope strained its neck to reach a tree its 
eforts were somehow passed down and 
its progeny evolved into girafes. Darwin 
discredited that model. Girafes, he pro-
posed, arose through heritable variation 
and natural selection—a tall-necked spec-
imen appears in an ancestral tree- grazing 
animal, and, perhaps during a period of 
famine, this mutant survives and is nat-
urally selected. But, if epigenetic infor-
mation can be transmitted through sperm 
and eggs, an organism would seem to 
have a direct conduit to the heritable fea-
tures of its progeny. Such a system would 
act as a wormhole for evolution—a short-
cut through the glum cycles of mutation 
and natural selection. 

My visit with Allis had ended on a 
cautionary note. “Much about the trans-
mission of epigenetic information across 
generations is unknown, and we should 
be careful before making up theories 
about the kind of information or mem-
ory that is transmitted,” he told me. By 
bypassing the traditional logic of genetics 

“Every once in a while, it’s fun to let one go, just to see what happens.”

• •
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and evolution, epigenetics can arouse 
fantasies about warp-speeding heredity: 
you can make your children taller by 
straining your neck harder. Such myths 
abound and proliferate, often danger-
ously. A child’s autism, the result of ge-
netic mutation, gets attributed to the 
emotional trauma of his great-grandpar-
ents. Mothers are being asked to mini-
mize anxiety during their pregnancy, lest 
they taint their descendants with anxi-
ety-ridden genes. Lamarck is being re-
habilitated into the new Darwin.

These fantasies should invite skepti-
cism. Environmental information can 
certainly be etched on the genome. But 
such epigenetic scratch marks are rarely, 
if ever, carried forward across genera-
tions. A man who loses a leg in an acci-
dent bears the imprint of that accident 
in his cells, wounds, and scars, but he 
does not bear children with shortened 
legs. A hundred and forty generations 
of circumcision have not made the pro-
cedure any shorter. Nor has the serially 
uprooted life of my family burdened me, 
or my children, with any wrenching sense 
of estrangement.

In the fall of 2013, Bulu travelled to 
the United States. I had not seen her 

for nearly a decade, and I drove out to 
Robbinsville, New Jersey, with my fam-
ily to visit her. It was October 6th, the 
birthday that she shared with my mother. 
She had cooked my favorite meal—
shrimp curry, a signature Tulu dish, tangy 
with just a hint of bitterness from lime 
rind—and the house smelled of the heady 
mixture of boiled shellfish, lime, and the 
floral brand of hair oil that both sisters 
preferred, my private madeleine. Bulu’s 
face was leaner and more angular than 
I remembered it, but when she smiled 
the angles rearranged themselves and 
softened into a distant evocation of my 
mother’s. 

We made our way to the park out-
side the house, while the kids played in 
the garden. The October light was 
oblique and sepulchral, a halo-endow-
ing, New World light that does not exist 
in Delhi or Calcutta. There had been 
an uncomfortable irony in that Bulu, 
who loved adventure, had spent most 
of her life in the same stodgy city, while 
Tulu, an inveterate homebody, fussy 
about mattresses and food, had been 
dragged across the globe by my travel- 

obsessed father. I asked Bulu about her 
encounter with America, the adventure 
of it all. 

“Oh, but I’ve been here so many times,” 
she said, laughing. “Every time Tulu took 
a trip abroad, I bought a guidebook and 
travelled, too.” There was something 
about the remark that reminded me of 
my mother. It was almost rueful, although 
without the aftertaste of bitterness. She 
shared my mother’s lightness about fate—
an equanimity that borders nobility but 
comes with no pride.

As we meandered through the park 
over fallen leaves, Bulu reminisced about 
how the vicissitudes of their lives had re-
shaped her and her sister in diferent ways, 
while I couldn’t help noting how fiercely 
they had converged. In calculus, the first 
derivative of a curve at any point refers 
not to the position of the point but to its 
propensity to change its position; not 
where an object is but how it moves. This 
shared quality was the lasting link be-
tween my mother and her twin. Tulu and 
Bulu were no longer recognizably iden-
tical—but they shared the first derivative 
of identity.

It is easy to think of twins as come-
dies of nature. The rhyming names, the 
matching sailor suits, the tomfoolery of 
mistaken identities, the two-places-at-
the-same-time movie plot—genetics for 
gags. But twins often experience parts 
of their lives as tragedies of nature. My 
mother and her sister grew up in a walled 
garden, imagining each other not as 
friends or siblings but as alternate selves. 
They were separated not at birth but at 
marriage, as sisters often are. Jeta Tulur, 
sheta Bulur, my grandfather would say: 
“What is Tulu’s is also Bulu’s.” But that 
wistful phrase, a parent’s fantasy of per-
fect parity for his children, was absurd; 
how could it possibly last? The grief that 
twins experience as they drift apart in 
life is unique, but it abuts a general grief: 
if eternal sameness will not guarantee 
eternal closeness, then what hope is there 
for siblings, or parents, or lovers? 

Why are twins diferent? Well, be-
cause idiosyncratic events are recorded 
through idiosyncratic marks in their 
bodies. If you sequence the genomes 
of a pair of identical twins every de-
cade for fifty years, you get the same 
sequence over and over. But if you se-
quence the epigenomes of a pair of twins 
you find substantial diferences: the pat-

tern of epigenetic marks on the ge-
nomes of their various cells, virtually 
identical at the start of the experiment, 
diverges over time.

Chance events—injuries, infections, 
infatuations; the haunting trill of that 
particular nocturne—impinge on one 
twin and not on the other. Genes are 
turned on and of in response to these 
events, as epigenetic marks are gradually 
layered above genes, etching the genome 
with its own scars, calluses, and freckles. 
Prospero, raging against the deformed 
Caliban in “The Tempest,” describes him 
as “a devil, a born devil, on whose na-
ture/Nurture can never stick.” Caliban 
is destined to remain a genetic automa-
ton, a windup ghoul—vastly more pa-
thetic than anything human. He expe-
riences the world, but he has no capacity 
to be changed by it; he has a genome 
that lacks an epigenome.

It is a testament to the unsettling 
beauty of the genome that it can make 
the real world stick. Hindu philosophers 
have long described the experience of 
“being” as a web—jaal. Genes form the 
threads of the web; the detritus that ad-
heres to it transforms every web into a 
singular being. An organism’s individ-
uality, then, is suspended between ge-
nome and epigenome. We call the mir-
acle of this suspension “fate.” We call 
our responses to it “choice.” We call one 
such unique variant of one such organ-
ism a “self.” 

A strange thing happened on the way 
out of Reinberg’s ant room. One of the 
ants leaped out of the Tupperware box 
onto my shirt. There was a momentary 
commotion—“They bite,” Yan said, 
matter- of-factly—and then we found 
the ant on my shoulder, making a des-
perate break for my ear. Yan pulled out 
a pair of forceps and, after a few attempts, 
she was returned to the colony.

The retrieval had been masterfully 
delicate, but the ant was injured: a leg 
had been bruised, and she waddled lop-
sidedly for a while. The wound would 
heal, I knew, but a scar would remain. 
She had done it: she had made difer-
ence out of similarity. The clone was 
somehow no longer quite a clone. I 
watched her make her way back to the 
colony—the One That Almost Got Away, 
to be memorialized in song and verse—
until she vanished into the metropolis of 
soldiers, workers, and queens. 
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We see Francis’s eyes in the mirror. He 
looks hurt. Are there still feelings there?
Int.—“Hawaii” airport

Kevin is still holding up his sign. Why 
did he arrive so early?
Int.—Uber

Francis pulls up in front of a building.
CANDICE: Um, this isn’t the airport.
FRANCIS: You’re in an UberPool. I 

have to pick up another passenger.
CANDICE: But it ’s my wedding! 
FRANCIS: Sorry, Ma’am, I’m “just a 

regular Uber driver,” remember?
The other passenger appears in a trench-

coat and hat . . . and it’s Jack Black! A cameo 
that must have cost a lot of money!

Jack Black: Howdy, folks! We all 
good making a few unplanned stops? I 
got some, uh, deliveries.

Francis and Candice exchange glances, 
as if to say, “What’s this guy’s deal?” But they 
don’t actually say it; just with their eyes.
Int.—“Hawaiian” chapel

Guests idget. They must be very early, 
because Candice’s light hasn’t left yet. Why 
was she planning on lying to Hawaii on 
the day of her wedding? What does Can-
dice do for a living? No one knows.

CANDICE’S MOM ( Jane Fonda): I can’t 
wait for Candice to marry the man I ap-
prove of. 

CANDICE’S SISTER ( Jennifer Aniston): 
I wouldn’t put it past my sister to pull 
something crazy at the last minute and 
not do the traditional thing.

Candice’s sister holds her belly, because 
she is pregnant and has her life together.

SHOUTS & MURMURS

“UBER EX,” A ROM-COM  
SPEC SCRIPT

BY HALLIE CANTOR AND JASON ADAM KATZENSTEIN
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Int.—Bedroom, morning
Pan across a bedroom: cute furniture, 

framed photo of Candice (Reese Wither-
spoon), in the arms of her f iancé, Kevin 
(Chris Pine), and a calendar with the days 
crossed out leading up to one day that’s cir-
cled in pink. (This is called visual storytell-
ing, and it’s how you can tell this is a great 
movie.) Pan to the bed, where Candice rolls 
over, yawns, and realizes that she has SLEPT 

THROUGH HER ALARM. She sits bolt upright, 
with natural makeup and “bedhead” hair.

CANDICE: Oh, no! I’m supposed to 
be on a plane to Hawaii for my wed-
ding, but I overslept! This is a conlict! 

She calls Kevin, who has great eyelashes 
but no sense of adventure, and also some 
anger issues. Kevin is at the Hawaii airport 
holding up a sign with Candice’s name.

KEVIN: I can’t wait for you to step of 
the plane, so we can get married and 
have a nice, stable life.

CANDICE: Uh, about that . . .
Ext.—Candice’s house

An Uber pulls up, driven by FRANCIS 
(Justin Long), Candice’s slacker ex- boyfriend. 
This comes as a surprise to everybody who 
hasn’t considered the pun in the title.

CANDICE: Eew, Francis, you’re my ex!
FRANCIS: I don’t like this, either, but 

I need to fulfill my duty as an Uber 
driver. Plus, I have a girlfriend and I’m 
totally not still in love with you.

CANDICE: Good, me neither. 
Ext.—“Hawaii” (California)

Candice’s zany best friend, JUNE (Mindy 
Ka ling), is partying on a beach. She calls 
Candice.

JUNE: I threw you an amazing bach-
elorette party last night and you missed 
it! Actually, it’s still going.

June makes out with, like, three dudes.
JUNE: Where even are you?
CANDICE: I’m being driven to the air-

port by, get this, Francis, my slacker ex. 
FRANCIS: I’m right here.
(It’s funny because Francis is right there.)
CANDICE: Believe me, Francis is just 

a regular Uber driver to me. I’ll be there!

Int.—Uber
Francis and Candice wait while Jack 

Black is of doing something wacky. (Is he 
a weed-delivery guy? On a Tinder date?)

FRANCIS: We might as well catch up 
while we’re stuck together, which I hate.

CANDICE: And which I hate more! 
FRANCIS: So, are you still pursuing 

dance/photography/[alt. creative passion]?
CANDICE: No. Kevin wants a full-

time wife so he can focus on his job as 
a stockbroker who yells a lot.

FRANCIS: Wow. What a shame. You’re 
so talented, but only I can see it.

CANDICE: What about you? You’re an 
amazing writer/musician/[more masculine 
creative passion], and you’re driving an Uber.

FRANCIS: My dad died.
CANDICE: Oh, God! That explains 

everything, including your lack of am-
bition, our breakup, and the fact that 
you’ve acted like a dick for half of this 
movie but we still ind you sympathetic.
Int.—“Hawaii” airport

Kevin throws the “Candice” sign in the 
garbage! He walks by a Cinnabon but doesn’t 
get anything because he hates fun and eats 
only steamed broccoli, probably. LAME.
Int.—Uber

Candice and Francis have been ight-
ing, but “Iris,” by the Goo Goo Dolls, comes 
on the radio and they start singing along. 
Beat. They look into each other’s eyes.

FRANCIS: I lied.
CANDICE: About having a girlfriend, 

or about not still loving me? 
FRANCIS: Both.
They’re about to kiss, but the car be-

hind them honks. They laugh nervously.
Int.—Chapel

CANDICE’S SISTER: June, what the 
hell? Where is Candice?

KEVIN: Yeah, June, what the hell?
PRIEST: Yeah, June, what the hell?
(It’s funny because he’s a priest.)
JUNE: Um, take a chill pill, guys! 
KEVIN: Typical Candice! It’s why I 

will deinitely cheat on her. 
Int.—Airport

Just as Candice goes to board the plane, 
Francis enters, out of breath! He ran there! 
From the short-term-parking lot! 

FRANCIS: I let you go once. I’m not 
going to do it again. What do you say?

CANDICE: Francis, you’re the worst 
Uber driver I’ve ever had. But as a love 
interest . . . I give you ive stars.

They kiss. Everybody in the airport 
starts dancing, including Jack Black. 



32 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 2, 2016

OUR LOCAL CORRESPONDENTS

THE BAG BILL
Taking action on a ubiquitous ecological blight.

BY IAN FRAZIER

Jennie Romer moved from Califor-
nia to New York about four years ago 

to save the city from plastic bags. A 
practicing attorney, she is the country’s 
leading expert in plastic-bag law. Romer 
is thirty-eight years old, stands six feet 
tall, wears dark skirts with dark tights, 
and has copper-red hair, a pale com-
plexion, and light-blue eyes. The bangs 
across her forehead sit as straight and 
level as the scales of blindfolded Justice. 
She served her apprenticeship in San 
Francisco, which in 2007 became the 
first city in America to place a ban on 
plastic grocery and retail-store bags. San 

Jose, where a similar law led to an eighty-
nine-per-cent reduction of plastic-bag 
litter in the city’s storm drains, relied  
on her counsel. When Oakland moved 
to pass an anti-bag ordinance, it was  
defeated by the legal action of the plas-
tics industry; from that setback, she 
learned how better to advise Los An-
geles, which passed its own anti-bag or-
dinance, in 2012. 

No. 1 among Romer’s goals today is 
the passage of a bill called Intro 209A, 
which has been awaiting a vote by the 
New York City Council since 2014. The 
bill, in its current version, would put a 

five-cent fee on the most common plas-
tic and paper bags. Romer believes that 
because of plastic bags’ wastefulness and 
the damage they do to the environment 
humans will eventually use a lot fewer 
of them, and that New York’s accep-
tance of this change is only a matter of 
time. For the city to have come so far 
and so quickly toward rejection of the 
single-use disposable plastic bag, when 
ten years ago nobody in government 
was even talking about it, is partly be-
cause of her. 

I first met Romer last fall, at an event 
held by United for Action, a commu-
nity group, on the Upper West Side. An 
assembly of about eighty folding chairs 
in a church’s multipurpose room—tan 
walls, brownish-gray venetian blinds—
filled up with the kind of locals you 
might expect to see. A gray-haired cou-
ple arrived with plastic bags entwined 
decoratively into their braids. Another 
woman was all in black and orange, for 
the approaching holiday. By the door, 
women at a small table handed out flyers 
in favor of recycling and a plan for zero 
waste, and against climate change and 
a liquefied-natural-gas port proposed 
for Long Island Sound. Clipboards with 
petitions circulated. A screening of the 
anti-bag documentary “Bag It,” followed 
by a speech by Romer, was the evening’s 
occasion. “The only problem with a 
screening like this is there’s not one sin-
gle person here who needs to see it,” a 
bearded man in a gray-and-black pull-
over said.

 A woman named Ling Tsou, a co-
founder of United for Action, welcomed 
everybody and praised the turnout. Then 
the movie played, sending almost plea-
surable shudders of environmental hor-
ror down people’s spines. Afterward, 
Tsou introduced Romer, who talked 
about her experience working on ordi-
nances in California and explained the 
diference between banning bags and 
charging a fee for them. The fee is pref-
erable, in her experience, because it 
makes shoppers think about whether 
they really need the bag, and allows them 
to buy it if they do (say, for cleaning up 
after their pets). Fees are also easier to 
defend against legal challenges. Bans, 
on the other hand, tend to get more 
support, she said, because voters seem 
to enjoy banning things.

As she was winding up her talk, a The world uses and throws away more than a trillion plastic bags a year. S
O

U
R

C
E

: 
S

T
A

N
 H

O
N

D
A

/A
F

P
/G

E
T

T
Y

 (
C

IT
Y

)

ILLUSTRATION BY OLIVER MUNDAY



 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 2, 2016 33

bustling arose by the door where the 
women had been handing out flyers. 
One of the women hurried over to 
Romer and showed her a piece of paper. 
Romer did a double take. It was a flyer 
with the heading “Plastic Bags Are Re-
cyclable, Reusable, and Right for New 
Yorkers.” Somehow, a stack of pro-plas-
tic-bag flyers had appeared on the table 
while the audience’s attention was else-
where. In letters so small you needed a 
magnifying glass to read them, the logo 
of the American Progressive Bag Alli-
ance suggested the flyers’ source. Plas-
tics-industry-supported groups like the 
A.P.B.A. hire P.R. firms, lobby legisla-
tors, file lawsuits, and spend millions to 
defeat anti-bag laws. In 2009, the Amer-
ican Chemistry Council spent $1.5 mil-
lion to defeat a bag-fee law in Seattle. 
Most of Romer’s anti-bag work is done 
at her own expense and pro bono.

Reading excerpts from the flyer out 
loud, she refuted some of its claims. 
Most plastic bags are not recycled, she 
said. Few recyclers want them, because 
there’s very little market for them and 
they clog up the sorting machinery. Even 
bags labelled “biodegradable” or “com-
postable” really aren’t, except in a very 
few places, like San Francisco, which 
have the sophisticated equipment needed 
to recycle compostable bags. The labels 
just make some people feel better about 
littering, she said. Meanwhile, Ling Tsou 
could not get over the idea that, appar-
ently, someone from the other side had 
sneaked into her event. “That they would 
bother to pay attention to our little or-
ganization—I’m amazed,” she said. “And 
how did they even know that Jennie 
Romer was speaking here?” 

A representative of the A.P.B.A., 
when told of this occurrence, said that 
it would never do such an under-
handed move.

Veteran readers of this magazine 
may recall that I have written about 

plastic bags before. My first piece on 
the subject appeared in 1993. At that 
time, the bags had begun to vex me, 
flapping in the city’s trees. In 1994, I re-
ported here that my friend Tim Mc-
Clelland and I had made a device with 
tines and a hook, attached to a long pole, 
to snag the bags and remove them. Tim 
and his brother Bill and I then went all 
around the city and beyond, year after 

year, snagging bags and other debris out 
of trees.

After Tim moved to Massachusetts, 
Bill and I, both in commuter-range New 
Jersey, kept up our city bag-snagging 
but did it less frequently. We aged; the 
bags seemed to become only more nu-
merous. A key moment of discourage-
ment for me was when we went to Los 
Angeles to help with a cleanup of the 
L.A. River. As we were snagging bags 
in palm trees with many spines on them, 
a young man watching said, “Those bags 
are like gum in dreadlocks.” In my bones 
I felt the painful aptness of the simile. 

It now strikes me as remarkable that, 
wrestling with the enormous problem 
of bag litter in trees, we did not con-
sider that it could be stopped at the 
source. In fact, the thought never crossed 
my mind. I accepted plastic bags as an 
inevitable natural phenomenon, as if we 
were farmers battling scourge-of-God 
locusts on the Great Plains. Perhaps the 
privatizing spirit of the era had blinded 
me. Lone and unattached as the bags 
we pursued, we were concerned indi-
viduals expressing ourselves. Maybe we 
also ofered a symbol of anger and re-
sistance. But we were attacking one at 
a time, or three at a time, when a full 
assault at division strength was what the 
situation needed. 

By some estimates, the world uses 
and throws away more than a trillion 
plastic bags a year. “Bag It,” the docu-
mentary, describes the plastic bag as the 
No. 1 consumer item in the world. Im-
mense gyres of trash rotate slowly in 
the North Atlantic, South Atlantic, 
North Pacific, South Pacific, and Indian 
Oceans. In 2014, plastic grocery bags 
were the seventh most common item 
collected during the Ocean Conservan-
cy’s International Coastal Cleanup, be-
hind smaller debris such as cigarette 
butts, plastic straws, and bottle caps. The 
bags’ proliferation has inspired whole 
countries to ban them or impose fees 
on them. In 2008, China banned plas-
tic bags thinner than .025 millimetres. 
The law resulted in a reduction of bag 
use in China by forty billion bags a year: 
that’s 40,000,000,000 bags. Mexico 
City has a bag ordinance. Certain plas-
tic bags are banned in Uganda and in 
the city of Mumbai. When my friends 
and I first started bag-snagging, an Irish 
woman told us that in Ireland plastic 

bags that get stuck in trees are called 
“witches’ knickers.” Evidently, the col-
orful image was not enough to excuse 
them; in 2002, Ireland imposed a fee of 
fifteen euro cents on each plastic bag 
provided by retailers. Shortly afterward, 
the use of plastic bags in Ireland fell by 
ninety-four per cent.

Every New Yorker discards an aver-
age of about twenty single-use plastic 
bags a week, which adds up to about 
9.37 billion bags a year. In a way, it’s sur-
prising that the city isn’t totally covered 
in them, especially during the spring 
winds after the trash pickup has been 
spotty over the winter. Looking for bags 
in trees at the end of February, I found 
them almost everywhere, as usual. When 
I went to visit a friend who works at the 
Times, I admired the Times Building, 
new since 2007, and its interior court-
yard open to the sky, where sedge grasses 
on small hummocks surround four tall 
birch trees. In a top branch, enclosed 
on all four sides by the building’s walls, 
flapped a flaglike white plastic bag.

“I ’m from the East Bay area—Rich-
mond, California, near Berkeley,” 

Romer told me recently when we got 
together for cofee across the street from 
the midtown law firm where she has 
her day job. “I grew up with sort of hip-
pie parents. Before I was born, they trav-
elled all over the country in a van. My 
mom worked as a waitress and an oph-
thalmologist’s assistant, and my dad was 
a hotel manager. He had a stroke and 
became severely disabled when I was 
ten. A big weekly event for our family 
was when my mom would take my 
brother and me to the recycling center 
in El Cerrito, right next to Richmond. 
The center is a wonderful, spread-out 
place, with diferent areas for diferent 
kinds of recyclables, like books and elec-
tronics, and always a crowd of retirees 
hanging around and waiting to see if 
something really good comes in. We  
got all our magazines there—I loved 
sitting in the magazine bin. Spending 
time at the recycling was a memorable 
part of our social life. I went to Fair-
mont Elementary School and to Berke-
ley High, a giant public high school, 
and then to the University of Califor-
nia at Santa Barbara. My degree was in 
zoology, environmental studies, and 
black studies. That’s also where I got 
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interested in environmental legislation.” 
After U.C.S.B., Romer became the 

manager of the record store where she 
had worked in high school, and she took 
law classes at night at Golden Gate Uni-
versity. With her degree, earned in 2009, 
she found jobs at boutique firms spe-
cializing in free speech and the envi-
ronment, but she wanted to do more 
with policy, an ambition originally in-
spired by a college trip to 
Barbados, where she saw 
plastic bags of all colors 
disfiguring the beaches. 
During a volunteer stint 
in the oice of the San 
Francisco Board of Super-
visors, she put in hundreds 
of hours helping Cali-
fornia municipalities that 
were trying to get rid of 
plastic bags. Her experience there set 
her future course. “The issue of climate 
change seemed so enormous to me, not 
something I could really afect,” she said. 
“But I did think I could do something 
about plastic bags in California.”

I told her that I had objected to the 
bags for aesthetic and spiritual reasons 
but didn’t know how else to answer peo-
ple who argued in favor of them. From 
long practice, Romer has that conver-
sation down. She reeled of the list: plas-
tic bags require nonrenewable fossil fuels 
for their manufacture, disperse them-
selves easily because of their lightness, 
impede waterways, contribute to flood-
ing, pollute oceans, entangle wildlife, 
kill sea turtles, degrade to small parti-
cles, contaminate water and soil, over-
whelm landfills, and cost huge amounts 
of money to clean up and dispose of. 
Nor are giveaway plastic bags really 
“free,” she noted, because consumers pay 
for them in the price of their purchases. 

A problem Romer faces is that laws 
in some states prohibit local govern-
ments from banning or putting fees on 
plastic bags. That is, some states have 
plastic-bag-ban bans. Such laws exist 
already in Florida and Arizona and are 
pending in several other states. When 
anti-anti-bag laws are in place, there’s 
not much Romer can do, besides en-
couraging bag opponents to get the laws 
repealed. In the world of plastic-bag law, 
the two sides strategize and counter- 
strategize. When a local ban on plastic 
bags is proposed, the industry may argue 

that it will cause people to switch to 
paper bags, thus leading to the cutting 
down of more trees, thus harming the 
environment. To keep people from 
switching to paper bags (as observation 
has shown they do), bill 209 puts a fee 
on paper bags, too, though they are eas-
ier to recycle than plastic bags.

Industry groups often call for an  
environmental-impact statement, or 

E.I.S., to delay or stop  
anti-bag ordinances. An 
E.I.S. can cost a hundred 
and forty thousand dol-
lars or more, and many 
smaller communities can’t 
aford it. On her Web site, 
Romer has laid out the 
industry’s possible envi-
ronmental objections so 
that communities can  

address and dispel them in the initial 
filings. Industry groups have also sued 
communities on various and miscella-
neous grounds, and the threat of law-
suits has kept some places from going 
forward with anti-bag ordinances. De-
spite the many obstacles, more than 
two hundred municipalities have passed 
such ordinances, many of them with 
Romer’s help.

“I came to New York because if we 
can stop plastic bags here we’ll have an 
efect nationwide, even more than the 
anti-bag laws in California did,” she 
said. “We passed an ordinance in L.A., 
the second-biggest city, and it was time 
to move on to the biggest.” 

She was speaking quietly now, al-
most in a monotone. “Honestly, though,” 
she went on, “I hoped we would be far-
ther along after three-plus years. What 
the City Council decides on bill 209 
will depend a lot on Mayor de Blasio, 
who has said he’s for the bill in princi-
ple but has yet to give his full support. 
I stay optimistic and keep pushing, but 
sometimes I get tired.”

Many people hate the idea of put-
ting a fee on plastic bags. At a 

public hearing held by the Committee 
on Sanitation and Solid Waste Man-
agement in November, 2014, to discuss 
bill 209, the City Hall council chamber 
was packed. Under debate was the then 
current version of the bill, which called 
for a fee of ten cents. David Greenfield, 
the councilman representing Benson-

hurst and neighboring parts of Brook-
lyn, said that he was ashamed even to 
be talking about the subject of raising 
the grocery costs of people like him who 
use thirty shopping bags a week and 
thus would pay three dollars more for 
groceries. “I just want to be on the rec-
ord—it’s outrageous,” Greenfield said. 
James Vacca, a councilman from the 
Bronx, characterized the fee as a regres-
sive tax that would hit the poorest New 
Yorkers hardest. The fee is not a tax, be-
cause the store owners would get to keep 
it, but Councilman Steven Matteo, of 
Staten Island, said that didn’t matter, 
because if it feels like a tax it is a tax. 
“Bottom line is that our constituents 
are being asked to give more out of their 
pockets in a context when they should 
least expect to do so, when they are going 
food shopping for their families,” Mat-
teo said. More opponents of the bill 
spoke up, the anti-bag side answered, 
recycling experts weighed in, disputants 
talked over one another, and the ser-
geant at arms had to call for order. 

I went around the city myself a few 
weeks ago to see what people thought. 
At the Bensonhurst Market, near Green-
field’s district, the manager, Vinny Co- 
langeli, said that he’s been at the same 
location for twenty-three years and the 
people who sponsor the bill have no 
idea what they’re talking about. A re-
cent compromise had reduced the fee 
from ten cents to five, but he argued 
that it made no diference. “This bill 
has great intentions, but it puts the  
burden on the people at the bottom,” 
Colangeli said. “In your yuppie areas 
they’re for it, but I see people all the 
time who don’t have the five cents for the 
deposit on a returnable bottle. If they 
don’t have a nickel for a bottle, how’re 
they gonna have it for a bag? They’ll 
yell at my girls, and argue with me, and 
hold up the line, and in the end I’ll let ’em 
go without charging and eat the fee.”

At the Associated Supermarket on 
Fulton Street, in Bedford-Stuyvesant, 
bringing your own reusable bags would 
involve an extra step, because all cus-
tomers’ bags must be left up front. Luis 
Liz, the manager, said the fee would 
never work—“The customers ain’t gonna 
pay. It’ll never happen.” Other store 
managers echoed this. Shoppers, though, 
shrugged when I asked about the fee. 
Felix Marston, from the West Indies, 



who was coming out of a Key Food on 
White Plains Road, in the Bronx, said, 
“If they charge for bags, I’ll just bring my 
own.” In the parking lot of the Stop & 
Shop on 234th Street, a woman with 
black-and-gold braids who was wear-
ing an M.T.A. jacket and would not 
give her name—“But thank you for ask-
ing”—said, “Plastic bags are supposed 
to be free. I will never pay for them. But, 
if they do start to charge, then I will go 
with this here.” She pointed to the sin-
gle green reusable bag in her cart. 

Margaret Chin and Brad Lander are 
bill 209’s primary co-sponsors. Chin’s 
district is in lower Manhattan, and 
Lander represents a part of Brooklyn 
that includes Park Slope, where he lives 
not far from the spot where Tim and I 
took the first bag from the first tree with 
our new invention, twenty-three years 
ago. When I reached Lander on the 
phone in early April, he was inclined to 
optimism. “I’ve said we’ll pass this by 
Earth Day, which is April 22nd, and 
I’m sixty-five per cent sure we will,” he 
said. “There are fifty-one councilper-
sons, so we need twenty-six votes, and 
right now we’ve got twenty-one. A few 
more will fall into place, I think. We’re 
hoping to tie it all down soon.”

I asked about the opposition. “No-
body likes to pay for something that 
used to be free,” Lander said. “It’s a nat-
ural part of the economic drive that mo-
tivates our species. Of course, the bags 
aren’t actually free, because they’re in-
cluded in the store’s costs that it passes 
along to the customers. And all the data 
show that in cities that have imposed 
the fee people quickly get used to it. 
They bring reusable bags and you get 
overwhelmingly good efects in terms 
of reduction of bag litter. Washington, 
D.C., has had a sixty-some-per-cent 
decrease of bags in the Anacostia and 
Potomac Rivers since it imposed a five-
cent fee.”

Reusable bags will be distributed gra-
tis throughout the city, he said. Com-
panies are eager to help sponsor the re-
usable bags if they can put their logos 
on them. Outreach, education, and pub-
lic-service ads, including on ethnic 
media, will help. “This will probably be 
the most divided vote in recent City 
Council history,” Lander said. “Even the 
housing bill had only six or seven ‘no’ 
votes, and for this bill I think there may 

be as many as fifteen or eighteen ‘no’s. 
People feel strongly about the fee, but 
that’s also the reason it works. They 
don’t like to pay it, so they modify their 
behavior. Plastic bags have ended up all 
over the place because they’re currently 
objects of no value that are given away 
for free.”

One morning, I met Romer at 
Eighty-fifth and Broadway, where 

she had come to talk to a group from 
the West 80s Neighborhood Associa-
tion. Members of that group, led by Me-
lissa Elstein, a yoga teacher and former 
attorney for the N.Y.P.D., had gathered 
to learn how to take bags out of trees. 
Skilled professional bag snaggers from 
the New York Restoration Project, or 
N.Y.R.P., the environmental organiza-
tion founded by Bette Midler, were there 
to provide instruction. In the lobby of 
Elstein’s building, we stood in a circle 
and introduced ourselves—fifteen of us 
in all. Romer said a few things about 
bill 209, emphasizing that it is a fee, not 
a ban, and she told a story about a fa-
mous TV star whom a friend saw com-

ing out of a store in Beverly Hills soon 
after L.A. County put a fee on plastic 
bags. The star was carrying all his pur-
chases, his broccoli and cornflakes and 
so on, loose in his arms; evidently, he 
had not wanted to pay the fee, or to be 
seen using a plastic bag. 

Donte Taylor, Barry Elmore, and 
Maria Rodriguez, of the N.Y.R.P., ex-
plained what we were about to do. El-
more and Rodriguez wore chartreuse 
vests that said “Bag Snaggers” on the 
back. Donte Taylor, the team supervi-
sor, said that Elmore, a fit-looking young 
man with cornrows and a beard that 
slanted forward, was the N.Y.R.P.’s top 
tree-bag-removal person. Elmore said 
the job is a physical workout, but you 
get a lot of satisfaction from making the 
city look better. He said taking bags out 
of trees requires care, so you don’t get 
clocked on the head. Helmets and safety 
glasses would be provided. 

Melissa Elstein led us to our first 
tree. “There’s a bad tree at the corner 
of—wait, excuse me,” she said. “I mis-
spoke. There are no ‘bad trees,’ just trees 
with bad litter in them.” As we walked, 

“Looks like another case of someone over forty  
trying to understand Snapchat.”
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I asked Elmore how he liked our bag 
snagger. “We take thousands and thou-
sands of bags out of trees with it,” he 
said. “It works good, but sometimes 
the end pulls out. That happened yes-
terday. We got the top section stuck in 
a tall tree, and we had to call the Parks 
Department to bring a bucket truck 
and help us get it. Whenever I’m snag-
ging bags, I always go in very optimis-
tic. I’m from Harlem originally, but 
when I was young I spent a lot of time 
on my grandmother’s farm near the 
small town of Cross, South Carolina, 
so I enjoy the out-of-doors, and I love 
the work I do.” 

The first tree, at Eighty-fourth and 
Broadway, had a plastic tarp and bal-
loons in it as well as bags. “You have to 
look out for pedestrians,” Elmore said. 
“They will watch you and get in the 
way. We have had people sit down right 
on the curb under the tree and stare up 
at what we’re doing.” Rodriguez set or-
ange traic cones on the sidewalk to se-
cure the area. A man who identified 
himself only as Peter took one bag out, 
then another, and had to be gently per-
suaded to yield the snagger to someone 
else. Lisa Scheppke, an employee of the 

Littoral Society, successfully snagged a 
bag, and Cheryl Sussman, a retired ac-
countant who cleans up trash on the 
Far Rockaway beaches by herself as a 
hobby, got one, too. A member of the 
group took a bag from a tree in the 
Broadway median strip while standing 
almost on top of a guy on a bench who 
did not lift his eyes from his cross- 
word puzzle. Elmore, the pro, then daz-
zled everybody by extracting a noxious 
blue plastic drop cloth from a sidewalk  
callery-pear tree in about half a second. 

Dave Robins, a retired advertising 
executive, and his wife, Carol, a free-
lance writer, snagged a few bags and 
brought them to Romer. Carol sug-
gested that all the bags removed today 
be taken to a nearby supermarket bag- 
recycling bin. Romer said, “Unfortu-
nately, the bags in most of the super-
market bins probably go straight to the 
landfill. Whatever we get today we 
should put in the trash barrels on the 
street.” Carol looked crestfallen. Romer 
continued, “Stores are supposed to have 
recycling bins for plastic bags, by New 
York State law, but that’s kind of ridic-
ulous, because there’s no clear-cut way 
to determine what happens to those 

bags afterward. I always tell people to 
spend their time instead recycling items 
that we know really will be recycled.” 
The snagged bags went into the trash, 
amid some grumbling.

Before Romer left to return to her 
day job, she told me, “We’re still wait-
ing for some kind of statement from 
the Mayor. This spring will be our best 
chance to pass the bill. Earth Day is the 
only time of year most people think 
about the environment. If we don’t have 
commitments by then, we’ll lose mo-
mentum, and with elections coming in 
the fall we probably won’t get a chance.” 

Philip R. Rozenski is the senior di-
rector of sustainability at Novolex, 

a retail-packaging manufacturer, with 
headquarters in Charlotte, North Car-
olina. He is also the policy chair at the 
American Progressive Bag Alliance, the 
organization whose flyers mysteriously 
turned up at the community-group 
meeting where Romer spoke last fall. 
Curious to talk to someone at the 
A.P.B.A., I left messages that eventu-
ally were answered by a public-relations 
firm in Washington, D.C., which put 
me in touch with Rozenski, who called 
from Las Vegas, where he was attend-
ing a recycling convention. I asked him 
what percentage of plastic bags are re-
cycled in New York City. He said the 
national figure is about fifteen per cent, 
but he had no number for the city. “But 
you must remember that the vast ma-
jority of plastic bags are reused,” he said. 
“The plastic bag has a very strong reuse 
application, whether as a trash-can liner, 
or for a cat box, or some other house-
hold purpose. In the context of plastic, 
with bags there’s not much left to recy-
cle! The other important thing is that 
the plastic retail bag makes up only eigh-
teen per cent of total plastic-film pack-
aging. So this ordinance that wants to 
ban plastic retail bags will have a min-
imal efect on the total amount of plas-
tic-film waste that’s out there.”

He described the system by which 
plastic bags and other plastic film, such 
as dry-cleaning bags and bubble wrap, 
go from the recycling bins at Target, 
Lowe’s, Food Emporium, and ShopRite 
to distribution points in empty delivery 
trucks that are making return runs. There 
the plastic-film items are baled, and 
eventually other trucks—also on return 

“I’m sorry, but you didn’t recognize me as the Messiah  
when I had braces and glasses.”

• •
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runs, thus leaving no net carbon foot-
print—deposit the bales at a Novolex 
plant, in Wisconsin or southern Indi-
ana, where sophisticated machines make 
the used items into plastic-resin pellets 
that then become new bags. I said that 
sounded good, and I wondered why 
Sims Municipal Recycling, the city’s re-
cycling contractor for plastic, metal, and 
glass, says that it can find no market for 
plastic bags. 

“We recently proved to Sims that  
if they can collect the plastic bags  
Novolex machines can recycle them,” 
Rozenski said. “Just last December, the 
Sims people were out in Indiana for a 
demonstration, and now we have a con-
versation with the city that’s under way. 
It’s been a magical moment. Council-
man Lander has been briefed on it. We 
are countering the mistaken belief that 
plastic bags can’t be recycled.”

I asked whether Novolex would still 
consider working with the city if bill 
209 passed; after all, there will still be a 
lot of plastic film in the city’s trash no 
matter what.

“Well, any ban would have a very 
negative efect,” he said. “I think that 
then investors would not want to fund 
the very expensive equipment this will 
need. The fear would be ‘You banned 
plastic bags, now you might ban all the 
other kinds of film packaging.’ But 
right now that’s an incredibly hypo-
thetical question.”

The magic and the briefing not-
withstanding, Councilman Lander says 
that nothing in Novolex’s ideas of plas-
tic-bag recycling makes economic sense 
for the city.

Anyone who doubted that there 
is a lot of bag litter out there, or 

that it gets into the ocean, needed only 
to walk around Conference House Park, 
at the southern end of Staten Island, 
after Hurricane Sandy. Giant waves that 
swept away shorefront houses inundated 
the park’s woodland to a depth of per-
haps twenty feet and left behind a vast-
ness of shredded plastic in the trees, like 
the pennants of a cast-of-thousands 
demon army. Everywhere along the city’s 
coastline and beyond, detritus of all kinds 
demonstrated the highest point the 
ocean reached, and how much plastic 
trash was in it.

A plastic bag, if put through recy-

cling processes like Novolex’s, can be 
remade into a new plastic product over 
and over indefinitely. But, unlike, say, 
wood or paper or the human body, it 
does not decay to the basic elements 
it used to be before it took solid form. 
Even broken down to microscopic 
crumbs, plastic will still be plastic. The 
ordinary plastic bag—like any of the 
trillions of other plastic things now ex-
isting on the planet—will be here after 
we’re gone, and essentially forever. At 
the Sanitation Committee meeting, a 
man named Reginald Bowman, the 
president and C.E.O. of the Citywide 
Council of Presidents, which represents 
the four hundred thousand-plus peo-
ple in the city who live in public hous-
ing, spoke strongly against bill 209, and 
added, “They just landed a something 
on a comet going around space, and 
we still haven’t figured out how to re-
cycle plastic. . . . I just can’t understand 
at this point why we don’t have the 
technology that can deal with this 
issue.” The fact is that science learned 
long ago how to put together hydro-
carbon polymers to create plastic, but 
it still has not found a good way to take 
them apart.

I can no longer imagine the world 
without plastic, but I believe it’s possi-
ble that one day we will see a New York 
City without bags in the trees. The con-
sumer world always changes. Twenty- 
three years ago, when Bill and Tim  
and I started hitting every borough in 
the city, taking bags out of trees, the sec-
ond most common debris 
we removed was videotape 
and audio-cassette tape. Bill 
even cleaned some of the 
tape fragments and spliced 
them together and played 
them. The result was a de-
ranged audio-visual presen-
tation, a chaotic howling, a 
head-banging nightmare. 
Now that nightmare seems 
very nineties. You almost never see vid-
eotape or cassette tape in trees, or any-
place else, nowadays.

A s it turned out, bill 209 did not 
pass by Earth Day. A week before 

the council planned to meet, both sides 
were in a sweat. On a Wednesday, both 
held rallies on the steps of City Hall, 
the pro-baggers at eleven in the morn-

ing and the antis at two in the after-
noon. The pros consisted mostly of adults 
from church and community groups 
who arrived by school bus, chanted, “The 
people united will never be defeated,” 
and held signs (“$15 MINIMUM WAGE 
HELPS WORKERS. 10-CENT BAG TAX 
HURTS THEM”) written in big letters. 
The antis assembled at least twice as 
many people, many of whom were kids, 
and their signs used all kinds of colors 
and kid writing styles, with hand-drawn 
whales and birds and dolphins, and but-
terflies made from plastic bags.

For the pro-baggers, Dr. Raymond 
Rufen-Blanchette, of the Clergy Cam-
paign for Social and Economic Justice, 
harked back to the Depression, predict-
ing that if the bill passed people will be 
saying, “Brother, can you spare a dime, 
so I can buy a plastic bag, so I can bring 
my groceries home to feed my family?” 
For the antis, Councilman Lander 
beamed and welcomed kids to the mi-
crophone and announced that he now 
had commitments of twenty-six votes 
and thought the bill would pass. An-
other speaker pointed accusingly to plas-
tic bags hanging in nearby trees. Some 
in the crowd booed them.

But the much awaited vote, expected 
at the council meeting of April 20th, 
did not occur. Several of the key spon-
sors were out of town. Romer had been 
invited to a wedding in St. Louis, and 
she bought a plane ticket that could be 
changed if any developments came up 
on Earth Day itself. None seemed in 

the oing, so she left. When 
she reached St. Louis, she 
listened to the Mayor being 
interviewed on WNYC, in 
case he talked about bags. 
He seemed miles from the 
topic when Roxanne, call-
ing in from the Bronx, asked 
him about the bill. He re-
plied that everybody agreed 
that the bags have to go, that 

he appreciated the council’s leadership 
on the issue, and that he thinks the ques-
tion is very close to a resolution. Romer 
was so cheered by his answer that she 
jumped up and danced in the baggage 
claim.

If the bill passes, perhaps in May, as 
she now believes it will, she plans to get 
a small plastic bag tattooed on her side, 
where it generally will not be seen.  
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

MADNESS
In Florida prisons, mentally ill inmates have been tortured, driven to suicide, and killed by guards.

BY EYAL PRESS

S
hortly after Harriet Krzykow-
ski began working at the Dade Cor-
rectional Institution, in Florida, an 

inmate whispered to her, “You know they 
starve us, right?” It was the fall of 2010, 
and Krzykowski, a psychiatric techni-
cian, had been hired by Dade, which is 
forty miles south of Miami, to help pris-
oners with clinical behavioral problems 
follow their treatment plans. The inmate 
was housed in Dade’s mental-health ward, 
the Transitional Care Unit, a cluster of 
buildings connected by breezeways and 
equipped with one-way mirrors and sur-
veillance cameras. “I thought, Oh, this 
guy must be paranoid or schizophrenic,” 
she said recently. Moreover, she’d been 
warned during her training that pris-
oners routinely made false accusations 
against guards. Then she heard an in-
mate in another wing of the T.C.U. com-
plain that meal trays often arrived at 
his cell without food. After noticing that 
several prisoners were alarmingly thin, 
she decided to discuss the matter with 
Dr. Cristina Perez, who oversaw the in-
patient unit.

Krzykowski, an unassuming woman 
with pale skin and blue eyes, was thirty 
at the time. The field of correctional psy-
chology can attract idealists who tend to 
see all prisoners as society’s victims and 
who distrust anyone wearing a security 
badge—corrections oicers call such peo-
ple “hug-a-thugs.” But Krzykowski, who 
had not worked at a prison before, be-
lieved that corrections oicers performed 
a diicult job that merited respect. And 
she assumed that the prison manage-
ment did not tolerate any form of abu-
sive behavior. 

Perez was a slender, attractive woman 
in her forties, with an aloof manner. 
When Krzykowski told her that she’d 
heard “guys aren’t getting fed,” Perez did 
not seem especially concerned. “You can’t 
trust what inmates say,” she responded. 
Krzykowski noted that complaints were 
coming from disparate wings of the 

T.C.U. This was not unusual, Perez said, 
since inmates often devised innovative 
methods to “kite” messages across the 
facility.

Krzykowski mentioned that she had 
overheard security guards heckling pris-
oners. One oicer had told an inmate, 
“Go ahead and kill yourself—no one will 
miss you.” Again, Perez seemed unfazed. 
“It’s just words,” she said. Then, as Krzy-
kowski recalls it, Perez leaned forward 
and gave her some advice: “You have to 
remember that we have to have a good 
working relationship with security.” 

Not long after this conversation, Krzy-
kowski was working a Sunday shift, and 
a guard told her that, because of a staf 
shortage, T.C.U. inmates would not be 
allowed in the prison’s recreation yard. 
The yard, a cement quadrangle with 
weeds sprouting through the cracks, had 
few amenities, but for many people in 
the T.C.U. it was the only place to get 
fresh air and exercise. Overseeing this 
activity was among Krzykowski’s week-
end responsibilities. 

The following Sunday, access was de-
nied again. The closures continued for 
weeks, and the explanations increasingly 
sounded like pretexts. When Krzykow-
ski pressed a corrections oicer about 
the matter, he told her, “It’s God’s day, 
and we’re resting.” In an e-mail to Perez, 
Krzykowski expressed her concern. 

A few days later, Krzykowski was run-
ning a “psycho-educational group”—an 
hour-long session in which inmates 
gathered to talk while she observed their 
mood and afect. After a dozen inmates 
had filed into the room, she noticed that 
the guard who had been standing by the 
door had walked away. She was on her 
own. Krzykowski completed the session 
without incident, and decided that the 
guard must have been summoned to deal 
with an emergency. But later, when she 
was in the rec yard, the guard there dis-
appeared, too, once more leaving her un-
protected amid a group of inmates. 

Around the same time, the metal doors 
that security oicers controlled to regu-
late the traic flow between prison units 
started opening more slowly for Krzy-
kowski. Not infrequently, several min-
utes passed before a security oicer 
buzzed her through, even when she was 
the only staf member in a hallway full 
of prisoners. Krzykowski tried not to ap-
pear flustered when this happened, but, 
she recalls, “it scared the hell out of me.” 

In theory, the T.C.U. was designed 
to provide mentally ill inmates with a 

safe environment in which they would 
receive treatment that might allow them 
to return to the main compound. Krzy-
kowski discovered, however, that many 
inmates were locked up in single-person 
cells. Solitary confinement was supposed 
to be reserved for prisoners who had 
committed serious disciplinary infrac-
tions. In forced isolation, inmates often 
deteriorated rapidly. As Krzykowski put 
it, “So many guys would be mobile and 
interactive when they first came to the 
T.C.U., and then a few months later they 
would be sleeping in their cells in their 
own waste.” 

Not only did Krzykowski suspect that 
few inmates in the T.C.U. were getting 
better; she was certain that the guards 
were punishing her for the e-mail she 
had sent to Perez. But she was afraid to 
complain about her situation. She didn’t 
even tell her husband, Steven, fearing he 
would insist that she give notice. He was 
an unemployed computer-systems engi-
neer, and they could not aford to forgo 
her modest paycheck. 

Krzykowski and her husband lived 
at her mother’s house, in Miami, with 
their two young children. Her hourly wage 
was only twelve dollars, so she supple-
mented her income with food stamps 
and, occasionally, with loans from her 
mother and her sister. Krzykowski was 
accustomed to hardship. Born in a small 
town in northwestern Missouri, she was 
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Harriet Krzykowski, a former counsellor at the Dade Correctional Institution, faced retaliation after questioning inmate abuse.



seven years old when her mother drove 
her and her older sister to a battered 
women’s shelter to escape their father 
after he had hurled the family’s pet cat 
against a wall. (He denies that this hap-
pened.) They moved to an even smaller 
town, in Illinois, where her mother took 
a job at a gas station. They required pub-
lic assistance, and at home there was 
often little to eat. 

After Krzykowski graduated from 
high school, in 1998, she and her mother 
moved to Miami. Her mother became 
a nurse, and Krzykowski enrolled at Flor-
ida International University, majoring in 
psychology. She got in touch with Ste-
ven, a childhood friend, and invited him 
to visit her. He showed up a few weeks 
later, and stayed; they married in 2007.

By then, Krzykowski had received a 
bachelor’s degree in psychology, and had 
enrolled in a master’s program in men-
tal-health counselling. But Florida was 
in a deep recession, and Krzykowski had 
no luck finding work until she saw a list-
ing posted by Correctional Medical Ser-
vices, the private contractor in charge of 
providing mental-health services at Dade.

Even at the height of the economic 

crisis, jobs in corrections were plentiful 
in Florida—the state has the third- 
largest prison population in the country, 
behind Texas and California. Insuring 
that inmates with mental illnesses receive  
psychiatric care is a constitutional obli-
gation, according to Estelle v. Gamble, a 
1976 case in which the Supreme Court 
held that “deliberate indiference to seri-
ous medical needs of prisoners” amounted 
to cruel and unusual punishment. 

Around the same time, the Court 
ruled, in O’Connor v. Donaldson, that a 
Florida man named Kenneth Donald-
son had been kept against his will in a 
state psychiatric hospital for nearly fifteen 
years. The ruling added momentum to 
a nationwide campaign to “deinstitution-
alize” the mentally ill. Activists decried 
the existence of mental hospitals that 
were filled, as one account put it, with 
“naked humans herded like cattle.” 
During the next two decades, states across 
the country shut down such facilities, 
both to save money and to appease ad-
vocates pushing for reform. But instead 
of funding more humane modes of treat-
ment—such as community mental-health 
centers that could help patients live in-

dependently—many states left the men-
tally ill to their own devices. Often, highly 
unstable people ended up on the streets, 
abusing drugs and committing crimes, 
which led them into the prison system.

By the nineties, prisons had become 
America’s dominant mental-health in-
stitutions. The situation is particularly 
extreme in Florida, which spends less 
money per capita on mental health than 
any state except Idaho. Meanwhile, be-
tween 1996 and 2014, the number of Flor-
ida prisoners with mental disabilities grew 
by a hundred and fifty-three per cent. 

The Supreme Court failed to clarify 
how psychiatric care could be provided 
in an environment where the paramount 
concern is security. According to medi-
cal ethicists, prison counsellors and psy-
chologists often feel a “dual loyalty”—a 
tension between the impulse to defer to 
corrections oicers and the duty to care 
for inmates. Because guards provide cru-
cial protection to staf, it can be risky to 
disagree with them. But, if mental-health 
professionals coöperate too closely with 
security oicials, they can become com-
plicit in practices that harm patients.

After Krzykowski met with Perez, 
she told herself, “Maybe I’m being 

too sensitive—boys will be boys.” Aware 
that she was a newcomer to the world 
of prisons, she decided that the correc-
tions oicers at Dade were far more qual-
ified than she was to determine how to 
maintain order. 

At a morning staf meeting in June, 
2011, a psychotherapist at Dade named 
George Mallinckrodt aired a diferent 
view. The previous day, Mallinckrodt an-
nounced, an inmate had shown him a 
series of bruises on his chest and back. 
The injuries had been sustained, the in-
mate claimed, when a group of guards 
had dragged him, handcufed, into a 
hallway and stomped on him. Several 
other inmates confirmed the account, 
Mallinckrodt told his colleagues. He ac-
cused Dade security oicials of “sabo-
taging our caseload,” and said that ac-
tion needed to be taken. 

In the days after the meeting, Krzy-
kowski recalls thinking that “sabotag-
ing” was “a pretty strong word—a loaded 
word.” Mallinckrodt was known to be 
on friendly terms with some of the  
patients in the T.C.U., and Krzykowski 
felt that he had become too aligned with 
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“Thanks for walking a mile in my shoe but it’s beginning to hurt now.”

• •
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the inmates—“too much on their side.” 
She told me, “I thought he’d become an 
advocate—you know, a hug-a-thug.”

Krzykowski tried to focus on provid-
ing good care, but she discovered that 
she had limited power to make deci-
sions. State law mandated that prisons 
ofer inmates twenty hours of activities 
a week, and when she was hired she was 
told that she would be responsible for 
insuring that this happened in the T.C.U. 
But every time she proposed an activ-
ity—yoga, music therapy—her superi-
ors rejected it. Invariably, the reason cited 
was that it posed a “security risk,” even 
though the activities were meant to al-
leviate aggression.

One day, Krzykowski brought in a 
box of chalk, in the hope that inmates 
could draw on the pavement in the rec 
yard. On another occasion, she gave a 
rubber ball to an inmate who had schizo-
phrenia; she thought that he would 
benefit from tactile play. An oicer re-
turned both items to her, ostensibly be-
cause they posed safety hazards. Krzy-
kowski felt that she was being taught a 
lesson about knowing her place. “I kept 
getting the message that whatever secu-
rity says goes,” she said.

Krzykowski had heard enough sto-
ries about inmates assaulting prison staf 
to know how dangerous it was to work 
without protection. One day in the rec 
yard, after a guard left her alone, an in-
mate sidled up to her and put his hands 
on her backside. The inmate was tall and 
imposing, and had been diagnosed as 
psychotic. Krzykowski thought of scream-
ing for help, but she sensed that the guard 
who had vanished would not come rush-
ing back if she did. Instead, she froze. 
After a moment, she hurried away with-
out looking back. The inmate didn’t fol-
low her. For days afterward, she was 
shaken. “He definitely could have over-
powered me,” she said. “I could have been 
assaulted, raped—anything.” 

Krzykowski’s concerns kept 
mounting. In her view, the T.C.U. 

was unacceptably run-down: the walls 
were mildewed, the hallways were caked 
in grime, and the sewage system was 
often backed up. In the staf break room, 
cockroaches had overrun the kitchen 
area, infesting even the microwave. 
Oddly, the water from the kitchen fau-
cet was scalding, so Krzykowski began 

using it to make ramen noodles for lunch. 
One Saturday in June, 2012, Krzykow-

ski was finishing a shift when she heard 
that an inmate in the T.C.U. named Dar-
ren Rainey had defecated in his cell and 
was refusing to clean it up. He was fifty 
years old, and, as Krzykowski recalls it, 
he gave people unnerving looks, “like 
he was trying to see inside you.” He had 
been convicted of possession of cocaine, 
and sufered from severe schizophrenia. 

“What’s going on with Rainey?” Krzy-
kowski asked a guard.

“Oh, don’t worry, we’ll put him in the 
shower,” he told her. 

Krzykowski remembers hearing this 
and feeling reassured. “I was thinking, 
O.K., lots of times people feel good after 
a shower, so maybe he will calm down. 
A nice, gentle shower with warm water.”

The next day, Krzykowski learned 
from some nurses that a couple of guards 
had indeed escorted Rainey to the 
shower at about eight the previous  
night. But he hadn’t made it back to his 
cell. He had collapsed while the water 
was running. At 10:07 P.M., he was  
pronounced dead. 

Krzykowski assumed that he must 
have had a heart attack or somehow com-
mitted suicide. But the nurses said that 
Rainey had been locked in a stall whose 
water supply was delivered through a 
hose controlled by the guards. The water 
was a hundred and eighty degrees, hot 
enough to brew a cup of tea—or, as it 
soon occurred to Krzykowski, to cook  
a bowl of ramen noodles. 
(Someone had apparently 
tampered with the T.C.U.’s 
water heater.) It was later 
revealed that Rainey had 
burns on more than ninety 
per cent of his body, and 
that his skin fell of at  
the touch. 

Krzykowski said to  
the nurses that, surely,  
there would be a criminal investigation. 

“No,” one of them told her. “They’re 
gonna cover this up.”

In the days after Rainey’s death, Krzy-
kowski learned from several inmates in 
the T.C.U. that Rainey was not the first 
person who had been locked in that 
shower; he was only the first to die there. 
Before this, she would have rolled her 
eyes had someone told her that the guards 
tortured inmates. She now asked herself 

how she could have been so blind. Nev-
ertheless, Krzykowski did not file a re-
port calling for the guards who killed 
Rainey to be held accountable—and no 
one else on the mental-health staf did, 
either. She told me, “I thought, Some-
body has to report it, and it has got to 
come from the inside, but it’s not going 
to be me.” She was convinced that any 
employee who spoke out would be fired. 

This was not an unreasonable concern. 
A year earlier, after George Mallinckrodt 
had heard about the guards stomping on 
the inmate, he had consulted the Web 
site of the Florida Department of Cor-
rections. It stated that any employee who 
suspected the abuse of a prisoner was ob-
ligated to report it. He had subsequently 
heard from another counsellor that the 
attack had taken place in a hallway with-
out cameras, and that she had witnessed 
it from a window that looked onto the 
corridor. The guards, she said, had stopped 
the attack when she started yelling. (These 
details matched accounts that Mallinck-
rodt later compiled from inmates.) 

The counsellor had attended the staf 
meeting where Mallinckrodt spoke out, 
but she had remained silent. As incensed 
as she was, she later told Mallinckrodt, 
she did not intend to report anything, 
out of fear that the guards would turn 
on her next. Mallinckrodt’s other col-
leagues also did not respond to his call 
for action.

In July, 2011, Mallinckrodt filed an in-
cident report with both the Florida De-

partment of Corrections 
and the Florida Inspector 
General’s oice. Around 
this time, a new warden, 
Jerry Cummings, arrived at 
Dade. Mallinckrodt told 
him about the alleged beat-
ing and other abuse that 
inmates had described, in-
cluding instances of secu-
rity oicers taunting men-

tally ill prisoners until they screamed, 
banged their heads against the wall, or 
defecated in their cells, triggering yet more 
punishment from the guards. According 
to Mallinckrodt, Cummings responded 
with concern, leaving him optimistic that 
some changes might occur. (Cummings 
declined to be interviewed for this story.) 

On August 31, 2011, an oicer stopped 
Mallinckrodt at the entrance gate as he 
was returning from a lunch break. He’d 
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just been fired, on the ground that he fre-
quently took extraordinarily long lunches. 
Mallinckrodt does not deny this, but says 
that plenty of staf members did the same. 
(Several people confirmed to me that this 
was true.) Mallinckrodt was the only one 
who had voiced concerns about abuse. 

In 2013, Krzykowski was promoted 
to staf counsellor, and began provid-

ing individual therapy for inmates. The 
work was more rewarding, but the con-
ditions in the T.C.U. remained so stress-
ful that her hair began to fall out in 
clumps. Embarrassed that her scalp was 
showing in spots, she took to wrapping 
scarves around her head. 

Krzykowski recalled that, as a child, 
her sister had occasionally stood up to 
their father, whereas she had always tried 
to win his afection by impressing him; 
when this failed, as it invariably did, she 
retreated into herself. Now, once again, 
she was trapped in an environment where 
she felt afraid to speak out. Even observ-
ing misconduct in the T.C.U. was risky, 
since the guards were on alert for the 
presence of anyone who might poten-
tially expose them. If abuse was happen-
ing, “the politically safest thing was to 
excuse yourself and go to the bathroom,” 
Krzykowski said. “Don’t be a witness.” 

In January, 2013, one of Krzykowski’s 
new patients, a convicted burglar named 
Harold Hempstead, told her that he had 
information about Darren Rainey’s mur-
der. Hempstead, a wiry man with hazel 
eyes, occupied a cell that was directly 
below the shower where Rainey was 
tortured. That night, he heard Rainey 
screaming repeatedly, “Please take me 
out! I can’t take it anymore!” He also 
heard him kick at the stall door. Even-
tually, there was a heavy thud, followed 
by the voices of guards calling for med-
ical help. A short while later, Hempstead 
watched as a gurney with Rainey’s naked 
body on it was wheeled past his cell.

Hempstead kept a diary, and in it he 
had recorded the names of four other in-
mates who had been subjected to what 
he called the “shower treatment.” He had 
even noted the dimensions of the stall, 
surmising that an inmate locked inside 
it would likely have just enough room to 
avoid getting sprayed directly by the scald-
ing water but not enough to prevent it 
from lapping at his feet. The stall had lit-
tle ventilation, so steam built up. After 

nearly two hours in the shower, the steam 
caused Rainey to lose consciousness. 

In the weeks after Rainey’s death, 
Hempstead told several mental-health 
counsellors in the T.C.U. that he felt 
haunted by what he had heard and seen. 
They warned him that if he told them 
too much they would have to write an 
incident report, which would be for-
warded to security oicials, exposing 
him—and, by implication, them—to re-
taliation. Around this time, two of the 
guards who took Rainey to the shower, 
including a former football player named 
Roland Clarke, were promoted. (Both 

later resigned; their files included no 
indication of wrongdoing.) But Hemp-
stead, who had been given a diagnosis 
of obsessive-compulsive disorder, wouldn’t 
let the matter drop. He told Krzykow-
ski that he had begun filing grievances 
about Rainey’s murder. 

Krzykowski wasn’t sure if Hempstead, 
who professed to be a devout Christian, 
was motivated by compassion for Rainey 
or by a less high-minded impulse—a de-
sire to embarrass Dade or to leverage 
a transfer out of the T.C.U. In the end, 
however, she encouraged him. “I thought 
that, therapeutically, writing it all down 
would be good for him,” she said. This 
advice was consistent with her general 
approach, which was to try to make small 
diferences in the lives of the people under 
her care while ignoring problems that 
she lacked the power to solve. Krzykow-
ski was the only mental-health profes-

sional at Dade who did not pressure 
Hempstead to remain silent about Rain-
ey’s death, and he was grateful to her. He 
asked Krzykowski whether she would 
back him up if he succeeded in drawing 
attention to the abuses at Dade. “I said, 
‘Well, yeah,’  ” she told me. “But I didn’t 
honestly know if I would honor that.” 

On May 17, 2014, Julie Brown, of the 
Miami Herald, published an article 

in the paper about the abuse of mentally 
ill inmates in the T.C.U. at Dade. Below 
the headline was a photograph of Dar-
ren Rainey, dressed in prison blues. 

Brown’s main source was Hempstead, 
who had turned over copies of the com-
plaints that Krzykowski had encouraged 
him to write. The article indicated that 
Hempstead, after being interviewed, had 
been threatened with solitary confine-
ment and other forms of punishment by 
three corrections oicers.

After the Herald article appeared, Jerry 
Cummings, the warden, was placed on 
administrative leave, and many people 
questioned whether the Department of 
Corrections had tried to cover up a case 
of lethal abuse. Far less attention was 
paid to why an inmate had exposed it, 
rather than one of the prison’s mental- 
health or medical professionals. The duty 
to protect patients from harm is a core 
principle of medical ethics. According 
to the National Commission on Correc-
tional Health Care, an ofshoot of the 
American Medical Association which 

The Dade Correctional Institution’s Transitional Care Unit, in 2008.
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issues standards of care for prisons, any 
mental-health professional who is aware 
of abuse is obligated “to report this ac-
tivity to the appropriate authorities.” 

In a recent survey by the Bureau of 
Correctional Health Services, in New 
York City, more than a third of mental- 
health personnel working in prisons ad-
mitted to feeling “that their ethics were 
regularly compromised in their work set-
ting.” There was a pervasive fear that “se-
curity staf might retaliate if health staf 
reported patient abuse.” Violence toward 
inmates flourished at the city’s main 
prison, Rikers Island, and it was often 
ignored by the dozens of counsellors and 
psychologists on staf. One counsellor 
who did not ignore it was Randi Caw-
ley. In December, 2012, she reported hav-
ing seen guards beat an adolescent in-
mate who was handcufed to a gurney. 
But other witnesses refused to confirm 
her account, and Cawley began receiv-
ing threats: dead flowers placed on her 
computer, ominous phone calls. She felt 
so unsafe inside Rikers that she quit.

In May, 2015, Jamie Fellner, a senior 
adviser at Human Rights Watch, released 
a report documenting the use of force in 
U.S. prisons against inmates with men-
tal disabilities. The report, titled “Cal-
lous and Cruel,” ofers a grim account 
of tools that are routinely used to inca-
pacitate and punish the estimated three 
hundred and sixty thousand prisoners 
with serious mental illnesses: full-body 
restraints, chemical sprays, stun guns, ex-
tended solitary confinement. “Mental- 
health staf in prisons all too often ac-
quiesce,” Fellner told me. “There is this 
culture of ‘It’s none of our business’ . . . 
which means that nobody ends up ad-
vocating for the patient.” 

Kenneth Appelbaum, a psychiatrist 
who spent nearly a decade as the mental- 
health director of the Massachusetts 
Department of Corrections, agrees that 
deference to guards is common. He also 
faults professional organizations such as 
the American Psychiatric Association 
for paying little attention to the ethical 
challenges facing their members who 
work in prisons. At the A.P.A.’s annual 
meetings, Appelbaum says, “barely one 
per cent of the sessions have anything 
to do with care and treatment in a cor-
rectional setting.” He adds, “Prisons are 
where so many of the sickest people with 
the most serious psychiatric disorders in 

our society end up, and as a profession 
we constantly lament this. Yet our pro-
fessional organizations are not very en-
gaged in asking how we should care for 
patients in those settings.” The lack of 
engagement, he says, likely reflects the 
fact that the vast majority of élite psy-
chologists have no experience in prisons, 
and consider such work beneath them. 

By the time the Herald article on 
Darren Rainey’s death appeared, 

Krzykowski was no longer working at 
Dade. She had quit in 2013, and she and 
Steven had moved back to Missouri to 
be closer to his mother, who had health 
problems. When I met Krzykowski, in 
March, 2015, she told me that she had 
tried to forget about her experiences at 
the prison. But after learning about the 
Herald story Krzykowski became de-
pressed. She couldn’t eat, and she lost so 
much hair that she shaved the rest of. 

At our meeting, she was wearing jeans, 
a simple blouse, and a black wig. She re-
called, “There was one particular night 
I couldn’t sleep because I was crying too 
hard, thinking, Oh, my God, all this time 
has gone by and I didn’t say anything, 
even when I was out of the situation. I 
let it continue. These guys are still sufer-
ing. They’re still there. Why didn’t I do 
more?”

In April, 2015, I had lunch in Miami 
with another former employee in the 
Dade T.C.U., a behavioral-health tech-
nician named Lovita Richardson. She 
told me that, when she started the job, 
she “couldn’t wait to get to work.” But 
one morning, at around ten-thirty, she 
walked out of the nurse’s station and saw, 
through a glass wall, a group of guards 
pummelling an inmate who was hand-
cufed. They took turns administering 
the blows while one of them stood watch. 
The inmate was a tiny man, “maybe a 
hundred and ten pounds soaking wet,” 
Richardson said. She stood there, in 
stunned silence, until the lookout guard 
spotted her. 

She wanted to report what she’d seen, 
but a co-worker warned her that she 
would be imperilling herself. In the days 
that followed, the guards involved in 
the beating dropped by Richardson’s 
oice to tell her that they had “taken 
care” of everything. Their tone was po-
lite, but the message was clear, she said: 
“We’re running this place, this is our 

house—you’re just visiting.” Richardson 
started having nightmares, and ques-
tioned what kind of person she was. “It 
makes you feel like you’re letting them 
down,” she told me, tears filling her eyes. 
“They are at risk for their very life, and 
you know it, but you’re not helping them 
out.” (Disturbed by her experience at 
Dade, Richardson quit after less than a 
year on the job.) 

The co-worker who advised Rich-
ardson also spoke to me, though she did 
not want her name to be published. She 
understood Richardson’s feelings of guilt, 
because she was the mental-health coun-
sellor who had witnessed the stomping 
incident. After seeing that, she recalls, 
“I wanted to cry—I wanted to scream.” 
Yet, when she was instructed to fill out 
a report, she wrote that she hadn’t seen 
anything.

In September, 2013, a forty-year-old 
inmate in the T.C.U. named Richard 
Mair hanged himself. A note was found 
tucked into the waistband of his boxer 
shorts. It was written in a fury—Mair 
called it his “fuck the world” note—
and it contained racist comments about 
black prisoners. But it was dominated by 
accusations of mistreatment in the T.C.U., 
which, he said, was “supposed to be ther-
apeutic.” Mair wrote that guards pun-
ished inmates by putting them on a “star-
vation diet,” and that a crew on the night 
shift pulled inmates out of their cells, ar-
ranged for them to fight, and placed “bets 
on winners.” One guard, whom Mair 
named, had ordered him to “strip out” 
and then, promising cigarettes in return, 
commanded, “Stick a finger in your hole.” 
Mair refused. “He knew I’d gotten raped,” 
he wrote, and went on, “I’m supposed to 
be getting help for my depression, sui-
cidal tendencies, and I was sexually as-
saulted.” Mair said that he filed “griev-
ance #AW13-08-126,” but a security 
lieutenant intercepted it. The lieutenant, 
Mair wrote, “slammed me against the 
wall, kicked me in the groin . . . and told 
me to keep my mouth shut or else.” 

The co-worker who advised Richard-
son found out about Mair’s suicide note, 
and felt that his charges should be in-
vestigated. But she feared that her life 
would be in danger if she pursued the 
matter, and she was sure that she would 
receive no support from her supervisor, 
Cristina Perez. 

Reached by phone, Perez declined to 
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comment, telling me that I could direct 
any questions to Wexford Health Sources, 
the private contractor that now provides 
mental-health services at Dade. In 2013, 
Florida privatized all the health services 
in its prisons. According to a series of 
investigative articles by Pat Beall, of the 
Palm Beach Post, this policy change has 
resulted in grossly substandard care. One 
diiculty with entrusting mental-health 
services to a for-profit company is that 
there is a disincentive to acknowledge 
abuse, because doing so could jeopardize 
the contract. Wexford’s Web site de-
scribes “integrity and ethics” as the “foun-
dation” of the company’s culture. Wex-
ford, too, declined to comment. 

Not long ago, I met with Mallinck-
rodt. He is six feet three, with a lanky, 
athletic build. Though he didn’t fear for 
his physical safety during the three years 
he worked at Dade, he nearly had a ner-
vous breakdown. When he was fired, he 
almost found it a relief. He, too, was 
plagued by awful memories, among them 
an exchange that he had with an inmate 
who kept flinging his food tray at the 
window of his cell, as though it were a 
Frisbee. After failing to persuade him to 
stop, Mallinckrodt concluded that the 
inmate was in the throes of a psychotic 
episode. He also noted, with surprise, 
that there were no food stains on the 
window. Only later, when he heard about 
inmates receiving empty meal trays as a 
form of punishment, did he realize that 
the prisoner was outraged because the 
guards were starving him. “I was seeing 
inmate abuse, but I was labelling it as 
‘Oh, he’s psychologically compromised,’  ” 
Mallinckrodt told me. In 2015, Mallinck-
rodt self-published a memoir, “Getting 
Away with Murder.” In one passage, a 
prisoner tells Mallinckrodt about an in-
mate who, after receiving an empty food 
tray, stuck his arm through the flap on 
his cell door, demanding something to 
eat. A guard grabbed the inmate’s arm; 
then another oicer came over and kicked 
the door flap, smashing the arm again 
and again. Mallinckrodt talks to the vic-
tim, who shows him his bruises, and re-
ports the incident. Nothing is done.

Harriet Krzykowski also had the 
impulse to document her worst ex-

periences at Dade. Halfway through our 
first conversation, she handed me a man-
uscript of fifty-two single-spaced pages. 

She wrote it in feverish outbursts, she 
said, sometimes jotting down details on 
her arm when she didn’t have paper or a 
laptop nearby. She called the manuscript, 
which wasn’t finished, a “trauma narra-
tive.” (She’d been seeing a therapist.) In 
it, she recalls seeing a guard repeatedly 
taunting an inmate by calling him Tam-
pon, until the inmate flew into a rage. 
When Krzykowski asked the guard about 
the insult, he said, “He got his ass raped, 
and now he needs a tampon to stop the 
bleeding.” Krzykowski later spoke with 
a nurse, who confirmed that the inmate 
had been sexually assaulted. 

At our second meeting, Krzykowski 
showed me excerpts from a diary that 
a T.C.U. inmate had shared with her—
scraps of paper that were covered in a 
looping, childlike script. The inmate 
was a convicted drug dealer with a range 
of physical and mental disabilities. At 
one point, he had been hospitalized after 
he had tried to swallow pieces of his 
wheelchair. He was a victim of child-
hood abuse, and his wife and two daugh-
ters had died in a car accident. This won 

him no sympathy from one of the guards, 
who called him a “loser” and once tipped 
him out of his wheelchair. Krzykowski 
said of the inmate, “This is a real per-
son, with a real life.” 

Sometime later, I met Harold Hemp-
stead, Krzykowski’s former patient, at the 
Columbia Correctional Institution, in 
Lake City, Florida. He had been trans-
ferred there in 2014, after his sister, Windy, 
convinced oicials at Dade that his life 
would be in danger if he remained there. 
We spoke for an hour in a featureless 
gray room while a sergeant stood watch. 
Hempstead said that after Rainey’s mur-
der several mental-health counsellors 
urged him to stop “obsessing” over the 
crime. One told him that he was being 
“delusional”; another cautioned him to 
keep any accusations “vague.” Hempstead 
acknowledged the pressure that mental- 
health counsellors in the T.C.U. were 
under. “Their hands were tied,” he said. 
But too many of them had internalized 
the view that the inmates in the unit de-
served rough treatment. If more coun-
sellors had been willing to stand up for 
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the prisoners, he said, “the majority of 
that stuf wouldn’t have happened.”

Hempstead told me that he had a 
confession to make. A few weeks before 
Rainey died, he had informed a guard 
that there appeared to be dried excre-
ment on a Koran that Rainey owned. 
The guard seized the Koran and, over 
Rainey’s protests, threw it away. Rainey 
later confronted Hempstead and called 
him an “eing cracker.” Hempstead said 
that he regretted talking to the guard, 
because losing the Koran had caused 
Rainey to have a breakdown that made 
him a target of prison staf. 

The only therapist who had helped 
him with such feelings was Krzykowski, 
whom he afectionately called Ms. K. 
“She would actually listen,” he said. “She 
attempted to enroll me in some classes 
dealing with trauma.” He paused. “I re-
ally didn’t like to see her go.” 

Earlier this year, the Miami-Dade 
medical examiner delivered a copy of 
Rainey’s autopsy report to state prose-
cutors. The report has not been made 
public, but its contents were leaked to 

the media. It concluded that the guards 
at Dade had “no intent” to harm Rainey, 
and that his death was “accidental.” This 
was technically correct—the aim of the 
“shower treatment” was to punish and 
torture Rainey, not to murder him. But 
the report implicitly absolved the guards, 
at least legally. No criminal investigation 
was recommended. Howard Simon, the 

executive director of the Florida A.C.L.U., 
criticized the report, telling the Herald 
that it underscored the need for a fed-
eral investigation. 

At least eight other inmates in the 
T.C.U. endured abuse in a scalding shower. 
Among them was Daniel Geiger, who is 
now at the Lake Correctional Institute, 
near Clermont, Florida. When I spoke 
with his mother, Debra, who lives in North 

Carolina, she told me that she had not 
seen her son in several years, because prison 
oicials had denied him visitation rights, 
claiming that he was dangerously unsta-
ble. She said that she had last talked to 
him in 2012, on the phone, shortly after 
he was transferred out of Dade. It was a 
brief conversation, and he appeared to 
have been overmedicated: he spoke with 
a slur and could not pronounce simple 
words. He told her that his weight had 
dropped from a hundred and seventy- 
eight pounds to a hundred and five. Al-
though she was alarmed by this news, 
she did not suspect that he had been 
abused, only that “something was being 
hidden” from her. (The Department of 
Corrections says that she initially “asked 
about visitation,” but hadn’t actually at-
tempted to schedule a visit. When she 
did make a request, according to de-
partment records, she was informed that 
her son was “not approved for visits at 
that time.”) 

I told Debra Geiger that, according 
to several sources, her son had been forced 
multiple times into the same shower 
where Rainey had died. He was also 
among the inmates who had been de-
nied meals. “I’m heartbroken,” she said, 
her voice cracking. When we spoke again, 
a few days later, she told me that she had 
called the Lake Correctional Institute 
and learned that her son was being given 
two psychiatric medications, to which 
he was allergic. Later, she sent the facil-
ity a note from her son’s former psychi-
atrist, Dr. James Larson, confirming the 
allergies. She received a two-line response, 
saying that the information would be 
forwarded to the medical staf. She has 
no idea if the treatment has been dis-
continued. “It’s hard for me to digest all 
of this,” she told me. She compares the 
treatment of mentally ill inmates to the 
detention of suspected terrorists at 
Guantánamo.

In late February, Geiger was finally 
permitted to visit her son. She described 
him to me as being “at death’s door,” a 
gaunt figure with sunken eyes who mis-
took her for his wife and growled at the 
guards when they called his name. His 
arms were skeletal—“no wider than my 
wrists,” she said—and there were deep-
red marks on his neck. When she asked 
him what had happened at Dade, he 
peered up at the ceiling, pressed his face 
against the glass partition separating 
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them, and said, “I don’t want to talk about 
it.” She said that when her son was tak-
ing the right combination of medica-
tions he was relatively stable—a point 
that she impressed on the warden be-
fore leaving. “I told him that I kept him 
more or less normal for thirty-three years, 
and you all have destroyed him in seven,” 
she said.

In September, 2014, Disability Rights 
Florida, an advocacy organization, filed 

a lawsuit charging the Florida Depart-
ment of Corrections with subjecting men-
tally ill inmates at Dade to “abuse and 
discrimination on a systematic and reg-
ular basis.” According to the terms of a 
settlement reached last year, the Depart-
ment of Corrections agreed to make sev-
eral changes, including the installation 
of a new camera system at Dade, better 
training of guards, and the hiring of an 
assistant warden of mental health. 

One morning this past September, I 
drove to Dade to meet the new assistant 
warden, Glenn Morris. The prison is on 
the outskirts of the Everglades, on a two-
lane road flanked by fields and by signs 
advertising alligator farms and airboat 
rides. Morris met me at the prison’s pub-
lic entrance. We passed through a metal 
detector and beyond a heavy steel door 
that opened onto a cement path. After 
walking a quarter of a mile across the 

prison campus, we arrived at a cream-col-
ored building with a sign saying “tran-
sitional Care Unit.” The path wasn’t 
shaded and, although it was early, the 
heat was stifling. Much to my relief, the 
air-conditioning inside the T.C.U. was 
functioning well. (Krzykowski told me 
that when she worked there it was often 
broken.) The walls were a dull gray, but 
the place looked clean: an orderly in faded 
scrubs was sweeping the cement floor. 
We walked down a nurses’ hall and 
stopped at the entrance to the west wing, 
a cavernous chamber lined with single- 
person cells, each of which had a small 
rectangular window. 

Morris told me that the inmates were 
out in the rec yard. He pointed to sev-
eral TV sets that had been installed re-
cently. On one wall, an inmate had 
painted a mural—a cheerful ocean scene.

“When I first got here, the mentality 
was ‘This is confinement,’ ” Morris told 
me. “I had to change that.” The Depart-
ment of Corrections now has an “open 
cell” policy at Dade, which is supposed 
to allow lower-risk inmates to move 
around more freely.

Earlier, Morris had introduced me to 
the unit’s major, a large man with a broad 
smile, and to several corrections oicers. 
All of them were recent hires. When we 
crossed to the east side of the T.C.U., 
which houses inmates who are deemed 

more stable, a staf meeting was ending, 
and Morris introduced me to Cristina 
Perez. “She does a very good job,” he 
said. Dressed casually in sneakers and 
sweatpants, Perez extended her hand. 
“Nice to meet you. Oh . . . ,” she stam-
mered, evidently recalling that we had 
spoken on the phone. She smiled uneas-
ily and walked away. 

Afterward, in an oice, I asked Mor-
ris if the desire to appease security might 
afect how well mental-health counsel-
lors did their jobs. “Dr. Perez, I’m sure, 
tells her staf to report things to her,” he 
said. “And I’m very confident that if she 
found out something she would report 
it to us.” I said that I had heard other-
wise. Morris rolled his eyes, telling me 
that he assumed my understanding came 
from a “disgruntled” ex-employee—
meaning George Mallinckrodt. I said 
that other former employees had the 
same misgivings. “Obviously, that was 
way before my time,” he said. 

Morris came across as well- intentioned, 
but his assurance that inmates were get-
ting their “basic needs” met was disputed 
by a source who spoke to me confiden-
tially. Prisoners, I was told, still came to 
the inpatient unit of the T.C.U. and lan-
guished after being placed in what 
amounted to solitary confinement. Many 
prisoners received no treatment at all. In 
one case that was described to me, a young 
inmate alicted with paranoia had been 
degenerating for more than a year. Though 
he was not disruptive, he had spent pro-
longed periods in lockdown, because he 
had stopped taking his medication. No-
body had encouraged him to try difer-
ent medication; nobody had tried to en-
gage him in activities that might have 
lessened his feelings of distrust. As a re-
sult, the source said, the patient was “un-
dergoing a quiet decompensation where 
he just gets sicker and sicker.” 

The mental-health staf continued to 
defer to security, acquiescing when in-
mates were disciplined for misconduct 
that was clearly related to their illnesses. 
An inmate with diagnosed impulse- 
control problems had his privileges taken 
away after an outburst. Mental-health 
oicials checked a box indicating that the 
inmate’s issues had played no role. 

Bob Greifinger, a professor at the  
John Jay College of Criminal Justice who 
studies mental-health conditions in pris-
ons, told me that routine neglect is no 
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less pernicious than flagrant abuse. “Most 
of the coercion that happens goes rela-
tively unrecognized,” he said. “There are 
very few people who can step back and 
say, ‘Hey, wait a minute—the guards are 
trying to interfere with my taking care 
of my patients.’  ” One observer who sat 
in on a recent staf meeting at Dade said 
that the counsellors and the psychiatrists 
seemed “oblivious” of the mental-health 
needs of the inmates.

The civil-rights division of the 
Justice Department has launched 

an investigation to determine whether 
the death of Darren Rainey is part of a 
broader pattern of abuse. It is not the 
first time that the Florida prison system 
has been the subject of federal scrutiny. 
In 2006, the secretary of Florida’s De-
partment of Corrections, James V. Crosby, 
was sentenced to eight years behind bars 
for accepting kickbacks from prison 
venders. Ron McAndrew, a former war-
den, told me that while Crosby was in 
oice guards regularly beat up inmates 
for sport. (Crosby himself was the war-
den of a prison where, in 1999, an in-
mate named Frank Valdes was brutally 
beaten to death.) Crosby’s successor at 
the D.O.C., James McDonough, dis-
missed dozens of prison oicials who 
were suspected of corruption. Yet tougher 
sentencing laws filled Florida’s prisons 
beyond capacity, and the system was 
weakened by severe budget cuts. In 2011, 
the Correctional Medical Authority, an 
independent agency that monitors the 
medical and mental-health care of in-
mates, was gutted. Additional savings 
have come from extensive layofs, which 
result in guards at many prisons having 
to work twelve-hour shifts. Placing the 
staf under such stress only increases the 
likelihood of abuse.

Julie Jones, the current D.O.C. sec-
retary, has promised to change the cul-
ture of Florida’s prisons. A few months 
after taking oice, she issued a “state-
ment on retaliation,” in which she vowed 
that no employee “who comes forward 
with an issue of concern would face re-
taliation.” On the wall of the main ad-
ministrative building at Dade, I spotted 
a framed copy of the statement. A few 
months earlier, however, Jones had cir-
culated a memo requiring all D.O.C. in-
spectors to sign confidentiality agree-
ments about any investigations they 

conducted. Some employees viewed this 
as the equivalent of a gag order. 

In 2013, four senior inspectors em-
ployed by the D.O.C. alleged that Ran-
dall Jordan-Aparo, an inmate at a prison 
south of Tallahassee, had needlessly 
sufocated to death. Corrections oicers 
had sprayed Jordan-Aparo with chem-
icals, even though he sufered from a 
disorder that compromised his lungs. 
The inspectors also alleged that Jor-
dan-Aparo had committed no disci-
plinary infractions; he had angered cor-
rections oicers by demanding medical 
attention. Two years ago, the inspectors 
sued the D.O.C. and Jefrey Beasley, its 
inspector general, claiming that their in-
quiry had led to retaliation. (According 
to the Department of Corrections, the 
inspectors’ cases were dismissed.) 

Krzykowski, who now works as a 
counsellor at an agency for at-risk youth, 
was clearly appalled by the behavior of 
some security guards at Dade, but she 
didn’t seem to blame them. Many of the 
guards she met were decent people who 
treated the inmates with respect, she told 
me. And the ones who were abusive, she 
suggested, acted in ways that are to be 
expected in a society that has resumed 
warehousing mentally ill people like Dar-
ren Rainey, as if they were beyond hope.

Before I left Missouri, Krzykowski 
told me that she wanted to take me to 
a place called the Glore Psychiatric Mu-
seum, in St. Joseph. The museum, which 
occupies a drab brick building, ofers 

an unsettling commentary on how peo-
ple with mental disabilities have been 
treated in the past. We walked through 
a series of rooms filled with arcane de-
vices—a fever cabinet, a lobotomy table. 
At one point, we stood before a full-
scale replica of a nineteenth-century 
cell at the hospital of Salpêtrière, in 
Paris. Michel Foucault wrote about the 
hospital in his 1961 book, “Madness and 
Civilization,” and he called the era it 
represented “the Great Confinement.” 
Krzykowski peered into the cell, a dingy 
chamber littered with straw, and read 
the label on the wall: 

At the hospital of Salpêtrière the insane 
were kept in narrow ilthy cells. . . . When frost-
bite resulted, as it often did, no medical help 
was available. Food was a ration of bread once 
a day, sometimes supplemented by thin gruel. 
The greatest indignity was the chains. 

Afterward, we sat in a gazebo outside. 
“We don’t learn very fast,” she said.

As I subsequently found out, the Glore 
Psychiatric Museum is situated in the 
medical wing of a former state psychi-
atric hospital. Curious to see the main 
compound, which closed in 1997, I went 
back a few days later. Following a nar-
row walkway shaded by pines, I arrived 
at a more secluded area, where the hos-
pital’s residential quarters once stood. 
The path ended at a security barrier. A 
chain-link fence topped with razor wire 
now encircles what the hospital once 
known as State Lunatic Asylum No. 2 
has become: a prison. 

“Group Five may now board.”

• •
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PORTFOLIO

TOP OF THE TOWN
A long ascent to Manhattan’s observation decks.

BY JAMES SANDERS 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY PARI DUKOVIC

The observatory atop 30 Rockefeller Center, which opened in 1933, originally ofered deck chairs for sunbathers and café tables 
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for lunchtime workers. In 2005, it reopened as Top of the Rock, its perimeter now secured by tall panels of laminated glass.
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I
n 1905, the novelist Edgar Saltus 
made his way to the roof of the new, 
twenty-one-story Flatiron Building, 

in Manhattan. Stunned by the strange-
ness of the experience—in an era before 
commercial aviation made it common-
place to see the world from the air—he 
wrote:

In the mounting wonders of the city to be, 
humanity will mount also. It will deny its false 
gods, reverse their altars, and, on the pile it has 
made, reconstruct Olympus. From the toppest 
loors you get a vision of that in the signiicant 
sunsets and prophetic dawns. You see strange 
things from the Flatiron.

The rooftop observation deck is one 
of the city’s most distinctive architectural 
traditions. New York not only raised the 
world’s first modern skyline but pioneered 
a new way to see it: from a series of perches 
atop its highest peaks. Made possible by 
a revolutionary type of building invented 
in New York and Chicago near the end 
of the nineteenth century—the steel-
framed, elevator-enabled skyscraper—
observation decks quickly captured the 
city’s imagination and have been part of 
its history and myth ever since. 

The link between deck and city be-
came clear when, in lower Manhattan 
in the early twentieth century, oice tow-
ers began rising higher than any build-
ings in history, and owners started al-
lowing the public to visit their upper 
reaches—for nothing, at first, and then 
for a quarter. In succeeding decades, as 
the buildings rose higher, so, too, did the 
obser  vation decks: to thirty stories, then 
fifty, then seventy, and, finally, a hundred 
stories and more. With each step upward 
came a more expansive view, mirroring 
the expansion of the urban area below—
almost as if the city, as it projected out-
ward, called for ever-higher vantage 
points from which its growing scale and 
ambition could be comprehended. 

The compressed, chaotic landscape of 
early-twentieth-century lower Manhat-
tan could be seen in its entirety only from 
the decks of early skyscrapers, like the 
forty-seven-story Singer Building, on 
lower Broadway, completed in 1908. By 
1931, when the observatories of the Em-

pire State Building opened, on the eighty-
sixth and hundred-and-second floors, 
ofering views for seventy miles, the city 
had grown, too, into a five-borough me-
tropolis. F. Scott Fitzgerald visited the 
observation deck that year and was sur-
prised to discover that New York “was 
not the endless succession of canyons that 
he had supposed but that it had limits.” 
The awful realization that it “was a city 
after all and not a universe,” he felt, re-
vealed New York’s “crowning error.” By 
the nineteen-seventies, when the World 
Trade Center opened, the vista from the 
South Tower’s roof revealed how the city’s 
prewar landscape—vast but still essen-
tially dense—had been transformed into 
a sprawling, largely suburbanized “region.”

As the observation decks rose higher 
and became larger, reflecting the bigger 
footprints of the oice towers below, they 
evolved in style. The earliest ones were 
narrow, precipitous, almost improvised 
spaces, tucked into the classical campa-
niles and Gothic belfries that topped 
those pioneering buildings; the decks 
were reached through tiny penthouse el-
evators and steep staircases, in a staged 
ascent not unlike mountaineering. By the 
nineteen- thirties, there were Art Deco 
towers crowned with dreamy cloud rooms, 
half a dozen in all, floating above the city, 
sleek, glamorous realms of the sort associ-
ated with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. 

The views available through the 
wedge-like windows of the spire of the 
Chrysler Building (1930) were limited, 
but the interior observation room, on the 
seventy- first floor, ofered high, crazily 
angled walls, painted stars, and hanging 
Saturn lamps suggesting a celestial plat-
form linking Earth to the heavens. The 
architects of the observation gallery in the 
nine-hundred-and-fifty-two-foot-tall 
Cities Service Building (1932), at 70 Pine 
Street, created a luminous, airy space 
whose skylighted roof and perimeter of 
glazed French doors allowed visitors to 
feel as if they had left the city entirely. 
(Even the elevator disappeared discreetly 
into the floor.) The terraces of 30 Rocke-
feller Plaza (then called the RCA Build-
ing), finished in 1933, and stretching half 

a block east and west, were compared to 
the promenade deck of a transatlantic 
ocean liner, and provided rows of Adiron-
dack chairs for sunbathers and umbrella- 
shaded café tables for brown- bagging 
workers. The eighty-sixth floor of the 
Empire State Building had an Art Mo-
derne observation lounge containing a 
panelled “writing room,” for addressing 
postcards, a tearoom, and a “sunset 
lounge,” whose Belgian-marble bar served 
five kinds of champagne, along with a 
house cocktail, the Empire State, made 
with Amstel bitters, orange bitters, French 
vermouth, Scotch, and dry gin. 

Thanks to its unrivalled height, and 
to “King Kong” (1933), the building be-
came an instant worldwide icon, extend-
ing its fame with a parade of celebrity 
visitors (Albert Einstein, George Ber-
nard Shaw, Queen Elizabeth II) and pub-
licity stunts. The tiny balcony on the 
Singer Tower had accommodated forty 
people; the Empire State, which turned 
its entire quarter-acre roof over to the 
public, hosted nearly a million people in 
its first year. Once the province of local 
visitors, the New York observation deck 
had become a mass tourist attraction. In 
1975, when the enclosed portion of the 
Top of the World observatory opened, 
on the hundred-and-seventh floor of the 
World Trade Center’s South Tower, its 
rubber-mat floors and steel-mesh benches 
evoked a high-school gym more than the 
Queen Mary. This was a facility shaped 
to the demands of processing eight thou-
sand tourists a day rather than ofering 
respite to sun-seeking oice workers.

Not even the awful images associ-
ated with September 11, 2001, damp-
ened the public’s appetite for standing 
atop a skyscraper. By 2012, the Empire 
State Building’s newly remodelled ob-
servation deck was hosting eleven thou-
sand visitors a day, bringing in more an-
nual revenue than all the building’s floors 
of rented oice space combined. The 
Rockefeller Plaza deck reopened in 2005, 
refurbished as Top of the Rock. Last 
year, the One World Observatory, a 
huge, enclosed operation, was unveiled 
at 1 World Trade Center—the first new 
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Flatiron Building

From the Metropolitan Life tower (1909), 
viewed here from the Flatiron, early visitors 

could see one-sixteenth of the U.S. population.
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observation deck to be built in the city 
in forty years. The observation deck 
planned for 30 Hudson Yards, now under 
construction, includes a prowlike open-
air platform cantilevered over the side 
of the tower, a kind of reinterpretation 
of the vertiginous spirit of Manhattan’s 
earliest observation decks. Downtown, 
the intricate complex of rooftop galler-
ies and terraces on the Cities Service 
Building is being renovated into a three-
story lounge and restaurant. 

In a world of digital simulation, what 
is the enduring attraction of actually 
standing on a high building and look-
ing out on the city? Being on top of a 
skyscraper creates a sense of transcen-
dence: the swift rise from the busy streets 
to an environment whose character owes 
less to the city below—its roar reduced 
to near-silence—than to the sensations 
of wind and air and sunlight. (It is this 
spirit, perhaps, that led movies from “On 
the Town” and “An Afair to Remem-
ber” to “Sleepless in Seattle” to co-opt 
these engineering marvels as magical set-
tings for romance.) There is also a sense 
of power, as you comprehend, with sud-
den clarity, the dense and complex land-
scape of the modern city. “Your eleva-
tion transfigures you,” the French 
philosopher Michel de Certeau wrote in 
the late seventies, after a visit to the World 
Trade Center. “It transforms the bewil-
dering world by which you were ‘pos-
sessed’ into a text that lies before your 
eyes. It allows you to read it, like a solar 
eye, looking down like a god.” 

This double identity—a place set half-
way between the worldly city and the 
infinite sky—caught the imagination of 
Helen Keller, an early visitor to the Em-
pire State Building. Standing on the ob-
servation deck, Keller had an experience 
beyond sight. “The little island of Man-
hattan, set like a jewel in its nest of rain-
bow waters, stared up into my face, and 
the solar system circled about my head,” 
she wrote afterward. “Why, I thought, 
the sun and the stars are suburbs of New 
York, and I never knew it! I had a sort 
of wild desire to invest in a bit of real  
estate on one of the planets.” 
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Empire State Building

The observation deck, opened in 1931, 
was known for its celebrity visitors, 

from Josephine Baker to Groucho Marx. 
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Cities Service Building

The observation deck (1932) featured 
open railings intended to let in the 

breezes of the Upper Bay.
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Chrysler Building

An eagle gargoyle peers out below the 
seventy-irst-loor observatory, which 

opened in 1930 and closed in 1945.
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W
hen she was younger she 
could be alone for weeks and 
never realize that it was time 

to miss another person, time to call an-
other person on the phone. Now she 
found herself missing anybody she could 
think of. Nobody had warned her that 
watching her husband hold her baby 
with such care, their faces wordlessly 
opened to each other in admiration, 
would make her feel so alone. Day after 
day she climbed the staircase up to the 
bed and lay on her side, her gut and womb 
positioned directly above the space where 
the two of them usually took their alone 
time together. They might be in love with 
each other, but her body was the causal 
link. Mentally she was older than ever, 
as tired in the morning as if it were the 
end of the day, but this longing for others 
was a smooth pink patch where she felt 
as raw as a child. 

Her name was Karen and she was 
thirty-two years old, but she had a much 
younger face. She had hair to her shoul-
ders and a body like a girl’s, with knobby 
joints. When she pushed her baby 
through the park in a bulky red stroller, 
people watched her with curiosity and 
pity. In her plain but adultlike clothes 
she looked like a teen-age nanny, some-
one from another country who was un-
derpaid and exploited. She was always 
being mistaken for a foreigner.

For the next two weeks her husband 
would be in China, supervising the con-
struction of a government library that 
was being built over the local river. Once 
the building was completed, the most 
beautiful and formerly accessible part of 
the river would be hidden from the view 
of ordinary citizens. She felt lonelier with-
out him around, but while he was away 
she could have her own alone time with 
her daughter. In the hot span of sunlight 
on the sofa, she drew the soft baby to-
ward her. She rested the baby’s small, 
heavy body on her lap and held her head 
in the cup of one hand. She examined 
the baby’s face, an abbreviation of her 
own. But where the eye area and the 
mouth area met was a strange new nose, 
unlike any she had seen in her own fam-
ily or her husband’s. They had named 
the baby Lila, a name that was impossi-
ble for an infant to inhabit, hoping that 
she would grow into it.

Dressed in lavender stripes, the baby 
looked up at her calmly and shut her 

mouth. By six months, infants were sup-
posed to babble freely, but hers had said 
almost nothing. A traumatic or hostile 
home environment could obstruct an in-
fant’s development, but Karen was confi-
dent that she and her husband weren’t 
guilty of that. They got along well, and 
when they fought it was in the style that 
he preferred—sentences clipped, reason-
able but with a harsh and colorless tone. 
There was nothing there that could harm 
a baby, Karen told herself, especially one 
that didn’t even understand words. 

Karen and her husband had met when 
they were young and working in a big-
ger city. One of the best things about 
him was his face, which was handsome 
but not overly so. It was a healthy, nor-
mal face, and when you looked at it you 
could imagine the person it belonged to 
doing any number of harmless things—
pedalling a stationary bicycle, assembling 
a sandwich, listening to music while driv-
ing a car. Just looking at his face was 
enough to make Karen feel that she had 
peered into every crevice of his person-
ality. But when he was away for too long 
she found it diicult to remember how 
the diferent parts of his face fit together, 
even though they had been married for 
almost five years.

Outside the window, men walked past 
berating faceless, bodiless entities on their 
phones. Cars rolled by so slowly that she 
could hear the engine whine in the deep 
center of the machine. It was time to 
begin speaking to the baby, the parent-
ing books warned. At all moments of the 
day she should be linking objects with 
the words that identified them. With-
out a steady stream of well- articulated 
adult speech, an infant might lag in its 
development. Her daughter would essen-
tially remain an animal. Karen wanted to 
begin speaking a steady stream of well- 
articulated language to her baby, but it 
was diicult to articulate. Sometimes 
when she sat still and listened to the in-
side of her mind she became distracted 
by the sound of a gentle rushing, like 
water from a faucet.

From the neighboring apartment 
came a noisy coughing. The cougher was 
an unlikable retiree whom the neighbors 
referred to by his last name, Puldron. 
Each day she watched through the sight-
hole in her door as he shuled over to 
her stack of mail on the entryway table 
to paw piece by piece through her bills 

and catalogues, his blunt fingers pinch-
ing and creasing the flimsy photos of 
stylish outdoor furniture. Sometimes she 
heard the sound of a page being ripped 
out and folded into a tight packet, and 
when she cross-referenced her mutilated 
catalogue with the one online she saw 
that hers was now missing an image of 
a picnic basket or an industrial-style up-
holstered cofee table with wheels. Was 
Puldron trying to keep her from buying 
those objects and putting them in her 
home to make her family complete?

The coughing continued, louder and 
more urgent. It grew and solidified si-
multaneously, like a skyscraper seen from 
an approaching car. Again and again, 
Puldron emptied his throat of sound and 
Karen could hear the wet clutch of his 
throat tube. A muscular ‘gk’ shuddered 
at the edge of the sound, the snag of 
choking. He hacked at the thing trapped 
in him until she found herself standing 
up. She looked down at the small ears 
of her daughter, unavoidably open to the 
world, eagerly capturing the sounds of 
the choking man and turning them in-
ward to shape her soft, growing mind. 

The coughing turned to a wheeze, 
culminated in silence.

Karen went over to the wall and pressed 
her ear to it. Nothing stirred behind the 
white wall, no spasm of mouth or throat. 
It had only been a minute or two, or 
maybe a couple more, since the choking 
started. She bumped her elbow weakly 
against the wall, arms full of daughter. 
“Are you choking?” she shouted. 

If it was true that the smallest unit 
of stimuli could have a formative efect, 
then listening to the death of her neigh-
bor was bound to do horrible things to 
Lila. There could be pyromania, cutting, 
morbid fascination with death—teen-
age perils that Karen could hardly be-
lieve she had experienced, in her own 
past. Thinking about this was like hear-
ing a funny story about something you 
had done while drunk. The worst part 
was that she had already let it happen. 
Lila had heard the whole grisly soundtrack. 
Karen needed to show her something 
beautiful immediately—a swan, a foun-
tain. She propped the baby on the sofa 
and went around the apartment grab-
bing things and throwing them into an 
oversized, floppy bag. She hung the bag 
on the stroller, buckled the little body 
into the seat. At the door she realized 



that she should have called an ambu-
lance, so she took the phone from her 
pocket. It was too late, wasn’t it? 

Karen pulled the door open to escape 
and found Puldron, alive, standing by 
the mail table. Her reaction was relief, 
then irritation. The damage to Lila’s psy-
che had already been done. 

Puldron exhaled wetly and continued 
his work as she pushed by him. He didn’t 
move—there was plenty of room for the 
frantic woman to get by with her ugly 
stroller. He flipped the page, flipped the 
page again, until he found something 
workable. With small, fine movements 
he tugged at the paper, tearing the pic-
ture out along the crease. It was a com-
plicated vase, asymmetrical and made of 
iron: an object with gravity.

While there was nothing ex-
actly wrong with the park, there 

was not much right with it, either. The 
light-colored grass was brittle to the 
touch but between its tufts the earth 
was soft and muddy. Loose bands of 
teen-age boys and girls pawed one 
another, the girls letting out terrifying 
screams and then laughing at Karen 
when she turned to look at them. “That 
lady’s never seen someone have fun in 
her entire life,” one girl said. “She’s, like, 
I’m scared!” another girl shouted. As 

Karen shoved the ugly red stroller over 
the chalky path, she wondered what 
type of body language she was project-
ing. When she left the hospital with 
Lila it seemed as though she had stepped 
onto a diferent planet. People looked 
at her now only to get out of her way. 
If someone stopped to speak to her, lin-
ger on her, it was always a woman—a 
woman with advice on how to mother, 
a woman who wanted to know the ba-
by’s name or age. She had emerged into 
a world made only of women, and al-
though they used a friendly tone, they 
spoke to her as if to a new employee 
whose incompetence was guaranteed. 

Karen was surprised to see herself 
push past the fountain she had intended 
to show Lila. But what would they do 
with the fountain, anyhow? Crouch 
alongside it, peer over its gray lip into 
the fake blue water at a smattering of 
pennies, twigs, the drifting body casings 
of insects. Lift the baby up and dangle 
her over the surface so that she could 
swipe at the dirty water with her hand. 
In a larger sense, all of this would be for-
gotten by the child almost as it was hap-
pening. Even now, as something inside 
her mother unspooled, Lila seemed un-
changed. Her blue eyes reached eagerly 
for the green grass, the rough stones. 
Karen took Lila’s silence as license to 

continue on: the walk was loosening her, 
erasing the ugliness of Puldron’s mouth, 
the compacted feeling that came with 
being at home. 

Instead of the fountain, she would 
take her baby to see the untamed water. 
But there was no real water in this city, 
Karen thought, water you could sink your 
body into to feel more alive. They left 
the park and passed the library, the gro-
cery, an Italian restaurant that Karen 
hadn’t eaten at since she was in college, 
visiting a friend. They passed a bodega 
where a woman sat on a squat stool ar-
ranging attractive, bright-colored oranges 
so that they covered the misshapen, yel-
lowing ones beneath. 

The other mothers she knew were 
envious of Lila’s personality. She scored 
very well on the tests for head-turning, 
object memory, and facial recognition, 
which indicated that she was in the 
process of developing a high I.Q.—but 
she rarely cried or complained, which 
allowed the other mothers to experience 
her as a being of pure adorability, a sponge 
for afection that asked nothing in re-
turn. But the daughter that Karen wanted 
was one who talked, who chattered, who 
would help her become more of a human 
being and remake the world for her 
through her own eyes. “I love you just 
like you are,” she said out loud. 

In Karen’s grip the stroller’s handle-
bar was shaking, twisting left and right 
and left, as though there were someone 
holding on to the front of the stroller, 
pulling it. Lila’s soft white face began to 
crumple, and from its open center came 
a high wail as the contraption shook her 
body. Karen stopped to see what had 
gone wrong, and the apparatus tipped 
forward and drew a lazy arc in the air, 
moving slow and quick at the same time, 
making it look as if the baby were 
diving. By falling onto her knees and 
blindly thrusting her arms out, Karen 
was just able to keep Lila from hitting 
the sidewalk. 

Karen looked at the stroller, at the 
child. The inside of her head felt slow 
with panic, and the sound of her daugh-
ter crying muled her thoughts. A wheel 
had come of—she could see it a few 
yards back—and who knew where the 
piece that held it on had been lost. The 
stroller would have to be left behind; 
she couldn’t carry it and the baby both. 
At the same time, the stroller was so 
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expensive that she knew she would have 
to come back for it. It had a chassis of 
feather-light, heat-resistant titanium, 
and its parts had been manufactured in 
Germany by a company that made some 
of the less important parts of airplanes. 
She and her husband had agreed that 
it was the best model, safe and firmly 
made. When she wheeled it around, 
with its geometric-patterned diaper bag 
and its plastic frame as shiny as a fast-
food playground, she felt bumbling and 
cartoonish.

Karen gathered Lila, red with tears, 
in her arms and began walking. It was 
only a few moments later that she re-
membered to think of a place to go.

In the café in the neighborhood 
where people came mostly to shop, 

there were only two other customers: a 
young man on a laptop, his large head 
squeezed between headphones, and an 
older woman eating a salad who might 
have been a young grandmother. Karen 
ordered a hot tea and sat down at the 
table farthest from both of them. Her 
arms ached, and she had blisters where 
heel and instep met the straps of her 
sandals. She felt guilty. She didn’t want 
to go back for the stroller, but to buy a 
new one would confirm to her husband 
that she was unable to keep valuable 
objects in her possession. “Karen,” he’d 
said tenderly when she lost a good 
sweater that she’d just bought, “you’re a 
net with one big hole in it. Everything 
just slips through you.” 

With her gaze fixed on an empty cor-
ner, Karen adopted the flat facial expres-
sion of someone reading, though she had 
nothing to look at. She slid of her shoes. 
She just wanted to drink the sweet, tepid 
tea and think of nothing. But out of the 
corner of her eye she saw the older woman 
watching her between brief, performa-
tive glances at a magazine. Karen looked 
over, and looked away again too late.

“Did you borrow that shirt from some-
one?” the older woman asked, smiling 
toothily and leaning toward Karen.

“No,” Karen said. It was her own shirt. 
Karen turned to Lila and pretended that 
she was doing something involving and 
important with her. Taking a corner of 
Lila’s soft yellow blanket, she dabbed the 
little face gently, over and over. 

“Well, it’s very nice,” the voice said 
from behind her back. 

Karen felt a tug on her sleeve and 
turned her head. The woman was next 
to her, and rubbing the fabric between 
her middle finger and her thumb. The 
shirt was too big; it was a cotton blend, 
covered in a garish print of lilies and 
strawberries. In fact, Karen hated this 
shirt.

“Thank you,” she said stily, hold-
ing still.

“Has she started to say her words yet?” 
the woman asked, indicating Lila with 
a point of her fork. She reached back to 
her table and brought forth her salad, 
stabbing at it with a plastic fork.

“It’s too early,” Karen admitted. “Too 
early for babbling, even.”

“It’s a lonely time. I know it. You two 
are together all day long, and there’s 
nobody even to say ‘Mm-hmm.’  ” The 
woman laughed.

Karen nodded slowly. 
“I’m Linda. How old are you, honey?” 

Linda asked, holding out her hand.
“Thirty-two,” Karen answered, wip-

ing her sweaty palm on her shorts and 
squeezing Linda’s outstretched hand for 

an instant. Linda smiled and nodded, as 
though she wasn’t surprised. In her green 
silk blouse and pink patterned scarf, she 
was either somebody who understood 
colors very well or someone who didn’t 
understand them at all.

“And you feel a million years old in-
side, am I right?” Linda smiled win-
ningly, her teeth sharply white in the 
dim lighting. Linda reminded Karen 
of a TV mother, someone who always 
gave good advice and probably had 
never been bored, anxious, or confused 
in her life. 

“I don’t know,” Karen said. “I feel 
strange.”

“Well, don’t we all,” Linda said, and 
shrugged as a long, escalating cry began 
to break from the baby. “You live life 
one way for, what, thirty years, you’ve 
just finally, barely gotten used to the 
way life is and then bam!” Linda swiped 
her finger against Lila’s wailing mouth. 
Lila quieted instantly. “They tell you 
that you gotta start learning life all over 
again. Bam! Isn’t that right?” Linda 
winked at Karen, and wiped the front 

“When we circle the wagons, you don’t have to keep signalling.”

• •
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and back of her hand on a napkin.
“How did you do that?” Karen ex-

claimed, truly impressed.
“Oh, just an old family trick. Old, old 

trick,” Linda said, leaning in. “A teensy 
dab of butter on the lips. Tamps them 
down like lambs.” 

Linda was diferent from other moth-
ers Karen had met: when she gave ad-
vice, it wasn’t stufy. She was full of sto-
ries. For every frustration Karen named, 
Linda knew someone who had in fact 
gone through just that problem. Linda 
was a sort of freelance psychoanalyst, 
consultant, therapist, whatever you please. 
Diverse but well-respected people, she 
said, had sought her services for issues 
ranging from their child’s learning dis-
ability to what type of second career they 
should take on. She had just got these 
great new business cards printed on a 
hundred-per-cent-cotton paper, the real 
thing, only she didn’t have any with her 
today. 

As for Karen, what she was deal-
ing with was completely natural. Linda 
pounded her fist on the table in a fun 
way, to make the point: “It’s easy to lose 
yourself in a kid, even easier if you love 
it. Your husband comes back, he’s tired, 
you’re tired, in the end all you have time 
for is a little kiss on the mouth and a 
conversation about what the little baby 
ate that day. Nobody sees you as yourself 
anymore, only as the walking mouth-
piece for that cute bud of flesh. But, let 
me tell you, it gets easier. I know it.” Karen 
tried to think of what her identity- 
restoring ritual might be. Her feet ached, 
her shoes were sweaty. Seated in Karen’s 
lap, Lila reached out a small hand for 
the soiled napkin on the table, grasped 
it vaguely, let it slip back.

“But you can’t let yourself get down 
about not feeling a hundred per cent of 
the time like the new person you’re sup-
posed to be,” Linda added with a con-
cerned tone to her voice, her bangs bob-
bing up and down as she spoke. “It’s 
those expectations, honey. They’ll drive 
you insane.”

Karen nodded. Then she remembered 
the stroller. She had been sitting in the 
café for more than an hour. Linda’s salad 
was long gone.

“Oh, God,” Karen said. “I have to  
go back.”

“Go back where?” Linda asked, 
distracted.

“For the stroller. Part of it broke, 
the wheel’s of, I can’t put the baby back 
in it. Someone’s going to take it if I 
leave it there too long.” Karen didn’t 
trust the people of this city, the city in 
which she lived. In her last city, she 
smiled or waved when she saw strang-
ers looking at her.

“Oh, don’t worry about it! I’ll watch 
the baby,” Linda said, waving her hands 
in the air to show it was no big deal.

Karen hesitated.
“Look, honey,” Linda said. “You  

haven’t got a choice. Life’s like that 
sometimes—you gotta take care of busi-
ness. You’re going to go do your busi-
ness and come right back, and I’ll be 
right here with the little one, reading 
my magazine. It’s the only way.”

“You’re sure?” Karen asked.
“Yes, yes, yes,” Linda said warmly. 

“Just go, I’ll tend to her every need.”
“I’ll just be fifteen minutes,” Karen 

said, embarrassed.
“Yes, yes, yes,” Linda said. “Get out 

of here.”
Karen picked up her tote and looked 

down at Lila, still reaching for the nap-
kin, still failing. Karen took the napkin 
and folded it into a small square, which 
she slipped into the bag. “I’ll be gone 
for a moment,” she said to the infant in 
an upbeat, gentle voice. “And then I’ll 
be back.” She thought. “It means noth-
ing,” she added, tenderly. As she stepped 
out the door she looked back. She ex-

pected to see Linda smiling toothily, 
holding Lila’s little hand and waving it 
around in a semblance of goodbye. In-
stead, Linda was rooting around in her 
handbag for something. Linda and Lila: 
those names went together better than 
Karen and Lila. What would it signify 
if Lila chose to unfurl her first words 
in front of a kind stranger rather than 
her own mother?

Outdoors the sun made her squint 
and the air smelled of cars. Her  

husband would have found a way to  
reclaim the stroller without losing sight 
of the baby. He had always been good 
with logistics, one of those people who  
behaved as though they had the in-
struction manual for the world. Since 
the baby was born, this quality had be-
come exaggerated. Her husband seemed 
crisper and clearer. His jaw was better 
defined and when he moved around the 
kitchen putting cofee mugs back in their 
place his gestures had a mimelike preci-
sion. She was amazed to see him come 
into focus. But sometimes she had the 
feeling that she had come into focus for 
him, too, and what he saw puzzled him. 

The night they brought Lila home, 
Karen had folded a soft striped blanket 
in half and then in half again, making a 
bed for the baby so she could sleep be-
tween their bodies. As she placed it on 
the mattress and pressed into it a baby- 
shaped depression, her husband walked 

KEGGER IN GEORGI BALANCHIVADZE’S BACKYARD

Black bile, yellow bile, blood, phlegm:
we pledged—to divide ourselves up 
and played flip cup to determine
who’d bust a move to begin.

Best not to let the big muscle 
groups take over in classical
training they must be tempered
by the slow-twitch fibres to

support the most natural leaps 
to conclusion. Dance teachers love 
to talk about the magic of muscle 
memory, the notion that, you do it

often enough, the nerves do 
the remembering for you, but
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in. He lunged toward the bed and grabbed 
the blanket from her as if it were a burn-
ing thing. “What do you think you’re 
doing?” he said, his voice rough. “Babies 
die that way,” he said, and hurled the 
blanket at the wall. After they had turned 
out the lights, he rolled over and cov-
ered her in a slew of silent kisses before 
falling asleep. 

As Karen walked back toward the 
corner where she had abandoned the 
stroller, she realized that, for all Linda’s 
talk about mothering and its pressures, 
she had never said explicitly that she had 
children of her own. For all Karen knew, 
Linda was as bad at it as she was.

The stroller was intact, its wheel 
still lying in a patch of marigolds 

several yards back. Nothing was missing 
except a few energy bars and a handker-
chief from the side pouch, which showed 
that somebody willing to steal had de-
cided that the bulky vehicle was not worth 
the trouble. The blisters on Karen’s feet 
had spread to the thick skin of the sole, 
and she knew she wouldn’t make it back 
to the café unless she wrapped her feet 
up. Even so, she felt oddly good as she 
dragged the stroller behind her: a stranger 
watching from across the street might 
have described her as “full of purpose.” 
She felt that Linda had said something 
that she herself had wished to say for 
some time. She had to find herself, in-
side herself, if she was ever going to feel 

connected again to the things she did all 
day. She thought about a friend she once 
had, and the long e-mails they had writ-
ten to each other during their freshman 
year, describing at weekly intervals pre-
cisely how they felt college was chang-
ing them, as though meticulously log-
ging this data could keep it all within 
their control. “I’m leaving you this trail 
of crumbs so you can find me and re-
turn me to myself if I wander too far 
away.” Karen couldn’t remember which 
one of them had written that junk line. 
Now her friend was living in Hollywood, 
a recovering heroin addict 
who never returned any-
body’s calls. 

Karen left the stroller lean-
ing on its empty titanium hub 
outside a drugstore and 
limped inside. At the sound 
of the doors sliding open, the 
cashier at the counter looked 
up, then dismissed her im-
mediately. The cashier was 
carving little marks into the 
checkout counter with a small, pointy 
pair of scissors. Karen limped past light 
bulbs and window cleaner, rejuvenated. 
Even here, in these boring and overlit 
aisles, her new good mood made it feel 
as though anything could happen: she 
could run into a friend or an ex-lover, 
she could receive an important phone 
call, she could have an important thought 
that would make her whole situation  

apparent. She stood in front of the ban-
dages and Band-Aids, taking in all their 
myriad shapes and colors—clear, nude, 
cloth-covered, breathable plastic, pat-
terned with racing cars and cartoon dol-
phins. She read the backs of the boxes: 
all the energy and force she would next 
use to find herself she directed toward 
this first decision, a practice decision. To 
her right, a man watched her, his hands 
in his pockets. He had a nice face, with 
big teeth and ears. When you looked at 
his face, you could see right through it 
to the one he had as a little boy. It was 
easy to imagine him hanging upside down 
on a swing or standing in front of a rose-
bush, swatting at it with a broken-of 
stick. Karen saw him staring at her. She 
thrust forward a package of Band-Aids. 

“Are you looking for these?” she  
demanded.

“Ah, no, sorry,” he said. He paused. 
“It’s just, I think I know you.” He had a 
look on his face as if he were waiting for 
her to complete a sentence.

“From where?” Karen asked. She 
looked more closely at his whole person. 
He wore a white button-down shirt. She 
had always had trouble recognizing peo-
ple she knew when they dressed up for 
work.

He named the college in Connecti-
cut that she had gone to. He had been 
a film major—the film program had 
changed since he’d gone there, he told 
her, it used to deal in concrete skills,  
the mechanics of shooting and editing 

a film. Now it was mostly 
where people went to argue 
about movies. Sometimes 
they invited him back to give 
a talk and he thought about 
refusing, but in the end he 
did it anyway, because if he 
could, in his thirty-minute 
talk, impart any advice on 
how one manipulates the 
substance of film he felt that 
it was his duty. Karen nod-

ded. She relaxed. With his patronizing 
tone and his floppy brown hair, he was 
just the sort of person she used to listen 
to at parties, trying to think of intelli-
gent, psychologically driven questions to 
ask while taking small sips from a cup 
of lukewarm beer. She had always been 
interested in people like this; in their ar-
rogance, they reminded her of the type 
of stylized, opinionated person she might 

that was also Mr. B.’s gloss on
the dissemination of sorostitutes. 

We gave the garden gnomes 
our neon shirts to better wave
our legs in the air, petit-allegro-style
giddy even though the sanguine gals 

don’t menstruate—it’s all good, 
for the man says it keeps us quick
on our backs. Is it wrong that we’re happy
to oblige him? Have you seen the majesty 

of the extended line on in the mirror?
We commit to it because giving in
to the Russian’s unnatural demands gives us 
our regular transubstantiation of Hoc est corpus.

 —Kathleen Heil



have become if she had been a man.
“How about you?” he asked abruptly, 

as if she had vanished suddenly and had 
just now reappeared. 

“Well,” Karen said, “I’m still writing.”
“That’s great. What do you write?” 

He had an interested but slightly lost ex-
pression on his face.

She wrote essays. She had written 
profiles of well-known people—actresses 
and an artist who sculpted glaciers out of 
man-made and toxic materials. She had 
written a long reported article on water 
sanitation. She had ghostwritten a book 
by a comedian whose awkward jokes about 
foreigners were obsolete; all that was left 
to him was to cash in on the stories he 
had of performing with people whose 
more robust fame persisted to this day. 

As Karen spoke, she saw that her old 
classmate was impressed by the things 
she had accomplished. She felt content. 
Talking about work had always made 
her feel more like herself. He asked 
thoughtful questions and she answered 
them, taking up almost all the space in 
the conversation. Something in her was 
eager to expand, to monopolize, to be 
casually selfish, in the way that others 
often were with her. She felt free, in an 

old, almost forgotten way. The happiest 
week of her life had been in college, the 
summer after junior year. She had stayed 
in town working at the library, where she 
catalogued old, miscellaneous photos ac-
cording to the objects or themes they 
contained: Fanaticism, Rhinoceros, Et-
iquette. At the end of August, other stu-
dents who had spent the summer in town 
went home to visit their families for a 
week or two, but Karen’s parents were at 
a convention. So she worked unsuper-
vised in the frosty archive and after work 
she jogged five miles to an old railway 
bridge over the river, where she dangled 
her feet and looked down, watching trash 
and swathes of plant debris pass below. 
When her mother called, she turned her 
phone face down and left it there. She 
would call back several hours later, once 
she was sure her family were all asleep.

She talked and he nodded. Talking 
was easy, as it used to be when she was 
younger and as it would be again in the 
future. This town, which was still for-
eign to her, would become home and 
home would slip into foreignness. It was 
only in this small sliver of her life that 
she would be lonely, and it would pass. 
But then Karen noticed that the man 

was looking at her more intently than 
before. She turned away, a reflex.

“Listen,” he said seriously. “I’m glad 
you’re not still upset, but I wanted to 
apologize.”

“Apologize for what?” Karen asked.
“You know, for what happened that 

last year of school.” He picked a box of 
toothpaste up from the shelf, glanced at 
it, and put it back down. 

Karen searched her college memories 
for times when she had been wronged. 
Most of her life, she felt, had been spent 
alone in rooms. 

“I don’t know,” she said. 
“For the video. I hear it messed you 

up.” Karen could tell he was annoyed 
that she was making him reassemble 
the whole situation in words. “The video 
of you,” he said. “The one I used for 
class. I know it seemed exploitative, but 
the idea was to implicate myself. About 
being male in the cultural moment of 
the sex tape.”

“No,” Karen said. “I don’t think any-
thing like that’s happened to me.”

He looked at her in disbelief.
“I don’t think I’m who you’re think-

ing of,” Karen said slowly. “When ex-
actly were you there?”

It became clear that he had gradu-
ated several years after her; they hadn’t 
even overlapped. She had a young face 
for her age, or he had an old one. They 
stood in the toothpaste-Band-Aid aisle 
feeling uncomfortable. To Karen he was 
worse than a stranger: she knew with 
certainty that something weird lurked 
inside him. He sensed her change in at-
titude and stuck his hands back in his 
pockets. “What did you mean, ‘the cul-
tural moment of the sex tape’?” Karen 
asked. He didn’t seem to hear her. Al-
ready he seemed a mile away—he was 
closing up as she watched. 

“What did you do?” Karen asked. She 
stared at him.

 “I don’t remember,” he said, uncon-
vincingly. “It was forever ago.” 

Karen suddenly realized that she 
hadn’t thought of her husband in more 
than an hour. Had he thought of her, 
even once?

The sun was setting behind the 
cross-hatching of oak trees as Karen 

dragged the empty, tilting stroller toward 
the café as quickly as she could. The sight 
of the intent, ferocious-looking woman “He’s an indoor cat.”
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with the empty stroller alarmed the 
people she passed, but Karen didn’t no-
tice. She was truly ready to go home. 
It seemed incredible to her that just a 
few hours earlier she had thought that 
staying in that apartment for another 
second could kill her. Now she knew 
that she would become irreparably 
warped if she spent another minute out 
here. She felt as if she were deep un-
derwater, desperately stroking up to-
ward the surface, toward light and  
air. She had no idea how far away it 
might be.

She’d get back to the café, thank 
Linda for her time, and hurry her baby 
home. Home was still a safe space. Ev-
erything had gone well there, in the 
end. Puldron was alive, he hadn’t choked, 
not completely. And, even if he had, 
the choking was just another corporeal 
encounter, the body articulating itself 
around the obstacle of that which 
choked it. It didn’t mean anything more 
than that. The word “express” derived 
from the medieval Latin “expressare,” 
meaning to “press out” or “obtain by 
squeezing.” The word had once been 
used as a term for extortion. It was pos-
sible that to cough, to choke, was the 
root of all speech: the urgent need to 
evacuate something whose internality 
threatened to kill you. To express your-
self or be expressed by extruding words. 
It was just a bodily function, like sweat-
ing or throwing up. Sometimes you felt 
relief afterward, but there was no point 
in doing it unless you had to. Lila would 
speak on her own schedule, when the 
small, mild experiences she was accu-
mulating finally coalesced into some-
thing she needed to expel.

The past was just a place where un-
controlled freaks you had never con-
sciously decided to include in your  
life entered it anyway and staggered 
around, breaking things. Compared 
with the gentle, competent family she 
had chosen, they were monsters. Even 
someone like Linda, seemingly so warm 
and lively, was an unknown. Though 
Karen had felt happy and connected 
after talking to her, when she reflected 
on their conversation she realized that 
they had spoken mostly about Linda 
herself, mostly in glowing terms, with-
out Karen’s learning anything concrete 
that would make her real. Since grad-
uating from college, since getting en-

gaged and then married, since moving 
to this new, worse city, Karen had 
mourned her growing isolation. She 
had longed for the unpredictable, hap-
hazard quality that other people had, 
which she had found beautiful. But 
what seemed more beautiful to her now 
was the new being, unsullied, perfect 
in every way, whose entire existence so 
far had unfolded under her gaze. 

As she rounded the corner to the 
block where she would find the café, 
Karen saw that something had gone 
on. In the vivid blue dusk, flashes of a 
brighter blue alternated with hot red, 
electrifying the trunks of trees and the 
sides of buildings. A few people milled 
around talking, while others walked 
past as though everything were just as 
it should be. With a terrified expres-
sion on her face, Karen ran with the 
ugly stroller, her feet festooned with 
Band-Aids, toward police cars up ahead. 

As she came close she saw, first, a 
policewoman with a short blond po-
nytail, then her partner, who had a note-
pad, and then a potbellied man explain-
ing something to him with vigorous 
gestures. She saw the vehicles dou-
ble-parked by the entrance to the café, 
where the lights were on and the barista 
slid a rag along the counter. There was 
no sign of Linda, or of her garish pinks 

and greens: Linda was gone. The light 
was ending. And then in the arms of a 
policeman standing in the yellow sheet 
of light cast by a street lamp that had 
just come on—she saw Lila, she saw 
her baby. She squirmed gently, held by 
a stranger. Linda had left her there, 
gone about her own business. With a 
shudder, Karen thought of the strang-
er’s hands, the strange hot arms.

Inside the baby, something was tak-
ing shape. There were colors and planes, 
indistinct, as if viewed through a thick 
layer of water. There was dimness and 
cold, the unmoored perception of bright 
blue and red, flashing. The baby watched 
as her mother came toward her with a 
face full of terror. The two eyes large 
and wild, the mouth pouring. With her 
gentle mind, the baby took in the face 
and waited, waited as it sank slowly to 
the top of a pile of things without 
names, waited for the noisy world to 
become still once more. It was all col-
lecting inside there, gathering like dust, 
building, building up, until someday 
there would be enough for some part 
to pierce the surface of her silence and 
gasp out a piece of what lay beneath. 
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Alexandra Kleeman discusses other episodes 
from Karen’s life.

“We just need your e-mail address so we can e-mail  
you all day every day for the rest of your life.”
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THE CRITICS

A CRITIC AT LARGE

SEX AND SEXIER
The Hays Code wasn’t all bad.

BY DAVID DENBY

In “Baby Face” (1933), one of the most 
pungent movies ever made in Hol-

lywood, Barbara Stanwyck plays Lily, 
a young woman raised in a speakeasy 
next to a Pennsylvania steel mill. Her 
father pimps her out to workers and 
local pols, but she fights of the men 
who want her—though not, we are 
given to understand, all of them. The 
point is that she chooses. The perfor-
mance is classic early Stanwyck: the 
slouching walk, the acetylene voice, the 
eyes that lock onto a man in contempt 
and then soften at will into mock- desire. 
Lily is a near-slattern looking to find 
her pride. In town, a German cobbler, 
who reads Nietzsche in his spare time, 
scolds her for lacking the “will to 
power.” He tells her, “You have power 
over men. . . . Use men to get the things 
you want.” 

So Lily goes to New York, gets a 
job at a large midtown bank, and im-
mediately begins sleeping her way to 
the top. (Literally: in between short 
scenes of seduction, the camera tilts up 
the outside of the bank building, as she 
ascends from the personnel department 
to filing and on to mortgages.) After 
two of her lovers wind up dead, she 
nabs the bank founder’s grandson 
(George Brent), and attains jewelry, 
furs, Paris, a maid, and a chaufeured 
car. When he gets in trouble at his com-
pany, she refuses to sell her jewels to 
save him. Stanwyck, her blond hair 
ironed flat, sets her lower lip in defiance, 
and says, “I can’t do it. I’ve got to think 
of myself. I’ve gone through a lot to get 
those things.” In the end, however, Lily 
redeems herself, keeps her man, and 
emerges if not rich then, at least, happy. 

That’s the original conclusion of 

“Baby Face,” which appears in the re-
stored version of the film. But, in 1933, 
after censors banned the movie in sev-
eral big cities, Warner Bros., which 
produced it, did some quick reshoot-
ing and forced a punitive ending on 
Lily, in which she loses everything. At 
the same time, the studio left the mov-
ie’s general aura of corruption—sex for 
favors and much else—intact. The pic-
ture hovers between a celebration of a 
woman’s will and a dirty joke. Are the 
attitudes in “Baby Face” realistic or 
merely cynical? Perhaps they’re both. 

According to the film historian 
Thomas Doherty, in his excellent “Pre-
Code Hollywood” (1999), the rushed 
changes to a finished film helped per-
suade Hollywood that it might have 
to think seriously about censorship. In 
the early nineteen-thirties, “Baby Face” 
was hardly the only picture to create a 
scandal. There were other films de-
voted to “bad girls,” such as “Red-
Headed Woman,” in which Jean Har-
low, working with a script by Anita 
Loos, starred as an unstoppable and 
unpunished home-wrecker; and “The 
Story of Temple Drake,” from the 
Faulkner novel “Sanctuary,” in which 
a Southern belle (a sensational Mir-
iam Hopkins) lives with a gangster for 
a while before returning to respectabil-
ity. Then, there were Mae West’s hap-
pily lewd provocations “I’m No Angel” 
and “She Done Him Wrong,” in which 
she looks men up and down, takes her 
choice, and turns sex into an ever- 
ripening insinuation. Marlene Die-
trich, in the movies she made with the 
director Josef von Sternberg and the 
screenwriter Jules Furthman, especially 
“Blonde Venus,” accepts some of the 

men who hurl themselves at her and 
discards others. Dietrich’s beauty was 
masked in careless insolence. “Moral-
ity,” in any ordinary sense of the word, 
didn’t apply to her. 

These movies, with their sardonic 
bluntness and their suggestive dialogue, 
were made in pre-Code Hollywood, 
the brief, giddy period that lasted from 
1930 to 1934. The phrase is actually a 
misnomer: there were local censors, in 
states and cities, almost from the be-
ginning of the movies, and a set of 
moral standards, promoted by film ex-
ecutives, had existed since 1922. In the 
early thirties, however, conventional 
notions of female virtue were brushed 
aside by box-oice hunger. What, be-
sides greed, explains the flagrancies of 
the period? Sound had arrived in 1927, 
and, after a couple of awkward years, 
the film image, at first pinioned by the 
microphone, broke gloriously free. Sud-
denly, audiences were engulfed by au-
dible moving pictures, enchanted by a 
rush of city voices and city sounds, in-
cluding gunfire, tapping feet, and tap-
ping keys. In movies, the Roaring Twen-
ties made the most noise in the early 
thirties. Newspaper comedies were 
among the popular genres, and also 
gangster movies (“Scarface,” “The Pub-
lic Enemy”), musicals (“42nd Street,” 
“Love Me Tonight”), horror and “ex-
ploration” films (“Dracula” and the 
racist, semi-nude “Tarzan” series), and 
turbulent melodramas (“Three on a 
Match,” “Rain”). 

Many of these films are vital, tough, 
and likable. But it’s the pre-Code mov-
ies about women that are the most re-
markable now, in part because their sex-
ual attitudes don’t fit into any obvious A
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Censorship put an end to such provocative potboilers as “Baby Face” but ushered in comedies like “The Thin Man.”

ILLUSTRATION BY CRISTIANA COUCEIRO



political or moral pattern. Feminist film 
critics have embraced the period for its 
self-determined women and its eager 
acknowledgment of female sexuality. Yet 
these freedoms didn’t always work out 
so well for women. The atmosphere of 
the movies could be crude. There’s an un-
mistakably sour element of male mock-
ery in the portrait of Lily’s opportun-
ism in “Baby Face.” (The original poster 
described it as a “man-to-man story of 
a man-to-man girl.”) For good and for 
ill, the Mae West classics are redolent 
of the whiskey-and-tobacco- juice reek 
of nineteenth-century saloons. For every 
movie like “Red Dust” (1932), in which 
Harlow and Clark Gable tussled in the 
steaming M-G-M jungle—moments 
of what you might call healthy open 
sex—there were many films that were 
merely naughty or mildly voyeuristic. 

The pre-Code cinema was full of 
women undressing, in negligees, or 

“scantily clad,” like the chorines in 
“Gold Diggers of 1933,” lined up for 
one of Busby Berkeley’s geometrical 
dance numbers. In the “Gold Diggers” 
movies (they were a series), penniless 
young women, with a sigh, seek their 
fortune among the tuxedoed gents 
who prowl the back stages of Broad-
way, and a few of them find love with 
the sappy, stagestruck juvenile Dick 
Powell. The mercenary sex in these 
Depression-era movies comes of as 
both a survivalist tactic and a repeated 
joke. Claudette Colbert was one of 
the most appealing people ever to be-
come a movie star, but, sitting naked 
in bubbling asses’ milk in “The Sign 
of the Cross” (1932), Cecil B. De Mille’s 
ludicrous Christian morality play of 
the Roman era, she’s trapped by the 
director’s hypocritical lasciviousness.

The studios went after the box 
oice in the most direct way. But, after 

1934, when censorship seriously came 
into efect, more imaginative people 
made better movies and still scored 
at the box oice. Censorship can crip-
ple, inhibit, and destroy, but, in forc-
ing artists to invent, it can liberate, 
too. Now that it scarcely exists, we 
can see that we may have lost as much 
as we’ve won. 

The movie-censorship story is 
one of starts and stops, halfhearted 

attempts, and a public caught between 
Victorian standards and an eager de-
sire to see the forbidden. In “The Kiss,” 
a twenty-second film from 1896, the 
Broadway team of John C. Rice and 
May Irwin re-created, in closeup, the 
amorous conclusion to a play that they 
had recently starred in. Rice throws his 
head back, smoothes his mustache, 
clasps Irwin’s face, and plants his lips 
on hers. A critic of the time wrote that 
“the spectacle of the prolonged pastur-
ing on each other’s lips was hard to 
bear. When only life-sized, it was pro-
nounced beastly. Magnified to gargan-
tuan proportions and repeated three 
times over, it is absolutely disgusting.” 
No less a sexual prophet than D. H. 
Lawrence, writing more than thirty 
years later, was shocked by couples kiss-
ing on the big screen, which he thought 
“pornographical,” and likely to “excite 
men and woman to secret and sepa-
rate masturbation.” 

During the past hundred years or 
so, what audiences will accept—and 
what they want—in sexual represen-
tation has moved in a more or less con-
tinuous line of increased explicitness, 
with each new liberty seeming to push 
the earlier prohibitions back into the 
moral infancy of American society. 
Today, much of the sexual imagery that 
alarmed the censors seems trivial, the 
alarm itself near-hysterical. A recent 
book on movie censorship, Jeremy Gelt-
zer’s “Dirty Words and Filthy Pictures” 
(University of Texas), is mainly devoted 
to the many cases of prohibition, large 
and small, and the very slow but steady 
expansion of legal protections for the 
film industry. Geltzer, a movie-loving 
lawyer, has written what is, in efect, a 
guide to the moral presumptions of 
those who felt emboldened to speak 
for the movie audience. 

In Chicago, in 1913, a former military 
“I just called to say I love you, but come to think  

of it—can I borrow some money?”
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man known as Major Funkhouser as-
sumed the task, with municipal back-
ing, of forbidding movies that were 
guilty, in his words, of “exploiting 
crime, showing the degradation of 
women, making a hero of a criminal, 
or ridiculing authority.” He quickly 
overplayed his hand—he even found 
fault with adaptations of Dickens—
and was parodied, for his eforts, as 
Bughouser, in a 1915 film called “Prun-
ing the Movies.” Funkhouser didn’t 
last long, but his working assumptions 
survived for decades. After banning 
some films of people dancing (the tur-
key trot and the tango), he said that 
“the objection is not based so much 
upon these pictures in themselves, but 
upon the efect they would have on 
thousands of young people.” He op-
erated on the theory of imitative be-
havior—the notion that an audience, 
particularly a young audience, will copy 
what it has seen on film. 

During the First World War, Hol-
lywood production companies began 
to challenge the censors. Yet the courts, 
including the Supreme Court, in the 
landmark 1915 case Mutual Film Cor-
poration v. Industrial Commission of 
Ohio, refused to aford movies the 
shield they needed—protection under 
the First Amendment. The movies, 
the Court ruled, were a business like 
any other, and therefore states should 
be allowed, as Geltzer puts it, to “reg-
ulate, license, and censor motion pic-
tures as an exercise of po-
lice power to protect the 
social welfare of a commu-
nity.” Censorship in this 
period was haphazard, 
intermittent, arbitrary, and 
often senseless. In 1915, 
D. W. Griith’s “Birth of 
a Nation” was banned for 
its bigotry in some cities 
but not in others. 

The one consistent strain 
was the prohibition of female sexual-
ity. Theda Bara’s semi-undressed “vamp” 
movies were cut, and serious dramatic 
films about adultery were banned, along 
with trivial nudie films aimed at big-
city male audiences. Also rejected was 
a film called “Birth Control” (1917), 
made by Margaret Sanger, the founder 
of Planned Parenthood, in which she 
goes among the urban poor and ofers 

the implicit message that their lot would 
be better if they had fewer children.  
In New York, the movie was deemed 
ofensive to “public decency.” The cen-
sors objected to Sanger’s advocacy of 
birth control, but one wonders if they 
weren’t alarmed by female sexuality 
itself.

For the industry, which was eager 
to set up and sustain national-distri-
bution networks, the local interven-
tions were a nuisance; what it really 
feared was federal legislation. In 1922, 
the studios’ trade-and-lobbying group, 
the Motion Pictures Producers and 
Distributors Association (which be-
came the Motion Picture Association 
of America, in 1945), recruited the aus-
tere conservative Will H. Hays, who 
had been the Postmaster General 
during the Harding Administration, 
as its president. Hays’s job was to ad-
minister morals and to front for the 
industry. He succeeded in warding of 
federal censorship, but—the interven-
tion on “Baby Face” notwithstanding—
the moral control of the movies was 
little more than a verbal agreement 
among producers. 

Nothing serious in the way of a pro-
duction code was composed until 1930, 
when Father Daniel Lord, a Jesuit 
priest, and Martin Quigley, a Catho-
lic layman and the publisher of movie 
trade journals, stepped forward and de-
vised a set of standards based on Cath-
olic theology and practice. Thomas 

Doherty insists that the 
Lord-Quigley document—
which became the Hays 
Code—was not “a grunted 
jeremiad from bluenose 
fussbudgets, but a polished 
treatise representing long 
and deep thought in aes-
thetics, education, commu-
nication theory, and moral 
philosophy.” The Code 
prohibited profanity, licen-

tious or suggestive nudity, sexual per-
versions, and rape. But one of the prod-
ucts of long and deep thought was the 
elimination of any suggestion that a 
man and a woman ever went to bed 
together. According to the Code, “Even 
within the limits of pure love, certain 
facts have been universally regarded by 
lawmakers as outside the limits of safe 
presentation.” As a result, for more than 

twenty years, married couples in the 
movies slept in separate beds. 

Initially, Hays’s regulators had lit-
tle power of enforcement. In “I’m No 
Angel,” Mae West, confronted by a 
batch of men from her past, says, “All 
right, I’m the sweetheart of Sigma Chi. 
So what?” She might have been taunt-
ing the censors. Her films, and mov-
ies like “Baby Face” and the sensation-
ally violent “Public Enemy,” caused 
Catholic groups to form the Legion 
of Decency, in 1933, which crusaded 
against Hollywood as a moral threat 
to the nation. Women’s groups also 
took a stand against “depravity.” In 
1934, an influential report based on 
psychological and sociological research 
(and eventually published with great 
success as “Our Movie-Made Chil-
dren”) traced bad actions to suggestive 
and violent movies. The theory of im-
itative behavior was now empowered 
by the authority of science as well as 
by common outrage. 

When the Roosevelt Administra-
tion took power, in 1933, it hinted that 
federal censorship might be in the 
works. The M.P.P.D.A. got serious at 
last and appointed Joseph Breen, a for-
mer newspaperman and a prominent 
Catholic layman, to administer the 
1930 Code, causing Variety to announce 
that Breen was the “supreme pontif 
of picture morals from now on.” The 
movies, as the historian Francis G. 
Couvares put it, were “an industry 
largely financed by Protestant bank-
ers, operated by Jewish studio execu-
tives, and policed by Catholic bureau-
crats.” Breen ended up staying in the 
job for twenty years. A sophisticated 
man, he wanted to control the subtext 
of movies as well as their explicit con-
tent. The necessary solution—which 
was probably obvious to everyone in 
Hollywood at the time of “Baby 
Face”—was pre-censorship. Breen’s 
oice, the Production Code Admin-
istration, read screenplays before they 
went into production, demanded 
changes, and issued a seal of approval 
to the finished product only if it  
met Code standards. To the theory of 
imitative behavior Breen added the 
practice of moral compensation: sin 
could be shown in movies, but it had 
to be punished. For years, few adulter-
ous women managed to escape such 



calamities as prostitution or losing a 
child or driving of a clif. 

By the end of Breen’s first year, the 
freewheeling sexual atmosphere of the 
cinema had been efectively smoth-
ered. Mae West, the box-oice champ 
in 1933, was replaced, in 1934, by Shir-
ley Temple, and was thereafter tamed 
and marginalized. Dietrich’s career in 
movies wasn’t over, but it was dimin-
ished. (She subsequently triumphed 
as a cabaret star whose persona com-
bined willfulness and regret.) The 
“morals” embedded in the Code were 
foolish and hypocritical, yet these semi-
inane standards had an extraordinary 
efect. Producers, directors, and writ-
ers were forced to create sex without 
sex, to produce sexual tension by work-
ing around the prohibitions, extend-
ing every manner of preliminary to 
sex. In efect, censorship created plot, 
and in the process yielded one of  
the greatest of American film genres: 
thirties romantic comedy, includ-
ing the dizzier versions celebrated as 
screwball comedy. Sex became play—
even, at best, a springlike flourishing 
of fantasy and grace, expressed, most 
romantically, in the movies of Fred 
Astaire and Ginger Rogers, in which 
sex became dance and was transmuted 
into endless variations on the themes 
of seduction, submission, revolt, and 
happiness. 

If sexual frankness disappeared, taw-
driness went with it, and the old fables 
of domination were replaced by a new 
creation: the couple, two people matched 
in beauty and talent who enjoy each 
other’s company more than anything 
else in the world. There was actually a 
perfect transitional movie, “The Thin 
Man,” from the Dashiell Hammett 
novel, shot very quickly, in early 1934, 
and released just before the Code went 
into efect. Nick and Nora Charles 
(William Powell and Myrna Loy), a 
wealthy couple, drink their way through 
the day and solve a complicated mur-
der case when they feel like it. Powell, 
with his clipped mustache, his deep 
voice, his invariable suit, tie, and hat, 
and his perfect indiference to every-
thing but Myrna Loy, was a genera-
tion’s ideal of American suavity. Loy, 
tall and elegant, had music in her voice, 
a mocking inquisitiveness that became 
an informal, American-style version of 

irony. The film’s screenwriters, Albert 
Hackett and Frances Goodrich, a mar-
ried couple, elaborated on Hammett’s 
dialogue, which itself was a worked-up 
version of the drink-fuelled back-and-
forth of the writer and Lillian Hell-
man, his longtime girlfriend. When 
Nick and Nora are with other people, 
they speak to each other in telegraphic 
gestures and put-ons. Sex has never 
been more beautifully displaced.

“The Thin Man” set the tone of 
high-style romantic movies. In the ra-
diant dress-for-dinner comedy “Hol-
iday” (1938), based on Philip Barry’s 
Broadway play, Cary Grant is Johnny 
Case, a young banker who hesitates 
before settling down to marriage with 
a starchy heiress, Julia (Doris Nolan). 
When he goes to the Fifth Avenue 
mansion where Julia’s family lives, he’s 
drawn to her unhappy sister, Linda 
(Katharine Hepburn), who immedi-
ately tests his sense of humor—the 
main thing she requires in a man. Here, 
sex is transmuted into jokes. The 
put-on functions centrally in these 
movies for people who are too bright 
to be literal-minded. Johnny passes 
Linda’s test, and the director, George 

“I try not to judge people by the actions of their state government.”

• •

Cukor, turns their rapport into a se-
ries of performances designed to ex-
clude everyone else. The great Hep-
burn takes enormous risks: Linda goes 
into long arias of complaint and fan-
tasy and hope, which, directed at 
Johnny alone, become a way of ofer-
ing herself and of demanding, even in-
sisting, on a response. For women, the 
screenwriting strategies created out of 
the Code were a net gain. Unlike the 
pre-Code goddesses, vamps, and bad 
girls, who crooned or spoke in snarls 
and wisecracks, the post-Code women 
could talk. 

In efect, the Code licensed plea-
sure in a woman’s words, in her tem-
perament, and even in her laugh. In 
“My Man Godfrey” (1936), Carole 
Lombard delivers goofy tirades in which 
she seems to be gleefully discovering 
the corners of her mind as she makes 
her way toward sense. The screenplays 
for such films were written by men and 
women brought from the East, includ-
ing George S. Kaufman, Edna Ferber, 
Morrie Ryskind, Ben Hecht, Norman 
Krasna, and Donald Ogden Stewart, 
many of them veterans of the Broad-
way theatre, where starring actresses 
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often dominated the season and had 
the clout to get plays financed.

The romantic ideal was so power-
ful that it held together the flimsi-
est of plots. The underrated direc- 
tor Mitchell Leisen twice worked  
with screenplays in which ridiculous 
circumstances confine a man and a 
woman to a room. They can’t have 
sex, of course, even though beds, pri-
vacy, good looks—all the usual in-
ducements—are there. In Leisen’s 
charming, now forgotten comedy 
“Hands Across the Table” (1935), Car-
ole Lombard is Regi, a gold-digging 
manicurist calculating her moves from 
a salon in a posh New York hotel. 
There she meets Fred MacMurray’s 
cocky bachelor, Theodore Drew III, 
who seems loaded (he’s actually broke). 
He wants to escape his fiancée, an 
heiress who treats him as a gigolo, so 
Regi lets him stay at her apartment, 
and they hide out there together, like 
a couple of fugitives. 

The absurd artifice of their situa-
tion doesn’t prevent the audience from 
fervently longing to see them get to-
gether. MacMurray, who is best known 
for the obsessed sap he played a de-
cade later, in “Double Indemnity” (Stan-
wyck’s vicious, ankle-sexy adulteress 
pulls him in), is lean and fast-talking 
here, a man who takes nothing seri-
ously and converts the hard-pressed 
working girl to his way of dealing with 
the world. He’s relentless in his frivol-
ity. Yet, near the end, there’s a startling 
moment. Drew needs to fake a Ber-
muda tan in order to convince his 
fiancée that he’s been away, so he grum-
blingly strips of his shirt, and Regi 
turns a sun lamp on him. As he lies 
face down, she touches his back, and 
Lombard registers a shocked expres-
sion, as if she were wounded in some 
way. Censorship helped create art, but 
a little bit of flesh in these eros-free 
zones ofers a thrilling intimation of 
what freedom from censorship might 
look like. 

In 1952, movies finally received First 
Amendment protection from the 

Supreme Court. A year earlier, New 
York State censors had banned dis-
tribution of “The Miracle,” a mag-
nificent short Italian film (part of 
“L’Amore”), directed by Roberto Ros-

sellini, in which a dreamy girl (Anna 
Magnani), who believes herself to be 
the Virgin Mary, has an encounter with 
a con man (Federico Fellini), calling 
himself St. Joseph, and becomes preg-
nant. The ban was appealed, and the 
case eventually reached the Supreme 
Court, where Justice Tom C. Clark 
wrote in the majority decision, “We 
hold only that under the First and 
Fourteenth Amendments a state may 
not ban a film on the basis of a cen-
sor’s conclusion that it is sacrilegious.” 
Sacrilege was hardly the only ofense 
prohibited by the Hays Code, but 
within a few years this attack on one 
corner of the prohibitions had the efect 
of destabilizing the rest. 

Joseph Breen retired in 1954, and, 
bit by bit, hitherto forbidden scenes— 
a bare breast here, an “adult” theme 
there—made their way, after tortuous 
negotiation with the Production Code 
oice, into finished movies. In 1959, 
United Artists and Billy Wilder re-
leased “Some Like It Hot”—which 
features a barely clothed Marilyn Mon-
roe, a riot of cross-dressing, and innu-
merable double- and triple-entendres—
without a seal of approval. The same 
year, Otto Preminger dealt candidly 
with rape in “Anatomy of a Murder.” 
By the late sixties, an expanding social 
tolerance joined simple fatigue with 
the hypocrisies of the Code and an in-
creasing disdain for the intelligence of 
censors. In art, the good as well as the 
wicked get punished; in life, how we 
behave is determined by a world of in-
fluences and inclinations. At the mov-
ies, we bring with us what family and 
personal history and society have made 
of us. The theory of imitative behav-
ior began to fade. 

But what to make of freedom? To 
put it mildly, manners have altered 
since the thirties; no one dresses for 
dinner in Silicon Valley. Candor, in-
formality, and directness have dissolved 
not only prohibitions but also defen-
sible standards. Language in movies 
became edgier, until the edge disap-
peared altogether. In matters of sex, a 
new orthodoxy of enlightenment and 
acceptance has triumphed, at least in 
the world of entertainment, leaving 
the marketplace and native intelligence 
as the sole, and uncertain, guides. In 
the commercial cinema, some bans 

still exist (male genitalia remain cov-
ered), but the Internet has changed 
the audience for movies, shredding 
the old arguments over censorship and 
the protection of the innocent. Only 
child pornography is now forbidden 
by law. 

Sex censorship is virtually a dead 
issue, but the demands of art remain 
as implacable as ever. A movie like 
“Blue Is the Warmest Color” (2013), 
the explicit and savvy French erotic 
drama, will likely never be made by 
the American commercial cinema. 
Americans do lecherous, of-color com-
edy with great gusto, but they tend to 
get nervous about sensuality and erot-
icism. The farcical “Fifty Shades of 
Grey” depended on the ritualized stu-
pidity of soft-core porn, crossed with 
romance- fiction fantasy. Christian Grey 
has a castle overlooking Seattle, a plea-
sure dungeon, and, in place of teams 
of white horses, planes and fancy cars. 
He plays Chopin naked in the middle 
of the night, but he can’t bear to be 
touched. 

Amy Schumer got rid of this kind 
of nonsense in last year’s “Trainwreck,” 
which she wrote and Judd Apatow di-
rected. As “Amy,” Schumer makes every 
kind of lewd joke about sex and about 
herself, and some critics have hailed 
her as a modern feminist icon—a neu-
rotically self-revealing descendant, let’s 
say, of Stanwyck’s impervious Lily, in 
“Baby Face.” Amy certainly chooses 
her men. Yet the point of “Trainwreck,” 
starting with the title, is that a sexu-
ally self-determined woman can wind 
up a mess. The old story conventions 
for romance have mostly been de-
stroyed, and a comic artist like Schumer 
stands on a narrative wasteland, look-
ing for a path. When Amy rejects her 
disorderly way of life, and learns to 
accept “commitment,” it seems a failure 
of artistic nerve. For women as sex-
ual beings, freedom has never been 
more appealing yet so balingly dii-
cult to achieve. 

1

Love Is a Wonderful Thing Dept.

From the Oak Harbor (Wash.) Whidbey News-
Times.

     At 7:59 p.m., a Timberline Road resident 
reported that her mother has been prowling 
around and trying to plant things to get her 
into trouble.
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INSURANCE MAN
The life and art of Wallace Stevens.

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL
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P aul Mariani’s excellent new 
book, “The Whole Harmonium: 

The Life of Wallace Stevens” (Simon & 
Schuster), is a thrilling story of a mind, 
which emerges from a dispiriting story of 
a man. It’s hard to think of a more vivid 
illustration of T. S. Eliot’s principle of 
the separation between “the man who 
sufers and the mind which creates.” For 
most of his life, Stevens was an elabo-
rately defended introvert in a three-piece 
suit, working as a Hartford insurance 
executive. He came slowly to a mastery 
of language, form, and style that revealed 
a mind like a solar system, with abstract 
ideas orbiting a radiant lyricism. Mar-

iani persuasively numbers Stevens among 
the twentieth-century poets who are 
both most powerful and most refined 
in their eloquence, along with Rilke, 
Yeats, and Neruda. He is certainly the 
quintessential American poet of the 
twentieth century, a doubting idealist 
who invested slight subjects (the weather, 
often) with oracular gravitas, and grand 
ones (death, frequently) with capering 
humor. 

Stevens’s first book, the ravishing 
“Harmonium,” which contains “Sunday 
Morning,” “The Snow Man,” “Thirteen 
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” “An-
ecdote of the Jar,” “The Emperor of Ice-

Cream,” and most of the rest of his poems 
that people still read—if they read any 
of them—came out in 1923, when he 
was forty-four. His next book, “Ideas of 
Order,” published thirteen years later, 
features what may be the finest Amer-
ican modern poem: “The Idea of Order 
at Key West.” (It gets my vote, with 
perfectly paced beauty that routinely 
squeezes tears from me.) His subsequent 
work, which abounded until his death, 
in 1955, is less familiar, because most of 
it is gruellingly diicult; the great mind 
finally spiralled in on itself, like a rumi-
native Narcissus. It takes heroic stamina 
to get through “Notes Toward a Su-
preme Fiction” and other of the late long 
poems, which American literary culture 
coped with at the time by loading Ste-
vens with every possible prize, honor, 
and encomium. Since then, his reputa-
tion has stood as a windswept monu-
ment, tended by professors.

Mariani, an accomplished New En-
gland poet himself, with an unstressed 
Catholic bent, has written well-received 
biographies of William Carlos Williams, 
Hart Crane, Robert Lowell, John Ber-
ryman, and Gerard Manley Hopkins. 
He has a prehensile feel for the roots 
and branches of literary modernism, 
exemplary taste in what he chooses to 
quote, and a real gift for exegesis, un-
packing poems in language that is nearly 
as eloquent as the poet’s, and as clear as 
faithfulness allows. 

Something like a flame comes of the 
page (page 71, to be exact) of “The Whole 
Harmonium” when Mariani quotes lines 
from Stevens’s first published mature 
poetry, a waltz-timed passage that be-
gins, “An odor from a star.” It appeared 
in 1914, when Stevens was thirty-four. 
Up to that point in the story, we have 
attended the growth of a restless child 
into a skittish adult. Thereafter, the book 
switches back and forth between Ste-
vens’s seraphic art and his plodding life. 
But they merge as sides of a coin: phil-
osophical, in his continual grappling 
with implications of the death of God—a 
loss that he tried to remedy by making 
poetry stand in for religion—and psy-
chological, in his constant compulsion 
to cheer himself up. 

The key sentence in the biography, 
for me, tells that Stevens, who was prone 
to being depressed, “hated depression—
hated it.” So do a lot of people, but few Stevens, in 1954: the quintessential American poet of the twentieth century.

ILLUSTRATION BY JOHN GALL



fight it as tenaciously as Stevens did. He 
relied, for stability, on the routine de-
mands of his oice job. (Whenever free 
of them, he commonly drank to excess.) 
He projected his struggles as abstract pat-
terns of human—and, beyond human, of 
natural and metaphysical—existence. One 
late poem hints at a nagging anguish  
that poetry relieved for him: “It is a child 
that sings itself to sleep, / The mind.”

S tevens was born in 1879 in Read-
ing, Pennsylvania, the second of five 

children. His father, from humble be-
ginnings, was a successful lawyer, his 
mother a former schoolteacher. Each 
night, she read a chapter of the Bible 
to the children, who attended schools 
attached to both Presbyterian and Lu-
theran churches, where the music left 
an indelible impression on Stevens. Both 
sides of the family were Pennsylvania 
Dutch, an identity that meant little to 
him when he was young but a great deal 
later on, perhaps to shore up a precari-
ous sense of identity. (He became ob-
sessed with tracing his family genealo-
gies, poring over thousands of documents, 
and was “deeply disappointed,” Mariani 
writes, at being denied membership in 
the Holland Society of New York when, 
in the poet’s words, “some bastard from 
Danzig” popped up to spoil the requi-
site ancestral purity.) His father, a stern 
man, urged upon him a regimen of “work 
and study, study and work,” toward a 

professional career. Stevens was often 
ill, to the extent that he had to repeat a 
year of high school, and a bout of ma-
laria—as improbable as that sounds, in 
Pennsylvania—permanently impaired 
his hearing. But he played football, con-
sorted with the town’s bad boys, and cul-
tivated a blustery front.

He also had a hunger for erudition, 
expressed in precocious poems, essays, 
and orations. In 1897, he enrolled at Har-
vard, where he studied closely with the 
humanist philosopher George Santayana, 
debating matters of belief (Stevens was 
afire with skepticism, against Santaya-
na’s more nuanced views) and even ex-
changing sonnets on the subject. He be-
came the editor of the Harvard Advocate, 
read widely and deeply, and mastered 
French on the way to commanding a 
fabulous vocabulary, choreographing 
such tangos of words regular and rare as 
“The squirming facts exceed the squa-
mous mind,” in “The Connoisseur of 
Chaos.” On graduation, in 1900, he 
moved to New York and wrote for news-
papers. For one, he covered the second 
Presidential campaign of William Jen-
nings Bryan, whom he hopped home to 
Reading to vote for. In his third book, 
“Owl’s Clover,” issued by a leftist pub-
lisher, in 1936, Stevens made haplessly 
clumsy allusions to social and political 
tensions of the time, though he was “a 
Hoover Republican,” Mariani writes, 
and also an admirer of Mussolini for 

rather longer than is comfortably ex-
cused as a common myopia of the time. 
He was no better than most white men 
of his class in point of casual racism and 
anti-Semitism, though fewer such tox-
ins leak into his poetry than into that 
of Eliot or Pound. In verse, Stevens tran-
scended anything mean or petty in him-
self, but for art’s sake; he wasn’t much 
given to moral scruple.

For the New York Tribune, in 1900, 
Stevens covered the funeral of Stephen 
Crane, whom he admired but whose 
mourners he found “wretched, rag, 
tag, and bobtail.” He thrilled to a per- 
formance, in French, by Sarah Bern-
hardt, as Hamlet, for what he later re-
called as her “intricate metamorphosis 
of thoughts”—quite the keynote of his 
own developing sensibility. He was be-
mused by the “quick, unaccountable” 
life of the city, and took to sitting for 
spells of restorative peace in St. Pat-
rick’s Cathedral—unbelieving, but sa-
voring the aura of sanctity. Tiring of 
journalism and seeing no path to a life 
in literature, he succumbed to pressure 
from his father and enrolled in the New 
York Law School. He passed the bar 
in 1904 and worked at various law and 
insurance firms. 

Also in that year, Stevens fell wildly 
in love with Elsie Kachel, a Reading girl 
from a family who lived on “the wrong 
side of the tracks,” Mariani writes—a 
cliché now that was at the time a grind-
ing social fate in railway-divided Amer-
ican towns. When his father vehemently 
opposed the match, Stevens stormed 
out of the house and never spoke to him 
again. (He generally avoided all his rel-
atives except, by way of genealogical re-
search, those who were dead.) Elsie was 
beautiful. In 1916, her profile, sculpted 
by an artist who was a chance acquain-
tance, is said to have become the face of 
the dime, reigning there until she was 
replaced by F.D.R., in 1946. (Mariani 
believes the oft-told story, though the 
artist’s son denied it.) She was also prim, 
humorless, and, having left school in the 
ninth grade, intellectually defensive and 
incurious—traits overlooked by the smit-
ten Stevens through the years of their 
courtship, while he accrued enough in-
come, by his conventional lights, to jus-
tify marriage. The couple wed in 1909 
and moved into an apartment on West 
Twenty-first Street.“It was the cheapest way for us to cover the potholes.”



The next few years, spent on a small 
but seething scene of budding modern-
ists, were golden for Stevens’s formation 
as a poet. At the salon of Walter Arens-
berg, a wealthy doyen of the new, Ste-
vens met Marcel Duchamp—one of 
their conversations, in French, suggested 
to Stevens “sparrows around a pool of 
water”—and the New Jersey pediatri-
cian and brilliantly innovative poet Wil-
liam Carlos Williams, his peer and cor-
dial rival, who once called him “a troubled 
man who sings well, somewhat covertly, 
somewhat overfussily at times, a little 
stily but well.” Williams’s vernacular 
free verse and Stevens’s sumptuous blank 
verse long remained magnetic poles of 
American poetic form. They more or 
less merged in the work of Marianne 
Moore, whom both men esteemed. 

Mariani’s chapters on these years spar-
kle with personalities, anecdotes, and 
ideas. There’s Carl Van Vechten, calling 
Stevens “a dainty rogue in porcelain” who 
was “big, blond, and burly”—he stood 
six feet two—but possessed of “a tiny 
reserved spirituality.” Arensberg promptly 
revised the description to “that rogue el-
ephant in porcelain,” in view of Stevens’s 
social ineptitude. (The patron’s stated 
formula for a successful poets’ salon was 
to convene “five or six men who live in 
the same town and hate each other.”) 
One gathering was so much fun that 
Stevens sent a telegram to Elsie, not dar-
ing to phone, to say that he would be 
home late. He admitted to his compan-
ions that he dreaded what awaited him 
at home.

Mariani gives a fascinating account 
of a poet, previously unknown to me, 
who strongly influenced Stevens in those 
days: Donald Evans, a free spirit with a 
bejewelled, determinedly decadent po-
etic style, who most probably commit-
ted suicide, in 1921. “With their silk-
swathed ankles softly kissing,” a typical 
line reads. Something of Evans—French 
elegance crossed with American vigor—
informs Stevens’s early “Peter Quince at 
the Clavier,” which weaves theories of 
music and beauty into a comic version 
of the story, in the Apocrypha, of Su-
sanna’s harassment by lusting elders: “She 
turned— / A cymbal crashed, / And roar-
ing horns.” And: “Beauty is momentary 
in the mind— / The fitful tracing of a 
portal; / But in the flesh it is immortal.”

Some of Stevens’s breakthrough works 

amount to literary equivalents of the for-
mally audacious still-lifes and interiors 
of advanced French painting. The mas-
terpiece “Sunday Morning,” from 1915, 
is an argument for spirituality without 
God, interlaced with a woman’s parlor 
daydream. It begins with “Complacen-
cies of the peignoir, and late / Cofee and 
oranges in a sunny chair”; ranges “Over 
the seas, to silent Palestine”; decides that 
“Death is the mother of 
beauty; hence from her, /  
Alone, shall come fulfill-
ment to our dreams / And 
our desires”; and concludes 
with a breathtaking image 
of “casual flocks of pigeons” 
that, at evening, “make / Am-
biguous undulations as they 
sink, / Downward to dark-
ness, on extended wings.” It was the first 
poem to appear under Stevens’s name 
in Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, which had 
recently started publication in Chicago. 
(He had shyly used a pseudonym, Peter 
Parasol, when submitting earlier poems, 
two of which were accepted.) 

The editor, Harriet Monroe, cut some 
stanzas and rearranged others, and Ste-
vens agreed to it, though he restored the 
original in “Harmonium.” A certain re-
ciprocal high-handedness among poets 
and editors—as if the modern in aes-
thetics required a team efort—marked 
the time. (Think of Pound’s retooling 
of “The Waste Land.”) Williams ad-
vised Stevens to delete, from a poem, 
two lines that struck him as sentimen-
tal. “For Christ’s sake yield to me and 
become great and famous,” he hectored. 
Stevens obeyed.

Then, in 1916, perhaps, in part, to 
secure a suitable life with Elsie, who 

disliked New York, Stevens took a po-
sition with the Hartford Accident and 
Indemnity Company, where he worked 
for the rest of his life. After the move 
to Connecticut, he retreated from col-
legial enterprise—“a frightened man 
drawing back,” in Williams’s view—and 
conducted his art as a sideline to his 
humdrum life. It took him seven years 
to complete and perfect “Harmonium,” 
leaving out as many poems as he in-
cluded. Except for Marianne Moore, 
who called the poems “sharp, solemn, 
rhapsodic,” reviewers of the book were 
bewildered. One condemned Stevens 

for having created a “fictitious reality,” 
which might seem a positive achieve-
ment. Another praised him as Ameri-
ca’s first true dandy, thereby missing the 
sincerity of his ambition.

For several years after the birth of  
his only child, Holly, in 1924, Stevens 
wrote little. (In a letter to Monroe, he 
called parenthood a “terrible blow to 
poor literature.”) When he resumed, it 

was in less sprightly veins, 
as his idealist’s temperament 
groped, through thickets of 
qualification, toward a never 
quite attained ideal. But 
flares of comedy recurred. 
The painting-like “So and 
So Reclining on Her Couch” 
begins, “On her side, reclin-
ing on her elbow, / This 

mechanism, this apparition, / Suppose 
we call it Projection A.” It ends, “Good-
bye, / Mrs. Pappadopoulos, and thanks.”

Stevens took to composing poems 
on slips of paper in the morning while 
walking to his oice, where his secre-
tary typed them up. The results made 
him a regular and imposing presence in 
literary journals, starting in the nine-
teen-thirties, and his poems from “Har-
monium,” especially, which were fre-
quently anthologized, fascinated a 
growing popular audience. After work, 
at home, he closed himself of, with a 
sense, he told a friend in a letter, of “shut-
ting out something crude and lacking 
in all feeling and delicacy.” His marriage 
had foundered—Elsie had banished him 
from her bed after Holly’s birth—al-
though he seems never to have consid-
ered ending it. When they moved to a 
new house, in 1932, Stevens occupied 
the master bedroom and Elsie a former 
servant’s quarters. A full-time house-
keeper tended to Holly. There’s no hint 
in the book of any other romantic at-
tachment, except for a chaste crush on 
a young teacher whom he met in the 
summer after his first year in law school—
memories of which haunted him with 
visions of a flawless woman, forever lost.

His public manner became aloof and 
stony, but the bravado of his boyhood 
resurfaced when he drank too much, as 
he did with zestful abandon on annual, 
usually solo vacations to the Florida 
Keys. Mariani tells us that at a party in 
Key West, in 1935—the year after Ste-
vens became his firm’s vice-president in 
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charge of surety and fidelity claims—
he drunkenly insulted Robert Frost,  
disparaging his poetry. He wrote Frost 
a not quite penitent but mollifying let-
ter, to which Frost replied gracefully, “If 
I’m somewhat academic (I’m more ag-
ricultural) and you are somewhat exec-
utive, so much the better: it is so we are 
saved from being literary and deploy-
ers of words derived from words.” But 
a few years later Stevens had at Frost 
again, telling him, “The trouble with 
you, Robert, is that you write about sub-
jects.” Frost answered, “The trouble with 
you, Wallace, is that you write about 
bric-a-brac.”

At another party in Key West, in 
1936, a swaggering Stevens loudly im-
pugned the manhood of Ernest Hem-
ingway. When Hemingway showed up, 
Stevens took a swing at him, and Hem-
ingway knocked him down. Stevens got 
up and landed a solid punch to Hem-
ingway’s jaw, which broke his hand in 
two places. Hemingway then battered 
him, but later cheerfully accepted his 
meek apology. They agreed to a cover 
story: Stevens had been injured falling 
down stairs. 

But the Florida sojourns provided 
Stevens with more than occasions for 
feckless behavior. The natural elements 
and the weather set him to wide-awake 
dreaming on his biggest theme: the ca-
pacity of fiction to encompass, and to 
master, experiences of reality. The en-
chantment of the voluptuous setting 
peaks in the fifty-six lines of “The Idea 
of Order at Key West,” which begins, 
“She sang beyond the genius of the 
sea.” The speaker and a shadowy com-
panion observe a girl or a woman sing-
ing by an ocean that is “Like a body 
wholly body, fluttering / Its empty 
sleeves.” The singer’s song, “uttered 
word by word,” overlays and opposes 
“the dark voice of the sea,” in a duet 
that becomes a contest crowned with 
triumph: 

And when she sang, the sea, 
Whatever self it had, became the self 
That was her song, for she was the maker. 

At last, the poet names his compan-
ion, Ramon Fernandez, by addressing 
him. (Though Stevens denied it, he surely 
had in mind a French critic of that name, 
the son of a Mexican diplomat, whose 
rationalist bias made him a perfect foil 

for the poem’s endorsement of intuition.) 
He says: 

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,
Why, when the singing ended and we turned 
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,
The lights in the ishing boats at anchor

there, 
As night descended, tilting in the air, 
Mastered the night and portioned out the 

sea.

And, finally:

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,
The maker’s rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and of our origins,
In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds. 

Those “sounds”—sea depths answered 
by human ones—resonate like organ 
chords in a cathedral of the imagination.

A ppreciation of Stevens’s poetry 
grew—the critic F. O. Matthiessen 

wrote that it expressed “truths with the 
mellowness and tang of a late-summer 
wine”—but his home life languished. 
Holly disappointed him by proving  
unremarkable and by becoming en-
gaged to an oice-equipment repair-
man whom Stevens (echoing his fa-
ther’s rejection of Elsie) called a “Polack” 
and a Communist. He boycotted the 
wedding and was relieved when, a year 
later, she divorced the man, on grounds 
of cruelty.

Between trips to accept book awards 
and honorary doctorates, Stevens con-
tinued to go to work each day into his 
seventies, even after surgery for a stom-
ach obstruction revealed a metastasiz-
ing cancer. He was too august at the 
firm to be let go, but he was never pop-
ular there. His boss remarked, “Unless 
they told me he had a heart attack, I 
never would have known he had a heart.” 
Before he died, in 1955, he accepted 
Catholic baptism from a hospital chap-
lain, who said that Stevens hadn’t needed 
“an awful lot of urging on my part ex-
cept to be nice to him.” The conversion 
was more poetic than devotional in 
spirit, Mariani speculates, but, perhaps, 
“being a surety lawyer—he opted to 
sign on the dotted line at the end.” 

Like other critics I’ve read, Mariani 
ignores the details of Stevens’s day job, 
probably as being too mundane to merit 
attention, but they speak to me. Ste-
vens’s specialties, surety and fidelity, turn 
profits from cautiously optimistic bets 

on human nature. (Surety covers de-
faulted loans and fidelity employee mal-
feasance.) Something very like such cal-
culated risk operates in his poetry: little 
crises in consciousness, just perilous 
enough to seem meaningful. The end-
ings are painstakingly managed victo-
ries for the poet’s equanimity. The aim, 
he once explained, was a “vital self- 
assertion in a world in which nothing 
but the self remains, if that remains.” 
That self devolved, over time, from gran-
deur into grandiosity, as Stevens labored 
over a myth of the poet as a secular spir-
itual hero. His ingenious arguments for 
the superiority of poetry over philoso-
phy in his one book of essays, “The Nec-
essary Angel” (1951), would be more per-
suasive if they seemed to designate any 
poet other than himself. 

But dip into nearly any of Stevens’s 
poems, to the last, and be braced by a 
voice like none other, in its knitted play-
fulness and in its majesty. And if a pri-
mary function of poetry is to expand 
and enrich the scope of a native lan-
guage, Stevens has no equal in Ameri-
can English except Walt Whitman. The 
critic R. P. Blackmur listed nineteen 
words that Stevens had fished from ob-
scurity, including “fubbed,” “gobbet,” “di-
aphanes,” “pannicles,” “carked,” “rapey,” 
“cantilena,” “fiscs,” “phylactery,” “prin-
cox,” and “funest.” Blackmur noted that 
such usage had given Stevens “a bad rep-
utation among those who dislike the 
finicky, and a high one, unfortunately, 
among those who value the ornamen-
tal sounds of words.” But, he continued, 
“not a word listed above is used pre-
ciously.” Each served a feeling of the po-
et’s that, Blackmur guessed, “did not 
exist, even in his own mind, until he had 
put it down in words.” 

Certainly, Stevens’s poems precipi-
tate rainstorms of sudden feelings, some 
of them hitting and others eluding a 
given reader’s comprehension. To savor 
the drenching efect, read him aloud, 
with attention to what Williams called 
his “thrumming in four-beat time.” The 
mind that can distinguish, in “The Snow 
Man,” between the “nothing that is not 
there, and the nothing that is” becomes 
your own. Stop when exhausted. Then 
you may want to consult Mariani’s su-
perb biography, to plumb the aesthetic 
mysteries and register the human com-
plications of so prodigious a gift. 
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BRIEFLY NOTED
The End of Alchemy, by Mervyn King (Norton). The former 
governor of the Bank of England argues that, seven years after 
the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, “noth-
ing fundamental has changed.” Most academic and media nar-
ratives, he writes, focus on symptoms—swelling personal debt, 
the housing bubble, misdeeds of financiers—but the underly-
ing malady is a system of banking geared to convert ostensi-
bly riskless deposits into long-term risky investments, all the 
while assuring depositors that they can redeem their money 
at any time. King points out that, in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, crises occurred almost once a decade. Prevent-
ing the next one requires “radical reforms,” including obliging 
major banks to maintain enough equity to sustain losses with-
out taxpayer support.

The Civil Wars of Julia Ward Howe, by Elaine Showalter (Simon & 
Schuster). This lively biography of the author of the “Battle 
Hymn of the Republic” focusses on what her marriage ex-
presses about the position of women in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Howe’s husband, Samuel, a prominent Boston educa-
tor and intellectual, yearned for a submissive wife, fulfilled by 
her marital and maternal duties. But Howe, known to friends 
as the Diva, had an innate genius that was stifled by mar-
riage. She was deeply ambitious, restlessly intelligent, self- 
regarding, and a little mean. The couple’s unhappiness began 
on their honeymoon and lasted more than thirty years, until 
Samuel’s death, in 1876. Showalter’s wry sense of humor (and 
Howe’s own comic verse) thankfully brightens the darkness 
of intractable incompatibility.

What Is Not Yours Is Not Yours, by Helen Oyeyemi (Riverhead). 
Beginning “Once upon a time,” this collection of short stories 
shows an ainity for the fabular. In one story, a tyrant’s daugh-
ter is banished from her father’s fiefdom after his remarriage; 
in another, a couple’s experiment produces visitations from a 
son they never had; in a reimagining of Red Riding Hood, a 
grandmotherly figure orders a red cape online. The finest story, 
however, is not otherworldly. In it, a teen-age girl is shaken 
out of her celebrity crush when a video surfaces of her heart-
throb’s brutal beating of a woman. Oyeyemi’s fictional world 
is scintillating and eccentric, an “implosion of memory,” as one 
character puts it.

Seeing Red, by Lina Meruane, translated from the Spanish by 
Megan McDowell (Deep Vellum). At the start of this frenetic 
book, an enigmatic mixture of autobiography and fiction, a 
Chilean woman studying in New York has a stroke that ren-
ders her blind. Blood fills the back of her eyes, obscuring her 
sight: “The most shockingly beautiful blood,” she says. Whether 
the blindness is permanent is one question; whether the pro-
tagonist can cope with her loss, without being consumed or 
destroyed by it, is another. New York and her home town, San-
tiago, are described in prose that blends sensation with mem-
ory, fury with fear. The story reveals its truths through imme-
diacy of description—viscous, repulsive, and beautiful.
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At times, Anohni’s new album feels like an attempt to break up with America.

POP MUSIC

CRUEL OPTIMISM
The daunting ambition of Anohni.

BY HUA HSU

ILLUSTRATION BY RUNE FISKER

The strangest thing about 
“Drone Bomb Me,” the first track 

on Anohni’s début solo album, “Hope-
lessness,” isn’t the fact that it’s writ-
ten from the perspective of a young 
Afghan girl, looking up at the sky, 
waiting for death. “Blow me from the 
side of the mountain / Blow my head 
of,” Anohni sings, in a quivering fal-
setto, searching out the drone’s cam-
era eye. The strangest thing is that 
the song is a seduction: with its tri-
umphant fanfare of synths and cav-
ernous drops, it’s a slow jam. There’s 
a relationship here, albeit a perverse 
and destructive one. As the girl awaits 
her executioner, she scrambles our 

sense of who’s zooming in on whom. 
“Let me be the one,” she sings, part 
dare and part demand. “The one that 
you choose from above.”

Fatalism has always been a part of 
Anohni’s work, though until now this 
sense of melancholy was directed in-
ward. During the aughts, Anohni, who 
is transgender, performed under her 
birth name, Antony Hegarty, as the 
lead singer of Antony and the John-
sons. The group made earnest and en-
chanting music, a kind of restrained, 
baroque pop built around Anohni’s 
voice, an instrument that, like that of 
her sometime collaborator Björk, is 
impossible to forget, a sublime won-

der that calls to mind Boy George, 
Nina Simone, and what I imagine a 
radiant, healing crystal sounds like. On 
albums such as “I Am a Bird Now,” 
which won the 2005 Mercury Prize, 
Antony and the Johnsons sang songs 
of resignation, fear, and loneliness, 
dreaming all the while of a free and 
fluid future.

Throughout her career, Anohni has 
sought out a range of collaborators, 
from Lou Reed to the New York 
dance-music group Hercules and Love 
Afair, for whom she played the role of 
the pensive disco diva. She even worked 
with the E.D.M. titan Skrillex, though 
that music was never released. Anohni 
recently told the Web site Pitchfork 
that it was during her sessions with 
Skrillex that she began wondering if 
she could fit heavy ideas into “plastic” 
pop tunes. She decided to make a dance 
record, collaborating with Hudson Mo-
hawke, the Scottish producer and d.j., 
who is known for his abrasively tex-
tured approach to beat-making, and 
the American experimental musician 
Oneohtrix Point Never, who special-
izes in uncanny, analog, synth-driven 
soundscapes. “Hopelessness,” the re-
sulting album, is no less vulnerable than 
her previous records. Its sense of fra-
gility, however, is situated not between 
soul mates but between citizen and 
state. “Daddy, Daddy,” Anohni sings, 
over a voluptuous synth line, on “Watch 
Me.” “I know you love me / ’Cause you’re 
always watching me.” It may be the 
most erotic song ever written about the 
surveillance state, as she addresses a 
government that tracks her every move, 
from city to city and from Web site to 
Web site. 

At times, “Hopelessness” feels like 
an attempt to break up with Amer-
ica, to quit a way of life. (Though 
Anohni was born in the U.K., she 
grew up in California.) “You left me 
lying in the street / You left me with-
out body heat,” she sings, on the flick-
ering “I Don’t Love You Anymore.” 
On “Obama,” she twists and strains 
her voice until it approaches an ugli-
ness that matches her words: “All the 
hope drained from your face,” she mut-
ters. “Like children we believed.” The 
majestic soar and gruf synths of “4 
Degrees” recalls Hudson Mohawke’s 
production work for Kanye West. But 
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unlike West, who revels in hubris and 
swagger, Anohni uses the occasion to 
ofer a lament for an overheating 
planet, sarcastically pantomiming the 
logical end of climate-change deni-
alism: “I want to burn the sky, I want 
to burn the breeze / I want to see the 
animals die in the trees.” Her inter-
est in environmental issues is not new; 
it cohered on “The Crying Light” 
(2009), which interspersed a search 
for inner peace with elegies to a van-
ishing landscape. Earlier this year, 
“Manta Ray,” her contribution to the 
soundtrack of “Racing Extinction,” a 
film about man’s role in the disap-
pearance of species, received an Oscar 
nomination for Best Original Song. 
The composition employed lush, in-
timate arrangements to warn of eco-
logical disaster, with Anohni’s vocals 
giving an illusion of control. The 
drama of “Hopelessness,” by contrast, 
comes from listening to her rage 
against chaos and club escapism. It’s 
a backdrop that feels aggressive and 
more overtly man-made.

We often think of protest music 
in terms of its capacity to mo-

bilize people to respond to a crisis. After 
all, it is the collective imagination of 
the listeners that turns a piece of music 
into politics: think of Kendrick La-
mar’s “Alright,” a song of buoyant 
defiance that took on a new life once 
it was adopted as an unoicial anthem 
of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
As I listened to Anohni’s songs about 
melting ice caps, the death penalty, and 

Guantánamo, I kept thinking that the 
daunting scale of their ambition verged 
on the ridiculous. How do you focus 
on such a sweeping panorama of de-
spair? At whom do we direct our out-
rage? It’s hard to take in so much of 
the world without its becoming an ab-
straction. Last month, the British singer 
P. J. Harvey released “The Hope Six 
Demolition Project,” an album based 
on her travels to the most blighted re-
gions of Kosovo, Afghanistan, and 
Washington, D.C. Some critics saw 
this well-intentioned album as naïve 
and voyeuristic. This reflects the chal-
lenges of creating art that draws not 
from lived experience but from empa-
thy, a problem that is present in Anohni’s 
work as well.

And yet: there were moments when 
I believed that the otherworldly glow 
of Anohni’s singing was what our col-
lective consciousness must sound 
like—that the divine possibilities of 
her voice were more persuasive than 
the bluntness of her language. While 
listening to “Hopelessness,” I thought 
about the concept of “slow violence,” 
the theorist Rob Nixon’s term for 
threats that unravel gradually, with  
a nearly imperceptible rhythm, like 
deforestation or an oil spill—dan-
gers that can’t be conveyed in a sin-
gle image.

For Anohni, the evils that surround 
us are ambient, the products of iner-
tia and indiference. Maybe the most 
devastating threat is the one we see in 
the mirror. In the end, “Hopelessness” 
is about her collusion in all that she 

assails. “How did I become a virus?” 
she asks on the title track. As a fire-
cracker-like drum pattern rises through 
the song, she confesses, “I’ve been tak-
ing more than I deserve / Leaving noth-
ing in reserve / Digging till the bank 
runs dry / I’ve been living a lie.” It’s the 
closest that “Hopelessness” comes to 
a reckoning. It’s not quite guilt, which 
suggests the possibility of finding a 
diferent way of being.

Listening to the album over and 
over never complicated my preëxisting 
opinions about American exception-
alism, Obama’s drone policy, or eco-
logical disaster. I’d be surprised if any-
one who is drawn to Anohni’s music 
would need to be swayed on any of 
these issues. 

But “Hopelessness” does not live 
down to its naysaying title. As I fell 
deeper under the spell of Anohni’s voice, 
I forgot about the logistics of creating 
a better world, and began thinking 
about what I demand from art, why I 
had scofed at the grand premise of 
this album. Why doesn’t more art as-
pire to do something that seems im-
possible? “Hopelessness” won’t turn 
back history or undo politics—that 
would be a foolish presumption. But, 
like the most powerful music, it re-
minds us of the importance of dignity, 
integrity, and imagination. The world 
Anohni describes on “Hopelessness” is 
unrelentingly awful; it is our world. But 
at the center of it is a transcendent 
voice singing against heavy machinery, 
daring you to listen to the words com-
ing out of your own mouth. 
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Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose three inalists,  
and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this week’s cartoon, by Corey Pandolph, must be received by 

 Sunday, May 1st. The inalists in the April 18th contest appear below. We will announce the winner, and the inalists 
in this week’s contest, in the May 16th issue. The winner receives a signed print of the cartoon. Any resident of the 
United States, Canada (except Quebec), Australia, the United Kingdom, or the Republic of Ireland age eighteen  

or over can enter or vote. To do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

“Isn’t this the same guy who got shipwrecked  
in our wading pool?”

Doug Molitor, Covina, Calif.

“His parents never picked him up.”
Simon Hale, Boston, U.K.

“Should we tell him we found his car keys two hours ago?”
Dan Carroll, Chicago, Ill.

“I told my ex I’ll take her back if she drops some weight.”
Tyler Stradling, Mesa, Ariz.
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