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“When you write down an entire 
description on a sheet of paper, 
you begin to feel like a narrator, 
a storyteller…and therefore you 

become one.”

Indie rocker OBERHOFER talks the creative 
process of songwriting — and how putting 
pen to paper brings his vision to life

EN to 
APERP

I sometimes map out  
on paper where I think  
a song can go...what  
the ideal arc is for that 
song and the emotional 
peaks and valleys it 
should reach.”

“I feel like my process of 
making music requires 

me to just be me.”

“

“Moving a thought from 
your head onto a physical 
piece of paper can turn 
your dream into a reality.”
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nothing has made me 

so angry as Taibbi’s article on 
the $1.3 trillion student-loan 
debt hobbling graduates for 
life. It’s time for a few billion-
aires to come forward with a 
fair and equitable loan pro-
gram that can free our best 
and brightest from this 
mountain of debt.

Lynda A. Hernandez 
 Santa Ana, CA
 
cu r r e n t ta x “r e-

form” proposals would 
take away the inter-
est deduction for these 
loans, which are already 
reminiscent of indentured 
servitude. It’s time to speak 
up to our members of Con-
gress to end this swindling 
of our college students.
 Willie Dickerson 

Snohomish, WA

i am not looking for my 

debt to be forgiven. But I was 
seduced and deceived to take 
out a loan that I had no busi-

ness dealing with. Thanks 
for putting the spotlight on a 
problem that has been swept 
under the rug by those with 
no comprehension of life 
with crippling student debt. 

Ryan Jablonski  
Lyon Station, PA

w hile ta ibbi’s he a rt 

was in the right place, I 
believe he paints with too 
broad a brush. The chal-
lenges students face dif-
fer in community colleges, 
public, private and for-profit  
higher education. Also, stu-
dents are complicit in the 
debt crisis. 
 Charles M. Dobbs 
 Bloomington, IN

Student-Loan Scams
In RS 1300, Matt Taibbi covered how universities, banks 
and the government are getting rich off the high cost of 
higher education and fueling a national student-debt crisis 
[“The Great College-Loan Swindle”]. Readers responded. 

Cardi B’s Beauty

cardi b represents some-

thing that I feel is missing a 
lot in the music industry: un-
apologetic honesty [“Cardi B 
Uncensored,” RS 1300]! She 
says the stuff no one else wants 
to say, and she’s not afraid to 
make mistakes or be vulnera-
ble. That’s beautiful to me.

Royalti, via the Internet

cardi used to strip, had a 

dream, worked really hard 
and attained it. She is vul-
gar, loud, challenges gender 
social norms – and is wildly  
successful.  
 Octavia Harris, via the Internet

cardi b has got much per-

sonality, and that will carry 
her a long way. I just hope she 
stands on her own – Beyoncé is 
already trying to ease her way 
into Cardi’s shine.  
 Louise_1, via the Internet

i’m clearly an old man at 

age 43, but I fail to see the “hi-
larity of her personality.” Stand-
ing naked in a hotel hallway, 
yelling about your private parts 
and complaining about a lack  
of sexual intercourse doesn’t  
remind me of hilarity.  
Mark Eriole, East Greenbush, NY

R.I.P., Fats Domino

fats domino will always 

be remembered as a pioneer 

and trendsetter during rock’s 
formative years [“Fats Domi-
no, 1928-2017,” RS 1300]. His 
unique voice and piano play-
ing were instantly recogniz-
able. He will be missed. “Ain’t 
That a Shame” indeed.

pfon71361, via the Internet

fats domino is perhaps my 

favorite of all the 1950s rock & 
rollers. He was a true pioneer  
in every sense of the word. 
Thank you, Fats, for all the joy 
you brought to this guy, who 
spent countless hours listening 
to your music.  
 Miles Coltrane  
 Via the Internet

in a honk y-tonk called 

the Sun Down in Fairfax, Okla-
homa, there is an old Vic juke-
box with “A-1 – ‘Blueberry Hill.’ ” 
It’s been that way since 1976. 
R.I.P., Hoss. Thank you.

Mikey 
Via the Internet

while i appreciated the 

tribute to Fats Domino in the 
issue, how could Rol l i ng 

Ston e  not put him on the 
cover? No disrespect to Cardi 
B, but Fats was one of the true 
founders of rock. He deserved 
the cover.

Chris Davis
Clayton, NC

A New Sam Smith
a sensible review at last 

[“Sam Smith’s Daring Soul Ser-
enade,” RS 1300]. The negative 
reviews contradict one another 
– some say he doesn’t take mu-
sical risks, others say he does. 
Strange nonsense. This review 
is measured, analytical and of-
fers Smith what he deserves. 

Jillyb, via the Internet

Dissed by Diplo

diplo dips too low with 

his negative statements about 
Taylor Swift [Q&A, RS 1300]. 
We already know “players 
gonna play . . . haters gonna 
hate.” Did you see she sold more 
than 1 million copies of Repu-
tation in its first week? There’s 
room for everyone to express 
themselves.

B.A.S. Evans, Oxford, MS 

Made to Order

bespoke porn sounds won-

derful [“Hot Sex,” RS 1300]. 
The stars own the businesses 
and can make a silly little fetish 
film for decent cash without 
ever having to meet the guys. I’d 
say win-win here. Love it!
 Teleri, via the Internet

Megyn’s Misfires

n b c n e w s g av e m e g y n 

Kelly the store without con-
sidering her many downsides 
[“Megyn Kelly’s Morning-Show 
Catastrophe,” RS 1300]. Her 
rhetoric at Fox and her prose-
cutorial interviewing style are 
ill-suited for morning television. 
 Dakmart, via the Internet
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1. Eminem feat. Beyoncé  
“Walk on Water” 
“Time to wash out the blond,” Eminem raps  
on what might be his most self-lacerating song 
ever. The gripping can’t-look-away results  
are so emo even the deus ex machina of a  
Beyoncé cameo can’t save him from himself. 

3. Nilüfer 
Yanya 
“Baby Luv” 
“Do you like pain?” this 
22-year-old Londoner 
sings sweetly over just 
a spare, surging guitar. 
“Call me sometime.” 
She spins her pain into 
Saturday sunshine.

4. Superchunk
“What a Time to Be Alive” 
More than a quarter-century after they 
first pogo’ed out of North  Carolina, 
Superchunk are still one of the 
great indie-rock bands. Pumped-up 
 underdog anthems like this are why. 

5. Chris Stapleton
“A Simple Song” 
We’re really digging the 
country singer’s new LP, 
Songs From A Room, 
Volume 2, especially this 
lighter  moment, which kind 
of  suggests James Taylor 
 hitting Nashville in 1973.

6. Drive-By 
Truckers 

“The Perilous Night” 

The Truckers’ latest garage-
soul gut punch from inside 
our grisly political moment 

suggests the Seventies Stones 
as MSNBC junkies.

7. Angel Olsen
“Tougher Than the Rest” 

Low-fi-folk hero Angel Olsen 
writes quietly intense songs that 
drill down with fierce emotional 

detail. It’s no surprise she’s a 
Tunnel of Love fan. Her cover 

of one of Springsteen’s 
most unguarded moments 

strips it to a bracing 
alone-in-your-bed 

benediction. Someone slip 
Bruce a copy stat. 

MY LIST

Tracy 
Bonham
My Five Favorite 

1990s Songs

The singer-songwriter’s 
latest album, Modern 

Burdens, features new 
recordings of songs from 

her 1996 debut, The 
 Burdens of Being Upright.

Liz Phair
“Fuck and Run”

This song made me want 
to stop and write about 

real things. I realized you 
could have conversational 
lyrics and a good melody.

Guided by Voices
“I Am a Scientist”

Robert Pollard is talking 
about self-discovery as 
a grown-up. The low-fi 

sound inspired me to try 
something similar. 

My Bloody Valentine
“Only Shallow”

I remember laying on 
my back with my friend, 
stoned, and listening to 
this. We could visualize 

the sounds coming at us 
on a conveyor belt. It’s 

superatmospheric.

Tom Waits
“A Little Rain”

I love a good, sad, rainy-
day song, but this one 
takes the cake. The line 

“a little rain never hurt no 
one” sounds innocuous 

but is deeply meaningful.

Pixies
“Velouria”

The lyrics remind me of 
the Northwest. I think it’s 
about a woman there he 
never met. I love the way 
Black Francis’ voice mixes 

with Kim Deal’s. 
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2. Kamaiyah
“Dope Bitch”
This imperiously cool 
Oakland rapper – “illest 
chick alive in some 
panties and a bra” – just 
released a great mixtape, 
Before I Wake. On “Dope 
Bitch,” she brings it like 
an Eighties gangsta over 
a trunk-rattling beat 
worthy of Too $hort.
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ALBUMS OF THE YEAR
Kendrick battled, U2 rocked and Taylor beat the haters

Rap’s most powerful voice at the abso-
lute top of his game, with nothing left to 
prove but his staying power. Lamar’s 2015  
watershed To Pimp a Butterfly was a bril-
liant hip-hop therapy session, exploding 
with quick-change flows, warped intro-

spect and kaleidoscopic beats. The chart-
topping DAMN. is his bare-knuckled MC 
blowout, just as potent but hitting with 
more immediate impact. He brushes off 
haters on “YAH.” (“Fox News wanna use 
my name for percentage”), then dives 
deeper, musing on family and referenc-
ing the Bible. On “FEEL.” he unloads his 
head over a trippy slow jam, going rough-
ly 50 lines without break on one breath-
less stretch, a virtuoso synaptic display 

that’s dense without becoming impene-
trable, thanks to Lamar’s feel for flow and 
hooks. The single “HUMBLE.” is a tour de 
force, packed with punchlines and dou-
ble meanings, bragging with an authority 
few songwriters in any genre can muster. 
And on the fearless “FEAR.,” one of 2017’s 
deepest moments, he chronicles a lifetime 
of anxieties, among them his “fear of losin’ 
creativity.” But based on the evidence, 
he doesn’t have much to worry about.

Kendrick Lamar 
DAMN.1

Photograph by  Mark Seliger
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R&R

A L B U M S  O F  T H E  Y E A R

No one can better celebrate  
trap music’s dominance than 
Atlanta trio Migos. On Culture, 
the sound-effect hooks come 
from keyboards and Migos’ 
own mouths, each bwah, skrrrt, 
brrrup signifying their abili-
ty to transform nothing into 
something, and back again, in a 
blink. It’s an album where every 
song feels like a single.

James Murphy gathers his old 
gang of New York dance-punk 
virtuosos together for some 
truly festive paranoia – in the 
masterfully pissed-off Amer-
ican Dream, he can’t decide 
whether he’s making a party 
album for the end of the world 
or an apocalypse album for the 
end of the party. LCD Sound-
system meet the audience on 
equal terms – “You’ve lost your 
Internet, and we’ve lost our 
memory” – while Murphy rants 
about feeling like just anoth-
er smug loser in a collapsing 
culture. Yet the music courses 
with the joy of communal cel-
ebration, from the cracked De-
troit techno of “How Do You 
Sleep?” to the art-funk guitar 
squall of “Change Yr Mind.” 
And in “Black Screen,” Mur-
phy gives David Bowie the kind 
of chilly farewell that Bowie 
would have appreciated.

After laying low for months, 
Her Royal Swiftness made a 
spectacularly bold return with 
this glittering mansion of lux-
urious grudges, crystalline 
trap beats and excessive ro-
mantic thrills. It’s a pointed 
reminder to anyone who has 
doubted that she can bend the 
pop moment to her will when-
ever she feels like it.

Khalid 
American Teen6 Taylor Swift

Reputation7 

Queens of  
the Stone Age
Villains

8 

Twenty years into their run, 
Queens still get down like a 
black leather jacket zapped to 
life by Dr. Funkenstein him-
self. On 2017’s best hard-rock 
LP, producer Mark Ronson 
gives the band’s zany Zeppe-
lin grooves an extra kick, but  
the red-hot rock & roll heart of 
Villains is pure QOTSA.

Opening with a benediction – 
“Love Is All We Have Left” – 
U2’s latest finds them coming 
to terms with a world closer to 
the brink than at any time dur-
ing their more than 40-year ca-
reer. They rise to the occasion, 
with Bono delivering some of 
his most prayerfully power-
ful vocals. Musically, they hit 
the right balance of grandeur 
and warmth, harnessing their 
earnest post-punk past with 
their remarkable facility for 
modern pop gestures. Fitting-
ly for dark times, images of 
love and light abound (“Love 
Is All We Have Left,” “Lights 
of Home”). But alongside pi-
ousness is pure fun. See “The 
Showman (Little More Bet-
ter),” a vintage sock-hop shim-
my-shake. It is a manifestation 
of rock & roll’s eternal magic, 
delivered by a band that refus-
es to let it fade away.

In the midst of her legal battle 
with producer Dr. Luke, any-
thing Kesha released would 
feel like a triumph. But this 
comeback set, five years after 
her last LP, is an artistic war-
rior cry tailor-made for a year 
of feminist revolution. It be-
gins gently with “Bastards,” 
an acoustic-guitar-led anthem 
and instant lighters-up clas-
sic, before pivoting into punk 
pop (with Eagles of Death 
Metal) on the badass “Let ’Em 
Talk,” in which she caps the 
line “I’ve decided all the haters 
everywhere can suck my dick” 
with a cheek pop. The gem-
like moments keep coming; 
the best is when Kesha cracks 
up midverse on the fist-pump-
ing, Dap-Kings-assisted funk-
soul banger “Woman” – it’s 
the sound of someone who has 
been through hell and come out 
the other side all the stronger.

On her 2013 debut, Pure Her-
oine, Lorde established herself 
as a budding pop mastermind. 
Now 21, she raises the bar on 
her second LP, giving the mas-
sive vistas of electronic music a 
sense of human-scale drama, 
with help from emo-pop pro-
duction whiz Jack Antonoff. 
The invulnerable high school 
snark of her debut broadens 
into a wider emotional and 
sonic palette, with guitars and 
brass lacing through synthet-
ic beats and dub effects. At its 
most ambitious, Melodrama 
can recall art-rock godmother 
Kate Bush (most prominent-
ly on the single “Green Light”). 
But its greatest achievement is 
making 21st-century pop feel 
as intimate as it is overpow-
eringly huge. The result is a 
record that should stand as a 
touchstone for pop hopefuls for 
years to come.  

The year’s best new voice was 
a 19-year-old staking out fresh 
R&B territory: laid-back but 
charged with emotional strug-
gle. Hits like “Young Dumb & 
Broke” were alive with possi-
bilities – for instance, that an 
African-American kid who 
“wasn’t as masculine as other 
guys” could redefine what it 
meant to be an American teen.

Lorde
Melodrama2 LCD Soundsystem 

American Dream5 Kesha
Rainbow3 

Migos
Culture9 

U2 
Songs of Experience 4 

Josh Homme 
of Queens of 
the Stone Age
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Trouble No More
Bob Dylan

The 13th installment of 
Dylan’s Bootleg Series, 
covering his rocky pas-
sage through evangelical 
Christianity between 
1979 and 1981, confronts 
the hardened judgment 
on that era – that his 
turn in faith and censure 
lacked nuance, charity 
and groove – with an em-
phasis on the contrarian 
vigor and evolving force 
of that righteousness in 
soundchecks, rehearsals 
and touring. A full June 
1981 concert in the nine-
disc edition, as Dylan 
gradually returned to his 
secular songbook, af-
firms the constancy from 
“Blowin’ in the Wind” to 
“Gotta Serve Somebody.” 

Sgt. Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts  
Club Band
The Beatles

Fifty years on, this much 
is undeniable: Sgt. Pepper 
was a perfect synchronic-
ity – the biggest pop band 
in the world with an un-
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REISSUES OF THE YEAR
Must-hear archival sets – from the Beatles at their artistic peak  

to the birth of the American record business 
BY DAV I D F R ICK E

A L B U M S  O F  T H E  Y E A R

limited license to thrill, in 
the Sixties’ most euphoric 
year. The new stereo 
mix (by Giles Martin, son 
of George) definitively 
counters the complaint 
that Sgt. Pepper was the 
advent of rock without 
roll – Ringo Starr’s drum-
ming is pressed to the 
front of the bandstand 
– while the outtakes 
expose the depth of 
jubilant experiment and 
determined craft. 

The Joshua Tree
U2

U2’s full live 2017 
performances of their 

fifth album celebrated 
its now-endangered 
idealism. The September 
1987 concert at Madison 
Square Garden included 
in the four-CD version of 
this reissue – as well as 
a bumper-crop box set 
– was the Irish band at a 
peak of discovery, con-
necting the adolescent 
rush to communion in 
“I Will Follow” to the 
invigorating risk and re-
demptive promise spread 
out across the mythic 
desert of The Joshua 
Tree. That show is the 
concert document of U2’s 
matured urgency that 
Rattle and Hum wanted 
to be, while the B sides in 

the box sum up the rich 
spillover in the studio.

Savage  
Young Dü
Hüsker Dü

Released in the wake of 
drummer Grant Hart’s 
death, this boxed four-LP 
set whiplashes through 
the Minnesota trio’s 
first phase of hardcore 
dominion – from the 
earliest chunks of sound-
board tumult in 1979 to 
the 1982 demos for the 
album Everything Falls 
Apart. Its title is a sly, 
apt pun on the Beatles’ 
first rough studio work 

in Hamburg, Germany, 
and indeed, a late-’79 
packet of demos sounds 
more like Ramones-at-
the-Star Club than Black 
Flag-at-your-throat. But 
the Hüskers soon shed 
that convention, hitting 
the airtight velocity and 
bullet-tune invention. 

American Epic
Various Artists

Co-produced by Jack 
White and T Bone Burnett 
and shown on PBS this 
past spring, American 
Epic was a multipart 
documentary on the ear-
ly-20th-century miracle of 
the record business: the 
story of aspiring native, 
immigrant and underclass 
voices given permanence 
for the first time. This 
soundtrack expands the 
film’s attention on select 
savants (the Carter Fam-
ily, Mississippi John Hurt) 
to a truly national chorale: 
Appalachian singers, 
Cajun dance bands, blues 
genies, gospel firebrands, 
Native American chanters 
and more. Want to hear 
America be great again? 
Drop the needle.

The Brooklyn art-rock heroes 
cut their Cure-steeped gloom 
with dark humor, rich electron-
ics and piercing guitars. Songs 
like “The System Only Dreams 
in Total Darkness” rage against 
our hellish cultural moment, 
not with sloganeering but by 
turning inward, taking stock of 
beauty and love, and gathering 
strength for what lies ahead. 

The National 
Sleep Well Beast10 Sam Smith 

The Thrill of It All11  
The fluid U.K. soul man’s sec-
ond LP channels Otis Red-
ding, Aretha Franklin and 
Ray Charles alongside modern 
icons like Amy Winehouse and 
Adele. The standout is “HIM,” 
an uplifting tear-jerker about 
queer love and cultural intol-
erance that, in its understat-
ed, gospel-charged way, is an 
LGBTQ civil-rights anthem.

The year’s best hip-hop confes-
sional, delivered by a 47-year-
old multimillionaire. Jay con-
fronts his own failings as a 
husband (“4:44”) and an ego-
centric jerk (“Kill Jay Z”). But 
rhyming over No ID’s unclut-
tered beats, he hasn’t sounded 
this spry in ages, reminding us 
of his unique ability to casually 
convey vivid life truths. 

JAY-Z 
4:4412  

HEARTS 

ON FIRE 

The 
Beatles, 
1967

Smith
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THE YEAR’S TOP PLAYLISTS
The best places to hear new music, dig deep into a favorite genre or discover what your favorite stars are listening to

RapCaviar

There’s no better example 
of the power of the play-
list in 2017 than Spotify’s 
megapopular hip-hop 
showcase. Just ask Lil Uzi 
Vert and 21 Savage, both of 
whom benefited from prime 
RapCaviar placement.

blonded RADIO 

Frank Ocean filled his 
seven-episode Beats 1 show 
with new tunes (“Slide,” 
“Chanel”) and personal 
favorites from Sinatra to 
Sade. It was a fascinating 
listen, and it’s all here, on 
Apple Music or Spotify.

The A-List: 
Americana

Apple Music’s frequently 
updated genre playlists are 
all worth checking out, but 
this one – where you’ll find 
new tunes by Lukas Nelson, 
Sara Watkins and more – is 
a consistent winner.

Homemade 
Dynamite

Named after the second-
best song of 2017 (see page 
18), Lorde’s own Spotify 
playlist is a delightful tour 
of her eclectic tastes, from 
Mitski to Beck, George  
Harrison to Julia Michaels.

The Best of  
Muscle Shoals

Spotify tapped Jason Isbell 
to put together this excel-
lent overview of the Muscle 
Shoals sound of the Sixties 
and Seventies, with classic 
recordings by Dusty, Dylan, 
Aretha, Willie and more. S.V.L.

contributors:  
Will Hermes, Joe Levy, Rob 
Sheffield, Brittany Spanos, 
Simon Vozick-Levinson, 
Christopher R. Weingarten
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The alt-R&B singer’s bewitch-
ing debut goes from side-chick 
manifesto “The Weekend” to 
self-worth study “Drew Barry-
more” with unraveling realness. 

Styles didn’t follow his stellar 
run in One Direction with an 
album of glitzy radio pop. In-
stead, he staked his claim as a 
rock star, getting personal with 
a fantastic album of Seventies-
style guitar grooves. He never 
sounds like he’s sweating to be 
taken seriously – or loses touch 
with the euphoria he brought to 
One Direction in the first place.

Annie Clark’s fifth LP is both 
her most pop-savvy set and her 
most personal. Jack Antonoff 
assists on production. But it’s 
Clark’s wit and a newfound 
warmth in her songcraft that 
make this record so impossible 
to shake. See the chilling-hilar-
ious “Pills,” graced with Clark’s 
awesomely seizure- inducing 
guitar outburst.

In which Josh Tillman updates 
the Seventies singer-songwrit-
er tradition for our dystopian 
era: “Bedding Taylor Swift/
Every night inside the Oculus 
Rift” was the most quoted cou-
plet, from the culture-indicting 
“Total Entertainment Forever.” 
But the most impressive writ-
ing is “Leaving L.A.,” a 13-min-
ute Dylanesque antihero epic.

No songwriter handles the 
curves and swerves of mod-
ern romance quite like Waxa-
hatchee’s Katie Crutchfield. 
Her band’s fourth album is like 
a punk-rock answer to Carole 
King’s Tapestry, as Alabama-
raised Crutchfield talks shit 
about the menfolk but mostly 
dishes the dirt about her heart-
on-fire self. 

20 SZA 
Ctrl

We knew Price was one of the 
sharpest songwriters in Nash-
ville, but her second LP upped 
the ante. All American Made 
is a fierce protest album (see 
the feminist rallying cry “Pay 
Gap”); it’s also a reverent trib-
ute to music’s past, featuring 
a tender duet with Willie Nel-
son. No other country act went 
nearly as deep this year.

Margo Price
All American Made16  

Two genius indie-rock word-
smiths craf t a  sublimely 
chilled-out set that shines 
with bed-head dazzle, wheth-
er they’re rambling on about 
their daily routines or – on the 
lovely standout “Continental 
Breakfast” – the flickering dis-
connect of maintaining rela-
tionships on the road. 

15 Courtney Barnett 
and Kurt Vile
Lotta Sea Lice

Harry Styles
Harry Styles17 St. Vincent 

Masseduction18 

Father John Misty 
Pure Comedy19  

A L B U M S  O F  T H E  Y E A R

Rock’s sharpest wit delivers 
the hilariously mordant LP 
our era deserves – playing the 
Cuban Missile Crisis and Vlad-
imir Putin for laughs, then 
transitioning to heartbreaking 
miniatures like “Lost Without 
You,” in which a husband lis-
tens as his dying wife tells her 
kids to take care of him after 
she’s gone.

Randy Newman 
Dark Matter13  Waxahatchee 

Out in the Storm14 

Price
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SINGLES OF THE YEAR
Invitations to party and reasons for hope –  

from Harry Styles’ glam grandeur to Cardi B’s Bronx fire 

Photograph by  Theo Wenner

Migos feat.  
Lil Uzi Vert 
Bad and Boujee

6 

The Atlanta trap-rap super-
stars landed one of the year’s 
most ubiquitous hits. Offset, 
Quavo and breakout special 
guest Lil Uzi Vert toast the 
pleasures of new money over 
that smoked-out, slow-rolling 
Metro Boomin bass, switch-
ing their flows like clothes and 
ordering the chicken with blue 
cheese.

The “strip club Mariah Carey” 
blew up worldwide, announc-
ing her arrival with her raw 
Bronx f low: “Got a bag and 
fixed my teeth/Hope you ho’s 
know it ain’t cheap.” Cardi 
doesn’t dance now – she makes 
money moves, stomping her 
haters in bloody shoes. Like 
the lady says, only the real can 
relate. 

“I shouldn’t be here ’cause I 
should be dead,” Bono growls 
over a gnarly, Stones-y riff from 
the Edge. It’s a hell of an open-
ing statement, followed closely 
by a defiant declaration: “I be-
lieve my best days are ahead.” 
Everything that makes this 
band an enduring redemptive 
force is here, from that fighting 
spirit to the skyhook of a cho-
rus that takes it all home. 

The greatest rapper alive goes 
for the kind of achievement that 
didn’t seem to interest him until 
now – a pop hit – and scores his 
first Number One with a hilar-
iously defiant ode to realness 
and a track to match from pro-
ducer Mike WiLL Made-It. For 
all the pop finesse, “Humble” 
sounds as real as ass with some 
stretch marks.

Cardi B 
Bodak Yellow4  

Portugal. The Man
Feel It Still8 

Kendrick Lamar 
Humble3 

Luis Fonsi and 
Daddy Yankee  
feat. Justin Bieber
Despacito (Remix)

7 

The year’s most popular song 
is also one of the best. This se-
ductive reggaeton groove im-
ported the beats of San Juan 
to Middle America. “Despaci-
to” took over the Number One 
spot on the charts and didn’t let 
go all summer – making it the 
biggest U.S. hit ever by a Puer-
to Rican artist.

A long-running bunch of rock 
dudes out of Portland, Ore-
gon, suddenly stumble across 
pop gold with the year’s slick-
est and glossiest Motown trip. 
“Feel It Still” shot up the charts 
by reaching back to the frantic 
mod sweat of vintage Detroit 
soul, with the weirdly unshak-
able vocal hook: “Oooo, I’m a 
rebel just for kicks/I’ve been 
feeling it since 1966.” 

U2 
Lights of Home5  

Styles’ first post-One Direction 
solo single was a shock – an ec-
centric piano ballad stretch-
ing to nearly six minutes, aim-
ing for Bowie/Queen levels of 
glam grandeur, with the sing-
er hitting heavenly high notes 
as he broods on death and re-
birth. The reckless ambition of 
the song is only part of what’s 
brilliant about it. The confi-
dence and empathy in his voice 
just keep surging as the music 
builds. Styles was the only rock 
star all year (Bono excepted) 
to aim for such a giant-heart-
ed sound. A high-risk move for 
a former boy-band star – but he 
made it feel real.

Lorde had an astounding 
breakthrough with Melodra-
ma, but “Homemade Dyna-
mite” is her shattering peak, 
a nervously sexy synth-pop 
thriller about meeting a kin-
dred spirit at a party. They 
dance with their shoes off and 
tell each other their best lies 
while that Swedish electro 
beat sparkles like broken glass. 
“Homemade Dynamite” got 
a killer remix featuring Kha-
lid, SZA and Post Malone, but 
Lorde’s whisper holds the track 
together, right down to the mo-
ment where she simulates the 
sound of all that dynamite in 
her heart going off: “Poooof!” 

Harry Styles 
Sign of the Times1  Lorde 

Homemade Dynamite2 

Harry  
Styles
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Contributors: Jon Dolan, 
Rob Sheffield, Simon Vozick-
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Selena Gomez 
Bad Liar12

Del Rey’s Cali-goth empire 
stretches out past the Holly-
wood sign and deep into the 
desert of the soul on this darkly  
lustrous duet with fellow sad-
eyed beauty the Weeknd. 
“We’re having too much fun,” 
she sings, savoring every second 
as slow-dissolve girl-group-
boom-bap pulls them under. 

Lana Del Rey  
(with the Weeknd)
Lust for Life

9  
Future Hendrix gets bold as 
love with his “Percocet, Molly 
Percocet” chant, going off 
about his Rick James chains 
and pink Molly over that eerie 
jazz-flute loop. The Kendrick 
Lamar remix brings “Mask 
Off” to a new level as he de-
clares himself the incarnation 
of Prince and yells, “Get your 
ass up and be inspired!” 

A diabolically catchy song 
about an instant crush, sung 
with wild Nordic verve by this 
onetime Swedish Idol also-ran. 
“Say my name/Wear it out like 
a sweater that you love,” Styrke 
teases just before the playful 
digital-guitar riff hits. It’s the 
best pop hook about cozy win-
terwear since Weezer’s “Un-
done (The Sweater Song).”

Stop making sense, indeed. 
America’s sweetheart bites a 
New Wave bass line from Talk-
ing Heads’ “Psycho Killer” and 
turns it into a fiendishly clever 
tale of addictive lust. Whether 
Selena is whispering, cooing or 
belting it out, she makes every 
moment of “Bad Liar” prove 
that this girl’s got her feelings 
on fire.

Sheeran famously considered 
giving this one away to Rihan-
na before deciding to keep it 
for himself. Smart guy! With 
its irresistible marimba beat 
and unpretentious vision of se-
duction (which other pop star 
would cue up Van the Man 
in the club?), it’s no wonder 
“Shape of You” was a record-
breaking smash.

Seven minutes of strangely lib-
erating synth-funk paranoia 
from the masters of dancing 
through bad vibes. LCD lead-
er James Murphy played on 
David Bowie’s Blackstar last 
year, and you can hear what 
that taught him – he sounds 
like the Thin White Duke’s 
ner v y A mer ic a n cousin , 
zonked out on the 2017 blues.

Only Drake would look at a 
tasty tropical fruit and see a 
metaphor for a girlfriend’s pas-
sive-aggression. But that’s why 
we love him: At his best, which 
includes this wonderfully lei-
surely R&B/house groove, he 
makes long-simmering resent-
ment sound sexy. “Passionfruit” 
might be his coolest, calmest 
kiss-off ever.

It says something about this 
dreary year that one of its de-
fining successes was a numb, 
drugged-out emo-rap sulk-
athon centered on the lines 
“Push me to the edge/All my 
friends are dead.” Then again, 
Lil Uzi’s insouciant delivery 
guarantees you can’t help sing-
ing along by the time the cho-
rus hits. As Sinatra once said, 
that’s llif3!

The lyrics are about inertia and 
ennui – two of Beck’s favorite 
topics dating back to “Loser” – 
but the song is a blissful rush, 
spiraling up into a spaced-out 
fantasia with shades of Brian 
Wilson and the Beatles. A dec-
ade or two ago, Beck might 
have delivered this song with 
a smirk; now, he’s confident 
enough to let its pop beauty 
stand unruffled.

The New York duo turn in a 
timeless tale of adolescent con-
fusion: “When I was 16, I dated 
a boy with my own name/
It was weird,” Alex Luciano 
sings. Then the song bursts 
into punky exuberance, just 
the way teen lows can even-
tually turn into highs. It’s a 
far better song than that other 
Alex, who sounds like a tool, 
deserves.

The single from Reputation 
that ended up capturing the 
vibrant spirit of the album – 
a stark synth-pop love song 
about how sometimes all the 
social media you really need is 
the direct connection between 
two people.

Michaels is an indispensable 
Top 40 songwriter – that’s her 
in the credits of Selena Go-
mez’s “Bad Liar.” She’s just as 
dazzling front-and-center on 
this breathless ode to an af-
fair that’s much too hot to take 
slow. “It’s rare when the panic 
in my mind feels so damn 
good,” she gasps. The song’s 
damn good, too. 

Future
Mask Off10  

Tove Styrke
Say My Name11  

Ed Sheeran 
Shape of You13  LCD Soundsystem 

Call the Police14 Drake 
Passionfruit15  

Lil Uzi Vert 
XO Tour Llif317 Beck 

Dear Life18 Diet Cig 
Sixteen19 Taylor Swift

Call It What You Want20  

Julia Michaels 
Uh Huh16  

Lil Uzi Vert
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Documentaries  
of the Year
A bumper crop of deep 
music history on film

May It Last: A Portrait 
of the Avett Brothers

Avetts fan Judd Apatow was 
on hand during the recording 
of the roots-pop band’s great 
2016 album, True Sadness, and 
ended up chronicling a divorce, 
a birth and several existential 
crises. It’s a real-time depiction 
of personal struggle shaping 
artistic achievement.

Rolling Stone: Stories 
From the Edge

Filmmakers Alex Gibney and 
Blair Foster’s two-part look 
back at 50 years of ROLLING 
STONE details the evolution 
of a magazine that shaped 
the culture it chronicled. The 
scenes of founder Jann Wenner 
and photographer Annie 
Leibovitz discussing the famous 
1981 John Lennon cover are an 
incredible historic testament.

Two Trains Runnin’

Weaving two narratives – one 
of blues rediscovery, one of 
civil-rights tragedy – this 
journey into the dark heart of 
Mississippi in the summer of 
1964 is deeply resonant today. 
Featuring excellent musical 
performances by Buddy Guy, 
Lucinda Williams and Gary 
Clark Jr.

Long Strange Trip

A sprawling history of the 
Grateful Dead that mirrors their 
musical explorations, Amir 
Bar-Lev’s four-hour doc follows 
Jerry & Co.’s evolution from 
psychedelia radicals to corpo-
rate touring juggernaut. It’s a 
behemoth of a film that doesn’t 
shy away from the darkness that 
surrounded the Dead, especially 
their leader, and that makes it  
all the more powerful. DAVID FEAR FR
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TOURS OF THE YEAR
U2 brought a classic LP into the present, a hip-hop 

wild man caused a riot, and Petty said goodbye

DEAD RECKONING  
Jerry Garcia and Bob Weir

U2 have never been a band 
to fall back on past glories. 
So it was no surprise that 
they turned a complete per-
formance of their 1987 clas-
sic, The Joshua Tree, into an 
urgent, contemporary experi-
ence, using the show’s power-
ful visuals to update the LP’s 
Americana themes for the age 
of Trump.

The Houston MC’s shows were 
so off the hook this year, fans 
dropped from a balcony in 
New York. In Arkansas, Scott 
was arrested for inciting a riot. 
But dude was arguably guilty 
of that every night. The high-
light: a giant glow-eyed model 
bird “backing” him onstage (he 
rode a bird above audiences at 
later shows). Your move, Kanye.

Petty billed this run of dates 
with the Heartbreakers as his 
last “big one.” They ended up 
serving as his grand farewell 
– a two-hour show mixing be-
loved hits with lesser-known 
gems like “Crawling Back to 
You” and “Forgotten Man,” 
wrapping on September 25th 
with a joyous “American Girl” 
at the Hollywood Bowl. 

U2 
The Joshua Tree Tour 2017

Travis Scott 
Birds Eye View Tour

Eric Church 
Holdin’ My Own Tour

Tom Petty 
40th Anniversary Tour

Brian Wilson 
Pet Sounds 50th Anniversary Tour

Wilson swore that Pet Sounds’ 
third outing would be his final 
one, and he made it count. 
Across more than 180 dates, 
he sang better than he has in 
years, helped along by origi-
nal Beach Boy Al Jardine and 
his golden-voiced son, Matt. 
Wilson also dug deep into 
the Beach Boys catalog for 
rarely heard jewels like “Feel 
Flows” and “Salt Lake City.” 

Over the years, Church con-
certs have always been parties. 
But in 2017, they went from 
merely ass-kicking to epic. For 
his amusingly named Hold-
in’ My Own Tour, the guy who 
wrote “Springsteen” took a tip 
from the man himself, forgoing 
opening acts to play shows that 
ran upwards of three hours a 
night – complete with covers of 
Billy Joel and Bruce.

Church

Petty  
this year
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BOOKS OF THE YEAR
Reliving the Strokes’ heyday, reassessing Dylan’s ‘gospel’  

phase, and taking a surreal journey with Art Garfunkel 
BY A N DY GR E E N E

Otis Redding: An 
Unfinished Life
Jonathan Gold 

Redding was just 
beginning to realize 
his artistic possibili-
ties when he died in a 
plane crash at 26. Facts 
about his childhood 
and rise to fame remain 
sketchy, but Gold has 
managed to construct 
a revelatory portrait 
of a man he calls 
“soul music’s greatest 
apostle of devotion.” 

Liner Notes
Loudon 
Wainwright III

The author of folk 
songs like “Dilated 
to Meet You” and “I 
Remember Sex” pens 
a hilariously candid 
memoir. Wainwright 
doesn’t shy away from 
embarrassing details, 
such as his many 
infidelities and the 
envy he feels for his 
successful kids, Rufus 
and Martha.

Reckless 
Daughter:  
A Portrait of  
Joni Mitchell
David Yaffe

Mitchell’s story has 
been told in books, but 
she’s never cooperated 
with a biographer until 
now. The folk icon gave 
Yaffe complete access, 
opening up about her 
music, struggles with 
drugs, and even the 
time Miles Davis made 
a pass at her. 

Once Upon a 
Time in Shaolin
Cyrus Bozorgmehr 

In 2014, the Wu-Tang 
Clan pulled off one of 
the weirdest stunts in 
music history, pressing 
a single copy of a new 
LP, Once Upon a Time 
in Shaolin, and offering 
it to the highest bidder, 
who wound up being 
disgraced “Pharma 
Bro” Martin Shkreli. The 
Elmore Leonard-esque 
tale is recounted here.

Lou Reed: A Life
Anthony DeCurtis 

ROLLING STONE contrib-
uting editor DeCurtis 
got closer to Reed than 
any other journalist, 
developing a friendship 
he mines for this grip-
ping bio, which tells 
the story behind every 
one of Reed’s albums 
and doesn’t skimp on 
the details of his titanic 
temper and bouts of 
unforgivable cruelty to 
those closest to him.

Runnin’ With 
the Devil
Noel E. Monk 

Van Halen’s manager 
from 1978 to 1985 takes 
us on a guided tour 
of the backstage de-
bauchery he witnessed 
during the band’s peak 
– from homemade sex 
films with groupies to a 
food fight near Journey 
that left Steve Perry 
covered in guacamole, 
softly crying to himself 
in the bathroom. 

The world’s premier Dylan ex-
pert offers a deep-dive defense 
of his subject’s much-maligned 
“gospel” period, from 1979 to 
1981 (the book is timed to coin-
cide with a new gospel-themed 
edition of The Bootleg Series). 
Heylin goes concert by concert 
and session by session, adding 
clarity to a murky era and con-
vincingly arguing that Dylan’s 
late Seventies are nearly as im-
portant as his mid-Sixties. A 
great piece of rock revisionism.

Anyone expecting a straight-
forward autobiography from 
Art Garfunkel will be disap-
pointed. Anyone wanting to 
spend an enjoyably surreal 241 
pages swimming in the singer’s 
mind will be delighted. What 
emerges is a uniquely enter-
taining pop-music memoir, 
touching on every thing from 
his spats with Paul Simon to 
his love of colonics to his 14-
year walk across the continen-
tal United States. 

Veteran Rol l i ng S t on e 
critic Sheffield’s exploration 
of the Beatles’ impact across 
the dec ades is one of the most 
original and insightful books 
ever written about the Fab 
Four. He’s brilliant on every-
thing from George Harrison’s 
disastrous 1974 solo tour to the 
Bee Gees’ Sgt. Pepper’s movie. 
“The world keeps dreaming the 
Beatles,” Sheffield writes, “long 
after the Beatles themselves 
figured the dream was over.” 

A fast-paced oral history of the 
early-’00s New York rock scene 
that produced the Strokes and 
Yeah Yeah Yeahs, among oth-
ers. Goodman hung out at the 
time with many of its biggest 
stars, so there’s an unguarded 
intimacy as she details events 
like Strokes guitarist Albert 
Hammond Jr.’s descent into 
drug abuse. “We were all chas-
ing New York City,” she writes. 
“And for a few magical years, 
we caught it.”

Trouble in Mind
Clinton Heylin

What Is It All  
But Luminous
Art Garfunkel

Dreaming the Beatles
Rob Sheffield

Meet Me in  
the Bathroom
Lizzy Goodman

Lou Reed,  
1965

Eddie  
Van Halen, 
1980

Joni  
Mitchell,  
1970
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TV OF THE YEAR
The surreal pleasures of ‘Twin Peaks,’ a rock-star pope, ‘Stranger 

Things’ gets stranger, Rick and Morty’s cosmic trip, and more
BY ROB SH E F F I E L D

NORTHWEST 

NOIR 

MacLachlan’s 
Agent 
Cooper 

WHITE SMOKE  

Law’s hipster 
pontiff 

1 |   Twin Peaks:  
The Return

           Showtime

Agent Dale Cooper lives. 
So does Audrey Horne. 
And so, for that mat-
ter, does David Lynch, 
who revisits his legend-
ary TV cult favorite and 
goes back to the haunt-
ed Pacific Northwest 
town he left behind in 
1991. Twin Peaks: The 
Return could have been 
just a sentimental re-
hash – getting the old 
band back together one 
more time. But Lynch 
doesn’t merely live up 
to the original, he com-
pletes it, in a shocker 
nobody could have seen com-
ing. This ghost town is full of 
familiar faces – Kyle MacLach-
lan, Laura Dern, Sherilyn Fenn, 
Trent Reznor – and new ones. 
We see actors who died soon 
after filming their scenes (R.I.P., 
Log Lady), and some who died 
later, like the late, great Harry 
Dean Stanton. Plus a poignant 
cameo from David Bowie, be-
yond the grave. Cheers to Show-
time for trusting Lynch, along 
with co-creator Mark Frost, to 

pull off all 18 hours. Nothing 
like Twin Peaks: The Return 
has ever happened before or 
will again. This is the water and 
this is the well. 

2 |   The Young Pope
HBO

There isn’t a single moment in 
The Young Pope that isn’t flam-
boyantly demented. But that 
might be exactly why it’s perfect 

for 2017. Jude Law 
chews up the role of a 
lifetime as Pope Pius 
XIII, in a Vatican po-
litical thriller that 
doubles as a tour of 
kinky Catholic night-
mares. This pontiff 
is a Brooklyn guy 
who struts like a rock 
star – he’s got psycho 
eyes, white robes and 
a nasty habit of be-
rating Vatican under-
lings for not knowing 
who Daft Punk are. “I 
don’t want any more 
part-time believers!” 
he rants to his car-
dinals. “I want great 

love stories! I want fanatics for 
God!” He’s a complicated man, 
and nobody understands him 
but his pet kangaroo. (Except 
maybe also Diane Keaton, won-
derful as a mobbed-up nun.) 
Italian auteur Paolo 
Sorrentino makes 
this the most styl-
ish and playful 
thing to hit TV 
all year – and 
Law has the 
right edge of 
bitterness to 
play this beau-
tifully fucked-up 
villain of a pope. 
Let us pray. 
 

3 |   The Leftovers
HBO

When it began in 2014, The Left-
overs was a somber grief trip – 
what happens to America after 
the Sudden Departure, when 
two percent of the world’s pop-
ulation disappears without a 
trace? But in its third and final 
season, The Leftovers leapt into 
the stars, jumping across time-
lines with interlocking stories, 

including a bizarre role 
for Mark Linn-Baker, 
playing himself as the 
hero of the long-forgot-
ten Eighties sitcom Per-
fect Strangers. Taking 
off from Tom Perrotta’s 
novel, the story comes 
down to the bond be-
tween two people: Jus-
tin Theroux and Car-
rie Coon, as a couple of 
survivors struggling to 
let go of their past lives. 
Showrunner Damon 
Lindelof learned a key 
lesson from his Lost days 
about nailing an ending. 
The Leftovers finale was 
an unforgettable good-
bye, right down to the 
last seconds.
 

4 |   
When Kristen Bell’s Eleanor 
dies, she ascends to the Good 

Place, where her host, Ted 
Danson, shows her 

around a shiny, 
happy a f t er -
world full of 
frozen yogurt. 
Since she was 
a horrible per-
son on Earth, 
she suspects 

there might be 
some kind of bu-

reaucratic mix-up. 
The Good Place, from Parks 

and Recreation’s Michael Schur, 
was a startlingly weird com-
edy from the start. But after a 
brain-crushing cosmic twist or 
two, the second season is surg-
ing boldly into uncharted ter-
ritory. The Good Place tweaks 
all kinds of existential riddles 
– but the strangest riddle might 
be the question of how a show 
this daring turned into a net-
work sitcom for the ages. It only 
adds to the hallucinatory am-
bience that we go through all 

Bell  
on The Good  

Place

|  The Good Place
NBC
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RISING 

STAR 
Issa Rae

TOON TRIP  

Rick and Morty’s 
cosmic journey

KIDS ARE 

ALRIGHT 

Stranger Things 

these otherworldly antics with 
very familiar actors like Bell, 
and especially Danson, whose 
long-running but still-peaking 
career has finally jumped from 
“inexplicable” to “unthinkable.”

5 |   The Deuce
HBO

With the epic ambition they 
brought to The Wire, David 
Simon and George Peleca-
nos build a whole world out 
of the criminal underground 
of Times Square circa 1971. 
James Franco excels in his 
dual role as a pair of lowlife 
twins. The Deuce is packed 
with stellar performances, but 
Maggie Gyllenhaal is the heart 
of the story, playing a hooker 
getting into the new future of 
porn movies; as she explains, 
“The camera’s the john.” And if 
the hustlers secretly dream of 
being auteurs, that’s all in the 
game – after a skin flick, one 
character says with a shrug, “I 
thought it was kinda artistic, 
but with a lot of dick.” 
 

6 |   Patton Oswalt: 
Annihilation

            Netflix

Patton Oswalt goes back to 
work in this brutally funny 
instant-classic stand-up spe-
cial, 18 months after the sud-
den death of his wife. He does 
for grief what Richard Pryor’s 
Live on the Sunset Strip did 

for freebase addiction, getting 
confessional about the dark 
side: “If one more person wish-
es me ‘strength’ on my ‘healing 
journey,’ I’m going to throw a 
balloon full of piss into every 
candle store on the planet.” He 
even structures it like the clas-
sic Pryor film – the first half is a 
relaxed comedy, luring you into 
a false sense of security, and 
then he gets agonizingly real.

7 |   Rick and Morty
Adult Swim

The final frontier of the all-
American dysfunctional fam-
ily: a mad professor and his 
dimwit grandson explore the 
outer limits of the universe, 
traveling through space and 
time, just because anything 
beats going back home. Dan 
Harmon and Justin Roiland’s 
mind-warp sci-fi cartoon took 

Issa goes to her BFF, Molly, for 
dating lessons (“Can you teach 
me how to ho?”), trying single 
life, waking up in strange places, 
occasionally landing in her ex’s 
arms, venturing into new emo-
tional territory as she develops a 
stable of bedmates to go into her 
regular “hotation.” Through all 
her hilarious stumbles, Insecure 
keeps coasting on Rae’s vulner-
able yet ineffable charm.

9 |   Stranger Things 2
Netflix

Against all odds, as a certain 
Eighties rock star might put 
it, Stranger Things held strong 
in its second season, thanks 
to a cast of kids who somehow 
turned out to be real actors – 
especially the marvelous Millie 
Bobby Brown. As for the ridic-
ulous seventh episode, where 
Eleven goes off on her solo mall-
punk adventure, it was worthy 

caine Lounge, the McKinley 
Hooker Dump and the Lincoln 
Slave Colosseum (“He didn’t 
free them all”). But no matter 
how hilarious Rick and Morty 
gets, there’s always the bleak 
emotional core of these misfits 
on the run from their family. 

8 |   Insecure
HBO

Insecure blew up to turn 
into the year’s most pro-
vocative rom-com – a guid-
ed tour of modern sexual 
disasters according to Issa 

Rae. She emerges from 
her long-term (and 

long-collapsing) 
relationship with 
Lawrence, the guy 
who spent most of 
the first season on 
their couch. Now 

of a New Radicals video, which 
is high praise around here. Al-
ways bet on Winona. Always.

10 |   Game of Thrones
HBO

Game of Thrones fans might 
be in denial about the fact that 
Westeros is heading for the 
long goodbye. But this head-
rush season packed an entire 
epic into seven crazed weeks – 
battles, betrayals, ice dragons, 
White Walkers and Arya Stark 
finally avenging the Red Wed-
ding by slaughtering the entire 
Frey clan. Not to mention sexual 
fireworks between the Mother 
of Dragons and the King in the 
North, even if the Mother hap-
pens to be his Aunt. Nobody has 
any idea how long we have to 
wait for the final six episodes. 
This winter could take a while. 

a huge leap forward in its third 
season. Our heroes pay visits 
to dystopian places like the 
Citadel, as well as conspira-
cy hot spots like the Kennedy 
Sex Tunnels, the Truman Co-
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MOVIES OF THE YEAR
In 2017, Hollywood took on the past through today’s scary 

present. No wonder we want to get out. #OscarsHateTrump 
BY PE T E R T R AV E R S

1

23

BEST OF THE BEST (1) British soldiers duck a tyrant’s attack in 
Dunkirk. (2) Sam Rockwell and Frances McDormand get violent in 
Three Billboards. (3) Daniel Kaluuya feels the terror in Get Out. 

1 Dunkirk

In the year’s best film, Christo-
pher Nolan shows us the mean-
ing of pure cinema, depicting 
the 1940 evacuation of Brit-
ish soldiers from the French 
beaches of Dunkirk as Hitler’s 
forces attempt to crush them 
by land, sea and air. Instead of 
telling us what to think, Nolan 
offers full immersion in the life-
or-death experience of being 
there, prey to the whims of a 
dictator and still fired up with 
the will to resist.

2 Get Out
 

Can a horror film get in the 
Oscar race for Best Picture? Bet 
your ass. Daniel Kaluuya doesn’t 
know what he’s in for when his 
girlfriend (Allison Williams) 
takes him home to white sub-
urbia, but black culture isn’t the 
only thing being co-opted. In 
the year’s most exciting direct-
ing debut, Jordan Peele juggles 
scares and laughs to skewer ra-
cial hypocrisy in an America 
that refuses to get woke. 

3 Call Me by  
Your Name

Homophobia has no place in 
Luca Guadagnino’s erotic ro-
mance, set in Italy in 1983, 
when a musical prodigy (Timo-
thée Chalamet) and his father’s 
handsome assistant (Armie 
Hammer) experience the thrill 
of first love and the gutting pain 
of its loss. An artistic triumph 
that insists empathy is the best 
antidote to intolerance.

4  Three Billboards 
 Outside Ebbing,        
 Missouri

 
Anglo-Irish playwright Martin 
McDonagh finds his cinema 
sweet spot writing and direct-

ing this sorrowful and savagely 
funny look at a small-town dy-
namo (Frances McDormand) 
who rents billboards to rage at 
the police for not solving the 
rape and murder of her teen 
daughter. McDormand and 
McDonagh, a match forged in 
fire, catch the helplessness and 
fury we’re all feeling right now. 

5 The Post
  

In Steven Spielberg’s propulsive 
political thriller, it’s not hard to 
find the link between right now 
and the threats Nixon’s White 
House launched at Washington 
Post publisher Katharine Gra-
ham (Meryl Streep) and editor 
Ben Bradlee (Tom Hanks) in 

1971 to not publish the Penta-
gon Papers and expose a mas-
sive government cover-up. Any 
relationship to Trump’s war 
against a free press is purely in-
tentional. Streep could be head-
ed for Oscar No. 4 as a woman 
spoiling to be heard over an 
army of patronizing men. Spiel-
berg’s speed-is-of-the-essence 
direction speaks with relevant 
power to the past, present and 
a chilling future. 

6 Lady Bird

There’s nothing new about com-
ing-of-age comedies, but Lady 
Bird gets the genre thrillingly 
right, thanks to screenwriter 
Greta Gerwig in a solo direct-

ing debut that mines her own 
formative years in 2002 Sacra-
mento. Saoirse Ronan and Lau-
rie Metcalf excel as a daughter 
and mother whose cage match 
of brawling affection hits home 
no matter what age you are. 

7 The Shape of Water 
 

Visual master Guillermo del 
Toro goes back to the Cold War 
to probe the secret passion of a 
mute girl (Sally Hawkins) and 
a creature from a government 
black-ops lagoon (Doug Jones). 
The result speaks volumes about 
what we choose to label alien. 

8 Detroit
 

Director Kathryn Bigelow and 
screenwriter Mark Boal take 
an incendiary look at the 1967 
Detroit race riots still alive and 
toxic in the police brutality and 
systemic racism of today. Audi-
ences stayed away. Big mistake. 
Detroit is hard to take. It’s also 
impossible to forget.

9 A Ghost Story
 

David Lowery’s supernatural 
tale of timeless devotion in-
volves a woman (Rooney Mara) 
haunted by her dead lover 
(Casey Affleck). Here’s an ar-
dent, ambitious, challenging 
experiment that restores our 
faith in film as an art form.

10 Darkest Hour
 

Gary Oldman gives the perfor-
mance of the year as Winston 
Churchill in a film that digs into 
the political repercussions of 
the battles on the beaches of 
Dunkirk in 1940. Joe Wright’s 
film, with its bristling interior 
energy, is a provocative com-
panion piece to Nolan’s epic and 
tops 2017 with two cinematic 
takes about a world on the brink 
of catastrophe. Sound familiar? 
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‘I
’ve never felt like a pop star,” malcolm 

Young told Rolling Stone in 2008. “This is a 
9-to-5 sort of gig.” Playing with AC/DC, the guitar-
ist stood in the back, stone-faced, holding down the 
rhythm as his younger brother Angus soloed and 

stalked the stage in his trademark schoolboy outfit. When 
the Rolling Stones invited the Youngs onstage for a blues 
jam in 2003, Malcolm at first refused. “He said, ‘I can’t,’ ” 
former AC/DC singer Brian Johnson recalls. “There was 
nothing funnier than Keith 
Richards and Ron Wood 
trying to drag him up there. 
He did a bit of a song with 
them and then walked back 
to the amps. That’s just the 
way he was.”

But Young, who died 
on November 18th at 64 
of complications from de-
mentia, was as integral to 
the band as his f lamboy-
ant brother. Malcolm co-
wrote almost all of AC/DC’s 
unrelenting anthems with 
Angus (and singer John-
son or his predecessor Bon 
Scott), kept a watchful eye 
on their image and integrity, 
and devised many landmark 
riffs. “Angus was the star, 
but Malcolm was the most 
powerful and most under-
rated rhythm-guitar player 
in the history of rock & roll, 
period,” says Tom Morel-
lo. “That band is uncompro-
mised in its power, and the 
reason is Malcolm and the 
way he played. It’s the tec-
tonic plate on which the AC/DC world exists.” 

Malcolm dropped out of high school at 15 and began 
working as a mechanic after the Youngs relocated from 
Scotland to Australia. In the early Seventies, he joined a 
band called, strangely enough, the Velvet Underground – 
before he and Angus joined forces, first in the R&B group 
the Marcus Hook Roll Band, and then the first version of 
AC/DC, in 1973. Although Angus would say that his broth-
er could easily play lead solos, Malcolm preferred the role 
of rock-solid foundation, while serving as the band’s driv-
ing force. As Angus told Rolling Stone in 2016, “Mal-
colm was always one to battle through. He would look at 
me in times of crisis and go, ‘We’ll just go in and do some 
work . . . write some songs.’ He had that drive.”

“Malcolm was the catalyst,” says Johnson, recalling the 
writing sessions for his first album with the band, 1980’s 
Back in Black, which sold 22 million copies to become the 
sixth-bestselling album in the U.S. of all time. “He came 
to my room with a cassette and a legal pad and said, ‘This 
is the rough music. Let’s see what you can come up with.’ 
I said, ‘What’s the title?’ and he said, ‘You Shook Me All 
Night Long.’ I said, ‘That’s a fucking long title!’ Malcolm 
gave rock & roll a fist, a kick in the ass.” Johnson recalls 

watching Malcolm play “Let 
There Be Rock” as he went 
through two guitar picks 
just during that song. “He 
was like a machine up there,” 
says Rick Nielsen of Cheap 
Trick, who toured with AC/
DC in their early days. “He 
was totally serious, and he 
didn’t make any mistakes. 
He was rock-steady.”

Young’s personal life 
could be less stable. In the 
late Eighties, his drinking 
got out of control. “Malcolm 
had a problem,” said his 
older brother George (who 
fronted the Marcus Hook 
Roll Band and passed away 
in October). “In our family, if 
we have a problem, we deal 
with it ourselves.” Young 
got sober and, after miss-
ing a U.S. tour, returned 
to his rightful role. When 
Megadeth toured with AC/
DC several years ago, Dave 
Mustaine glimpsed their 
less-than-crazy backstage 
life: “Someone said, ‘Can I 

get you a bottle of something?’ and someone else said, ‘All 
they do is drink tea and smoke cigarettes.’ ”

According to Johnson, Young’s dementia began to re-
veal itself when AC/DC started rehearsing for the Black 
Ice tour in 2008 and Young had to relearn some of their 
old songs. By the time they started cutting 2014’s Rock or 
Bust, he wasn’t well enough to contribute. Later that year, 
he was admitted to a nursing home in Australia. “It’s hard 
to communicate,” Angus said in 2016. “I do pass on mes-
sages. I let him know there are a lot of people missing him.” 
Recalling the close of the Black Ice tour, Johnson says Mal-
colm was committed to the end: “We were in Barcelona the 
last night – Malcolm still had a fire in his eyes you could 
spot a mile away. You couldn’t take your eyes off him.”

AC/DC’s Malcolm Young
The late guitarist resisted the spotlight  

while creating rock’s most enduring anthems
BY DAV I D BROW N E

B
O

B
 K

IN
G

/R
E

D
FE

R
N

S/
G

E
T

T
Y

 IM
A

G
E

S

Malcolm in 1976. 
“He had fire in his 
eyes,” says Brian 

Johnson.
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atrick stump was listening 

to Fall Out Boy’s almost-com-
plete seventh album, Mania, in 
July when he realized there was 

a major problem: It wasn’t very good. “It 
freaked me out,” the singer says. “I was like, 
‘I don’t think this is something the four of 
us will like, I don’t think it’s something the 
label is going to like. It doesn’t sound like 
Fall Out Boy. Oh, God, I can’t turn this 
in.’ ” Stump told bassist Pete Wentz, who 

maligned Terminator: Salvation, star-
ring Christian Bale, and hypothesizes that 
Adam Driver’s character might ultimately 
turn out to be a good guy in Star Wars: 
The Last Jedi. Stranger Things 2 is also a 
big topic. “There are moments on Stranger 
Things where Sean Astin really looks like 
[his Lord of the Rings character] Sam-
wise Gamgee,” says guitarist Joe Trohm-
an. “Hey!” says drummer Andy Hurley.  
“No spoilers!”

In August, the band returned to the stu-
dio with producer Illangelo – best known 
for his work with Lady Gaga, Drake and 
the Weeknd – and decided to start largely 
from scratch. An intensive songwriting 

Fall Out Boy’s Midlife Crisis
After pulling off one of rock music’s most impressive second acts, 

the band hit a roadblock while recording its latest album 
BY A N DY GR E E N E

ALONE TOGETHER 

Hurley, Stump, Trohman, 
Wentz (from left)

body,” Wentz says of the scrapped album’s 
tunes. “It felt like all bread and no meat. 
There was no spicy mustard or anything.” 

If the pressure of redoing much of the 
album while preparing for an arena tour 
has caused the band any stress or tur-
moil, it certainly isn’t apparent backstage 
at  EagleBank Arena in Fairfax, Virgin-
ia. Killing time after soundcheck, the 
band holds a series of supremely dorky 
conversations; Wentz defends the much-

boot camp at Stump’s Burbank, Califor-
nia, studio worked, yielding songs like the 
trap-infused “Hold Me Tight or Don’t” and 
the synth-y “Expensive Mistakes.” It helped 
that the deadline to deliver the album 
had been extended. “It was Thanksgiv-
ing, when the old guy unbuttons his belt 
and just exhales,” Stump says. “We were 
relaxed, and the rest of the record kind of 
wrote itself in a week.”

Those songs are a hit at the sold-out 
show that night in Fairfax, where the 
crowd sings along to every word of old hits 
like “Dance, Dance,” “This Ain’t a Scene, 
It’s an Arms Race” and “Sugar, We’re Goin 
Down.” The tour coincides with a renewed 
interest in the emo scene of the Nineties 
and early 2000s, with bands like Brand 
New and Say Anything playing to big 
crowds again. Though those groups were 
their early peers, Fall Out Boy see them-
selves as a separate entity. “None of the 
emo bands messed with us,” says Stump. 
“They hated us. They wouldn’t tour with 
us.” Adds Trohman, “I’m going to sound 
like a jerk, but we are still doing the band 
and making records – we are not on a 
10-year-anniversary tour. We are still an 
active band. That is not an easy thing to 
do.” For that reason, the band let the 10-
year anniversary of 2007’s Infinity on High 
pass by this year without any sort of spe-
cial tour or box set. “A band like us could 
get stuck if we did that,” says Wentz. “It’s a 
loop, and we’d be doing it forever.” 

Another example of Fall Out Boy’s privi-
leged position: Before a proper American 
tour for Mania in 2018, the band will hit 
the Jingle Ball circuit in December, play-
ing on the same bills as Taylor Swift, Ed 
Sheeran, the Chainsmokers, Niall Horan 
and Camila Cabello. In every case, Fall 
Out Boy are the oldest act on the bill – and 
the only rock band. “When we play those 
things it literally feels like we’re Slayer or 
something,” says Wentz. “Then we play 
the modern rock shows and we’re the pop 
band. It’s a little bizarre.” 

Stump acknowledges that even after 
all the work they put in, he won’t mind if 
the reworked Mania doesn’t connect with 
radio: “Do I need another hit in my life? I 
don’t really care. The only reason to put out 
a record is if it’s really great. And once you 
are past the radio-hit stage of your career, 
that becomes even more important.” 

felt the same way; they decided to push the 
album back to January, even though they’d 
already committed to an American arena 
tour in the fall to support it. 

The episode was the first major snafu 
Fall Out Boy had seen since 2013. Back 
then, after a four-year breakup, they re-
turned to score huge pop-radio hits like 
“My Songs Know What You Did in the 
Dark” and “Centuries.” But the group’s 
Mania singles from earlier this year, the 
EDM-flavored “Young and Menace” and 
“Champion,” which had an old-school FOB 
vibe, failed to even crack the Hot 100. “The 
songs were trying to serve everybody, but 
they weren’t going to be compelling to any-

Photograph by  Jared Soares
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alk to any of timo-

thy “Timbaland” Mo-
sey’s friends, and you’ll 
hear the same thing: 

that just a couple of years ago 
he was a totally different man. 
They’ll tell you that he had lost his 
way, becoming depressed, over-
weight and contemptuous of the 
severely minimal beats that fu-
eled hits by new artists like Future 
and Migos. He hadn’t had a major 
success since Beyoncé’s 2013 self-
titled LP; his marriage was fal-
tering; and his closest industry 
friends, the producers Pharrell 
Williams and Swizz Beatz, were 
concerned enough that they were 
checking in to give him pep talks. 
“I felt like I wasn’t committed, I 
was riding off ego,” says Timba-
land, 45, looking back. “It was re-
ally about me neglecting my gift. 
As a producer and a soundmaker, 
I had to find out what God had in 
store for me.”

Today things couldn’t be more 
different for the producer, who 
is cheerfully chowing down on 
a bunless burger at a New York 
restaurant in November. Since 
the mid-1990s, the starkly futur-
istic robo-funk soundscapes he 
crafted for artists like Missy Elliott, Jay-Z 
and Justin Timberlake have shaped and 
reshaped modern pop and hip-hop. Now 
he’s on track to have his hottest year in a 
decade, working with an entire Grammy 
ceremony’s worth of talent on a slew of 
projects that are just beginning to make 
their way into the world. Foremost, he says 
he just wrapped up Timberlake’s upcom-
ing (and as yet officially unannounced) 
album, which will receive a massive boost 
when the star plays the Super Bowl half-
time show in February. “The music we just 
made?” Timbaland says, shaking his head. 
“It’s gonna put him on another plateau.” He 
has a deeply soulful single, “Pray,” on Sam 
Smith’s chart-topping new LP, which the 

his home in Miami, he shows off 
the results of his intense boxing-
based fitness regimen (inspired, 
he says, by the Rock and Kevin 
Hart) in a skintight gray Nike 
tracksuit. He’s lost 40 pounds, 
and isn’t done yet. “I’ve never felt 
better,” he says. “I’m doing stuff 
I never knew I could do.” At the 
same time, he’s found new ways 
of working, increasingly skipping 
big, expensive studios to make 
tracks at home using the software 
Ableton Live – which he rocks 
while wearing headphones and a 
rig called a Subpac, a backpack-
slash-vest gizmo with speakers 
built into it. “You put it on and it 
makes you feel like you’re in the 
studio,” he says. “The sound is 
three-dimensional.” 

So what inspired this burst of 
productivity? Midway through 
lunch, Timbaland lowers his 
voice and leans forward. “I was 
on drugs, dude,” he says. “I was 
on OxyContin.” Timbaland start-
ed taking pain medication in his 
thirties, to help with nerve issues 
resulting from a gunshot wound 
he suffered as a teenager. But his 
use spun out of control, and as his 
drug intake increased, his chart 

success declined, he blew through a lot of 
his money and his marriage collapsed – fu-
eling a vicious cycle of depression and ad-
diction. “Music is a gift and curse,” he says. 
“Once you’re not popping, it plays with your 
mind. The pills helped block out the noise – 
I’d just sleep all day. I remember Jay-Z told 
me one time, ‘Don’t do no more interviews’ 
– because I was saying crazy shit.” His 
now-girlfriend, Michelle, recalls that at the 
end Timbaland was taking doses so high 
that she was genuinely worried he’d die in 
his sleep. “It was so bad, to the point where 
I couldn’t even sleep,” she says. “I’d put my 
hand right by his nose, just to see if he was 
still breathing.” He eventually did suffer 
what he believes to be a near-death over-

The greatest producer of his generation got hooked on pills 
and almost lost it all. Now he’s ready to return to the charts 

BY JONAT H A N  R I NGE N

Timbaland Comes  
Back From the Brink

singer performed on Saturday Night Live 
in October. Timbaland has launched col-
laborations with a new generation of rap 
talent, including Young Thug and Ty Dolla 
$ign. And he’s been in the studio with Jay-
Z, Zayn Malik, Chris Martin, Wiz Khalifa 
and Zac Brown, while also making clever 
moves into the booming post-“Despacito” 
Latin market with tracks like Wisin and 
Bad Bunny’s “Move Your Body.” “His music 
shaped me as an artist and as a songwrit-
er,” says Smith. “He works with so much 
kindness and attention to detail, and even 
after all of his success, he still loves music 
more than ever.” 

At New York’s hip ABC Kitchen, a favor-
ite spot when Timbaland is visiting from 
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Timbaland’s addiction 
got so bad, his girlfriend 
says, “I’d put my hand by 
his nose just to see if he 

was still breathing.”

dose while sleeping three years ago. “All 
I can tell you is that there was a light,” he 
says. “I woke up trying to catch my breath, 
like I was underwater. But through that 
whole thing I saw life – I saw where I would 
be if I don’t change, and where I could be if 
I did.” The following day he began weaning 
off the pills, and soon after made a clean 
break – which resulted in a brutal period of 
withdrawal. “But I thought about Michael 
Jackson,” he says. “I didn’t want to be old 
and taking these pills.”

He’s not judgmental about other peo-
ple’s partying – he still smokes some weed, 
and is enjoying a whiskey cocktail with 
lunch – but he feels compelled to talk 
about his experience in the wake of the 
deaths of Chris Cornell, a friend and col-
laborator who had long battled addiction, 
and Prince, who was probably Timba-
land’s greatest music hero. “I came from 
the era of drug dealers [making rap hits],” 
he notes. “Now we’re in the era of drug 
users.” He especially wants young fans 
and musicians to be aware that counterfeit 
pain pills could contain powerful opiates 
like fentanyl, and for the music industry 
as a whole to be more cognizant of the 
prevalence of depression in the hip-hop 
community. “These kids come from a place 

where they don’t have money, don’t have a 
real home,” he says. “It affects them, and 
you hear it in the music.” (Less than a week 
after this interview, the rapper Lil Peep, 21, 
who had struggled with drug use and de-
pression, died before a concert in Arizona 
of what appeared to be a Xanax overdose.)

These days, Timbaland is focused on just 
a few things: being a parent to his 10-year-
old daughter, Reign, getting seriously fit 
and making as much great music as possi-
ble. He’s cranking away on a solo LP, which 
will be out next year and features collabo-
rations with Timberlake, Malik and Rick 
Ross. He’s even come to appreciate the 
sounds he hears on the radio by produc-
ers, like Metro Boomin, he once maligned 
– and has sought out young MCs like the 
much-hyped Florida rapper $ki Mask the 
Slump God to push hip-hop sonics to the 
next level. “Right now, I feel like what I can 
do with my legacy is to give back,” Timba-
land says. “Which means finding the youth 
of today. Look at Quincy Jones – he was 50 
when he did Thriller! What’s my Thriller? 
That’s the goal.”

On the scene as the R&B singer visits a private 
facility where immigrants are detained for years

Inside Miguel’s 
Political Awakening

O
n a desert road north of 

L .A. in October, Mig uel 
stands across from the Adel-

anto Detention Facility, home to near-
ly 2,000 federal immigration detain-
ees awaiting deportation or hearings 
about their status in the U.S. The pri-
vate, for- profit detention center has 
been plagued by accusations of sex-
ual assault by guards; three inmates 
have died there in the past year – not 
to mention multiple hunger strikes 
and suicide attempts. (“Our compa-
ny strongly refutes these allegations,” 
says a representative for the facility.) 
Miguel tells a crowd of press and fans 
he’s come to “shed light on the situa-
tion.” “People are being deported and 
held in these places, private facilities 
that are really jails,” he says to Roll-

ing Stone. “It’s fathers, mothers, it’s 
people who are contributing to society. 
It’s pretty fucked up, man.”

The trip is not a surprise if you’ve 
heard the R&B singer’s new War & 
Leisure, which takes his psychedelic 
future soul in a political direction. On 
“Now,” he sings about the rise of ha-
tred, gun violence and border control, 
asking, “Is that the sound of freedom?” 
Miguel, 32, says he had little concern 
for politics before the 2016 election, 
but Bernie Sanders “made me interest-
ed. It was also seeing people get behind 
him who shared similar values.” Today, 
his phone screen features a nuclear 

mushroom cloud. “It reminds me, I 
wake up and go to war every morning,” 
he says. “We all do.”

At a baseball field down the road, 
Miguel meets family members of peo-
ple locked up at Adelanto. “My dad isn’t 
supposed to be there,” a young woman 
says to the group. “He’s supposed to 
be home.” Miguel tears up listening to 
former inmates, including one from 
Kenya who for years was unable to 
receive mail containing his court pa-
perwork. Another detainee recalls the 
sense of despair there: “I had grown 
men come to me crying . . . . They’ve 
been working so many hours in the 
sun, broken nails, broken fingers. Why 
is that person in such a position in a 
system that is supposed to afford a lot 
of opportunities?”

Soon, Miguel takes the stage for a 
short set called #SchoolsNot Prisons, 
held for an activism group that raises 
awareness about prison-system issues. 
It’s too cold for an outdoor concert, but 
young women erupt with screams for 
Miguel as he plays a moving acous-
tic set. There are extra cheers during 
“Now.” Miguel says the song gave him a 
clearer picture of where he wants to go 
in his music. “That’s where it’s a chal-
lenge for me: ‘All right, where do I exist 
in this now? What do I care about? I 
think I’m taking the time to re-estab-
lish in my mind what I’m trying to do 
– what it’s all for.”               STEVE APPLEFORD

IMMIGRANT SONGS 

Miguel with an 
Adelanto detainee 
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T
he first cold night of 

November in Portland, Ore-
gon, found John Gourley and 
Zach Carothers of Portugal. 
The Man in a familiar posi-

tion: in a maroon Ford E350 van, Caroth-
ers driving, Gourley in the back. Nine years 
ago, after the van they’d been touring in 
shot its transmission for the fifth time, 
they bought this one used and have logged 
217,000 miles since, enough to crisscross 
the country better than 77 times. 

During that time, PTM built themselves 
up from alt-rockers with a debt to Bowie 
and Pink Floyd and whatever else was 
handy to this year’s biggest crossover band, 
with a Top Five single, “Feel It Still,” that 
references everything from Motown to the 
Black Panthers and “(You Gotta) Fight for 
Your Right (to Party!)” Their breakthrough 
album, Woodstock, took four years to fin-
ish, as they scrapped sessions with Mike D 
of the Beastie Boys, then hit the reset but-
ton and came up with the song that would 
put them over the top in about 45 minutes.  

Gourley and Carothers’ friendship goes 
back two decades, to high school in Wasilla, 
Alaska. Gourley is PTM’s singer-guitarist; 
Carothers plays bass. They are the band’s 
center, the two who have been at it for the 
past 13 years. Right now, they’re wrapping 
up a week at home before heading back on 
the road. Gourley’s days revolve around him 
and his partner, Zoe Manville (a graphic 
designer who sings with the band), drop-
ping off and picking up their six-year-old 
daughter, Frances, at kindergarten.

Carothers has been on a short fishing 
trip, and is returning some gear at his un-
cle’s house. This maroon workhorse is his 
daily driver when in Portland, and after 
years of sleeping in a van, a tour bus or a 
plane, he finds it hard to get some rest if 
there’s no moving ground beneath him. “I 
am like, ‘Sorry, I got to make myself a box 
on the floor. Pretend I am in a bunk,’ ” he 
says. “Nothing stresses me out more than 
relaxing. It’s the work ethic we grew up with 
– in Alaska if you stop working, you die.” 

Errand finished, we roll to Pok Pok, a cel-
ebrated Thai restaurant. Carothers – who 
radiates a gentle take-care-of-everyone 
vibe – has organized a big dinner for King 
Krule, the U.K. singer-songwriter, and his 
band, who’ve been stuck in town with tour-
bus problems. We’re joined inside by Man-

THE LORDS OF 

PORTLAND  O’Quin, 
Sechrist, Gourley, 
Howk, Carothers and 
Manville (from left)

How Portugal. The Man – a midcareer band with roots in Sarah Palin’s 
hometown – got out of their own way and scored one of 2017’s biggest hits  

B Y  JOE  L E V Y

Rock’s Surprise Heroes 

ville and PTM keyboardist Kyle O’Quin, as 
well as Krule, his band and more friends. 
Drummer Jason Sechrist, whose wife gave 
birth to their first baby 12 days ago, is here 
as well, though guitarist Eric Howk is at a 
wedding. (A paraplegic since an accident 10 
years ago, he grew up with Carothers and 
Gourley, and has been playing with PTM 
since 2015.)

Food and beer arrive. Then more food. 
And more beer. On a bigger such night – at 
an afterparty PTM threw for Arcade Fire 
in Australia three years ago – the action 
reached a fever pitch that involved PTM’s 
tour manager proclaiming, “The Lords of 
Portland are in town!” The name stuck; 
the band and crew now have Lords of Port-
land tattoos, and the band plays occasional 
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Beastie Boys and Rage Against the Ma-
chine. “All at the same time,” he says. “It 
was like Wizard of Oz – I saw the world 
in color.” 

Carothers moved from Wasilla to Mon-
mouth, Oregon, in the early aughts for col-
lege, then left school for a screamo band 
in Portland, recruiting Gourley in 2002. 
When that band broke up, it formed Por-
tugal. The Man and toured relentlessly 
(the punctuation mark is an attempt to 
make the band feel like a bigger entity). 
Sometimes, live, Gourley would simply 
stop singing, forcing the band into a jam; 
he was calmer if everyone else onstage felt 
the same sense of anxiety he did, and his 
occasional panic attacks began to subside. 

They made five albums from 2006 to 
2010, making it up as they went along 
– proggy one moment, bluesy the next, 

club gigs under the name. “We thought it 
was funny to create a gang mentality,” says 
Carothers. “Because Portland is such a pac-
ifist town. We can just take it over.”  

The Lords of Portland are a beneficent 
gang, though. Talk turns to a tour a while 
back that saw the destruction of dressing 
rooms, though not at the hands of PTM. 
Gourley remembers seeing the guitarist 
of one band about to hurl a bottle of red 
wine at the wall. He offered a word of cau-
tion. “He looks at me and says, ‘Rock & 
roll!’ Smashes the bottle against the wall,” 
Gourley says. “And I’m like, ‘Someone has 
to clean that up.’ ” 

T
he next morning, after a 

late breakfast, Carothers and 
Gourley get haircuts. They’re 
leaving in a day for Spain, where 

they’ll play an awards show orga-
nized by Europe’s biggest Spanish-
language radio station. At one of 
Portland’s many throwback bar-
ber shops, Carothers and Gourley 
sit in facing chairs and try not to 
look at each other.

They’ve had plenty of practice. 
Both 36, they’ve spent half their 
lives together, give or take a year or 
two. Carothers was one of the most 
popular kids in high school, Gour-
ley a painfully shy kid who did 
a year and a half of home school 
rather than endure middle-school 
bullying. They talk about Alaska 
with a mix of reverence and relief 
to have left for somewhere less iso-
lated. “We’d watch Mister Rogers’ 
Neighborhood and we were like, 
‘What the fuck’s a neighborhood?’ ” 
says Carothers. 

Gourley grew up moving from one re-
mote spot to another, as his father ran con-
struction crews, building hotels for Prin-
cess Cruises. “We lived off the grid, as far 
away from people as we could be at any 
time,” he says. Both of his parents ran the 
Iditarod, the long-distance dog-sled race, 
and when they lived on the Cook Inlet, be-
luga whales would surface off their back-
yard. “I was like, ‘All right, yeah, I get it 
– the whales are back again. Can I watch 
that movie with the crazy sci-fi shit?’ ” Sci-fi 
and horror movies were his thing, and his 
childhood dream was scriptwriting. “I was 
supershy,” he says; later he uses the phrase 
“crippling social anxiety.” 

Carothers’ dad worked for Pepsi. “I was 
the city boy because I lived closer to the 
town of Wasilla,” he says. “But I could 
walk out my backdoor and it would be two 
miles before I hit another house.” At 12 
he bought a Dead Kennedys too drunk 

to fuck T-shirt (his mom wouldn’t let 
him wear it to school) and started playing 
guitar, fueled by discovering Nirvana, the 

fered to let them stay at his house and use 
his home studio. But the variations on the 
tracks became endless, and Mike D’s em-
phasis on song construction didn’t gel with 
Gourley. “I was like, ‘John, let’s try and get 
some lyrics done,’ ” Mike D says. “He’s like, 
‘Yeah, I don’t really work like that. I kinda 
like to put the TV on in the background and 
my stuff happens.’ ”

In the end, the stuff happening on the 
TV in the background was the problem. 
As recording dragged on, the 2016 presi-
dential campaign began going to darker 
and darker places. Gourley and Carothers 
thought the songs they had sounded too 
perfect, they didn’t ref lect the moment. 
“I feel like things need to be a part of the 
world – that snapshot of what’s happen-
ing,” Gourley says. “That’s what I love about 
hip-hop. I couldn’t be happy with some-

thing that felt so easy.”
On a trip home to Wasilla, Gour-

ley’s dad gave them a pep talk: 
“What’s taking so long? Just grab 
your instruments, go into a room, 
write some songs.” He also showed 
them his ticket from Woodstock, 
which had turned up at the bot-
tom of a tool kit he’d given a friend. 
Something clicked, and Gourley 
decided they’d start with a fresh 
vision: an album called Wood-
stock. “Everybody said, ‘That’s the 
fucking stupidest thing I’ve ever 
heard,’ ” he says. 

One way or another, it worked. 
Released in June, Woodstock has 
tracks from four years of sessions 
with Mike D, John Hill and Dan-
ger Mouse. Its sound is strange 
and smooth at the same time, a 

product of the easy flow between the indie-
rock and pop worlds that define session 
work in Los Angeles these days. The band 
played on hip-hop sessions Hill produced, 
as well as Hill’s tracks for Elle King, and 
wrote with Ammar Malik (whose credits 
include Maroon 5’s “Moves Like Jagger”). 
“Seeing how a real pop songwriter works – 
it reminded me of making our first record,” 
says Gourley. 

The version of “Feel It Still” that’s been 
streamed more than 200 million times 
was an accident. Gourley was in the lounge 
at Hill’s studio, messing with a Motown-
style bass line.  Their friend Asa Taccone 
from the band Electric Guest was there, 
and asked to record the bit. They looped 
the bass line, and Gourley latched on to 
the melody of one of the oldies he used to 
sing along to on family trips into town to 
get groceries, the Marvelettes’ “Please Mr. 
Postman.” Suddenly, a track he had been 
trying to nail down for years just clicked, 
and the basic work was done in less than an 
hour. The song’s politics aren’t exactly ex-
plicit, but an interactive video links to re-

glam-psychedelic the one after that. In 
2010, they signed with Atlantic and began 
recording In the Mountain in the Cloud 
with producer John Hill, who’d worked 
with Santigold and M.I.A. The major-label-
debut pressure almost destroyed them. 
Used to making albums in 10 days, they 
suddenly had too much time, and the songs 
underwent endless revisions. “That was the 
darkest time of our band,” says Carothers. 

Mike D remixed “Modern Jesus” from 
2013’s Evil Friends, offering the hip-hop-
loving Carothers and Gourley a chance to 
meet one of their heroes. “They are music 
nerds the way I am,” says Mike D. “When 
they started talking about themselves I 
realized that they were outcast punk-rock 
skateboard kids from Alaska. I felt a kin-
ship.” He booked Rick Rubin’s Shangri-La 
studio, in Malibu, on the cheap – when 
Rubin was away or Kanye West didn’t have 
it on lock – and they got to work on PTM’s 
next album, knocking out the basics for five 
tracks in a week. 

Sessions were stop-and-start, and as the 
recording budget dwindled, Mike D of-P
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FEELING IT 

The band onstage in October. “It’s like there’s a nationwide 
gas leak,” Carothers says of PTM scoring a Top Five hit.
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sistance causes, and the cho-
rus references both 1966, the 
year the Black Panthers were 
founded, and 1986, the year 
“Fight for Your Right” came 
out. (“I did not know that,” 
says Mike D, who recorded 
several early versions of the 
song. “Here I was in the stu-
dio with him – I did not even 
get the shout-out.”) 

Goosed by its use in ads 
for Apple and Vitaminwater, 
the song’s success has been a 
happy shock. “It’s like there’s a 
nationwide gas leak,” Caroth-
ers says. “Donald Trump is in 
the White House, Portugal. 
The Man is on Top 40 radio. 
America, are you OK?” Un-
like the Nineties bands they 
grew up on, they love talking 
to Top 40 stations. “I think 
about all the interviews we 
heard where the rock band 
would be on a pop station, 
shutting down the DJ, just 
being dicks,” says Gourley. 
“This is so weirdly fun for us.” 
Gourley has chased his am-
bition more relentlessly, and 
successfully, than any rock 
songwriter in recent years, 
but he states it modestly: “I 
just want to write songs that 
Frances can be proud of when 
she grows up.” 

night has fallen on the 

second cold day of Novem-
ber in Portland, and Gourley 
wants to check in at home be-
fore Frances goes to bed. He 
stops to gas up his car (except 
he’s forgotten his wallet), then 
drops me off. As we say good-
bye, he tells me a story about 
being a kid. He and his dad 
saw a moose by their house, 
and his dad suggested they go 
after it. He’d never been hunt-
ing with his father, and he 
was excited. They came up on 
the moose, his dad raised his 
gun, looked over at his son and 
asked, “John, should I get it?” 
He did this several times, and 
every time the answer was yes, 
with Gourley’s sense of antici-
pation growing and growing. 
Finally, his dad put his gun 
down. “We’re not going to get 
it,” he said. “You know why? 
Because we don’t need it.” And 
with that Gourley is gone into 
the night, in search of just the 
things he needs. FR
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Ybefore ronnie wood was a guitarist in the faces and the rolling 

Stones, he was a painter: He attended art school in London and worked as a sign 
writer for shops as a teenager. He never gave it up, sketching scenes from his 50-year 
rock & roll life, including friends like Bob Dylan and touring with the Stones. (He 
still makes colorful set lists before gigs. “It’s a little exercise for me to get away from 
the madness for a bit,” says Wood.) He has exhibited and sold his work for years, but 
compiled it in a book for the first time in Ronnie Wood: Artist. Some images date to 
the early Sixties, including drawings of horses and his early jazz heroes. The Stones, 

he says, often “beg for a dark treatment.” Keith Richards is one of his favorite subjects: “In the old 
days he used to nod off, so he’d stay still.” (In the book’s afterword, Richards calls Wood “a regular 
Picasshole.”) Wood is still on a high from a Stones European tour, his first since beating early-stage 
lung cancer. He just had another checkup and passed with flying colors: “The doctors’ minds were 
blown.” He thinks touring might have something to do with his swift recovery. “I have this Fitbit 
where I’m supposed to do 10,000 steps a day,” he says. “When I do a gig, I do 25,000.” PATRICK DOYLE

Ronnie Wood’s Still Life
A new book proves the Rolling Stone is as talented 

with a paintbrush as he is with a guitar 

PAINT IT BLACK  

On the 2002-03  
Forty Licks Tour 
(above). “Charlie 
[Watts] used to get 
disgruntled about 
being painted,” Wood 
says. “But he said it’s 
a really good book.”

I GO WILD  
Mick Jagger, 
depicted in the 
Voodoo Lounge era, 
recently told Wood 
he’s an admirer of 
his art. They also 
discussed their 
latest tour: “I said, 
‘We did well, didn’t 
we?’ Mick said, ‘I 
think we did!’ We 
made so many 
people happy.”

HERE’S JOHNNY  
Jack Nicholson,  
whom Wood has 
painted multiple 
times. “If you capture 
a person’s eyes, then 
the rest of the 
painting takes care of 
itself,” Wood writes.



THE ONES TO WATCH
Budweiser is all about helping people who have the drive to raise the 
bar. To bring the brand’s mission to life, Budweiser has collaborated 
with Universal Music Group Nashville and Interscope Records to partner 
with eight emerging artists who value their craft and have a meaningful 
story to share with the world. Through sponsoring tours, using their 
songs in commercials and providing a stage for them to showcase their 
work at SXSW in 2018, Budweiser continues to support these artists’ 
dreams of making it big. 

PRESENTED BY

LAUREN ALAINA
Georgia-native Lauren Alaina already 
knows what it’s like to be in the spotlight. 
As a runner-up on a hit reality competition 
show, the award-winning country crooner 
has received critical acclaim for her No. 1 
hit song “Road Less Traveled” — and at 23, 
she’s just getting started.

CANAAN SMITH
Virginia-raised Canaan Smith grew up 
listening to — and later performing — 
Christian Rock. He ultimately settled in as 
a country artist because “it’s all about the 
stories…they will raise the hair on your arms.” 
Look for his latest single, “This Night Back.”

LIZ HUETT
California girl Liz Huett is not afraid to tell it 
like it is. Her debut single, “STFU & Hold Me,” 
introduced her catchy sound and edgy lyrics 
to the world. A true ‘90s kid at heart, her 
music is inspired by the decade’s biggest pop 
acts, yet her sound is decidedly
modern and fresh.

BILLY RAFFOUL 
22-year-old Canadian Billy Raffoul was all 
but destined to become a singer, songwriter 
and musician. Born in Leamington, Ontario 
to an artist-writer-teacher mother and solo 
artist father, Raffoul remembers the moment 
in high school watching his father perform 
at his school’s stadium – that’s when he 
decided to become a live performer. Check 
out his life-inspired single, “Driver.”

GOODBYE JUNE
Rock trio Goodbye June has an aggressive 
sound and healthy dose of grit — yet the 
guys are true family men at heart. The 
cousins grew up in West Tennessee and 
Southern Indiana and moved to Nashville to 
pursue their collective dream. They recently 
debuted “Good Side,” along with a trippy, 
energized video.

CLOVES
Melbourne-raised Kaity Dunstan, a.k.a. Cloves, 
has a haunting voice and moody sound that 
are sure to propel her to the top of the charts. 
Her hit, “Don’t Forget About Me,” captures 
the listener in the first notes and keeps them 
in her hold. The 21-year old is currently living 
in London and her first album is set to be 
released in summer 2018.

K.FLAY
Kristine Meredith Flaherty, a.k.a. K.Flay, 
spins unapologetic lyrics with rock & roll 
beats to create a style all her own. Born 
in Wilmette, Illinois, the genre-defying 
artist keeps it real and raw on her 2017 
album, Every Where Is Some Where, which 
debuted at no. 1 on the Billboard New Artist 
chart. K.Flay continues to sell out venues 
wherever she goes.

CLARE DUNN
Born and raised in 43-person-town Two Buttes, 
Colorado, Clare Dunn learned the power of 
music while on a tractor, plowing and planting 
at her family’s farm. A rock & roll country 
girl, Dunn honed her skills in Nashville. Her 
lighthearted hit “Tuxedo,” exemplifies Dunn as 
an artist and her upcoming album promises to 
showcase even more of her songwriting and 
performing abilities.

A D V E R T I S E M E N T
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Q&AT
here is a remark able 

scene early in Eric Clapton: 
Life in 12 Bars, the new Show-
time documentary about the 

guitarist’s career, that sums up his me-
teoric rise as a British-blues prodigy 
and worldwide superstar: Bob Dylan in 
a London hotel room in 1965 watching 
John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers on TV and 
raving over that band’s guitarist – Clap-
ton, then barely out of his teens. “I still 
can’t believe that’s real,” Clapton says, 
laughing in a New York hotel lobby the 
day after a screening. “I thought, ‘Oh, 
that must be Photoshopped.’ ” Life in 
12 Bars also has extraordinary footage 
of Clapton with Cream, revealing in-
terviews with the women in his life and 
painfully frank sequences on his battles 
with heroin, alcohol and the accidental 
1991 death of his young son, Conor, 
which inspired the Grammy-winning 
ballad “Tears in Heaven.” But Clapton, 
72, is also facing forward, working on 
his next studio album. “And then I’ll do 
some shows next year,” he says. “But I 
don’t see it as touring anymore – just 
one date at a time.” 

You saw the film again yesterday. What’s 
it like to walk through your life like that?

It’s not as bad as the first time I saw 
it. I was in an editing room. There was 
one scene that I was really uncertain 
about, which was the semiracial thing 
that went down during my worst pe-
riod. I made remarks onstage about 
foreigners [at a show in Birmingham, 
England, in 1976]. Being the drunk 
that I was, I just went on a rant. 
Did you ask the director, Lili Fini Zanuck, 
to take it out? 

I just have to face the guy that I be-
came when I was fueled on drugs and 
alcohol. It’s incomprehensible to me, in 
a way, that I got so far out. And there 
was no one to challenge me. Because I 
may have become quite intimidating. 
People said they couldn’t challenge me 
because I came back twice as strong.
The film opens with your video tribute 
to B.B. King after he died in 2015. It sets 
a tone too: Many of the faces and voices 
in the movie – Duane Allman, Cream’s 
Jack Bruce, George Harrison – are gone.

I don’t want to even think about 
that. I’m determined to stick around as 
long as I can. I’m watching everything. 
I go to the doctor’s at the slightest sign 
of anything.
How is your health? On the back cover 
of your last album, I Still Do, there is 
a photo of you playing guitar with a 
finger less glove on your hand.

I had eczema from head to foot. The 
palms of my hand were coming off, and 
I had just started making this record 

with [producer] Glyn Johns. It was 
a catastrophe. I had to wear mittens 
with Band-Aids around the hands. 
When I saw you in concert this year, in 
the spring and fall, there were no gloves.

My hands are good. It hasn’t gone 
completely, but I put ointment on. It’s 
just getting old now. I’m as good now 
as I’ve been in the last two years.
Have you ever considered the possibil-
ity that, because of illness or age, you 
couldn’t play guitar again?

That would be all right. I would ac-
cept it. Because playing is difficult any-
way. I have to get on the bottom of the 
ladder every time I play guitar, just to 
tune it. Then I have to go through the 
whole threshold of getting calluses [on 
the fingers] back, coordination.
There is a great B.B. quote in the film in 
which he describes the way you play as 
“like putting pieces in a puzzle.” 

That’s how I see it. I create a portion 
of time for a beginning and an end. It 
has to make sense, make a picture. If 
left to my own devices in the studio, I 
will go over and over until I think it is 
as refined as it can be. “Layla” was like 
that, like building a puzzle.
Is the puzzle ever complete?

Never. But I remember one night in 
Philadelphia with Cream. It was near 
the end of our touring together [in 
1968]. We knew it was over. We were 
just having a good time playing. And 
I remember thinking, “This is as great 
as it will ever be.” Have I ever been sat-
isfied? Definitely for one night, yeah.
Ed Sheeran has said that you were the 
reason he started playing guitar. What 
do you say to younger artists like him 
about navigating the perils of success?

I don’t think you say anything, to be 
honest [laughs]. He has asked my ad-
vice. And what I’ve said to him is, “Slow 
down. Don’t burn it all up too fast.” 
But he seems to be committed to go as 
far as he can. He wants to conquer the 
globe. But where do you go from there? 
It can’t always be up – for anybody.
What do you do to get away from the 
distractions to your craft?

I have a business manager who talks 
to me almost daily about what we 
should be doing, like how we’re man-
aging Crossroads [Clapton’s addiction-
treatment center in Antigua]. A lot of 
the time, I’ve told people to leave me 
alone, because I need to play. It isn’t 
easy. It takes a lot of devotion to get 
to the point where what I’m playing is 
presentable. When I was young, it was 
easy to get to that place. I had nothing 
to worry about but play. Now there are 
all these things I’m happy to be respon-
sible for. But it does distract me from 
what makes it all possible. JO
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Eric 
Clapton

The guitarist on his new film, 
giving advice to younger 

musicians, and the health 
issues that almost left  

him unable to play 
BY DAV I D F R ICK E
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Gifts for Every Music Fan 
Party on this holiday season with a mobile recording studio,  

a vertical record player and killer $30 headphones
B Y  J E S SE  W I L L

55-INCH TCL P-SERIES With an impressively brilliant 4K display,  
HDR for more lifelike contrast and a Roku Wi-Fi interface that’s  
seamless, this is an ideal set for cord-cutters. $650 tclusa.com 

POLAROID ONESTEP 2 Instant photography comes alive again.  
The camera recharges via USB, and has controls for exposure and flash. 
$99 polaroid.com

APPLE TV 4K The Apple TV serves as a 
launchpad for ultrasharp content – and with a Siri-
enabled remote, it’s easy to find 4K movies and 
deliver on your TV’s capabilities. $179 apple.com

SONOS ONE

Sonos’ 
smallest 
speakers have 
long been 
their best – 
now, the smart 
speakers get 
even better, 
thanks to 
Alexa voice 
control. Ask 
her to play 
a song and 
in an instant 
your tune can 
be playing 
on your 
Sonos system 
throughout 
the house.
$199  
sonos.com

Theater-Quality Streaming 

The
Speaker 
System 
That 
Listens

KOSS KPH30I 

Koss has a great rep among 
headphone geeks for low-cost models 
like the legendary PortaPros, but 
not everyone goes for the straight-
outta-1984 styling. The new model 
creates the same wide soundstage 
but modernizes its look, adding a 
microphone and a remote to the cord. 
$30 koss.com

Budget
Headphones, 
Big Sounds

The Retro Shooter

The Affordable 4K TV
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PRO-JECT VT-E BT TURNTABLE

It seems gimmicky, but the vertical Pro-Ject VT-E BT Turntable 
plays vinyl while standing on its side. It not only looks cool but 
also gets great sound, and a built-in phono amp and a Bluetooth 
transmitter can stream sound wirelessly. $499 amazon.com

NINTENDO SWITCH 

The gaming giant’s return to 
form is a smash-hit console 
that’s incredibly fun to play. Its 
innovation: The gaming system 
can be played home and away. At 
home, the unit sits in a dock and 
plays on your TV; on the road, you 
use its LCD screen like a tablet.
$300 nintendo.com

SPIRE STUDIO 

This multitrack device 
records demos to an 
iOS device via Wi-Fi. 
A built-in mic and two 
inputs capture voice and 
instruments, and you  
can adjust levels with  
the push of a button.
$349 spire.live

COMO AUDIO AMICO

Timeless teak wood grain and 
aluminum knobs make the 
Como Audio Amico one of the 
best-looking portable speakers 
around. The rechargeable unit 
boasts a suite of ways to listen, 
from FM and Internet-radio 
tuners to Bluetooth streaming 
and Spotify Connect. 
$399 comoaudio.com

The Do-It-All
Radio

The Mobile
Recording Studio

Gaming

The Stand-Up Turntable

High-Performance 

ROLAND TR-08  
RHYTHM COMPOSER 

Artists from Talking Heads to Kanye West 
have used the Roland TR-808 Drum 
Machine’s deep beats and robotic claps. 
Now the 808’s magic is available in this 
new model, with an affordable price and  
a more portable footprint. 
$349 roland.com

Portable Beats

THE RECORDING 
KING DIRTY 
’30s SERIES 9 
DREADNOUGHT

This guitar mimics 
a Dust Bowl-era 
acoustic model, but 
it’s assembled using 
modern techniques. 
If there’s a better-
sounding guitar for the 
price, let us know.
$199 recordingking.com

The Classic
Starter Guitar
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ARE YOU 

EXPERIENCED?  

Bono and Adam 
Clayton of U2 hung 

out at London’s 
EMA Awards. The 

band will begin its 
Experience 

 + Innocence  
Tour in May.

Back in the early-Nineties grunge culture wars, things got so heated between Nirvana and 
Guns N’ Roses, they nearly came to blows at the VMAs. The ex-rivals shared a stage in 
Oklahoma, with Dave Grohl joining GNR for “Paradise City.” Axl Rose said Grohl “happened 
to be in the neighborhood.” Slash was also psyched: “Dave’s got some amazing energy.” 

Grohl Gets His Guns

RHYTHM NATION 2017   

Questlove caught up with 
Janet Jackson at the  
Brooklyn stop on her State  
of the World Tour. “I was 
mesmerized,” he says of the 
show. “Literally my first crush.”

BIG SIR  

Beyoncé 
enjoyed some 
time with 
five-month-
old Sir in 
Miami. Jay-Z 
recently 
explained the 
reasoning 
behind their 
son’s name: 
“He just 
carries himself 
like that.” 
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JUSTICE FOR MEEK   
In Philadelphia, Meek Mill  
fans protested the rapper’s 
prison sentence for parole 
violation. “It’s time we 
highlight the random ways 
people trapped in the  
criminal justice system are 
punished,” Jay-Z said recently.

FULLY ARMED 

Ed Sheeran was 
back onstage in 
Mumbai, India, 
after a bike 
accident that left 
him with a 
broken wrist and 
a broken elbow.  
“It was the most 
depressing six 
weeks of my 
life,” he said of 
his time off. 

Rick Ross supported 
friend Meek, saying, 

“Every time an 
obstacle crosses his 
path, he comes out 

triumphant.”

Eagles 
Over 
Paris
Two years after a 
terrorist attack 
during their show 
at Paris’ Bataclan, 
Eagles of Death 
Metal played a 
memorial 
honoring victims. 
“We have a 
responsibility to 
make certain 
everyone knows 
love exists in this 
world,” said singer 
Jesse Hughes.

BLONDE 

AMBITION  

Selena Gomez 
hung out with 

frequent 
collaborator 

Julia Michaels at 
the American 

Music Awards in 
L.A., where 

Gomez 
performed for 

the first time 
since having  

a kidney 
transplant.  

SNL’S A-TEAM     

Bill Murray, Dan Aykroyd and  
Chevy Chase attended the Television 

Hall of Fame induction of the 
original SNL cast. “I don’t know who 
these other guys are, but this award 

was meant for me,” Chase said.

DANCE MACHINE 

LCD Soundsystem played 
San Francisco’s Bill 

Graham Civic Auditorium, 
part of a big tour that 

includes a 10-night stand 
in Brooklyn this month. 



A NEW HOPE  
Daisy Ridley 
as Rey in  
The Last Jedi
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CONFIDENTIAL

A 
long time ago, a grade-

schooler got his hands on a 
spaceship. He followed the as-
sembly instructions as best he 
could, snapping on the can-
nons, the landing gear, the tiny 
interstellar-chess table. Soon 
enough, Rian Johnson was 
holding his very own Millen-
nium Falcon. “The first thing 
I did,” he recalls, “was throw 
it across the room, to see how 

it would look flying.” He grins. “And it broke.”
Johnson grew up, went to film school, made 

some good stuff, including the entertain-
ingly twisted 2012 sci-fi drama Looper. He’s 
nearly 44 now, though his cherub cheeks and 
gentle manner make it easy to picture the 
kid he was (too easy, maybe – he’s trying to 
grow back a goatee he shaved); even his neatly 
pressed short-sleeve button-down has a pic-
ture-day feel. In late October, he’s sitting in 
an office suite inside Disney’s Burbank stu-
dios that he’s called home for many months, 
where a whiteboard declares, “We’re work-
ing on Star Wars: The Last Jedi (in case you 
forgot).” Johnson is the film’s writer-director, 
which means he ended up with the world’s fin-
est collection of replacement toys, including

The cast and director of 
‘The Last Jedi’ on the 

story’s secrets, a 
disaffected Skywalker,  

and a death in the family 

B Y  B R I A N  H I A T T
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a life-size Falcon set that nearly brought 
him to tears when he stepped onto it. He 
treated it all with what sounds like an in-
triguing mix of reverence and mischief 
– cast members keep saying nothing was 
quite what they expected. “I shook up the 
box a little bit,” he says, with that same grin.

Meanwhile, back in the real world, ev-
erything is broken. In the months since 
the franchise stirred back to life in 2015’s 
The Force Awakens, it has felt rather like 
some incautious child grabbed civilization 
itself and threw it across the room – and, 
midflight, many of us realized we were the 
evil Empire all along, complete with a new 
ruler that even latter-day George Lucas at 
his most CGI-addled would reject as too 
grotesque and implausible a character. 

Weirdly, the saga saw it all coming – or 
maybe it’s not so weird when you consider 
the Vietnam War commentary embedded 
in Lucas’ original trilogy, or the warn-
ings about democracy’s fragility in his pre-
quels. In the J.J. Abrams-directed The 
Force Awakens, a revanchist movement 
calling itself the First Order assembles in 
Triumph of the Will-style marches, show-
ing the shocking strength of an ideology 
that was supposed to have been thoroughly 
defeated long ago. What’s left of the gov-
ernment is collapsing and feckless, 
so the only hope in sight is a band of 
good guys known as the Resistance. 
Familiar, this all sounds. 

“It’s somewhat a reflection of so-
ciety,” acknowledges the saga’s new 
star, Daisy Ridley, who plays Rey, 
and who has gone from unknown 
London actress to full-blown movie 
star nearly as fast as her charac-
ter went from desert scavenger to 
budding Jedi. “But also it is escap-
ism, because there are creatures and 
there are people running around 
with fucking lasers and shit. So, I 
think, a wonderful mix of both.” 

And the worse the world gets, 
the more we need that far-off gal-
axy, says Gwendoline Christie, who 
plays stormtrooper honcho Captain 
Phasma (as well as Game of Thrones’ 
Brienne of Tarth): “During testing 
times, there’s nothing wrong with 
being transported by art. I think we 
all need it. Many of us are united in 
our love for this one thing.” 

The Last Jedi, due December 
15th, is the second episode of the 
current trilogy, and advance word has sug-
gested that, as in the original middle film, 
The Empire Strikes Back, things get dark-
er this time. But Johnson pushes back on 
that, though he does admit some influence 
from the morally ambiguous 2000s reboot 
of Battlestar Galactica (which is funny, be-

cause Lucas considered the Seventies TV 
show a rip-off and urged a lawsuit – long 
since settled – against it). “That’s one thing 
I hope people will be surprised about with 
the movie,” Johnson says. “I think it’s very 
funny. The trailers have been kind of dark 
– the movie has that, but I also made a real 
conscious effort for it to be a riot. I want it 
to have all the things tonally that I associ-
ate with Star Wars, which is not just the 
Wagner of it. It’s also the Flash Gordon.” 

As of late October, almost no one has 
seen it yet, but Johnson seems eerily free of 
apprehension about its prospects. He exud-
ed a similar calm on set, according to Adam 
Driver, who plays Han and Leia’s Darth 
Vader-worshipping prodigal son, Kylo Ren. 
“If I had that job, I would be stressed out,” 
he says. “To pick up where someone left off 
and carry it forward, but also introduce a 
vocabulary that hasn’t been seen in a Star 
Wars movie before, is a tall order and really 
hard to get right. He’s incredibly smart and 
doesn’t feel the need to let everyone know 
it.” (“It felt like we were playing the whole 
time,” says Kelly Marie Tran, cast as the 
biggest new character, Rose Tico.) A few 
weeks after we talk, Lucasfilm announces 
that Johnson signed on to make three more 
Star Wars films in the coming decade, the 

first that step outside 
of the prevailing Sky-
walker saga, indicat-
ing that Disney and 
Lucasfilm matriarch 
Kathleen Kennedy are 
more than delighted 
with Last Jedi. And 
Kennedy’s not easily 
delighted, having re-
cently replaced the di-
rectors of a Han Solo 
spinoff midshoot and 
removed original Epi-
sode 9 director Colin 
Trevorrow in favor of 
Abrams’ return.

The Force Awakens’ 
biggest triumph was 
the introduction of 
new characters worth 
caring about, led by 
Rey and Kylo Ren, plus 
the likes of John Boye-
ga’s storm trooper-
defector Finn, Oscar 
Isaac’s Poe Dameron 
and more. Kylo Ren 

(born Ben Solo) lightsaber-shanked Har-
rison Ford’s Han, depriving Johnson of 
one coveted action figure – but the film left 
us with Carrie Fisher’s Princess Leia, now 
the general who leads the Resistance, and 
the climactic reveal of Mark Hamill’s now-
grizzled Luke Skywalker.

The Last Jedi will be Fisher’s last Star 
Wars movie. In the waning days of the 
cruel year of 2016, she went into cardiac 

arrest on an airplane, dying four days later. 
Less than a month afterward, 500,000 or 
so people assembled in Washington, D.C., 
for that city’s Women’s March, and Leia 
was everywhere, in posters bearing her 
doughnut-haired image circa 1977, with ac-
companying slogans (“A Woman’s Place Is 
in the Resistance” was, perhaps, the best). 

Johnson had grown close with Fisher, 
and is glad to hear that I visited her psy-
chedelically decorated Beverly Hills house 
a couple of years back, where she did al-
most an entire hilarious interview prone in 
bed. Afterward, she cheerily cracked jokes 
about drugs and mental illness in front of a 
visiting Disney publicist. “You got to experi-
ence a little bit of that magical sphere that 
she created,” says Johnson, who went over 
the script with her in that same bedroom. 
“I’m happy I got to poke my head into that, 
briefly, and know her even a little bit.” 

He left her part in the film untouched. 
“We didn’t end up changing a thing,” says 
Johnson. “Luckily, we had a totally com-
plete performance from her.” So it is now 
Abrams who has to figure out how to grap-
ple with Fisher and Leia’s sudden absence. 
(He is characteristically gnomic on the 
matter: “It’s a sad reality,” he says. “In terms 
of going forward . . . time will tell what ends 
up getting done.”)

Overall, Johnson enjoyed what seems 
like an almost unfathomable level of au-
tonomy in shaping The Last Jedi’s story. He 
says no one dictated a single plot point, that 
he simply decided what happens next. And 
he’s baffled by fans who are concerned by 
the idea that they’re “making it up as we go 
along”: “The truth is, stories are made up! 
Whether somebody made this whole thing 
up 10 years ago and put it on a whiteboard 
and we all have to stick to that, or whether 
we’re organically finding it as we move for-
ward, it doesn’t mean that any less thought 
is being put into it.”

M
a rk h a mill’s single 

scene in The Force Awak-
ens lasts all of one minute, 
and he doesn’t say a thing. 
But it’s an indelible piece 
of screen acting with real 
gravitas, from an under-
rated performer who had 
become better known for 

Broadway and voice-over work – he’s been 
the definitive animated Joker since the 
early Nineties. (“With voice-over,” Hamill 
says, “I thought, ‘This is great! I can let 
myself go to hell physically! I don’t have 
to memorize lines!’ ”) As Rey approaches 
him on the lonely mountaintop where’s he’s 
presumably spent years studying the Jedi 
equivalent of the Talmud, Luke Skywalk-
er’s bearded face cycles through grief, ter-
ror and longing.

“I didn’t look at that as ‘Oh, this is going 
to be my big chance,’ ” says Hamill, who 

“I HAD AN 
IDEA EARLY 
ON: ‘WHAT IF 
LUKE IS A 
BLIND 
SAMURAI?’ ” 
JOHNSON 
SAYS, 
TURNING TO 
HAMILL. 
“DIDN’T STICK. 
YOU’RE 
WELCOME.” 
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tiny role. “The last thing I wanted to do was 
insult a childhood hero,” he says, “but I also 
knew it was potentially one of the great 
drum rolls of all time.” In fact, Hamill’s first 
reaction was, “What a rip-off, I don’t get to 
run around the Death Star bumping heads 
with Carrie and Harrison anymore!” 

But he came to agree with Abrams, es-
pecially after he counted the number of 
times Luke was mentioned in the screen-
play – he thinks it was more than 50: “I 
don’t want to say, ‘That’s the greatest en-
trance in cinematic history’ . . . but certainly 
the greatest entrance of my career.” 

Johnson turns to Hamill. “Did I ever 
tell you that early on when I was trying 
to figure out the story for this,” he says, “I 
had a brief idea I was chasing where I was 
like, ‘What if Luke is blind? What if he’s, 
like, the blind samurai?’ But we didn’t do 
it. You’re welcome. Didn’t stick.” (He adds 
that this was before a blind Force-using 

has just shown up at Johnson’s offices and 
plopped down next to him, carrying a large 
thermos of coffee in the right hand that 
Darth Vader once chopped off. He has a 
trimmed-down version of his elder- Jedi 
beard, which he’s grown to appreciate: “I 
shaved, and I thought, ‘You know what, the 
beard does cover up the jowl.’ ” 

Hamill is a charming, jittery chatterbox 
– turns out that even at his youngest and 
prettiest, he was a geek trapped in the body 
of a golden boy. He is excitable and wild-
eyed enough to give the vague sense that, 
like Luke, he actually might have spent a 
few solitary years on a distant planet, and 
is still readjusting to Earth life, or at least 
movie stardom. 

He admits to having had “frustrations 
over being overassociated” with Star Wars 
over the years – his Skywalking cost him a 
chance at even auditioning to reprise his 
stage role as Mozart in the film of Ama-

deus – “but nothing that caused me any 
deep anguish.” He still spent the decades 
since Return of the Jedi acting and raising 
a family with Marilou, his wife of 39 years. 
And as for his current return to the role of 
Luke? “It’s a culmination of my career,” he 
says. “If I focused on how enormous it re-
ally is, I don’t think I could function. I told 
Rian that. I said, as absurd as it sounds, 
‘I’m going to have to pretend this is an art-
house film that no one is going to see.’ ”

For his Force Awakens scene, he says, “I 
didn’t know – and I don’t think J.J. really 
knew – specifically what had happened in 
those 30 years. Honestly, what I did was 
try and give J.J. a range of options. Neutral, 
suspicion, doubt . . . taking advantage of the 
fact that it’s all thoughts. I love watching 
silent films. Think of how effective they 
could be without dialogue.” 

Abrams had some trepidation over the 
idea of handing Hamill a script with such a 

1

2

3

DARK SIDE RISING
(1) Adam Driver as Kylo Ren. Driver can make a case 

that his character isn’t a villain: “Isn’t [blowing up the 
Death Star] an act of terrorism against the thousands 

of people who died there?” (2) John Boyega as 
ex-stormtrooper Finn. (3) Rian Johnson directing 

Carrie Fisher. The pair became close during filming. 
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character showed up in 2016’s side film 
Rogue One.) 

Hamill laughs, brief ly contemplating 
how tough that twist would’ve been: “Luke, 
not too close to the cliff!” 

He had a hard enough time with the 
story line Johnson actually created for 
Luke, who is now what the actor calls a 
“disillusioned” Jedi. “This is not a joyful 
story to tell,” Hamill says, “my portion of it.” 
Johnson confirms that Hamill flat-out told 
him at the start that he disagreed with the 
direction Luke’s character was taking. “We 
then started a conversation,” says Johnson. 
“We went back and forth, and after having 
to explain my version, I adjusted it. And I 
had to justify it to myself, and that ended up 
being incredibly useful. I felt very close to 
Mark by the end. Those early days of butt-
ing heads and then coming together, that 
process always brings you closer.” 

Hamill pushed himself to imagine how 
Luke could’ve gotten to his place of alien-
ation. A rock fan who’s buddies with the 
Kinks’ Dave Davies, Hamill started think-
ing about shattered hippie dreams as he 
watched a Beatles documentary. “I was 
hearing Ringo talk about ‘Well, in those 
days, it was peace and love.’ And how it 
was a movement that largely didn’t work. 
And I thought about that. Back in the 
day, I thought, by the time we 
get into power, there will be no 
more wars. Pot will be legal.” He 
smiles at that part. “I believed all 
that. I had to use that feeling of 
failure to relate to it.” (We do al-
ready know that Luke was train-
ing a bunch of Jedi, and Kylo Ren 
turned on him.)

Hamill’s grief over the loss 
of Fisher is still fresh, espe-
cially since the two of them got 
to renew their bond, and their 
space-sibling squabbling, after 
fallow decades that had given 
them far fewer reasons to get to-
gether. “There was now a com-
fort level that she had with me,” 
he says, “that I wasn’t out to get 
anything or trying to hustle her 
in any way. I was the same person 
that I was when she knew me. . . . 
I was sort of the square, stick-in-
the-mud brother, and she was the 
wild madcap Auntie Mame.” Promoting the 
movie is bringing it all back for him. “I just 
can’t stand it,” he says. “She’s wonderful in 
the movie. But it adds a layer of melancholy 
we don’t deserve. I’d love the emotions to 
come from the story, not from real life.”

I mention how hard Luke seems to have 
had it: never meeting his mom; finding 
the burnt corpses of the aunt and uncle 
who raised him; those well-known daddy 
issues; the later years of isolation. “It’s the 
life of a hero, man,” says Johnson. “That’s 
what you’ve gotta do to be a hero. You’ve 

gotta watch people that 
you love burn to death!”

Hamill notes that real-
ity is not so great either. 
“Sometimes,” he says, 
softer than usual, “you 
think, ‘I’d rather have 
Luke’s life than mine.’ ” 

a da m dr i v er h a s a 
question for me. “What,” 
he asks, “is emo?” 

Between training for 
the Marines and train-
ing at Juilliard to become 
one of his generation’s 
most extraordinary ac-
tors, Driver missed some 
stuff, including entire 
music genres. But the rest 
of the world (including an 
amusing parody Twitter 
account) decided there’s 

something distinctly emo about his char-
acter, with his luxuriant hair, black outfits 
and periodic temper tantrums. “You have 
someone who’s being told that he’s special 
his whole life,” Driver says of his character, 
“and he can feel it. And he feels everything 
probably more intensely than the people 
around him, you know?”

As anyone who’s seen Driver in practi-
cally anything, even Girls, could tell you, 
the actor himself seems to feel things more 
strongly than most. “I don’t think of myself 
as a particularly intense person,” he says, 

possibly not unaware that he is making in-
tense eye contact, and that his right knee is 
bouncing up and down with excess energy. 
“I get obsessive about certain things and, 
like, enjoy the process of working on some-
thing.” He’s in a Brooklyn cafe, on a tree-
lined street, that seems to be his go-to spot 
for interviews. He arrived early, fresh from 
shooting the new Spike Lee movie, wearing 
a dark-blue sweater over black jeans and 
high-top Adidas. Driver has a certainty to 
him, a steel core, that’s a little intimidat-
ing, despite his obvious affability and big, 
near-constant laugh. It’s not unlike talk-
ing to Harrison Ford, who played his dad. 
Until Driver’s character murdered him.

Driver, raised by his mom and preacher 
stepdad after his parents divorced when he 
was seven, doesn’t flinch when I suggest his 
own father issues might be at work. “I don’t 
know that it’s always that literal,” he says. 
He mentions that Kylo Ren also murders 
Max Van Sydow’s character, who was sort 
of a “distant uncle” to him. “No one asks 
me, ‘So you have a distant-uncle problem?’ ”

John Boyega told me in 2015 that Driver 
stayed in character on set, but that seems to 
be not quite true. Driver just tries to keep 
focused on his character’s emotions in the 
face of an environment he can’t help but 
find ridiculous. “Watching Star Wars, it’s an 
action-adventure,” he says. “But shooting it, 
it’s a straight comedy. Stormtroopers trying 
to find a bathroom. People dressed as trolls, 
like, running into doorways. It’s hilarious.” 
And when he wears his helmet, he can’t 

HAMILL’S 
GRIEF OVER 
FISHER IS 
STILL FRESH: 
“I’D LOVE 
THE EMOTIONS 
TO COME 
FROM 
THE STORY, 
NOT REAL 
LIFE.” 
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see very well. “You’re supposed to be very 
stealth, and a tree root takes you down.”

He refuses to see his character as bratty. 
“There is a little bit of an elitist, royalty 
thing going on,” he says, reminding us that 
the character’s estranged mom is “the prin-
cess. I think he’s aware of maybe the privi-
lege.” He does acknowledge playing Kylo 
Ren younger than his own age of 34: “I 
don’t want to say how much younger, ’cause 
people will read into it. . . .” He flushes, and 
later says he regrets mentioning it at all. If 
it’s a plot spoiler, it’s unclear exactly how, 
unless it’s related to his unexplained con-
nection to Rey. The two apparently spend 
serious time together in this film. “The 
relationship between Kylo and Rey is awe-
some,” says Ridley, whom Driver calls a 
“great scene partner,” apparently one of his 
highest compliments.

At first, Driver wasn’t totally sure he 
wanted to be in a Star Wars movie. “I’m 
always skeptical of Hollywood movies be-
cause they’re mostly just too broad,” he 
says. But Abrams’ pitch, emphasizing the 
uniqueness of Kylo Ren’s character as a con-
flicted villain, made the sale. “Everything 
about him from the outside is designed to 
project the image that he’s assured,” he says. 
Only in private can he acknowledge “how 
un-figured-out he is . . . how weak.”

 Driver can make a passionate case for 
why Kylo Ren isn’t actually a villain at all. 

“It’s not like people weren’t living on 
the Death Star,” he says, his brown eyes 
shifting from puppyish to fierce with-

out warning. He seems al-
most in character now. “Isn’t 
that also an act of terror-
ism against the hundreds of 
thousands of people who died there? Did 
they not have families? I see how people 
can point to examples that make them-
selves feel they’re right. And when you feel 
in your bones that you’re supported by a 
higher power on top of that, and you’re 
morally right, there’s no limit to what you’ll 
do to make sure that you win. Both sides 
feel this way.”

You’re starting to talk me into joining 
the Empire, I say. He laughs and shifts his 
delivery one degree over the top. “So, the 
rebels are bad,” he says, connecting his fist 
with the table. “I strongly believe this!” 

O
n  a n  e x t r ava g a n t l y 

rainy Thursday evening in 
Montreal, I’m sitting at crowd-
ed, noisy Le Vin Papillon, a 
wine bar ranked as Canada’s 
fourth-best restaurant, holding 
a seat for a Jedi. Ridley arrives 
right on time, in a fuzzy faux-
fur coat and a jumper dress – 

“the dregs of my wardrobe,” she says. Her 
shortish hair is in a Rey-ish top knot that 
makes her way too recognizable, but she 
doesn’t care. “This is how I have always had 
my hair,” says Ridley. “I am not going to 
change it.” She’s been in Montreal for three 
months, shooting a Doug Liman-directed 
sci-fi movie called Chaos Walking – which 

“is a little bit chaotic, in that we’re writing 
as we go and everything,” she says. “I’ve re-
alized I don’t work well with that.” 

She’s on the second of two unexpect-
ed days off thanks to co-star Tom Hol-
land (a.k.a the latest Spider-Man) suffer-
ing an impacted wisdom tooth, but she’s 
still deeply exhausted. “I need a [vitamin] 
B shot in my ass,” she muses, in the kind of 
upscale British accent that makes curses 
sound elegant. It seems already clear that 
typecasting won’t pose the kind of problem 
for her that it did for the likes of Hamill and 
Fisher. Instead, she’s just busy in a way that 
only a freshly minted 25-year-old movie 
star could be – and she still managed to 
fulfill a pre-fame plan to go back to college 
for a semester last year. “I have no control 
in my life at all,” she says. She has four mov-
ies on the way, not even counting the Liman 
one. “So there is a lot going on, and I have 
never had to deal with that before. I don’t 
think my brain can really keep up with 
what is going on.” She has full-blown night 
terrors: “I wake up and scream.” 

Rey had an epochal moment in the last 
movie, claiming her lightsaber 
from the snowy ground, and 
with it, her power, her destiny, 
her place at the center of the 
narrative. Her turn. Ridley is 
still absorbing what that mo-
ment, and that character, mean 
to women and little girls. But 
she definitely felt more pressure 
this time around, especially be-

cause last time, “it was all so insane, it felt 
like a dream,” she says. “I remember saying 
to Rian, ‘I am so fucking neurotic on this 
one.’ I was like, ‘I am going to fuck this up. 
All these people think this thing. How do 
I do that thing?’ ” 

Part of the problem may have been Rid-
ley’s tendency to downplay what she pulled 
off in the first movie. Her heart-tugging 
solo scenes in the first act, especially the 
moment where she eats her sad little “one 
half portion” of green space bread, cre-
ated enormous goodwill, in seconds, for 
a character no one had seen before. She 
mentions Harrison Ford’s effusive praise 
for that eating scene, to the point where 
he was “getting emotional.” “I don’t know,” 
she says with a shrug, ultimately giving 
credit for the impact to Abrams and the 
movie’s cinematographer, Dan Mindel. “I 
was just eating!”

But in other ways, Rey has given her 
confidence. On her current film, she says, 
she was offered a stunt double for a scene 
where a door would swing open and knock 
her back. She took Liman aside and said, 
“ ‘Doug, I don’t need a stunt double to do 
that.’ And I thought, ‘I don’t know if this 
would’ve happened if it was Tom Holland.’ ” 

Unlike almost everyone else in the 
world, Ridley has known for years who 
Rey’s parents are, since 

REY OF LIGHT
In the new film, 

Rey meets with a 
Luke Skywalker 
(Hamill) who’s 
not what she 

expected. 

[Cont. on 61]
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years ago, pressing massive tax reductions 
for the wealthy along with deregulation of 
finance and business. Trump’s adherence 
to Reagan’s dictum that “government is not 
the solution to our problem; government is 
the problem” is what permits McConnell 
and the others to behold him as a flawed 
but useful vehicle for their own politics. 
Yet in irreducible ways, the anti-govern-
ment Trump is in fact the anti-Reagan. As 
Trump consolidates his unmovable popu-
larity among the Republican rank and file, 
it’s become undeniable that his dark po-
litical vision has supplanted smiley-face 
Reagan-style conservatism as the supreme 
guiding force inside the GOP. 

President Reagan believed deeply that 
the United States had a mystical, even 
providential mission to stand before the 
world as a beacon of democracy and op-

portunity. He spoke often of America as 
the “shining city upon a hill,” its eminence 
enlarged by the generations of immigrants 
who had arrived in the wake of the Pil-
grims. Reagan upheld traditional virtues 
of discipline, restraint, hard work and gra-
cious self-effacement as essential to the na-
tion’s spiritual foundations. Although he re-
peatedly asserted that America’s best days 
lay ahead of it, he never doubted America’s 
greatness in the present as well as the past.

Trump, by contrast, sees no American 
mission in the world, only a brutal contest 
for domination in which the United States 
must be the winner through him alone. 
He describes America not as a shining 
city but as a carnage-filled jungle, beset 
by crime and drugs and overwhelmed by 
vicious illegal immigrants. Although Rea-
gan couldn’t recall that he skirted the Con-

D
espite its legisla-

tive setbacks of the 
past year, the pres-
idenc y of  Dona ld 
Trump has been stun-
ningly effective in its 
core mission, the dis-

mantling of modern American govern-
ment as it has evolved since the Progres-
sive Era of the early 20th century. And 
even though a civil war looms inside the 
Republican Party, Senate Majority Lead-
er Mitch McConnell, House Speaker Paul 
Ryan and even frequent presidential critics 
like Sen. Bob Corker have firmly support-
ed most of Trump’s program. This should 
surprise no one: In many respects, the ad-
ministration’s agenda jibes with the main 
lines of Republican conservatism as laid 
down by Ronald Reagan more than 30 

I L L U S T R A T I O N  B Y  V I C T O R  J U H A S Z

Trump’s 
Hostile 

Takeover
He has conquered the party of Reagan 

and is fulfilling a dream of the hard 
right – the demolition of government

By SEAN WILENTZ
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stitution and violated it in the Iran-Contra 
affair, he never showed open, truculent dis-
dain for the rule of law as Trump has done 
with his pardoning of the racist Arizona 
sheriff Joe Arpaio, convicted of criminal 
contempt for failing to obey the law. Trump 
denounces Washington as a thoroughly 
corrupted swamp, even as he cashes in 
by turning the White House into a money 
funnel for his far-flung business operations 
in violation of the Constitution’s foreign-
emoluments clause. He has set himself up 
as the commander of a great movement 
“the likes of which the world has never 
seen before,” then incited that movement 
to trash proud Reagan conservatives like 
Sen. John McCain and effectively endorse 
the likes of Roy Moore, twice ousted from 
the Alabama court on which he sat for re-
fusing to abide by the law, to say nothing 
of the sexual-assault allegations against 
him. Trump has no use for self-effacement, 
let alone graciousness or restraint, and in-
stead conducts official business, including 
international diplomacy, with impulsive, 
unfiltered outbursts of insults. He has in-
troduced to the presidency something once 
described by the late Sen. Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan as “defining deviancy down.” 

At the core of Reagan’s politics was his 
stern anti-communism, which centered on 
the “Evil Empire” of the Soviet Union. It 
was Reagan’s disenchantment with what he 
saw as liberal appeasement of communists, 
at home and abroad (as well as high income 
taxes), that first led him to cut his old New 
Deal ties. Drifting to the right, as a spokes-
man for the anti-union General Electric, 
Reagan came to regard the welfare state as 
a stalking horse for Soviet-style domina-
tion. He hailed slashing taxes and reduc-
ing regulations as assertions of individual 
freedom against statist tyranny but also as 
springboards for a booming economy that 

ern American regulatory and welfare state 
– that Reagan and the two Bush presidents 
left standing. Their motives combine ideol-
ogy and money, embodied in moguls like 
Robert and Rebekah Mercer and the Koch 
brothers, who represent greed and extrem-
ist dogma in roughly equal measure. When 
Trump bellows about deregulation and 
“draining the swamp,” the GOP donor class 
takes the hint and cheers him on, no matter 
his vulgar manners. They cheer all the more 
for the tax proposal that the president and 
Congress have pulled together despite the 
failure of Obamacare repeal – a proposal 
that surpasses the Reagan and George W. 
Bush windfalls through mechanisms like 
the complete abolition of the federal estate 
tax, which would clear the way for a new 
American hereditary oligarchy. 

So far, so Republican. But Trumpism 
is not just the usual mendacious special 
pleading for the super-rich. In fact, Trump 
cares little about policy or policy ideas or, 
for that matter, any ideas at all, even bogus 
or illusory ones. He only cares about self-
gratification and self-glorification. His tow-
ering ego is his only ideal. But his megalo-
mania is about more than his narcissism 
– for his fortune and his family riches, and 
his criteria for powerful leadership, have 
long-standing links to organized crime. 

D
onald trump is a rack-

eteer, loyal neither to prin-
ciples nor persons – not his 
business associates, not the 
men who helped make him 

and least of all his ex-wives. His long rec-
ord, as meticulously reconstructed by in-
vestigative reporters including David Cay 
Johnston and the late Wayne Barrett, con-
tains a web of associations with Mob king-
pins like Anthony “Fat Tony” Salerno and 
Paul Castellano, and it shows that Trump 
will stab anyone in the back and cut off any-
one who can no longer feed his supremacy 
or serve his malice. But Trump’s depraved 

could sustain an indomitable military and 
subdue the Soviets. 

Trump has certainly picked up and su-
percharged the Reaganite anti-government 
agenda but with no discernible ideology, 
only a compulsion to demolish established 
policies and programs, above all, anything 
associated with Barack Obama. Trump’s 
political success, meanwhile, owes at least 
something to the supportive machinations 
of a former KGB colonel, Vladimir Putin, 
whose authoritarian regime has wreaked 
political havoc across the entire Western al-
liance. Putin is the one major world leader 
above all whom Trump has most conspicu-
ously defended and singled out for praise, 
describing Putin during the 2016 campaign 
as a strong leader, “far more than our presi-
dent.” The xenophobic nationalism with 
which Trump stirs his political base – less 
an ideology than a ganglia of resentments 
– closely resembles the insular appeals of 
other Russia-friendly right-wing extrem-
ists, including Britain’s Nigel Farage and 
France’s Marine Le Pen. (Farage has been 
a particularly keen supporter of Trump’s 
and, with his ties to Julian Assange and 
WikiLeaks, is reportedly a “person of in-
terest” in the FBI’s investigation of con-
nections between the Trump campaign 
and Russian intelligence.) Under Trump, 
post-Reagan conservatism has come to 
this:  assailing the federal government not 
in order to check Russian tyranny but, gro-
tesquely, to mimic it. 

Trump’s anti-government assaults, on 
one level, fulfill a dream that the hard right 
has nurtured for decades. That dream has 
failed to materialize, in the right-wing view, 
only because a conspiracy of enemies has 
thwarted it – the Democrats, of course, but 
also the media (Trump’s “enemy of the peo-
ple”) and a traitorous Republican establish-
ment, which the right has labeled “Repub-
licans in Name Only,” or RINOs. Trump is 
the hero these extremists have longed for to 
rip apart that other “evil empire” – the mod-

The Women’s 
March

Americans rally  
at airports to 
protest Trump’s 
Muslim travel ban.

Obamacare  
“repeal and 
replace” defeated

NFL 
kneelers

Confederate 
monuments fall.

Robert Mueller 
appointed special 
counsel in Trump/
Russia investigation.

Virginia rejects 
Trumpism,  
sweeps Democrats 
to power.

Sean Wilentz is the George Henry 
Davis professor of history at Princeton. 

Michael Flynn, Steve 
Bannon, Sebastian 
Gorka forced to 
leave White House.
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character also has a political model, which 
is his own version of Putin’s authoritarian 
regime, what the journalist Masha Gessen 
has called a mafia state, with entrenched 
oligarchs entirely beholden to the patri-
arch and his clan, a syndicate that hob-
bles all political opposition while it deflects 
criticism with wild distractions and bra-
zen falsehoods, lying not simply to elude 
detection or to get its way but, as Gessen 
remarks, “to assert power over truth itself.” 

The far-right-wing ideologues inside 
Trump’s administration, his wacky wreck-
ing crew, may follow the traditional con-
servative playbook as they do their best to 
strip-mine government and enrich spe-
cial interests from the fossil-fuel indus-
tries to Big Pharma. But under Trump, 
they serve other ends as well. First, they 
render triumphant Republican GOP 
barons ever more indebted to Trump, 
the capo di tutti capi, who will have de-
livered where normal Republican presi-
dents failed. Second, they satisfy Trump 
himself, for whom smashing things that 
others have created (like Obamacare) 
seems to be a deeply sadistic gratifica-
tion. Third, they satisfy Putin, whose 
fondest dream evidently is to confuse 
and if possible shred America’s politi-
cal institutions, turning Trump and his 
gang into his own “useful idiots.” The de-
molition has not always been obvious, espe-
cially to a political press heavily focused on 
legislative clashes, Twitter agitations and 
culture-war sideshows. As the Obamacare 
debacle showed, the president is inept at 
the Washington art of the deal, which may 
lull some into regarding him as just a blow-
hard bully. But inside the executive branch, 
where Trump is virtually unchecked, the 
demolition has been severe.

Trump commenced his destruction 
when he selected a Cabinet. By the time 
his nominations finally shook out, he had 
surrounded himself with a group of pliant 
department heads that were, according to 

Forbes, “the richest in modern U.S. history,” 
estimated by the magazine in July as worth, 
in aggregate, nearly $4.3 billion. They in-
cluded, not surprisingly, some of Trump’s 
oldest friends and biggest donors. Their 
stupendous collective sycophancy – dis-
played for the world at the embarrassingly 
choreographed ring-kissing Cabinet meet-
ing in June, resembling nothing so much as 
Stalin’s flunkies singing his praises – typi-
fied Trump’s mafia-state yearnings.

But most telling of all were the new sec-
retaries’ credentials, or lack thereof. For 
secretary of education, Trump chose a bil-
lionaire champion of privatized education 

who had called public schools a “dead end.” 
His secretary of state would be an Exxon 
Mobil CEO whose chief qualifications were 
being awarded an “Order of Friendship” 
medal by Putin and negotiating an oil-
drilling deal reportedly worth hundreds 
of billions of dollars in the Russian Arctic 
that had been frozen by U.S. sanctions. To 
run the Environmental Protection Agency, 
Trump selected a climate-change denier. 
On it went: An ex-governor of Texas who 
campaigned to abolish the Department of 
Energy was chosen to head it; a neurosur-
geon who considered poverty “a state of 
mind” took charge at the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. 

At the most obvious level, Trump’s Cabi-
net choices advance the right-wing Repub-
lican agenda on taxes, health care, the en-
vironment, school choice, civil rights and 
more, some of which Trump had supported 
during the campaign. But at another level, 
his administration expresses an unprece-
dented contempt for the American govern-
ment itself, placing the direction of large 
and powerful federal agencies, essential to 
the general welfare, in the hands of people 
who are fiercely opposed to the mission of 
the agencies they would direct. Trump’s 
appointments are not a simple matter of 
drastically changing course; they signal 

a belief that the very purposes of the 
institutions that formulate national 
policy – institutions built up over gen-
erations – are rotten. From the start, 
Trump has been out to delegitimize 
large parts of the government he has 
been elected to run.

The administration’s preliminary 
budget, released in May, took a more 
straightforward wrecking-ball ap-
proach. While the Defense Depart-
ment, along with the departments of 
Homeland Security and Veterans Af-
fairs, registered budget increases as 
expected, proposed outlays for the 
rest of the executive-branch agencies 

were slashed, with what looked like a ven-
geance. Some of the deepest cuts would, if 
approved, sharply curtail the departments 
of Agriculture, Health and Human Ser-
vices, Labor, and Housing and Urban De-
velopment. The proposed cut for the EPA, 
a staggering 31.4 percent, augurs that 
agency’s outright elimination. Trump’s 
America First isolationism, meanwhile, 
would eviscerate much of the State De-
partment, its proposed budget reduction 
(29.1 percent) nearly as deep as the one 
for the EPA. Who needs diplomacy with 
Trump the tweeter in charge? 

The administration further undermined 
its own departments by ignoring and alien-

AGAINST US

The orb U.S. withdraws 
from Paris 
climate accord.

White supremacists 
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“very fine people.”
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efficiency was in securing appointments 
to the federal judiciary. This, though, re-
quired no heavy lifting: Beginning during 
the Reagan years, conservatives had al-
ready built an impressive recruiting, train-
ing and vetting network, stretching from 
the law schools to the right-wing think 
tanks all the way to the White House, in 
order to furnish Republican lawmakers 
with a steady supply of jurists. The goal, as 
Reagan’s Attorney General Edwin Meese 
once remarked, was simple: to institution-
alize the right-wing attack on the progres-
sive state “so that it cannot be set aside no 
matter what happens in future presiden-
tial elections.”

Nearing the end of Trump’s first year 
in office, it seemed that naming the ideo-
logically strident Neil Gorsuch to the Su-
preme Court might be his only notable 
success. This, though, was deceiving, as the 
 Republican-controlled Senate also swiftly 
approved more than a dozen Trump nomi-

nees for lifetime appointments to the cru-
cial lower federal courts, with dozens more 
in the offing. 

The quality of some of Trump’s lower-
court nominees has disconcerted Repub-
licans standing as far to the right as Sen. 
John Cornyn of Texas. (One of Trump’s 
selections has publicly called transgender 
children part of “Satan’s plan.”) Neverthe-
less, with 144 vacancies in the federal ju-
diciary still to be filled, Trump could well 
reduce the judicial check that has thus far 
thwarted his agenda, from the Muslim ban 
to methane rules on oil and gas drilling. 
No matter the outcome of future elections, 
the damage inflicted by Trump’s subversion 
will stand for at least a generation.

A
s trump’s dismantling 

of what his former strate-
gist Steve Bannon sneering-
ly calls “the administrative 
state” continues apace, his 

greatest triumph over the past year has 
actually been political – the transforma-
tion of the Republican Party. Trump is a 
uniquely unpopular and even despised fig-
ure at home and abroad. “Make America 
Great Again” in reality has made America 
look diminished around the world, includ-
ing to most of our Western allies; according 
to a Pew poll of 37 countries from this past 

ating career staff and failing to fill crucial 
positions. Indeed, five months into Trump’s 
presidency, the Senate – the Republican-
controlled Senate – had approved only 33 of 
Trump’s 96 nominees for top-tier positions, 
the slowest pace on record. But that still 
left roughly 1,000 important jobs to which 
nobody had been nominated, an alarming 
number of vacancies. Max Stier, CEO of 
the Partnership for Public Service, gently 
described it as a “failure to understand the 
operating needs of the government.” 

Above and beyond incompetence, 
though, there was the president’s autocrat-
ic arrogance and disregard for professional 
expertise. When pressed by Fox News about 
his failure to staff key positions, Trump re-
plied, “I’m the only one that matters.” Stier 
allowed that some of the 4,000 politically 
appointed federal jobs are superf luous, 
but he charged that Trump is disregard-
ing many critical positions, “including,” he 
said, “those that directly affect our national 
and economic security, public 
health, food safety and immi-
gration enforcement.” 

The situation has been espe-
cially dire at the beleaguered 
State Department. Soon after 
Trump was sworn in, as Julia 
Ioffe reported in The Atlantic, 
the department faced a man-
agement crisis, as numerous 
top officials either resigned or 
were fired. Job morale plum-
meted as decision-making seemed to shift 
abruptly to the chaotic and bungling West 
Wing. (“They really want to blow this place 
up,” one department officer said. “I don’t 
think this administration thinks the State 
Department needs to exist. They think 
Jared [Kushner] can do everything.”)

The day after Trump’s election, accord-
ing to Vanity Fair’s Michael Lewis, the 
career staff at the Department of Energy 
awaited the expected arrival of emissar-
ies from the president-elect, to begin the 
transition process, but nobody showed up. 
Finally, Thomas Pyle, president of the Koch 
brothers-funded front group American En-
ergy Alliance, stepped in, but he was soon 
replaced by a retinue of young right-wing 
ideologues who had dubbed themselves 
“the beachhead team.” It quickly became 
apparent that the newcomers knew little 
and couldn’t care less about the DOE’s work 
in a variety of difficult and essential areas, 
from upgrading the nation’s electric grid 
to handling nuclear waste. “They mainly 
ran around the building insulting people,” 
a former Obama official told Lewis of the 
beachhead team, and exuded, another re-
marked, “a mentality that everything that 
government does is stupid and bad, and the 
people are stupid and bad.”

The one area above all others where the 
administration worked with sureness and 

June, confidence in the American president 
and admiration of the United States plum-
meted from the end of Obama’s adminis-
tration to the beginning of Trump’s. Among 
Americans, meanwhile, Trump’s approv-
al rating in the weekly Gallup poll, which 
has never risen above the mid-40s, sank to 
34 percent in August and has only modest-
ly improved since – by far the worst figures 
on record for any president at this point in 
his first term. 

The story is entirely different, though, 
among Republicans, whose approval of 
Trump has been generally registering in 
the low 80s. But over the same period, Re-
publicans all but repudiated Congress – its 
approval rating among Republican voters 
collapsed from 50 percent around the time 
of the inauguration to a low of 16 percent 
following the failure to repeal Obama care. 
Plainly, rank-and-file Republicans stand 
by Trump, no matter his disgraces – in-
deed, because of them – and they chiefly 

blame the party leadership in 
Congress (along with the Dem-
ocrats and the media) for his 
setbacks. At least in red states, 
meanwhile, Republicans who 
dare to break with the presi-
dent can expect to pay a heavy 
price: Sens. Jeff Flake and Bob 
Corker both saw their support 
among Republicans in their 
home states crater after they 
spoke out strongly against the 

evils of Trump. One of the two living for-
mer Republican presidents, George H.W. 
Bush, has revealed that he voted for Hill-
ary Clinton last year; the other, George W. 
Bush, delivered a speech disavowing every-
thing that Trump stands for, and the total 
effect on the Republican base was nil. The 
title of a recent book on the Bushes may 
have it exactly right: They are The Last 
Republicans. Their party, although it car-
ries its old name, has become the party of 
Trump, which has taken on the attributes 
of a cult.

Except for Trump, the GOP looked in 
2016 as if it might be on the verge of crack-
ing up from the internal tensions born of 
its decades-long radicalization. Instead, 
Trump seized upon those tensions, exac-
erbated them and captured the hearts of 
the vast majority of Republicans, scream-
ing a post-Reagan conservatism that is not 
conservative at all and a right-wing popu-
lism serving the interests of racketeerism. 
Historically, these kinds of party trans-
formations are very difficult to reverse. 
They would seem all the more difficult now, 
with a charismatic leader whose every out-
rage reinforces his appeal. And if Trump 
succeeds in building his own version of a 
mafia state, America, once a beacon to all 
the world, Reagan’s shining city, will more 
closely resemble Putin’s Moscow.

 “Trump’s Republican 
Party has taken on the 

attributes of a cult.”
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I
f we don’t win very quickly on climate change, 

then we will never win. That’s the core truth about glob-
al warming. It’s what makes it different from every other 
problem our political systems have faced. I wrote the first 
book for a general audience about climate change in 1989 

– back when one had to search for examples to help people un-
derstand what the “greenhouse effect” would feel like. We knew 
it was coming, but not how fast or how hard. And because no one 
wanted to overestimate – because scientists by their nature are 
conservative – each of the 
changes we’ve observed has 
taken us somewhat by sur-
prise. The surreal keeps be-
coming the commonplace: 
For instance, after Hurri-
cane Harvey set a record 
for American rainstorms, 
and Hurricane Irma set a 
record for sustained wind 
speeds, and Hurricane 
Maria knocked Puerto 
Rico back a quarter-centu-
ry, something even weirder 
happened. Hurricane Oph-
elia formed much farther 
to the east than any hur-
ricane on record, and pro-
ceeded to blow past South-
ern Europe (whipping up 
winds that fanned record 
forest fires in Portugal) be-
fore crashing into Ireland. 
Along the way, it produced 
an artifact for our age: The 
warning chart that the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agen-
cy issued shows Ophelia ending in a straight line at 60 degrees 
north latitude, because the computer program never imagined 
you’d see a hurricane up there. “When you set up a grid, you de-
fine boundaries of that grid,” a slightly red-faced NOAA pro-
grammer explained. “That’s a pretty unusual place to have a 
tropical cyclone.” The agency, he added, might have to “revisit” 
its mapping software.

In fact, that’s the problem with climate change. It won’t stand 
still. Health care is a grave problem in the U.S. right now too, 
one that Donald Trump seems set on making steadily worse. If 
his administration manages to defund Obamacare, millions of 
people will suffer. But if, in three years’ time, some new admin-
istration takes over with a different resolve, it won’t have be-
come exponentially harder to deal with our health care issues. 
That suffering in the interim wouldn’t have changed the funda-
mental equation. But with global warming, the fundamental 

equation is precisely what’s 
shifting. And the remark-
able changes we’ve seen 
so far – the thawed Arctic 
that makes the Earth look 
profoundly different from 
outer space; the planet’s 
seawater turning 30 per-
cent more acidic – are just 
the beginning. “We’re inch-
ing ever closer to commit-
ting to the melting of the 
West Antarctic and Green-
land ice sheets, which will 
guarantee 20 feet of sea-
level rise,” says Penn State’s 
Michael Mann, one of the 
planet’s foremost clima-
tologists. “We don’t know 
where the ice-sheet col-
lapse tipping point is, but 
we are dangerously close.” 
The latest models show 
that with very rapid cuts 
in emissions, Antarctic ice 

might remain largely intact for centuries; without them, we might 
see 11 feet of sea-level rise by century’s end, enough to wipe cit-
ies like Shanghai and Mumbai “off the map.”

There are plenty of tipping points like this: The Amazon, for 
instance, appears to be drying out and starting to burn as tem-
peratures rise and drought deepens, and without a giant rainfor-
est in South America, the world would function very differently. 
In the North Atlantic, says Mann, “we’re ahead of schedule with 

Winning Slowly Is 
the Same as Losing
The technology exists to combat climate change 

– what will it take to get our leaders to act?
By BILL McKIBBEN

INCOMING TIDE   A Houston interstate after Hurricane Harvey in August
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Bill McKibben is the founder of the climate action group 
350.org, the Schumann Distinguished Scholar at Middlebury 
College and the author most recently of “Radio Free Vermont.” 

the slowdown and potential collapse” of the giant conveyor belt 
that circulates warm water toward the North Pole, keeping West-
ern Europe temperate. It’s tipping points like these that make cli-
mate change such a distinct problem: If we don’t act quickly, and 
on a global scale, then the problem will literally become insolu-
ble. We’ll simply move into a dramatically different climate re-
gime, and on to a planet abruptly and disastrously altered from 
the one that underwrote the rise of human civilization. “Every 
bit of additional warming at this point is perilous,” says Mann.

Another way of saying this: By 2075 the world will be pow-
ered by solar panels and windmills – free energy is a hard busi-
ness proposition to beat. But on current trajectories, they’ll light 
up a busted planet. The decisions we make in 2075 won’t mat-
ter; indeed, the decisions we make in 2025 will matter much less 
than the ones we make in the next few years. The leverage is now. 

T
rump, oddly, is not the centr al problem 

here, or at least not the only problem. Yes, he’s abro-
gated the Paris agreements; true, he’s doing his best 
to revive the coal mines of Kentucky; of course it’s in-
sane that he thinks climate change is a Chinese hoax. 

But we weren’t moving fast enough to catch up with physics before 
Trump. In fact, it’s even possible that Trump – by jumping the cli-
mate shark so spectacularly – may run 
some small risk of disrupting the fossil-
fuel industry’s careful strategy. 

That strategy, we now know, began 
in the late 1970s. The oil giants, led by 
Exxon, knew about climate change be-
fore almost anyone else. One of Exx-
on’s chief scientists told senior man-
agement in 1978 that the temperature 
would rise at least four degrees Fahr-
enheit and that it would be a disaster. 
Management believed the findings – as 
the Los Angeles Times reported, compa-
nies like Exxon and Shell began rede-
signing drill rigs and pipelines to cope 
with the sea-level rise and tundra thaw. 
Yet, year after year, the industry used the review process of the In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to stress “uncertain-
ty,” which became Big Oil’s byword. In 1997, just as the Kyoto cli-
mate treaty was being negotiated, Exxon CEO Lee Raymond told 
the World Petroleum Congress meeting in Beijing, “It is highly 
unlikely that the temperature in the middle of the next century 
will be significantly affected whether policies are enacted now or 
20 years from now.” In other words: Delay. Go slowly. Do noth-
ing dramatic. As the company put it in a secret 1998 memo help-
ing establish one of the innumerable front groups that spread 
climate disinformation, “Victory will be achieved when average 
citizens ‘understand’ (recognize) uncertainties in climate science,” 
and when “recognition of uncertainty becomes part of the ‘con-
ventional wisdom.’ ”

And it’s not just the oil companies. As America’s electric utili-
ties began to understand that solar and wind power could under-
cut their traditional business, they began engaging in the same 
kind of behavior. In Arizona, whose sole reason for existence is 
the sun, the local utility helped rig elections for the state’s public-
utility commission, which in turn allowed utilities to impose ruin-
ous costs on homeowners who wanted to put solar panels on their 
roofs. As The New York Times reported in July, the booming U.S. 
market for new residential solar has come to “a shuddering stop” 
after “a concerted and well-funded lobbying campaign by tradi-

tional utilities, which have been working in state capitals across 
the country to reverse incentives for homeowners to install solar 
panels.” It’s not that they think they can keep solar panels at bay 
forever – every utility website, like every fossil-fuel industry an-
nual report, has pictures of solar panels and spinning windmills. 
But as industry analyst Nancy LaPlaca says, “Keeping the current 
business model just another year is always key for utilities that 
have a monopoly and want to keep that going.”

The planetary futurist Alex Steffen calls this tactic “preda-
tory delay, the deliberate slowing of needed change to prolong a 
profitable but unsustainable status quo that will be paid by other 
people eventually.” It’s not confined to the moneybags at the oil 
companies and the utilities – he’s written extensively about the 
otherwise-liberal urbanites in his home state of California. “A 
lot of cities are happy to talk about providing their power clean-
ly, but reducing cars, densifying, spending on bike paths, raising 
building standards – those things are all so contentious they’re 
not even discussed.” Ditto the folks who block windmills out of 
fear of chopping birds, thus helping lock in the next great mass ex-
tinction. Much of the labor movement has grown more outspoken 
on climate change. They know that a dollar invested in renewable 
energy generates three times as many jobs as one wasted on fossil 
fuel, but the union that builds pipelines has fought so tenacious-

ly to avoid change that the AFL-CIO 
came out for building the Dakota Ac-
cess Pipeline, even after guards sicced 
German shepherds on native protest-
ers. In careful language that might have 
been written by a team at Exxon, the 
union said it supported new pipelines 
“as part of a comprehensive energy pol-
icy that creates jobs, makes the United 
States more competitive and addresses 
the threat of climate change.” “Compre-
hensive,” “balanced,” “measured” are the 
high cards in this rhetorical deck. “Re-
alistic” is the ace in the hole.  

There’s a reason this kind of appeal 
is so persuasive. In almost every other 

political fight, a balanced and measured and “realistic” answer 
makes sense. I think billionaires should be taxed at 90 percent, 
and you think they contribute so much to society that they should 
pay no tax at all. We meet somewhere in the middle, and come 
back each election cycle to argue it again, depending on how the 
economy is doing or where the deficit lies. Some issues – human 
rights – are harder because they seem so morally charged that 
compromise is difficult. But even there we tend to work in incre-
ments: “Don’t ask, don’t tell” seems like progress, and civil unions 
seem like more progress, and eventually gay marriage arrives (at 
which point, in retrospect, “don’t ask, don’t tell” seems kind of 
horrible). Humans and their societies do work best with gradu-
al transitions – it gives everyone some time to adapt. But climate 
change, sadly, isn’t a classic contest between two groups of peo-
ple. It’s a negotiation between people on the one hand and phys-
ics on the other. And physics doesn’t do compromise. Precisely 
because we’ve waited so long to take any significant action, phys-
ics now demands we move much faster than we want to. Politi-
cal realism and what you might call “reality realism” are in stark 
opposition. That’s our dilemma. 

You could draw it on a graph. The planet’s greenhouse-gas 
emissions are still rising, though more slowly – let’s say we man-
age to top out by 2020. In that case, to meet the planet’s goal of 
holding temperature increases under two degrees Celsius, we have 
to cut emissions 4.6 percent annually till they go to zero. If we 
wait till 2025, we have to cut them seven percent annually. If we 
wait till 2030 – well, it’s not even worth putting on the chart. I 
have to sometimes restrain myself from pointing out how easy it 

“If we wanted  
to power the 

planet on sun, 
wind and water, 

we could.”
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would have been if we’d acted back in the late 1980s, when I was 
first writing about this – a gradual half a percent a year. A glide 
path, not a desperate rappel down a deadly cliff. 

Yes, we’ve waited too long. But maybe, just maybe, our task is 
not yet an impossible one. That’s because the engineers have been 
doing their jobs much more vigorously than the politicians. Over 
the past decade, the price of a solar panel has fallen 80 percent; 
across most of the U.S., wind is now the least expensive form of 
power. In early October, an auction in Saudi Arabia for new elec-
tric generation was won by a solar farm pledging to deliver elec-
trons for less than three cents a kilowatt hour, the cheapest price 
ever paid for electricity from any source in any place. Danny Ken-
nedy, a longtime solar pioneer who runs California’s Clean Energy 
Fund, a nonprofit connecting investors and startups, says every 
day brings some new project: “Just this week I’ve had entrepre-
neurs in here doing crowdfunding by Bitcoin to build microgrids 
in Southern Africa, and someone using lasers to cut silicon wa-
fers to reduce the cost of solar cells by half.” He’d just come back 
from a conference in Shanghai – “You should feel the buzz; the 
Chinese have really realized their self-interest lies in dominating 
the disruptive technologies.”  

That is to say, if we wanted to power the planet on sun and 
wind and water, we could. It would be extremely hard, at the outer 
edge of the possible, but it’s mathematically achievable. Mark Ja-
cobson, who heads Stanford’s Atmosphere/Energy program, has 
worked to show precisely how it could happen in all 50 U.S. states 
and 139 foreign countries – how much wind, how much sun, how 
much hydro it would take to produce 80 percent of our power re-
newably by 2030. If we did, he notes, we’d not only dramatically 
slow global warming, we’d also eliminate most of the air pollution 
that kills 7 million people a year and sickens hundreds of millions 
more, almost all of them in the poorest places on the planet (pol-
lution now outweighs tuberculosis, malaria, AIDS, hunger and 
war as a killer). “There’s no way you can be in Houston or Flint 
or Puerto Rico right now and not feel the urgency,” says Eliza-
beth Yeampierre, one of America’s leading climate-justice advo-
cates. “Moving quickly can happen, but only if you uplift the work 
that’s really innovative, that’s already happening on the ground.”

Even much of the money is in place. For $50,000 in insula-
tion, panels and appliances, Mosaic, the biggest solar lender in 
the country, can make a home run on 100 percent clean energy. 
“And we can make a zero-down loan, where people save money 
from Day One,” says the company’s CEO, Billy Parrish. Mosa-
ic raised $300 million for its last round of bond financing, but 
it was nearly six times oversubscribed – that is, investors were 
ready to pony up about $1.8 billion. But even that amounts to 
small change: 36,000 homes in a nation of more than a hundred 
million dwellings. To go to scale, government is going to have 
to lead: loan guarantees for poor people, taking subsidies away 
from fossil fuels, making sure that when homeowners feed low-
carbon energy into the grid they get a good price from utilities. 
Even in California that kind of change comes hard: As Kennedy 
says, “The state legislature did not pass key legislation on clean 
energy this year despite a lot of hot air expended on it, and de-
spite the fact that the Dems have a supermajority. I’m told to be 
patient and ‘we’ll get it done next year,’ but I find it frightening 
that folks think we have another year to wait.”

A
nd so the only real question is, how do 

we suddenly make it happen fast? That’s where pol-
itics comes in. I said earlier that Trump wasn’t the 
whole problem – in fact, it’s just possible that in 
his know-nothing recklessness, he has upset the 

ever- so-patient apple cart. You could almost see the oil compa-
nies wincing when Trump pulled out of the Paris Agreement – 
for them, the agreement was a pathway to slow and managed 
change. The promises it contained didn’t keep the planet from 

overheating – indeed, even if everyone had kept them, the Earth 
would still have gotten 3.5 degrees Celsius hotter, enough to col-
lapse every ecosystem you’d like to name. The accords did ensure 
that we’d still be burning significant amounts of hydrocarbons by 
2050, and that the Exxons of the world would be able to recover 
most of the reserves they’ve so carefully mapped and explored. 

But now some of those bets are off. Around the rest of the 
world, most nations rejected Trump’s pullout with diplomatical-
ly expressed rage. “To everyone for whom the future of our planet 
is important, I say let’s continue going down this path,” said An-
gela Merkel, the German chancellor. (The exception: petro baron 
Vladimir Putin, whose official remarks concluded, “Don’t worry, 
be happy.”) In this country, the polling showed that almost noth-
ing Trump had done was less popular. Perhaps, if Trump contin-
ues to sink, this particular piece of nonsense will sink with him.

And with Washington effectively gridlocked, the fight has 
moved elsewhere. When Trump pulled out of the climate accords, 
for instance, he explained that he’d been elected to govern “Pitts-
burgh, not Paris.” The next day the mayor of Pittsburgh said his 
town was now planning on 100 percent renewable energy, a pledge 
that’s been made by places as diverse as Atlanta, San Diego and 
Salt Lake City. Next year, representatives of thousands of regions, 
provinces, cities, parishes, arrondissements, districts and coun-
ties will descend on San Francisco for a Paris-like gathering of 
subnational actors, summoned by California Gov. Jerry Brown. 
According to Brown (who is as sadly compromised as most other 
leaders – he continues to allow wide-scale fracking and oil pro-
duction across the state), Trump’s decision to leave the path of 
gradualism “is a stimulus. . . . In a way, it’s a rising of . . . awareness.” 

The pressure has also increased on banks and corporations. 
In Australia, campaigners have forced the four major banks to 
refuse financing for what would have been one of the world’s big-
gest coal mines; BNP Paribas, the world’s eighth-largest lender, 
just announced it was out of the tar-sands and coal business. Sev-
eral big California cities just announced they were suing the big 
oil companies for the damages caused by sea-level rise. The attor-
neys general of New York and Massachusetts have Exxon under 
investigation for pretending to take climate change seriously. All 
of that adds up to weaken the spreadsheet and the corporate re-
solve: “We’re trying to persuade a dying industry to get out of the 
way,” says Mark Campanale, the head of the NGO Carbon Tracker. 

The best chance of forcing the future, of course, lies with move-
ments – with people gathering in large enough numbers to con-
centrate the minds of CEOs and presidential candidates. Here, 
too, Trump seems to be upping the ante – nearly a quarter mil-
lion Americans marched on D.C. for climate action in April, the 
largest such demonstration in Washington’s history. That activ-
ism keeps ramping up: At 350.org, we’re rolling out a vast Fos-
sil Free campaign across the globe this winter, joining organiza-
tions like the Sierra Club to pressure governments to sign up for 
100 percent renewable energy, blocking new pipelines and frack 
wells as fast as the industry can propose them, and calling out 
the banks and hedge funds that underwrite the past. It’s working 
– just in the last few weeks Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, the 
largest in the world, announced plans to divest from fossil fuels, 
and the Nebraska Public Service Commission threw yet more 
roadblocks in front of the Keystone pipeline.

But the question is, is it working fast enough? Paraphrasing 
the great abolitionist leader Theodore Parker, Martin Luther 
King Jr. used to regularly end his speeches with the phrase “the 
arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice.” The 
line was a favorite of Obama’s too, and for all three men it meant 
the same thing: “This may take a while, but we’re going to win.” 
For most political fights, it is the simultaneously frustrating and 
inspiring truth. But not for climate change. The arc of the phys-
ical universe appears to be short, and it bends toward heat. Win 
soon or suffer the consequences.
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U2
Songs of Experience Interscope

HHHH½
BY DAVID FRICKE
It is nearly business as usual. 
“Nothing to stop this being the 
best day ever,” Bono declares in 
“Love Is All We Have Left,” at 
the start of U2’s sequel to 2014’s 
Songs of Innocence. But the sing-
er’s delivery is striking in its re-
straint: like cautious prayer or 
a fragile wish, suspended over 
the rippled-sea strum of the 
Edge’s guitar and Adam Clay-
ton’s bass-guitar gravity. Bono 
quickly straps on his bravado 
in “Lights of Home”: “One more 
push and I’ll be born again,” 
he crows, framed by the Edge’s 
skidding-blues licks and drum-
mer Larry Mullen Jr.’s rock-grip 
twist on hip-hop stride.

You hear near-fatal reck-
oning too. “I shouldn’t be here 
’cause I should be dead,” Bono 
admits in that song’s first line, 
alluding to his recent “brush 
with mortality” (as the Edge 
put it in a recent interview). If 
Songs of Innocence was rock’s 
most persistently hopeful band 
looking back in wonder at its 

U2 Find 
What 
They’re 
Looking 
For
Facing down mortality, 
the band reconnects 
with the power of 
music itself

“Love has got to fight for its existence. 

The enemy has armies of assistance.

The amorist, the glamorous, the kiss, 

A fist, listen to this, oh.” 

—U2, “Get Out of Your Own Way”
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Björk’s Radiant 
Abstract-Pop 
Reinvention

“Two music nerds obsessing . . . sending each 
other MP3s,” sings Björk euphorically, over 
harp arpeggios, while multitracked Björks 
chirp like cherubs in the background. The 
track, a very Björkian reverie titled “Blissing 

Me,” sets the tone for a record that’s in some ways a polar op-
posite of 2015’s incandescently brooding Vulnicura. That LP 
was a surgical examination of post-breakup grief, framed 
by lush strings. Utopia mostly sends the orchestra pack-
ing, building its bright-lit world around birdsong samples, 
flutes, harp, choir and electronics, with input from innova-
tive co-producers Arca and Rabit.

The set radiates whimsy and pleasure – the opener, 
“Arisen My Senses,” is a breathless barrage of pop timbres, 
a musical multiple orgasm. But Utopia is no more “pop” 
than Vulnicura, and not all shiny, happy fantasias. “Sue 
Me” conjures a divorce scenario amid warped vocals and 
rummaging percussion. On “Body Memory,” the words 
“toxic,” “patriarchy” and “Kafkaesque” flash through war-
zone-like rumblings. With flutes and harp curlicuing play-
fully in the upper register as bass tones and beats sputter 
and implode ominously in the lower, “Loss” sums up the 
musical vision here – suggesting a practical realist who 
recognizes utopias are relative, and sustained only with 
sweat equity. WILL HERMES

The trailblazing artist mixes bliss and 
realism on a predictably adventurous LP

Björk Utopia One Little Indian HHHH

Mood for 
love: Björk

punk-rock origins and unlim-
ited dreaming in late-Seven-
ties Dublin, Songs of Experi-
ence is U2 in late-middle age 
coming to grips with an inev-
itable reality: They no longer 
have all the time in the world.

That urgency binds and pro-
pels the mosaic jump of Expe-
rience: the eerie, hesitant be-
ginning; the sunrise drive of 
“You’re the Best Thing About 
Me”; the pleading psychedelia of 
“Summer of Love,” set in a deva-
stated Syria. As they did with 
Innocence, U2 made Experience 
with multiple producers, includ-
ing veteran hand Steve Lilly-
white. Earlier U2s flash by, like 
the streaming of a greatest-hits 
album: the Pop-like contradic-
tion of boogie nights and apoc-
alypse now in “The Blackout”; 
the echo of The Joshua Tree’s 
shadows and spaces in “The Lit-
tle Things That Give You Away.”

The mounting effect is a 
charge of dynamic moods and 
a still-certain mission – the 
choral- army light of “Get Out 
of Your Own Way,” speared with 
rusted-blade guitar bravura; 
the seesaw of punchy-funk riff-
ing and breakneck vocal glory 
in “Red Flag Day” – set in can-
did summations of what’s been 
gained, lost and left undone. 
“American Soul” is a metal-
lic-guitar letter of gratitude to 
the roots and  ideals that drove 
U2 forward (with a warning-
sermon cameo by Kendrick 
Lamar). Other songs face home 
and the band’s debt to family 
and fidelity. “I will win and call 
it losing,” Bono pleads through 
the icy-guitar rain of “Land-
lady,” “if the prize is not for you.”

Songs of Experience ends like 
it opens – in a hush; “13 (There 
Is a Light)” also circles back to 
Innocence, reprising the chorus 
of that LP’s “Song for Someone.” 
But where the latter was Bono’s 
wide-open love song to his wife, 
Ali, “13” renews his commit-
ment to the purpose and sus-
tenance he still finds in music, 
songwriting and performance. 
If experience has taught U2 
anything, it is that a great new 
song can still feel like the first 
day of the rest of your life. Songs 
of Experience is that innocence 
renewed.
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Miguel
War & Leisure 
ByStorm Entertainment/RCA HHH½
A psychedelic-funk party  
for a world in flames

The L.A. soul explorer’s fourth 
album creates a space where 
psych-funk splendor coexists 
with deep anxiety. It’s not all 
downers: “Pineapple Skies” 
punctuates its bubbly synths 
with speaker-rattling bass hits, 
as Miguel’s amped-up vocals 
make his “everything gonna be 
all right” exhortations feel like a 
mantra. But uncertainty creeps 
in at the margins: The skeletal 
booty call “Come Through and 
Chill” references Colin Kaeper-
nick and “Trump saying slick 
shit,” while “Now” ends the 
LP with Miguel’s voice slicing 
through clouds of guitar, as he 
reels off a list of social ills. In 
2017, every pleasure comes with 
a shot of pain. MAURA K. JOHNSTON 

Chris Stapleton
From A Room, Vol. 2 
Mercury Nashville

HHH½
Country-music savior/brilliant 
songwriter makes it a double

Like its predecessor, from earli-
er this year, volume two of Chris 
Stapleton’s From A Room is a 
brew of country, folk, blues, and 
Southern rock and soul, record-
ed at Nashville’s vintage RCA 
Studio A with producer Dave 
Cobb. The band’s the same but 
leaner, stripped to guitars, bass, 
drums and Stapleton’s mighty 
voice, with harmonies by his 
wife, Morgane, smartly moved 
up in the mix. Again, the songs 
feel like unearthed classics. 
“Midnight Train to Memphis” 
is a lockdown rocker recalling 
“Folsom Prison Blues,” and “A 
Simple Song” might be vintage 
James Taylor if JT had kept to 
his Southern roots.  W.H.
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Mavis Staples
If All I Was Was Black Anti 
HHH½
Windy City heroes fight the 
powers that be

The gospel-soul icon’s third 
set with producer-collaborator 
Jeff Tweedy shows his touch 
more prominently than ever: 
He’s penned all the songs (in-
cluding three co-writes with 
Staples), recording them with 
his son Spencer, Wilco drum-
mer Glenn Kotche and various 
Chicago multitaskers. The re-
sult is an object lesson in col-
laborative activism, with Sta-
ples moving away from Sixties 
soul and doubling down on 
topicality. The title track ex-
tends a hand over the wall of 
prejudice, and “Try Harder” 
is her mea culpa, a civil-rights 
heroine admitting her own 
flaws but determined to keep 
on pushing. WILL HERMES

Noel Gallagher’s High 
Flying Birds
Who Built the Moon? Epic  
HHH½
The cantankerous Oasis refugee 
still has tunes to burn 

Just after Liam Gallagher re-
leased his great As You Were, 
here comes his brother Noel 
with a fine one of his own – 
it’s almost like they’re in a ri-
valry. His latest with the High 
Flying Birds is a dazzling mess 
spackled together from the in-
fluences he’s been tapping since 
Oasis’ golden age – post-Stone 
Roses rave rock (“Fort Knox”), 
glam stomp (“Holy Moun-
tain”), Smiths-Beatles shim-
mer (“Black & White Sun-
shine”). It wouldn’t be Noel 
without a little grumpy snark 
(the bitter space-soul of “Care-
ful What You Wish For”). But 
mixed with the musical highs, 
that’s part of his charm.  J.D. 

Charlotte Gainsbourg
Rest Atlantic  
HHH½
Singer-actress’ spacey trip with 
Sir Paul and half of Daft Punk

On her f irst LP in seven 
years, singer-actress Char-
lotte Gainsbourg (daughter of 
Sixties French pop star Serge 
Gainsbourg) exudes the same 
droll, distracted sense of un-
easy whimsy she’s brought to 
her screen performances and 
previous music projects. Fans 
of spacey Nineties lounge pop 
like Air or Broadcast will drift 
along happily to pillowy con-
fections such as “Ring-a-Ring 
o’ Roses” and “Rest,” a collab-
oration with Daft Punk’s Guy-
Manuel. She also teams up 
with Sir Paul McCartney for 
the inspired No Wave pop of 
“Songbird in a Cage,” which 
suggests the Waitresses pro-
duced by Brian Eno. JON DOLAN

Tove Lo
Blue Lips (Lady Wood  
Phase II) Island HHH
The Swedish pop firestarter’s 
dark-lust saga continues

The sequel to Tove Lo’s raw 
2016 LP, Lady Wood, like her 
stylized long-form videos, deals 
explicitly with derangement 
– sexual, emotional, drug- 
induced. It’d be easy to dismiss 
as soft-core shock pop if her 
songwriting wasn’t so formi-
dable. The nicely titled “Disco 
Tits” is a lustily convincing club 
single; “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” 
and “Struggle”  tunefully un-
pack messy relationship psy-
chology. More problematic is 
“Bitches,” an icy banger evi-
dently involving unsafe sex 
and gynophobic hookups. Like 
much of Tove Lo’s work, it’s ad-
mirably uncensored, but may 
leave you wanting to head for 
the shower.  W.H.
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Sestero (Dave 
Franco, James’ 
kid brother) to 
make The Room, 
big laughs fol-
low. But Franco 
creates some-
thing as heart-
felt  a s  i t  i s 
hi larious by lo-
cating the pain 

in having your passion project 
turned into a cult hit through 
mockery. In the end, The Di-
saster Artist is a tribute to the 
joy of making movies, no mat-
ter how crappy the result.

By Peter Travers
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The Shape of Water 
Sally Hawkins, Doug Jones
Directed by Guillermo del Toro
HHH½

if you thi nk it ’s high 

time that Mexican filmmak-
er Guillermo del Toro (Pan’s 
Labyrinth) joined his direct-
ing countrymen Alfonso Cua-
rón (Gravity) and Alejandro 
González Iñárritu (Birdman) 
in the Oscar winners circle, 
The Shape of Water just may 
be the movie to do it. Set dur-
ing the Cold War, the film is 
a thing of beauty and terror 
about Elisa, a mute cleaning 
lady played by Sally Hawkins, 
who falls hard and gets it on 
with an amphibious creature 
(Doug Jones) being used for se-
cret government experiments 
in the lab where Elisa works. 

The emotionally naked 
Hawkins is unforgettable in a 
riveting, refreshingly unfrag-
ile performance sure to put her 
in the race for every Best Ac-
tress award in the books. Eli-
sa’s best friend is Giles (Rich-
ard Jenkins), her gay neighbor 
in a Baltimore apartment that 
sits above a struggling movie 
house (TV keeps everyone at 

home). Del Toro infuses this 
fable with his own movie love. 
Neither Elisa nor Giles is lucky 
in the real-life version of love. 

Enter the creature, known 
as the Asset to shady govern-
ment types who captured it 
from the Amazon, where it’s 
said to be a god. Now, the Asset 
is abused with an electrified 
prod by agent Strickland (Mi-
chael Shannon, making his 
fixed glare speak volumes). 
Elisa won’t rest till she sets 
the creature free, with the help 
of her friend at work (Octavia 
Spencer, glorious as ever). 

Of course, this being a del 
Toro film, Elisa and the crea-
ture fall in love. The acting 
duet of Hawkins and Jones 
will haunt your dreams. Wait 
till you see their underwa-
ter sex scene or experience 
the thrill of their dance. Even 
as the film plunges into tor-
ment and tragedy, the unlike-
ly lovers hold you in thrall. Del 
Toro is a world-class film art-
ist. There’s no sense trying to 
analyze how he does it. Just 
dive into the experience and 
let yourself go. There’s magic 
in it. 

Tales of Forbidden Love 

Hawkins 
and Jones
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I, Tonya 
Margot Robbie, Allison 
Janney, Sebastian Stan 
Directed by Craig Gillespie
HHH½

this might be the perfect 

time for I, Tonya. It’s set 23 
years after the public’s mem-
ory of Tonya Harding has dis-
tilled down to white-trash fig-
ure skater who had something 
to do with smashing the knee of 
her rival Nancy Kerrigan dur-
ing training for the 1994 Win-
ter Olympics. This raunchy, de-
mented, dark-comic dazzler, 
snappily directed by Craig Gil-
lespie (Lars and the Real Girl), 

from an anything-goes script by 
Steven Rogers, gives Harding 
(Margot Robbie, in her best per-
formance yet) a chance to prove 
her almost-innocence. The film 
uses re-created interviews with 
those closest to Harding, in-
cluding her violent ex-husband, 
Jeff Gillooly (Sebastian Stan); 
his idiot cohort, Shawn Eck-
hardt (Paul Walter Hauser); 
her skating coach, Diane Raw-
linson (Julianne Nicholson); 
and her demon mother, LaVo-
na Golden, played by a dead-
solid-perfect Allison Janney as 
a cross between Marge Simp-
son and Attila the Hun. You 
won’t find sentiment to take the 
edge off the abuse and exploita-
tion that marked Tonya’s forma-
tive years. But Robbie and Jan-
ney, both killer-good, cut deep. 
They hold up a mirror to tab-
loid America and make us see 
ourselves ref lected in it too.  
I, Tonya is funny as hell, but the 
pain is just as real.

A Slapstick 
Tragedy 

Robbie on 
thin ice

A Tribute to the World’s Worst Director

The Disaster Artist 
James Franco, Dave Franco 
Directed by James Franco 
HHH

ja mes fr a nco fires on 

all cylinders in The Disaster 
Artist, in which this restless-
ly inventive actor and direc-
tor gives everything he has to 
a movie about the worst film-
maker of the 21st century. I’m 
talking about Tommy Wiseau, 
whose 2003 feature The Room 
made him the spiritual heir to 
Ed Wood for cinematic inept-
itude. Franco captures every 

detail about the real Wiseau – 
the long hair, the vampire vibe, 
the unplaceable accent (Tran-
sylvania?). And when he teams 
up with fellow talentless actor 
and future chronicler Greg 

The brothers 
Franco: Dave 
and James
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TSHIRT QUILTS
Campus Quilt Company turns your t-shirts  
into an awesome new quilt. Get those  
hard-earned shirts out of your closet and  
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Gear Necklace. Sold separately. Both 
feature micro-precision gears that turn in 
unison when the outer rims are spun or by 
pulling on the ball chain.  
Lifetime Warranty. Free Shipping. Watch 
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DIVE BAR TSHIRTS
Join the club and you’ll receive a new 
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Abrams told her on the 
set of The Force Awakens. Ridley believes 
that nothing ever changed: “I thought 
what I was told in the beginning is what it 
is.” Which is odd, because Johnson insists 
he had free rein to come up with any an-
swer he wanted to the question. “I wasn’t 
given any directive as to what that had to 
be,” he says. “I was never given the infor-
mation that she is this or she is that.” The 
idea that Johnson and Abrams somehow 
landed on the same answer does seem 
to suggest that Rey’s parents aren’t some 
random, never-before-seen characters. 
All that said, Abrams cryptically hints 
there may have been more coordination 
between him and Johnson than the latter 
director has let on, so who knows what’s 
going on here – they may be messing with 
us to preserve one of Abrams’ precious 
mystery boxes. In any case, Ridley loves 
the speculation: Her favorite fan theories 
involve immaculate conception and time 
travel. It seems more likely that she’s either 
Luke’s daughter or his niece, but again, 
who knows. 

Back in 2015, Ridley told me she was 
fine with the idea of being seen as Rey for-
ever, the way Fisher was always Leia. Now 

she’s changed her mind. “There are liter-
ally no similarities with Carrie’s story and 
mine,” she says, adding that while Fisher 
ultimately embraced writing over acting, 
she plans on continuing to “inhabit” as 
many characters as possible. On the other 
hand, “a lot of Rey is me,” she says, “but 
that is not me being Rey. That is parts of 
me being a character as Rey, because how 
could it not? So in that sense, I understand 
it, because so much of Leia is Carrie.”

This trilogy will end with Abrams’ Last 
Jedi sequel, and after that, it sounds like 
the main thrust of the franchise will move 
into Johnson’s mysterious new movies, 
which look to be unconnected to the pre-
vious saga. As far as Abrams is concerned, 
that will be the end of the Skywalker story. 
“I do see it that way,” he says. “But the fu-
ture is in flux.” 

As far as Ridley is concerned, the future 
of Rey is pretty much set. She doesn’t want 
to play the character after the next movie. 
“No,” she says flatly. “For me, I didn’t really 
know what I was signing on to. I hadn’t 
read the script, but from what I could 
tell, it was really nice people involved, so 
I was just like, ‘Awesome.’ Now I think I 
am even luckier than I knew then, to be 
part of something that feels so like coming 
home now.”

But, um, doesn’t that sort of sound like 
a yes? “No,” she says again, smiling a little. 
“No, no, no. I am really, really excited to do 
the third thing and round it out, because 
ultimately, what I was signing on to was 
three films. So in my head, it’s three films. 
I think it will feel like the right time to 
round it out.”

And how about coming back in 30 years, 
as her predecessors did? She considers this 
soberly, between bites of Brussels sprouts 
roasted on the stalk. (We split the dish, 
which means she got . . . one half portion.) 
“Who knows? I honestly feel like the world 
may end in the next 30 years, so, if in 30 
years we are not living underground in a 
series of interconnected cells . . . then sure. 
Maybe. But again, it’s like, who knows. Be-
cause the thing I thought was so amazing, 
was people really wanted it. And it was 
done by people who really love it.”

She thinks even harder about it, this 
new Star Wars trilogy that we’ve made up 
on the spot. “How old will I be?” she asks, 
before doing the math. “55.” She looks very 
young for a moment, as she tries to picture 
herself as a middle-aged Jedi. Then she 
gives up. It’s time to go, anyway; she has 
a 5:25 a.m. pickup tomorrow for her new 
movie. “Fuck,” Ridley says. “I can’t think 
that far ahead.”

[Cont. from 45]
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James Franco
The actor on learning from Barack Obama, getting 
arrested as a teen and why he’s always overdoing it

What’s the best advice you’ve ever received?
Get out of your own way. Ego is a killer.

What does religion or spirituality mean to you?
Spirituality is crucial. It is a very simple thing. You have to give 

the world back to the world. It is the law that I abide by. You get 
out of life what you put in. You put flop in, you get flop out. You put 
in love, you get out love.
What are the best and worst parts of success?

You’re like, “Fuck, this started supercheesy, get to the 
jokes.” The best part is your dreams come true. The 
worst part is that your dreams come true and you re-
alize it ain’t going to fill that hole. It’s the ego, dude! 
Ego is the problem of the world, and having suc-
cess in my business multiplies that by a fuck-
ing million. It’s like you have a 100-foot mirror 
around you at all times. You don’t have a chance.
What do you like to do to relax?

I listen to this podcast You Must Remember 
This. I love it. It’s all about the first 100 years of 
film  history. It touches on most of my heroes in the 
 industry. But almost every story is filled with 
wreckage: people trying to be successful, 
people who were successful and then lost 
it, people trying to hold on to  careers or 
love and marriage. 
What’s your basic approach to life?

I believe in hard work. I believe suffer-
ing isn’t a necessary ingredient of good 
work; people don’t need to use their art 
to work out their demons. I loved Bryan 
Cranston’s book A Life in Parts. Some-
how that dude figured it all out. He 
has a line in there, something like, 
“I want my life to be stable so that  
I can be crazy in my art.” I subscribe 
to that. 
When you were a teenager, you had 
some brushes with the law – underage 
drinking, graffiti, shoplifting. What did 
that teach you?

I just listened to Marc Maron’s inter-
view with Barack Obama, and Obama 
said that when he was younger he sort of 
tried on different hats. Growing up, we learn 
how to fit in with the world. And when I was 
young, I just felt I didn’t fit. I had a rebellious 
stage, and then I realized that being tough 
wasn’t me. 

I grew up in Palo Alto, six blocks from 
Steve Jobs. I thought, “Man, I am the most 
unlucky kid in Palo Alto, getting caught all 
the time. My friends are so much worse 
than I am – why am I a cop magnet?”  

I  realize now that I was lucky. It was like the universe was saying, 
“Dude, stop. It’s time to wake up.” 
There was a point when you were getting degrees from Columbia, 
NYU, Warren Wilson and Brooklyn College while you were working 
in film. How hard was that? 

Going to four graduate schools at once was an extension of 
that kind of searching for my way in the world. It was hard. I had 
dropped out of UCLA when I was 18. When I was 26 or 27, I went 

back and finished my bachelor’s in literature. And I 
found that I loved school. I was getting something 

out of it that I wasn’t getting from my acting career. 
And it’s my nature that when I find something that 
feels good, I throw myself into it. And I obviously 
reach for too much. By overdoing school I wasn’t 
living life – I was sort of hiding in school. 
What’s the best lesson you’ve learned from acting?
I did this movie not many people saw called 

 Annapolis. We went to the Naval Academy to meet 
with the shipmen and learn what it was like. I was 

told that they give the midshipmen more work than 
they can handle. They are overloaded with 

work. They are always under the gun, so 
that when they are out on the ocean or 
in a battle situation they’re equipped 
to make decisions under pressure. But 

I should have just gone to one grad school 
and just enjoyed the experience more.
So what do you do for fun?

Let’s see. I binged Stranger Things 2; 
I watched it all in one day. I started 
surfing. I play ukulele. I started play-
ing with a ukulele group once a week, a 
bunch of actors and producers. It’s awe-
some. We play a lot of Dylan, Leonard 
Cohen and Cat Stevens. 
You’re a hardworking person, but there’s 
also this stoner persona that doesn’t jibe 
with who you are.

I guess I am a good actor. I do have 
squinty eyes, and when I smile I look very 
high. I remember going to a party and Lady 

Gaga was there, and she almost fell down 
she was so surprised that I didn’t smoke weed 
while we were making Pineapple Express. She 
just assumed that we were high all the time. Seth 

[Rogen] is self-admittedly high all the time, but I 
don’t smoke at all. I am sure you don’t believe me.

Why did you quit social media?
I got pulled into that weird, dark hole. Social 

media sucks you in – like, “Whoo, I got a lot of likes, 
I gotta get more of those.” Nobody was giving me 
likes when I went to MoMA and saw this great 
 exhibit. You get likes for exhibitionist stuff. I got 
pulled into that. You think, “This isn’t me, this is 
just a funny mask I wear sometimes.” And then 
the mask is cemented to your face, and that is 

how people identify you. INTERVIEW BY SEAN WOODS

Illustration by  Mark Summers

Franco produced, directed and stars  
in “The Disaster Artist,” which  
opens on December 1st.






