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“If you spend one evening
of your life contemplating
the relationship between
art and science, spend it

with this book.”

— L E E  S M O L I N, author
of The Trouble with Physics

“A riveting firsthand 
account of the power of the 
intuitive and unconscious 
in the process of scientific 

discovery. Being both a top-
notch physicist and jazz 

musician, Stephon Alexander 
has a unique voice. Listening 

to him, you will hear the 
music of the universe.”

— E D W A R D  F R E N K E L,
author of Love and Math

“This book could just as well 
be called The Joy of Physics 

because what leaps out from 
it is Stephon Alexander’s 

delight and curiosity 
about the cosmos, and the 
deep pleasure he finds in 

exploring it.”

— B R I A N  E N O
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Joan Didion

I had told Jann Wenner of Rolling 
Stone that I would cover the Patty 
Hearst trial, and this pushed me into 
examining my thoughts about Califor-
nia. Some of my notes from the time 
follow here. I never wrote the piece 
about the Hearst trial, but I went to San 
Francisco in 1976 while it was going on 
and tried to report it. And I got quite 
involved in uncovering my own mixed 
emotions. This didn’t lead to my writing 
the piece, but eventually it led to—years 
later—Where I Was From (2003). 

When I was there for the trial, I stayed 
at the Mark. And from the Mark, you 
could look into the Hearst apartment. 
So I would sit in my room and imag-
ine Patty Hearst listening to Carousel.  
I had read that she would sit in her 
room and listen to it. I thought the trial 
had some meaning for me—because I 
was from California. This didn’t turn 
out to be true.

—March 23, 2016

The first time I was ever on an airplane 
was in 1955 and flights had names. 
This one was “The Golden Gate,” 
American Airlines. Serving Trans-
continental Travelers between San 
Francisco and New York. A week be-
fore, twenty-one years old, I had been 
moping around Berkeley in my sneak-
ers and green raincoat and now I was 
a Transcontinental Traveler, Lunching 
Aloft on Beltsville Roast Turkey with 
Dressing and Giblet Sauce. I believed 
in Dark Cottons. I believed in Small 
Hats and White Gloves. I believed that 
transcontinental travelers did not wear 
white shoes in the City. The next sum-
mer I went back on “The New Yorker,” 
United Airlines, and had a Martini-
on-the-Rocks and Stuffed Celery au 
Roquefort over the Rockies.

The image of the Golden Gate is very 
strong in my mind. As unifying images 
go this one is particularly vivid.

At the Sacramento Union I learned 
that Eldorado County and Eldorado 
City are so spelled but that regular 
usage of El Dorado is two words; to 
UPPER CASE Camellia Week, the 
Central Valley, Sacramento Irrigation 
District, Liberator bombers and Super-
fortresses, the Follies Bergere [sic], the 
Central Valley Project, and “such nick-
names as Death Row, Krauts, or Jerries 
for Germans, Doughboys, Leather-
necks, Devildogs.” 

Arden School class prophecy:

In Carnegie Hall we find Shirley  
 Long  
Up on the stage singing a song.

Acting in pictures is Arthur  
 Raney’s job,  
And he is often followed by a  
 great mob.

As a model Yavette Smith has 
 achieved fame,  
Using “Bubbles” as her  
 nickname . . .

We find Janet Haight working  
 hard as a missionary,  
Smart she is and uses a  
  dictionary . . .

We find Joan Didion as a White  
 House resident  
Now being the first woman  
 president.

Looking through the evidence I 
find what seems to me now (or rather 
seemed to me then) an entirely spuri-
ous aura of social success and achieve-
ment. I seem to have gotten my name 
in the paper rather a lot. I seem to 
have belonged to what were in context 
the “right” clubs. I seem to have been 
rewarded, out of all proportion to my 
generally undistinguished academic 
record, with an incommensurate num-
ber of prizes and scholarships (merit 
scholarships only: I did not qualify for 
need) and recommenda-
tions and special atten-
tion and very probably the 
envy and admiration of at 
least certain of my peers. 
Curiously I only remem-
ber failing, failures and 
slights and refusals.

I seem to have gone to 
dances and been photo-
graphed in pretty dresses, 
and also as a pom-pom 
girl. I seemed to have 
been a bridesmaid rather 
a lot. I seem always to 
have been “the editor” or 
the “president.”

I believed that I would 
always go to teas.

This is not about Patri-
cia Hearst. It is about me 
and the peculiar vacuum 
in which I grew up, a vac-
uum in which the Hearsts 
could be quite literally 
king of the hill.

I have never known 
deprivation.

How High the Moon, 
Les Paul and Mary Ford. 
High Noon.

I have lived most of 
my life under misappre-
hensions of one kind or 
another. Until I was in 
college I believed that my 
father was “poor,” that 
we had no money, that 
pennies mattered. I recall 
being surprised the first 
time my small brother ordered a dime 
rather than a nickel ice cream cone and 
no one seemed to mind. 

My grandmother, who was in fact 
poor, spent money: the Lilly Daché and 
Mr. John hats, the vicuña coats, the 
hand-milled soap and the $60- an-ounce 
perfume were to her the necessities of 
life. When I was about to be sixteen she 
asked me what I wanted for my birthday 
and I made up a list (an Ultra-Violet 
lipstick, some other things), meaning 
for her to pick one item and surprise 
me: she bought the list. She gave me my 
first grown-up dress, a silk jersey dress 
printed with pale blue flowers and jer-
sey petals around the neckline. It came 
from the Bon Marché in Sacramento 
and I knew what it cost ($60) because 
I had seen it advertised in the paper. I 
see myself making many of the same 
choices for my daughter.

At the center of this story there is 
a terrible secret, a kernel of cyanide, 
and the secret is that the story doesn’t 
matter, doesn’t make any difference, 
doesn’t figure. The snow still falls in the 
Sierra. The Pacific still trembles in its 
bowl. The great tectonic plates strain 
against each other while we sleep and 

wake. Rattlers in the dry grass. Sharks 
beneath the Golden Gate. In the South 
they are convinced that they have 
bloodied their place with history. In the 
West we do not believe that anything 
we do can bloody the land, or change 
it, or touch it.

How could it have come to this.
I am trying to place myself in history.
I have been looking all my life for 

history and have yet to find it.
The resolutely “colorful,” anec-

dotal quality of San Francisco history. 
“Characters” abound. It puts one off.

In the South they are convinced that 
they are capable of having bloodied 

their land with history. In the West we 
lack this conviction.

Beautiful country burn again.
The sense of not being up to the 

landscape.

There in the Ceremonial Courtroom 
a secular mass was being offered.

I see now that the life I was raised to 
admire was infinitely romantic. The 
clothes chosen for me had a strong ele-
ment of the Pre-Raphaelite, the medi-
eval. Muted greens and ivories. Dusty 
roses. (Other people wore powder 
blue, red, white, navy, forest green, and 
Black Watch plaid. I thought of them 
as “conventional,” but I envied them 
secretly. I was doomed to unconven-
tionality.) Our houses were also darker 
than other people’s, and we favored, as 
a definite preference, copper and brass 
that had darkened and greened. We also 
let our silver darken carefully in all the  
engraved places, to “bring out the pat-
tern.” To this day I am disturbed by 
highly polished silver. It looks “too new.”

This predilection for “the old” car-
ried into all areas of our domestic 

life: dried flowers were seen to have a 
more lasting charm than fresh, prints 
should be faded, a wallpaper should be 
streaked by the sun before it looks right. 
As decorative touches went our highest 
moment was the acquisition of a house 
(we, the family, moved into it in 1951 
at 22nd and T in Sacramento) in which 
the curtains had not been changed 
since 1907. Our favorite curtains in this 
house were gold silk organza on a high 
window on the stairwell. They hung al-
most two stories, billowed iridescently 
with every breath of air, and crumbled 
at the touch. To our extreme disap-
proval, Genevieve Didion our grand-

mother replaced these 
curtains when she moved 
into the house in the late 
1950s. I think of those cur-
tains still, and so does my 
mother. (domestic design)

Oriental leanings. The  
little ebony chests, the 
dishes. Maybeck houses. 
Mists. The individual 
raised to mystic level, 
mysticism with no reli-
gious basis. 

When I read Gertrude 
Atherton* I recognize the 
territory of the subtext. 
The Assemblies unat-
tended, the plantations 
abandoned—in the novels 
as in the dreamtime—be-
cause of high and noble 
convictions about slavery. 
Maybe they had convic-
tions, maybe they did not, 
but they had also worked 
out the life of the farm. 
In the novels as well as 
the autobiography of Mrs. 
Atherton we see a pro-
vincial caste system at its 
most malign. The pride in 
“perfect taste,” in “simple 
frocks.”

In the autobiography, 
page 72, note Mrs. Ather-
ton cutting snakes in two 
with an axe.

When I read Gertrude 
Atherton I think not only 
of myself but of Patricia 

Hearst, listening to Carousel in her 
room on California Street.

The details of the Atherton life ap-
pear in the Atherton fiction, or the 
details of the fiction appear in the au-
tobiography: it is difficult to say which 
is the correct construction. The beds 
of Parma violets at the Atherton house 
dissolve effortlessly into the beds of 
Parma violets at Maria Ballinger-
Groome Abbott’s house in Atherton’s 
The Sisters-in-Law. Gertrude’s mother 
had her three-day “blues,” as did one of 
the characters in Sleeping Fires. Were 
there Parma violets at the Atherton 
house? Did Gertrude’s mother have 
three-day blues? 

When I contrast the houses in which 
I was raised, in California, to admire, 
with the houses my husband was 
raised, in Connecticut, to admire, I am  

California Notes

Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne, Trancas, California, March 1972; 
photograph by Jill Krementz
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*Gertrude Atherton (1857–1948) was 
born in San Francisco and became 
a prolific and at times controversial 
 writer of novels, short stories, essays, 
and articles on subjects that included 
feminism, politics, and war. Many of 
her novels are set in California. 

—The Editors
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astonished that we should have ever 
built a house together.

Climbing Mount Tamalpais in Marin 
County, a mystical ideal. I never did it, 
but I did walk across the Golden Gate 
Bridge, wearing my first pair of high-
heeled shoes, bronze kid De Liso Debs 
pumps with three-inch heels. Crossing 
the Gate was, like climbing Tamalpais, 
an ideal.

Corte Madera. Head cheese. Eating 
apricots and plums on the rocks at Stin-
son Beach.

Until I read Gertrude Atherton 
I had never seen the phrase “South 
of  Market” used exactly the way my 
grandmother, my mother, and I had 
 always used it. Edmund G. “Pat” 
Brown was South of Market.

My father and brother call it “Cal” 
(i.e., the University of California at 
Berkeley). They were fraternity men, 
my father a Chi Phi, my brother a Phi 
Gamma Delta. As a matter of fact I 
belonged to a house too, Delta Delta 
Delta, but I lived in that house for 
only two of the four years I spent at 
Berkeley.

There used to be a point I liked on 
the Malibu Canyon road between the 
San Fernando Valley and the Pacific 
Ocean, a point from which one could 
see what was always called “the Fox 
sky.” Twentieth Century Fox had a 
ranch back in the hills there, not a 
working ranch but several thousand 
acres on which westerns were shot, and 
“the Fox sky” was simply that: the Fox 
sky, the giant Fox sky scrim, the big-
country backdrop.

By the time I started going to Hawaii 
the Royal Hawaiian was no longer the 
“best” hotel in Honolulu, nor was Ho-
nolulu the “smart” place to vacation in 
Hawaii, but Honolulu and the Royal 
Hawaiian had a glamour for California 
children who grew up as I did. Little 
girls in Sacramento were brought raf-
fia grass skirts by returning godmoth-
ers. They were taught “Aloha Oe” at 
Girl Scout meetings, and to believe 
that their clumsiness would be resolved 
via mastery of the hula. For dances, 
later, they wanted leis, and, if not leis, 
bracelets of tiny orchids, “flown in” 
from Honolulu. I recall “flown in” as a 
common phrase of my adolescence in 
Sacramento, just “flown in,” the point 
of origin being unspoken, and implicit. 
The “luau,” locally construed as a bar-
becue with leis, was a favored enter-
tainment. The “lanai” replaced the sun 
porch in local domestic architecture. 
The romance of all things Hawaiian 
colored my California childhood, and 
the Royal Hawaiian seemed to stand 
on Waikiki as tangible evidence that 
this California childhood had in fact 
occurred.

I have had on my desk since 1974 a 
photograph that I cut from a magazine 
just after Patricia Campbell Hearst was 
kidnapped from her Berkeley apart-
ment. This photograph appeared quite 
often around that time, always credited 
to Wide World, and it shows Patricia 
Hearst and her father and one of her 
sisters at a party at the Burlingame 

Country Club. In this photograph it is 
six or seven months before the kidnap-
ping and the three Hearsts are smiling 
for the camera, Patricia, Anne, and 
Randolph. The father is casual but fes-
tive—light coat, dark shirt, no tie; the 
daughters flank him in long flowered 
dresses. They are all wearing leis, father 
and daughters alike, leis quite clearly 
“flown in” for the evening. Randolph 
Hearst wears two leis, one of maile 
leaves and the other of orchids strung 
in the tight design the lei-makers call 
“maunaloa.” The daughters each wear 
pikake leis, the rarest and most expen-
sive kind of leis, strand after strand of 
tiny Arabian jasmine buds strung like 
ivory beads.

Sometimes I have wanted to know 
what my grandmother’s sister, May 
Daly, screamed the day they took her 
to the hospital, for it concerned me, 
she had fixed on me, sixteen, as the 
source of the terror she sensed, but I 
have refrained from asking. In the long 
run it is better not to know. Similarly, I 
do not know whether my brother and 
I said certain things to each other at 
three or four one Christmas morning 
or whether I dreamed it, and have not 
asked.

We are hoping to spend part of 
every summer together, at Lake Tahoe.  
We are hoping to reinvent our lives, or 
I am.

The San Francisco Social Register. 
When did San Francisco become a city 
with a Social Register. How did this 
come about? The social ambitiousness 
of San Francisco, the way it has always 
admired titles, even bogus titles. 

All my life I have been reading these 
names and I have never known who 
they were or are. Who, for example, is 
Lita Vietor?

C. Vann Woodward: “Every self-
conscious group of any size fabricates 
myths about its past: about its origins, 
its mission, its righteousness, its be-
nevolence, its general superiority.” 
This has not been exactly true in San 
Francisco.

Some Women:

Gertrude Atherton 
Julia Morgan 
Lilly Coit
Jessica Peixotto
Dolly Fritz/Lita Vietor/ 
McMasters/Cope 
Phoebe Apperson Hearst
Patricia Campbell Hearst 
Jesse Benton Fremont

Part of it is simply what looks right to 
the eye, sounds right to the ear. I am 
at home in the West. The hills of the 
coastal ranges look “right” to me, the 
particular flat expanse of the Central 
Valley comforts my eye. The place 
names have the ring of real places to 
me. I can pronounce the names of the 
rivers, and recognize the common trees 
and snakes. I am easy here in a way that 
I am not easy in other places. 
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General Hayden’s Offensive
Charlie Savage

Playing to the Edge:  
American Intelligence  
in the Age of Terror
by Michael V. Hayden. 
Penguin, 448 pp., $30.00

1.
When Michael Hayden was a young air 
force officer in the 1980s, the military 
stationed him as an intelligence atta-
ché in Bulgaria. There, the man who 
would rise to the top of the American 
intelligence community in the post–
September 11 era lived under constant 
surveillance: he and his wife, believing 
their apartment to be bugged, kept toy 
erasable pads scattered around it so 
they could converse in writing. Against 
that tense cold war backdrop, Hayden 
was once talking with a political officer 
in the Bulgarian government and be-
came frustrated, blurting out, “What is 
truth to you?” The Communist Party ap - 
paratchik supposedly answered, “Truth? 
Truth is what serves the Party.”

In his memoir Playing to the Edge: 
American Intelligence in the Age of 
Terrorism, Hayden uses this anecdote 
to set the stage for a discussion of how 
intelligence officials are supposed 
to function in a modern democracy. 
Their crucial task, he writes, is to be 
“fact- based and see the world as it is,” 
supplying complete and accurate infor-
mation to policymakers who make dif-
ficult decisions. His veneration of this 
ideal accords with his contempt for cer-
tain journalists he sees as “hopelessly 
agenda- driven” and with his self- image 
as a truth- teller. He observes that an 
entity that lives outside the law, as the 
Central Intelligence Agency does when 
it carries out covert operations abroad, 
must be “honest,” adding: “Especially 
with yourself. All the time.”

When intelligence officials live up to 
this standard for candor, the informa-
tion they supply may be inconvenient 
for the various agendas of decision- 
makers. When President George W. 
Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney 
ran the country, Hayden’s CIA, he 
writes, told the White House that the 
insurgency in Iraq was spiraling into a 
sectarian civil war, and later that Iran 
had halted its nuclear weapons pro-
gram. The latter assessment, which 
did not serve the purposes of hawks 
who wanted to escalate the confronta-
tion with Iran, led many on the politi-
cal right to conclude that the CIA was 
taking “revenge” on the Bush White 
House for “being forced to take the 
heat” for inaccurate intelligence about 
Iraqi weapons of mass destruction pro-
grams before the war. Hayden writes 
that such talk “made for a nice, tight 
story, but it just wasn’t true. The facts 
took us to our conclusions, not retri-
bution or predisposition.” During the 
transition after Senator Barack Obama 
won the presidency, Hayden and other 
intelligence officials “would work to get 
access to him and then create as many 
of what we crudely called ‘aw, shit’ mo-
ments as possible.” This meant telling 
the president- elect 

about the world as they saw it, not 
through the lens of campaign rhet-

oric, tracking polls, or the world as 
you wanted it to be. The “aw, shit” 
count simply reflected how many 
times they had been successful, as 
in “Aw shit, wish we hadn’t said 
that during that campaign stop in 
Buffalo.” 

Hayden suggests that President 
Obama’s early decision to keep using 
“extraordinary rendition” transfers 
of detainees to other countries’ intel-
ligence services, a counterterrorism 
practice that Bush critics had come 
to see as deliberately outsourcing tor-
ture—unfairly, he maintains—was a 
result of such briefings.

Hayden is good at projecting the 
impression that he is laying out every-
thing you need to know about a com-
plex topic. A quick- thinking, articulate, 
and gregarious man whose brains seem 
to be on the verge of bursting from 
his large forehead, he rose through 
the ranks of the military’s intelligence 
arm in part on his strength as a briefer. 
In 1999, the Clinton administration 
placed him in charge of the National 
Security Agency, the electronic surveil-
lance powerhouse that was then strug-
gling to keep pace with the explosive 
growth of the Internet. 

Soon after the September 11 attacks, 
at Cheney’s invitation, Hayden pro-
posed a secret NSA program to hunt for 
terrorists that came to be code- named 
Stellarwind—a set of warrantless sur-
veillance and bulk data collection 
activities that appeared to be forbid-

den by the Foreign Intelligence Sur-
veillance Act. The Bush- Cheney legal 
team, which embraced an idiosyncrati-
cally broad view of presidential power, 
produced secret memos endorsing 
Hayden’s ideas as lawful. The title of 
his memoir refers to one of his favorite 
metaphors: that in a dangerous world, 
intelligence agencies should aggres-
sively play right up to the legal line di-
viding fair territory from foul—getting 
chalk dust on their cleats. He does not 
reflect on whether that axiom remains 
principled when the president hires 
referees who let him disregard the rule-
book and redraw the foul lines wher-
ever he wants.

In 2006, Bush appointed Hayden as 
the director of the CIA, which was then 
in turmoil over its program of holding 
terrorism suspects in secret overseas 
prisons and subjecting them to tor-
ture. He rejects that word, referring 
instead to “enhanced interrogation 
techniques,” which, as is well known 
from many public sources, included 
such methods as sleep deprivation 
for up to 180 hours, the suffocation 
technique known as water boarding, 
confinement in a cramped box, shack-
ling in painful stress positions, forced 
nudity, and water- dousing—often in 
combination. That program was largely 
over by the time he was in charge, but 
the previous period was emerging into 
greater light and he became arguably 
its foremost defender. He explained to 
Congress then, and now in his book, 
that such “enhanced” techniques were 
used not to directly “elicit information, 
but rather to move a detainee from 

defiance to cooperation by imposing 
on him a state of helplessness” so that 
he would, in theory, submit and talk 
freely to interrogators. After “on aver-
age a week or so” of such treatment, he 
writes, interrogations “resembled de-
briefings or conversations.”* 

And in 2008, after briefing the Bush- 
Cheney White House that al- Qaeda 
was regenerating in tribal Pakistan and 
warning that “knowing what we know 
now, there will be no explaining our 
inaction after the next attack,” Hayden 
oversaw a sharp escalation of the CIA’s 
campaign of targeted killings using 
drone strikes, not only against known 
leaders but also in the form of “signa-
ture strikes” on al- Qaeda compounds. 

In short, Hayden was a central 
participant in America’s three most 
controversial post–September 11 coun-
terterrorism policies. And since 2009, 
when Obama decided not to keep him 
on as CIA director, Hayden has pro-
vided information to a different type 
of decision- maker: the American pub-
lic, which has absorbed his take on 
the world via television appearances, 
opinion columns, and interviews. Now 
he has written his memoir “to show to 
the American people what their intel-
ligence services actually do on their 
behalf.”

2.
Hayden sees intelligence agencies as 
subject to capricious political winds, 
with “political elites” complaining 
that security officials “have not done 
enough when they feel in danger and 
then complaining that they have done 
too much when they are feeling safe 
again.” There is reason to question 
whether he sometimes lets his defense 
of espionage agencies against such crit-
icism—especially the latter type—in-
terfere with his candor.

One example arose in November 
2014, when the Senate was considering 
whether to pass the USA Freedom Act. 
The bill ended the NSA’s collection in 
bulk of Americans’ domestic calling 
records, under Section 215 of the Pa-
triot Act, and replaced it with a new 

Michael V. Hayden

*Notwithstanding Hayden’s explana-
tion of how such methods were used, 
Senate investigators found CIA records 
showing that in practice, its interroga-
tors often began subjecting detainees 
to “enhanced” treatment immediately 
after taking custody of them—that is, 
before they had been questioned and 
demonstrated any defiant unwilling-
ness to cooperate—and that the inter-
rogators also asked questions while 
subjecting detainees to those tech-
niques, not just afterward. For further 
discussion of the “state of helplessness” 
see the article by Tamsin Shaw describ-
ing the controversy over this condition 
and the correspondence that followed: 
“The Psychologists Take Power,” The 
New York Review, February 25, 2016; 
“Moral Psychology: An Exchange,” 
The New York Review, March 17, 2016; 
and “‘Learned Helplessness’ & Tor-
ture: An Exchange,” The New York 
Review, March 31, 2016. Additional 
footnotes appear in the Web version of 
this review at www.nybooks.com.
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program that keeps the bulk data with 
the phone companies and requires the 
government to obtain a judge’s permis-
sion in order to query it. (Exposed by 
Edward Snowden’s leaks, the so- called 
215 program was descended from part 
of the NSA’s Stellarwind, so among 
other things the bill amounted to an 
implicit rebuke of Hayden’s handi-
work.) On the morning of the deciding 
vote, The Wall Street Journal published 
a column co written by Hayden that 
presented a dire assessment of the leg-
islation, headlined: “NSA Reform That 
Only ISIS Could Love.” The Republi-
can leader, Mitch McConnell, went to 
the Senate fl oor and urged senators to 
read it, echoing its arguments and en-
tering it in the Congressional Record; 
later that day, Republican senators 
blocked the bill with a fi libuster. But 
in June 2015, two weeks after the USA 
Freedom Act became law after all, 
Hayden suggested at an on- stage in-
terview at a Wall Street Journal confer-
ence that he actually viewed its changes 
as trivial, saying: 

If somebody would come up to me 
and say, “Look, Hayden, here’s the 
thing: This Snowden thing is going 
to be a nightmare for you guys for 
about two years. And when you get 
all done with it, what you’re going 
to be required to do is that little 
215 program about American tele-
phony metadata—and by the way, 
you can still have access to it, but 
you got to go to the court and get 
access to it from the companies, 
rather than keep it yourself”—I 
go: “And this is it after two years? 
Cool!” 

In making this point, Hayden pinched 
his fi ngers together to emphasize how 
tiny the phone records program and 
the legislative changes to it had been.

Another example of his less- than- 
complete candor came to light in 
December 2014, when the Senate In-
telligence Committee released a fi ve- 
hundred- page summary of its study 
of millions of internal CIA documents 
about the interrogation program: it 
singled out Hayden with a thirty- seven- 
page appendix citing claims he had 
made in testimony before the commit-
tee and quoting documents that con-
tradicted him. The report portrayed 
him as overstating the value of the in-
formation provided by detainees after 
they had been subjected to “enhanced” 
techniques, while understating both 
the number of people the agency had 
held and the severity of what interroga-
tors did to them. 

In his book, Hayden allows that he 
“may just have gotten some things 
wrong” while also denouncing the 
Senate report as “an unrelenting pros-
ecutorial screed,” and quarreling with 
some of the accusations against him. 
For example, he writes, at the time he 
testifi ed about the program in 2007, 
his purpose had been to talk about 
the “standard” way that interrogation 
worked and to explain its “current” 
status. The congressional staff investi-
gators, he writes, had scoured millions 
of pages “to fi nd the deviations, most 
of which were early in the program.” In 
March of this year, the staff for Sena-
tor Dianne Feinstein, the California 
Democrat who chaired the Intelligence 
Committee when it produced the tor-
ture report, issued a thirty- eight- page 
point- by- point rebuttal to Hayden’s 

memoir listing “factual errors and 
other problems” in his discussion of the 
interrogation program, accusing him of 
repeating his inaccurate testimony and 
of adding new distortions.

In light of such episodes, a passage 
of Hayden’s book is striking: writing 
of the large amount of time he spent 
“talking about, explaining, and defend-
ing the agency’s record” on interroga-
tions, he says that the motive for these 
efforts was partly 

self- justifi cation, not for me per-
sonally, but for the agency gener-
ally. Even though much of this had 
happened before I came on board, 
I felt duty bound to defend good 
people who had acted in good 
faith. In the world as it was seen 
from Langley, folks there believed 
they had done the right things 
morally, legally, and operationally.

But when it comes to matters that 
raise questions about the competence, 
reputation, and potential criminal li-
ability of intelligence offi cials, “the 
world as it was seen from Langley” 
may not always be the same as “the 
world as it is.” If “truth” to that 1980s 
Bulgarian apparatchik meant whatever 
mix of fact and fi ction that best served 
the Communist Party, truth to Hayden 
sometimes seems to be whatever serves 
the interests of his own faction: the 
permanent bureaucracy of intelligence 
and military professionals. 

3.
The reader should know that Hayden 
disparages by name several journal-
ists whom I respect and consider col-
leagues, and this may affect my view 
of him. I should also say that I have 
interviewed him and—while of course 
cross- referencing what he said with 
other sources—I appreciated his will-
ingness to speak with me. Moreover, 
while I believe that major aspects of 
his book are fl awed, I also think that 
other parts are excellent. Hayden spent 
his career grappling with some of the 
world’s most complex problems and he 
has many interesting, if often bleak, 
things to say about them—especially 
when his account is less driven by his 
concern to defend the record of the in-
telligence agencies.

For example, it’s fascinating to read 
an extended passage in which he de-
scribes fl ying around the world and 
meeting with counterparts from other 
countries’ intelligence agencies. It 
suggests the existence of an informal, 
global analogue to America’s perma-
nent national security state. “We trade 
off each other for mutual benefi t, even 
when there isn’t much agreement at the 
policy level between governments,” 
Hayden writes. 

In fact, these partnerships are re-
markably durable, operating below 
the surface, even when political re-
lations are stormy. That’s because 
they enable mutually valuable ex-
changes between professionals who 
face common problems, between 
intelligence establishments that 
will still be in business and will still 
be expected to perform when poli-
cies and political leaders change.

Yet as he and fellow spy chiefs mem-
orized each other’s family’s names and 

came to their counterparts’ homes for 
dinner or spent afternoons in their of-
fi ces, there would often come a point 
where his opposite number would treat 
Hayden to some deep- seated “creation 
mythology,” breaking the fl ow of their 
rational conversation about the world. 
“That’s when something in the head 
of that professional across from you or 
on the phone is triggered and almost 
primordial judgments start to intrude 
on what had been to that point a fact- 
based dialogue,” such as the Serbian 
intelligence chief who maintained that 
Muslims do not care if their children 
die in war. When that happened, he 
writes, there was 

little point in arguing. Just don’t 
agree or even seem to agree. Sit 
there, expressionless, not allow-

ing yourself the almost instinctive 
head nod signaling “transmission 
acknowledged,” hoping that the 
episode passes quickly and you can 
get back to useful dialogue.

That was already remarkable, but 
then Hayden adds the following bril-
liant paragraph: 

It took a while, but one night as I 
was preparing for an overnight hop 
to another destination on a foreign 
trip, the thought struck me. What 
of my side of these dialogues did 
our partners dismiss as American 
mythology? When I talked about 
self- determination? Cultural plu-
ralism? The curative effect of elec-
tions? And when were my partners 
patiently waiting while I fi nished 
before we got back to “serious” 
talk? I never fi gured that out, but 
the longer I did this, the more cer-
tain I was that it had to be going on.

4.
Moments like that are why Playing to 
the Edge can be rewarding—if read-
ers come to it already informed about 
the factual background. But reading 
this book is something like watching a 
movie with a lot of dialogue and plot 
twists while the sound is muted: if you 
have not previously seen the fi lm, you 
will not really understand what hap-
pened. Hayden is generally too shrewd 
to say things that are outright false—
the distortions in his book take the 
form of omissions, half- truths, mislead-
ing framings, and ambiguities that are 
subject to multiple interpretations. As 

someone who has spent years research-
ing and writing about post–September 
11 national security legal and policy 
controversies, I can only hope that 
readers will be suffi ciently immersed in 
the details of that era to be equipped to 
spot Hayden’s spin.

Here are two representative ex-
amples of subtly misleading passages. 
First, Hayden recounts how he pres-
sured editors at The New York Times in 
late 2004 and 2005 (well before I joined 
the paper) not to run a story about the 
NSA’s warrantless wiretapping, which 
the paper’s reporters had discovered; 
we now know that it was just one of 
the components of the NSA’s Stellar-
wind program, other aspects of which 
remained still submerged. Hayden as-
sured a Times editor at that time that 
there was no disagreement within the 
administration over what the NSA was 
doing. But it later emerged that se-
nior Justice Department offi cials had 
threatened to resign in March 2004 be-
cause they had strong legal objections 
to Stellarwind. 

In his book, Hayden maintains that 
his assurance to the Times editors 
had been “true as far as it went.” His 
reasoning was that the objections ex-
pressed in March had been “settled” 
by then and “in any event involved an 
aspect of the program that was not part 
of the Times’s story.” That is, the cri-
sis had involved the legality of a com-
ponent of Stellarwind that collected, 
in bulk, meta data about e- mails. But 
Hayden’s statement that the legal ob-
jections made in March involved an 
aspect of the Stellarwind program that 
was different from the warrantless 
wiretapping component, while literally 
true, is misleading.

In fact, Justice Department offi cials 
had strongly challenged the White 
House about more than one thing in 
the program. Hayden does not explain 
that until March 2004, the legitimacy 
of Stellarwind was based on a sweep-
ing claim that presidents can lawfully 
override statutes for national security 
reasons, which among other things 
meant that the NSA could use the en-
tire program to search for any interna-
tional terrorist threat. As part of the 
crisis, the Justice Department offi cials 
had also forced the Bush White House 
to limit the NSA’s bypassing of the For-
eign Intelligence Surveillance Act to 
the sole purpose of pursuing al- Qaeda. 
By narrowing Stellarwind’s scope, the 
administration could put the program 
on a fi rmer legal footing by linking it 
to Congress’s authorization to use mili-
tary force against the perpetrators of 
the September 11 attacks. So the crisis 
had in fact involved as well the war-
rantless wiretapping that the Times
had uncovered.

The second example showing how 
Hayden’s account can be subtly tricky 
begins with a chapter about the sum-
mer of 2006, when he took over as 
CIA director and worked on develop-
ing a scaled- back version of the deten-
tion and interrogation program amid, 
he writes, “outrage . . . at home and 
abroad,” set off by press reports about 
it. That chapter reaches a climax with 
a “magnifi cent” speech in which Bush 
announced that the CIA had trans-
ferred its remaining detainees to the 
military’s Guantánamo prison while 
he also defended interrogators’ use 
of an “alternative set of procedures” 
to elicit information that prevented 
attacks. Two chapters later, Hayden 

Edward Snowden
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returns to the subject and writes that 
the Bush administration eventually 
approved keeping a narrower range of 
techniques available for interrogating 
future captives; he claims that Con-
gress “had no impact on the shape of 
the CIA interrogation program going 
forward” because lawmakers “lacked 
the courage or the consensus to stop it, 
endorse it, or amend it.”

Several things about this are mis-
leading, too. The first chapter, discuss-
ing Hayden’s summer of preoccupation 
with the program leading up to Bush’s 
speech, omits legal background that 
is crucial to understanding what was 
 really happening—information that 
also puts a darker cloud over the CIA’s 
conduct. In particular, what Hayden 
does not say is that the Supreme Court 
issued a ruling about the Geneva 
Conventions that put American inter-
rogators who had abused terrorism de-
tainees at risk of prosecution for war 
crimes. In the crucial passage of Bush’s 
speech, which Hayden also omits, the 
president asked Congress to amend the 
War Crimes Act in order to curtail that 
risk. In implying that Congress was 
simply too feckless to specify which 
techniques should be kept, Hayden 
omits the fact that Congress voted in 
2008 to limit CIA interrogators to the 
army field manual—thereby banning 
“enhanced” tactics like waterboarding 
and sleep deprivation—but Bush ve-
toed the bill. 

While Hayden does eventually men-
tion both that there had been a Su-
preme Court ruling about the Geneva 
Conventions (though he still avoids the 
phrase “war crimes”) and a vetoed bill 
about the army field manual, he notes 
those facts about forty and 130 pages, 
respectively, after his primary discus-
sion of the material whose interpreta-
tion they would have altered if read in 
conjunction with those details. And he 
never mentions that the Senate report 
later found—and the CIA partially 
conceded—that the list of counterter-
rorism successes in Bush’s speech had 
been riddled with misinformation, such 
as attributing the discovery of new facts 
to the interrogation programs when 
that information actually derived from 
other sources.

Playing to the Edge has many such 
slippery moments. As they accumulate, 
the impression of the world left by the 
book distorts the world as it actually 
was. 

5.
In a years- long public information 
campaign, defenders of the CIA’s use of 
“enhanced interrogation techniques” 

have insistently put forward a world in 
which those tactics were far more ef-
fective and less brutal than the CIA’s 
own contemporaneous records, un-
earthed by the Senate investigators, 
show. Meanwhile, many Americans 
have decided to support torture. Last 
spring, the Pew Research Center found 
that 73 percent of Republicans said that 
torturing people suspected of terror-
ism was justified, as did 46 percent of 
Democrats. A changing attitude can be 
traced through Republican presidential 
politics. Although Senator John Mc-
Cain, the 2008 Republican presidential 
nominee, vehemently opposed torture 
and called waterboarding by that name, 
in 2012 Governor Mitt Romney pledged 
to bring back such “enhanced interro-
gation,” although he—like Hayden—
insisted that such techniques were 
somehow not “torture.” In 2016 Don-
ald Trump proudly endorses torture 
without evasive euphemism, promising 
to use waterboarding and a “hell of a 
lot worse,” not only because “torture 
works,” but because even “if it doesn’t 
work, they deserve it anyway.”

Hayden’s purpose in defending the 
interrogation program has been retro-
spective—shielding the officials previ-
ously involved in it. As for the future, 
he maintains that the CIA is out of the 
“enhanced” interrogation business for 
good. In February, appearing on the 
HBO show Real Time with Bill Maher 
to promote his book, Hayden said he 
“would be incredibly concerned if a 
President Trump governed in a way 
that was consistent with the language 
that candidate Trump expressed dur-
ing the campaign.”

“Like what?” Maher pressed.
“Well, uh, ‘we’re going to do water-

boarding and a whole lot more—be-
cause they deserve it,’” he said, leaning 
forward to punctuate the distinction 
about motivation. Leaning back again 
he began to stammer. “Not be—you 
know—look, we did—we did tough 
stuff. . . .”

But before Hayden could finish try-
ing to reconcile his support for the de-
funct program with his opposition to 
Trump’s proposal to revive and expand 
it, Maher came to his rescue, interrupt-
ing with another controversial idea put 
forth by Trump: “What about killing 
the terrorists’ families? Oh my God, I 
mean, that never even occurred to you, 
right?”

“Oh God, no!” Hayden replied, and 
now clearly at ease again, told Maher 
that if a President Trump ordered such 
a war crime, the military would refuse 
to obey him. 

The exchange made the news. But 
several weeks later, Alberto Mora, 
a former general counsel of the US 
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book by one of its leading historians. The 
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Peter H. Wilson

“Wilson has given [the Holy Roman Empire] 
its longest and most readable one-volume 
history in the modern era.”   

— Steve Donoghue,  
Christian Science Monitor

“Wilson is to be congratulated on writing 
the only English-language work that deals 
with the empire from start to finish and on 
the basis of staggering erudition.”   

—Brendan Simms, The Times 
Belknap Press  |  $39.95

Nothing Ever Dies
Vietnam and the Memory of War

Viet Thanh Nguyen

From the author of the Pulitzer Prize– 
winning novel The Sympathizer

“Discover the roots of Nguyen’s power-
ful fiction in this profoundly incisive and 
bracing investigation into the memory of 
war . . .    Nguyen’s lucid, arresting, and richly 
sourced inquiry, in the mode of Susan 
Sontag and W. G. Sebald, is a call for true 
and just stories of war.”   

—Donna Seaman, Booklist (starred review) 
$27.95

The Language Animal
The Full Shape of the Human  
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Charles Taylor

“Taylor’s prolific philosophical output is 
justly celebrated for the rich historical 
sweep of its learning  . . .    The Language 
Animal   . . .   is no exception  . . .     We have been 
given a powerful and often uplifting vision 
of what it is to be truly human.”

—John Cottingham, The Tablet
Belknap Press  |  $35.00

What Works
Gender Equality by Design

Iris Bohnet

A Times Higher Education Book of  
the Week

“From the boardroom to the classroom, 
this book outlines a set of tools that 
we need to design organizations in a 
way that sets us free from unconscious 
gender bias . . .  Bohnet’s book is a call to 
action—and it is one that organizations 
cannot afford to ignore.”

— Victoria Bateman,  
Times Higher Education

Belknap Press  |  $26.95

The Habsburg Empire
A New History

Pieter M. Judson

“A fresh look at this sprawling empire . . .   
At the heart of this subtly argued work 
of deep scholarship, Judson provides 
a careful examination of the imperial 
institutions, administrative policies, and 
cultural practices that reached far and 
wide into the vast Hapsburg Empire . . .  
A nuanced reappraisal of a significant 
European empire.”   

—Kirkus Reviews 
Belknap Press  |  $35.00

The Highest Glass Ceiling
Women’s Quest for the  
American Presidency

Ellen Fitzpatrick

A New York Times Book Review  
Editors’ Choice

“Fitzpatrick tells the compelling stories 
of three women who preceded Clinton’s 
quest . . .    [A rich]  story of these quick-
witted and resilient women . . . In a world 
where women were expected to demur, 
they lived large—and paid the price.”   

—Connie Schultz, Washington Post 
$25.95

Finding Time
The Economics of Work-Life Conflict

Heather Boushey

“Finding Time is just as essential as Sheryl 
Sandberg’s Lean In and Anne-Marie 
Slaughter’s Unfinished Business.”

—Michelle Ruiz, Vogue

“Boushey aims to convince policymakers, 
business leaders, and the public that 
instituting fair, flexible, and universally 
available caregiving support systems . . .    is 
not just the humane thing to do but also 
the efficient thing to do.”

—Stephanie Coontz, American Prospect
$29.95

Global Inequality
A New Approach for the Age of 
Globalization

Branko Milanovic

“Milanovic has written an outstanding 
book. [It] is informative, wide-
ranging, scholarly, imaginative and 
commendably brief. As you would 
expect from one of the world’s leading 
experts on this topic, Milanovic has 
added significantly to important recent 
works by Thomas Piketty, Anthony 
Atkinson and François Bourguignon.”

—Martin Wolf, Financial Times
Belknap Press  |  $29.95



14 The New York Review

Our Young Man
by Edmund White. 
Bloomsbury, 282 pp., $26.00

1.
In his 2004 essay “Writing Gay,” Ed-
mund White tells how his father, com-
ing to see one of his plays, asks him 
beforehand, “‘What is it about—the 
usual?’ which was his way of referring 
to a gay theme.” His new novel, Our 
Young Man, is about “the usual,” from 
an Edmund White we’ve met before 
but are always happy revisiting—smart, 
worldly, erudite, well- connected, and 
funny, in this case writing about gay so-
ciety in early 1980s New York as seen 
from the point of view of a newly ar-
rived French male model. It’s a witty 
reversal of a reliable Jamesian formula 
White has used elsewhere—the naive 
American going to a sophisticated 
foreign place, often France, making 
endearing gaffes, his goodness and 
healthy frankness finally conquering 
the wily and scornful natives. 

Here the protagonist is Guy Dumou-
lin, a beautiful and nice young man 
from the sticks—Clermont- Ferrand, an 
industrial city in the center of France. 
Visiting Paris at the age of seventeen, 
he is noticed for his beauty, and from 
there embarks on a career as a model, 
which soon takes him to New York. In 
America, he is a huge success, makes 
a lot of money, and finds that everyone 
wants to sleep with him. 

One advantage of telling the story 
from Guy’s point of view is that it 
gives White a chance to comment on 
American society through the eyes of 
a detached and astonished foreigner: 
“Here in America folks appeared to be 
vulgarly friendly,” though you have to 
accommodate their “strange allergies 
and food dislikes.” He learns not to call 
servants servants: “Americans with 
their fussy egalitarianism preferred 
the word ‘help.’” Their main courses 
for some reason are called entrées, and 
they like music and candlelight in their 
restaurants, unlike the French.

Most of the time, events are seen 
from Guy’s perspective, and he’s a 
fairly reliable narrator, “good at imag-
ining things from another person’s 
point of view,” in this resembling the 
author; often Guy’s observations come 
to seem like White’s, who is a leading 
historian of the gay community. Look-
ing at a group of revelers on Fire Island, 
“they’re drunk now,” he says,

and optimistic, but they will soon 
be squabbling over household ex-
penses and hoping they’ll find love 
later in the Meat Rack. They’ll be 
arguing. “Why did you buy that 

expensive leg of lamb?” And they 
become especially cross at the be-
ginning of September when they 
realize the summer is over and . . .
they haven’t bagged a beau for the 
winter and they’ve maxed out their 
credit cards. . . .

An American friend asks Guy if all 
French people are like him: 

“So sure of your opinions? Ameri-
cans are never that sure about what 
we think.”

“Yes, we have definite standards 
and we’re very confident about 
our taste. We learn at an early age 
what’s good and what’s bad.”

Guy notes that

American profs didn’t keep up 
to date but clung to the thinkers 
they’d known since they got ten-
ure: Derrida, Foucault, Barthes . . .
America was the attic of French 
culture. . . .

Guy, sought after by everybody, is 
uncertain about his sexuality at first but 
soon decides he’s gay; White has dealt 
elsewhere with the process of coming 
to terms with one’s inclinations, most 

recently in his last novel, Jack Holmes 
and His Friend, and in his many auto-
biographical writings, beginning with 
A Boy’s Own Story and The Beautiful 
Room Is Empty in the 1980s. Guy, like 
Jack Holmes in the earlier novel, tries 
both men and women before deciding 
he is gay, but he is comparatively com-
fortable with his choice. 

Another character, Guy’s friend 
Kevin, and his twin brother have 
“fooled around” together and each de-
cides on an opposite sexual direction, 
Kevin gay and his brother straight. This 
note of volition more or less flies in the 
face of current orthodoxy that sexual 
preference is genetic or predetermined 
in some other inescapable way, but 
conforms to an orthodoxy of the 1950s, 
that homosexual tendencies were nor-
mal for everyone in adolescence but for 
most people were a phase and might 
modify or change. This idea is out of 
fashion now, with today’s almost politi-
cal insistence on people coming out in 
grade school.

In Guy’s case, affirming his gayness 
doesn’t take him long, but it’s not a 
harmless choice, because it’s the early 
1980s, in the first days of AIDS, when 
the mysterious syndrome was still 

called GRID, its etiology poorly under-
stood, its prognosis inexorable. Novels 
are usually set a few years before the 
time they’re being written, when the 
writer has gained some distance from 
which to internalize and objectify the 
events of the earlier era. Much of the 
tension of the narrative comes from 
hindsight, our knowing what the char-
acters don’t about that pitiless disease, 
and from our wish to save them, to 
shout “No, don’t do it! Or at least wear 
a condom.” Guy’s Fire Island set is still 
ignoring AIDS as far as possible, but 
one by one, people he knows begin 
disappearing.

For a decade after the early 1980s, 
in writing about a community shad-
owed by an unknown, fatal malady, a 
tragic tone was the only appropriate 
one; death was still the inevitable de-
nouement, automatically dignifying 
each narrative where it appeared. But 
as Joshua Rothman put it in The New 
Yorker last September, writing about 
September 11 narratives, though “at 
first, a protective aura surrounds re-
cent tragedies, preserving them from 
the injudicious meddling of pop cul-
ture,” time effaces such delicacy. Later 
discoveries and medical progress have 
liberated White, who has a gift for sat-
ire that was kept under wraps in such 
earlier works as The Beautiful Room Is 
Empty or the deeply felt and affecting 
A Married Man, about the harrowing 
death from AIDS of his French partner. 

Happier times and the advent of 
triple antiretroviral therapy both free 
his inner satirist and allow him to view 
sympathetically the rationalizations 
and misinformation of the early days 
of the AIDS plague. “Anyway, we only 
did it once—and you need multiple 
exposures, don’t you?” Guy reassures 
himself about an older friend, Fred. In 
the present narrative, Fred, who has 
Kaposi’s sarcoma, bravely hopes “it 
wasn’t always linked to AIDS, it was 
something older Jews and Italians got 
just naturally, older Mediterranean 
men, but it used to be very rare . . . just 
in Jersey nursing homes or in Florida 
retirement villages.”

Another friend, the baron, says, 
“I believe this gay cancer only hits 
men who’ve had repeated venereal 
diseases. Their immune systems are 
compromised, overloaded. We’re in no 
danger. . . .”

But this is not an AIDS novel, it’s a 
picaresque story of one person’s life 
and career, and a comedy of manners. 
Here are rich masochists, recently 
“out” middle- aged doctors, handsome 
waiters in short shorts and orange 
work boots, engaged in baroque scenes 
of license. The worldliness recalls Co-
lette’s descriptions of fin-de-siècle and 
1920s Paris. There’s also a lot of inter-

The Quest for Gay Pleasure
Diane Johnson

Navy in the Bush administration who 
had objected to abusive military in-
terrogations at Guantánamo, wrote 
that, in view of Hayden’s record, it was 
ironic for Hayden to be “sounding the 
alarm” about Trump’s talk of restoring 
torture. Hayden’s vigorous defense of 

the CIA’s past practices, Mora wrote, 
had “helped make torture cost- free 
to those who devised and inflicted it.” 
The United States’ failure to hold itself 
accountable for what happened, Mora 
said, “drains the crime of torture of its 
proper gravity,” eliminating the stigma 

of being pro- torture and encouraging 
those, like Trump, who wish to bring it 
back. 

Near the end of his memoir, Hayden 
tells the story of participating in a de-
bate on privacy versus security. After-
ward, as he was walking offstage, he 

did not turn as he heard a woman shout 
out, “You’re a liar, Hayden. You have 
blood on your hands.”

“I didn’t turn because I judged her to 
be unpersuadable,” he writes. “No sense 
trying. She had her world. The rest of us 
had ours. Or I, at least, had mine.”  

Edmund White, New York City, February 1983; photograph by Dominique Nabokov
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esting detail here about the realities 
of a male model’s professional life, for 
which White thanks the writer Brad 
Gooch, a former model. White has 
an eye for characterizing detail—the 
brand of belt or fashionable shoes—
(boxy Kenzo suit, lunch at La Côte 
Basque) and the same mondain un-
derstanding of the part these material 
items and chic locations play in signify-
ing social rank or function. Guy goes 
to an orgy:

The other men were all of a 
type—tall, balding, skinny, pale, 
tattooed, almost as if they were va-
grants who slept rough, smelling of 
old cigarettes and beer, their asses 

wrinkled and flat like deflated bal-
loons but their dicks big and bri-
dled with shiny cock rings.

This is at a New York S&M séance 
where the host, an elderly Belgian 
baron, plays the role of a bad dog and 
bites the legs of the guests before being 
beaten and humiliated by the people he 
has paid to do this, the effect of which 
is spoiled when the naive Guy dispels 
the illusions carefully cultivated by the 
thuggish hired actors by rushing to the 
baron’s side with an earnest, concerned 
query: “Ça va, Monsieur le Baron?” 
Because Pierre- Georges had told him 
that “humor was the great enemy of 
sadism,” after this, Guy often worried 
that he might inadvertently say some-
thing funny. 

In the course of the narrative, Guy 
will have two significant love affairs, 
with Andrés, a Colombian student get-
ting his doctorate in art history, who 
is sent to prison for forging and sell-
ing fake Salvador Dalí “originals,” 
and Kevin, the sweet twin from Min-
nesota with whom Guy takes up while 
Andrés is “away.” There are nods to 
French literature. With the good and 
naive Guy we think of Candide, and 
Guy’s relationship with Kevin makes 
us think of Colette’s Cheri, likewise 
a young beauty taken up by a solvent 
older lover. 

White, though he is a scholar of 
French literature, and has written stud-
ies of Genet and Proust, among other 
French figures, remains a novelist in 
the English tradition, with an actual 
denouement where French dramas 
often just end without resolution. 

2.
A reader who is not gay, reading novels 
about homosexual manners, can’t help 
but sympathize that gay people must 
have long been condemned to reading 
most of literature with a cooperative 
but intellectual, as opposed to instinc-
tual, appreciation when it comes to the 
sex scenes. Things not in your category 
don’t translate into the same visceral 
understanding, it’s just information: 
Oh, is this what they do? We learn, for 
instance, that

men might style themselves as pas-
sive at first because it was easier 
to take it than give it, but that as 

a young man became self- 
assured in a relationship he 
became more assertive—
the return of the repressed. 
So that both male partners 
in a couple end up as tops 
and look for the occasional 
bottom to fuck.

Across the great sensibil-
ity gaps that separate “men’s” 
novels from “women’s” novels, 
gay ones from straight, Ameri-
can from English, children’s 
from adult, and so on, there’s 
often a lack of information on 
either side, impediments to ex-
periencing a literary work as it 
was meant to be understood 
by the unconscious mind, how-
ever much one may grasp it 
intellectually. About men, the 
female reader will have areas 
of ignorance, though women, 
perhaps especially, early strive 
for a kind of optional mas-
culinity for the purposes of 
reading Conrad or Melville 

or the Hardy Boys. Doubtless we still 
can’t feel the archetypal affirmations of 
manliness, and necessarily have a very 
different take. Men less often make the 
effort to enter stories about women and 
girls—ask male friends if they’ve read 
Jane Eyre or even Pride and Prejudice 
and you’ll find a surprising number who 
haven’t. 

So too for straight people with books 
in which the sex is gay, with its different 
rules and emphases. Of course there 
are poignant, often sad novels about 
gay people, like E. M. Forster’s Mau-
rice, but is there a great gay erotic clas-
sic, a homosexual turn-on that straight 
people might read as they read the 
steamy scenes in D. H. Lawrence? Per-
haps Ed White has written it, though I 
would guess his sense of mischief may 
have attenuated its power, humor being 
so fatal to the erotic, as we learn from 
Guy’s experience with the baron. What 
is the gay Fanny Hill? Who is the gay 
Maurice Girodias, or the gay Henry 
Miller? This is to say that there’s a lot of 
sex in White’s books, but all readers will 
not be able to respond in the same way. 

Our Young Man is informative, wise, 
and amusing, and you can’t help won-
dering who the originals were, though 
you know, of course, that it’s only a 
novel. How does it end? It ends like life. 
Guy is getting older; his beauty will 
fade. His partner avoids sitting with 
the mirror behind him in hopes that 
Guy won’t notice his bald spot. Guy 
and Andrés could be Pip and Estella, 
or Jane and Rochester, or any other 
couple settling down, a happy ending 
at last possible, supplanting the tragic 
denouements of the 1980s. 

Photograph by Tom Bianchi from his book  
Fire Island Pines: Polaroids 1975–1983, 

published by Damiani
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Botticelli: Love, Wisdom, Terror
Andrew Butterfield

Botticelli and  
Treasures from the 
Hamilton Collection
an exhibition at the 
Kupferstich kabinett, 
Berlin, October 16, 
2015–January 24, 2016; 
and the Courtauld  
Gallery, London,  
February 18– 
May 15, 2016.  
Catalog of the exhibition  
edited by Dagmar 
 Korbacher.  
London: Paul Holberton, 
168 pp., £25.00 (paper)

Botticelli Reimagined
an exhibition at the 
Gemäldegalerie,  
Berlin, September 24,  
2015–January 24, 2016; 
and the Victoria and 
Albert Museum,  
London, March 5– 
July 3, 2016.  
Catalog of the 
 exhibition edited by 
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Sometime around 1490 Sandro Bot-
ticelli set out to make a book unlike 
any ever seen before. Prompted by a 
patron, and inspired by his own deep 
love of Dante, the artist planned the 
first fully illustrated edition of the Di-
vine Comedy. Almost since the poem 
was completed around 1321, painters 
had decorated manuscripts of it with 
illuminations of selected scenes. But 
the very qualities that drew so many 
readers to the poem—its vivid ac-
counts of the horrors of Hell and the 
splendors of Heaven, its sprawling nar-
rative, its penetrating descriptions of 
emotion, its philosophical gravity, and 
its unequaled mix of realism and what 
Dante called alta fantasia—were all far 
beyond the skills of earlier painters to 
convey. Even the most elaborate illu-
minated manuscripts of the book, in-
cluding those made for humanist rulers 
such as Aragon V, king of Naples, were 
illustrated with comparatively naif and 
rudimentary images. Botticelli was de-
termined to be the first painter to do 
justice to the great poem. 

An exhibition at the Courtauld Gal-
lery in London allows us to see what 
he hoped to achieve. It features thirty 
of the surviving ninety-two parchment 
sheets he made for the book. The sheets 
are relatively large—about 12 1/2 by 18 
1/2 inches—and they are arranged in 
what is commonly called landscape for-
mat. Each sheet bears on its back Bot-
ticelli’s illustration for a canto, and on 
its front the text of the following canto, 
written in the neat lettering of a Flo-
rentine scribe. Most scholars agree the 
plan was to bind the sheets together in 
a codex, with its spine on the top, like 
a modern-day calendar. When opened 
to a spread it would present Botticelli’s 
picture of a canto on the upper page, 
and the text of the same canto on the 
lower page. In all earlier illustrated 
versions of the Divine Comedy most 
of the images are small and tucked 
among the blocks of script, or placed 

at the foot of the page. By contrast, in 
Botticelli’s the pictures and the text 
were to be given equal space, and the 
pictures were to go above the writing. 
This format was unprecedented in Ital-
ian book design.

Three of the illustrations—although 
none in the London show—are at least 
partially colored, and it is generally 
thought that Botticelli had originally 
meant to paint all the illustrations in 
the book. In the event, however, he 
never completed the drawings for the 
project, stopping while at work on 
Canto 32 of the Paradiso, seemingly 
defeated by the challenge of depicting 
the utmost reaches of Heaven, which 
by Dante’s own account are outside the 
capacity of human representation. It is 
perhaps fortunate for us that he did not 
finish. Made with pen and brown ink 
over faint preliminary sketches, Bot-
ticelli’s drawings for the Divine Com-
edy are among the most lively, tender, 
and psychologically searching works he 
ever created. 

Botticelli first made drawings of the 
Inferno around 1480; those served as 
the basis for nineteen engravings in an 
edition of the Divine Comedy, with a 
commentary by the Florentine human-
ist Cristoforo Landino, that was com-
pleted in 1481. The prints are small, 
cramped, and crude, and Botticelli’s 
drawings for them do not survive, so 
any analysis of his interpretation of 
Dante at that time is necessarily lim-
ited and speculative. 

Almost all scholars believe that the 
extant drawings instead come from the 
1490s and were made for a deluxe codex 
commissioned by Lorenzo di Pierfran-
cesco de’ Medici (1463–1503). He was 
Lorenzo the Magnificent’s cousin, and 
perhaps Botticelli’s greatest patron. 
Among other works he ordered from 
the artist was the Primavera.

In his commentary on the Divine 
Comedy, one of the achievements Lan-
dino celebrated was Dante’s power 

“to place form before our eyes.” This 
praise may come from ancient classical 
texts on eloquence, and yet it still gives 
a sense of the daunting difficulties the 
poem posed for the artist. Despite the 
fantastical settings, the characters in 
the poem have a credibility of action 
and feeling unlike those in almost any 
earlier work of Western literature. In 
the words of Erich Auerbach, “Never 
before—scarcely even in antiquity—
has so much art and so much expres-
sive power been employed to produce 
an almost painfully immediate impres-
sion of the earthly reality of human 
beings.” For Botticelli the problem 
was how to translate such immediacy 
into actual images of comparable  
authority.

We can see this problem, and Botti-
celli’s response to it, in the depiction of 
Dante as a figure in the Divine Com-
edy. Renaissance painters typically 
only had to represent rulers, heroes, or 
holy persons—people often portrayed 
as having an ideal and exemplary moral 
stature that placed them above the suf-
ferings of everyday life. With some 
important exceptions, such as scenes 
from the Passion of Christ, or the An-
nunciation to the Virgin shown in the 
instant of change from confusion to 
obedience, the protagonists in early 
Renaissance art are rarely presented 
in moments of pain, doubt, or uncer-
tainty. By contrast, Dante in the Di-
vine Comedy may be Everyman, but 
he is also credibly a specific man, full 
of complex feelings. In the course of 
the poem, we see him experience not 
only love and joy but also fear, pity, 
hesitation, anger, remorse, curiosity, 
and bewilderment. 

For example, at the end of Canto 
17 of the Inferno, Virgil commands 
Dante to ride with him on the back 
of the monster Geryon. In just eight 
lines Dante describes the terror he felt 
at this prospect, then his shame at the 
thought that Virgil would consider him 
a coward, then his request to Virgil that 
the poet hold him tight as they ride—

but, as in a nightmare, 
he is so afraid he can-
not even really get these 
words out. Once on the 
back of the monster, he 
is momentarily reas-
sured, only to feel even 
greater fright as the 
beast plunges into the 
abyss. 

Botticelli beautifully 
captures the intensity 
of Dante’s response by 
drawing this sequence 
as a series of four scenes 
arranged in a continu-
ous narrative. First we 
see Dante, hesitant and 
afraid, with his head 
down, eyes closed, and 
hands crossed guard-
edly on his chest, as Vir-
gil beckons to him from 
the beast. Next we see 
Geryon take off with 
Virgil clasping Dante, 
whose shoulders are 
hunched high in fearful 
self-protection. Then as 
the beast plummets we 
see Dante staring in 

nauseous horror; and finally as Virgil 
and Dante disappear below the rim 
of the seventh circle of Hell, almost 
all we can make out of Dante’s face is 
one eye glaring further into the fright-
ful depths. I do not know of any other 
early Renaissance work of art that so 
convincingly portrays the experience 
of sickening terror.

Following Dante’s lead, Botticelli 
depicts many other states of thought 
and feeling as well. For instance, Dante 
repeatedly describes how on his jour-
ney he had to pause in confusion as 
he reached his limit of understand-
ing before, with the help of Virgil or 
Beatrice, he learned to perceive more 
clearly and to pass on to a higher level 
of wisdom. We can see how Botticelli 
illustrates such a scene in his drawing 
for Canto 2 of the Paradiso. Here the 
painter shows Dante floating with Bea-
trice inside the sphere of the moon as 
she begins to explain to him the nature 
of the heavens. Lost in concentration, 
Dante’s head is back, with his mouth 
open, and his eyes peering far into 
the distance. Although Botticelli has 
drawn his face with just a few quick 
strokes, instantly you can recognize 
the great effort the poet is making to 
comprehend what Beatrice is telling 
him. In Botticelli’s picture, thinking 
is an action, a movement of the mind 
and soul, made visible by pose and 
expression.

The Divine Comedy is a love story, 
most famously of the love that moves 
the heavens, and the love of Dante and 
Beatrice. But it also recounts the love 
between Dante and Virgil. The rela-
tionship of a mentor and a protégé is 
a unique one in the drama of human 
life: a teacher and pupil are bound to-
gether with close ties of affection, but 
this affiliation is fundamentally differ-
ent from those between lovers, family 
members, or friends. As perhaps no 
earlier writer, Dante celebrates such a 
relationship in the Divine Comedy. He 

Sandro Botticelli: Primavera, 1477–1482
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calls Virgil not only mas-
ter, guide, and teacher, 
but also “dearest father,” 
and at least once com-
pares Virgil’s concern for 
him to that of a mother 
for her child. 

Botticelli responded 
powerfully to this por-
trayal and depicts the 
affection of the two men 
with great imagination 
and sensitivity. In sheet 
after sheet, we see Virgil 
exhorting, encouraging, 
instructing, and correct-
ing Dante; the Roman 
poet points out to him 
where to look and tells 
him what lesson to learn 
from what he sees. Their 
bond is especially visible 
in the way they gracefully 
move together across the 
drawings, almost like two 
dancers on a stage. Bot-
ticelli illustrates Virgil’s 
care and Dante’s trust 
with such authority that 
they seem drawn from 
life, not just literature, 
as if the artist were call-
ing upon his own experiences as a pupil 
and teacher. 

While there are some notable ex-
ceptions, such as Botticelli’s forceful 
early fresco of Saint Augustine and the 
intensely emotional pictures of Saint 
Zenobius, many of his paintings show 
comparatively little concern for the de-
piction of expression. In works such as 
The Birth of Venus or the Madonna of 
the Magnificat the faces of the figures 
often appear idealized, placid, and re-
mote. By contrast, the illustrations of 
the Divine Comedy display a sustained 
effort in the close examination and tell-
ing dramatization of the interior life of 
thought and emotion. Perhaps no other 
Florentine painter of the fifteenth cen-
tury, not even Leonardo, made a work 
of comparable distinction about such 
experience.

In the treatise On Painting, written in 
the 1430s, Leon Battista Alberti stated 
that a narrative painting “will move 
the soul of the beholder 
when each man painted 
there clearly shows the 
movement of his own 
soul.” It is often said that  
the wind-blown gossamer  
gowns of the nymphs in  
the Primavera were 
partly inspired by a pas-
sage from On Painting; 
and it was this text too 
that supplied Botticelli 
with the subject of his 
picture The Calumny of 
Apelles, made at about 
the same time as the 
Dante drawings. So it 
is possible that reading 
Alberti in these years 
was one reason for Bot-
ticelli’s passionate focus 
on the illustration of 
thought and emotion in 
his Divine Comedy. 

Dante more than once 
discusses the visual arts, 
and it seems likely that 
Botticelli was inspired 
by his words as well. The 
most important instance 
is in Book 10 of the 
Purgatorio when Dante 

describes three narrative reliefs in 
gleaming white marble. Made by God, 
they are ideal works of art, with pow-
ers of expression beyond the capacities 
of mere mortals. The first of these is an 
image of the Annunciation, in which 
Gabriel’s and Mary’s poses and actions 
allow the viewer to know exactly what 
they are saying and feeling. Another is 
a relief depicting Trajan speaking with 
a widow who begs revenge for the death 
of her son. Although a still image, it has 
the power to convey their dialogue in 
full and show the emperor’s change of 
heart between the beginning and end 
of the scene. Dante calls it “speech 
made visible, new to us because it is not 
found on earth.” One can only imagine 
how tantalizing this description was 
for Botticelli. Certainly his drawing of 
Virgil and Dante studying these reliefs 
is the greatest representation I know 
from the Renaissance of anyone look-
ing at a work of art.

Remarkably, seven more of Botticel-
li’s drawings for the Divine Comedy are 
on view in a separate show across town 
at the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
Entitled “Botticelli Reimagined,” this 
exhibition is a study of the celebrity of 
the artist from the present day back to 
his own time. Unfortunately, both the 
exhibition and the catalog are over-
flowing and scattershot assemblies of 
wildly disparate materials, and while 
there are many interesting objects on 
display, and some excellent essays in 
the accompanying catalog, it is rarely 
clear what point the curators are trying 
to make. 

The first room is dedicated to con-
temporary works, not only silkscreens 
by Andy Warhol and photographs by 
David Lachapelle that riff in some 
manner on Botticelli, but also dresses 
by Dolce and Gabbana and others, and 
a wheel for a car from the “Botticelli” 
product line of an Italian manufac-

turer. The catalog entry 
for the wheel, by one of 
the principal curators of 
the show, states that the 
“reference to Botticelli 
hints at the Renaissance 
ideals of modernity and 
innovation.” This sort  
of indiscriminate think-
ing all too often under-
cuts what otherwise is a 
fascinating exhibition.

The second room ex-
amines the obsession with 
Botticelli that began in the 
late nineteenth century. It 
was launched in part by 
Walter Pater’s essay on 
the painter, which first 
appeared in 1870 and was 
republished a few years 
later in his immensely in-
fluential book The Renais-
sance. At about the same 
time John Ruskin and 
the Pre-Raphaelites first 
began to study and imi-
tate works of Botticelli; 
they were initially drawn 
to him because of his 
reputation as an illustra-
tor of Dante. The fad was 

international, however, and the room 
shows not only pictures by English art-
ists such as Dante Gabriel Rossetti and 
Edward Burne-Jones, but also works 
by Jean- Auguste- Dominique Ingres, 
Edgar Degas, and Gustave Moreau.

The third section contains nearly 
seventy works by Botticelli and his stu-
dio. The level of quality varies dramati-
cally, from the sublime to the routine, 
and the attributions on the wall labels, 
which obviously reflect the wishes of 
the lending institutions, are inconsis-
tent and unreliable. Still, this part of 
the show makes a point: Botticelli’s 
distinctive style was in such great de-
mand in the late fifteenth century that 
the artist needed to direct a workshop 
of perhaps unprecedented scale. The 
catalog says it produced “several hun-
dred” pictures that survive today. In 
the view of the organizers of the show, 
Botticelli had already become a brand.

The exhibition at the Victoria and 
Albert includes Botti-
celli’s great drawing for 
Canto 28 of the Paradiso. 
We see Dante and Bea-
trice aloft in the Primum 
Mobile—the sphere of 
the heavens closest to 
God—looking up, and 
surrounded by a chorus of 
seraphim and cherubim. 
One of these angels holds 
a tablet bearing Botticel-
li’s name. His only signa-
ture in all the drawings, 
it is an expression of his 
hope that, like Dante, his 
“desire to know shall gain 
its end in this rare temple 
of angels.” Here, Beatrice 
tells Dante that all find 
“delight in the measure 
of the depth to which 
their sight can penetrate 
the truth. . . . From this it 
may be seen, beatitude it-
self is based on the act of 
seeing.” One can imagine 
that Botticelli took these 
words as a guide for his 
life and art.  

—In memory of  
Walter Kaiser

‘Inferno XVIII’; Virgil and Dante in the eighth circle of Hell, showing the punishment of panderers, 
 seducers, flatterers, and whores; illustration by Sandro Botticelli, circa 1490

‘Paradiso II’; Dante and Beatrice in the sphere of the moon, with Beatrice  
explaining the nature of the heavens; illustration by Sandro Botticelli, circa 1490
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What Is a People?

ALAIN BADIOU, 
PIERRE BOURDIEU, 
JUDITH BUTLER, 
GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN, 
SADRI KHIARI, 
AND JACQUES RANCIÈRE
Translated by Jody Gladding. Introduction by 
Bruno Bosteels. Conclusion by Kevin Olson.

“Exciting and provocative . . . a must 
read for anyone interested in cutting 
edge work in the tradition of French 
and Francophone critical theory.”�

—Amy Allen, author of The Politics 
of Our Selves: Power, Autonomy, 
and Gender in Contemporary Critical 
Theory

Altered States
Buddhism and Psychedelic 
Spirituality in America
DOUGLAS OSTO

“[Altered States] mixes statistics and 
surveys, historical overview, personal 
experience, and ethnographic texture 
to uncover the intertwining history 
of two fast-growing movements 
in American spirituality . . . This 
overview will appeal to anyone 
interested in Buddhism, psychedelic 
possibilities, and understanding how 
both are forging a controversial new 
American religious experience.�"

—Publishers Weekly

Th e End of the West and 

Other Cautionary Tales

SEAN MEIGHOO

“This groundbreaking book makes 
an important and crucial intervention 
into the literatures and debates on 
postcolonial theory, politics, and 
cultural studies. . . . The End of the 
West and Other Cautionary Tales moves 
across a wide philosophical terrain 
to provide readers with a profound 
sense of what might be at stake in 
terms of how Western philosophy and 
postcolonial theory speak to each 
other.”�

—Rinaldo Walcott, author of Black Like 
Who? Writing Black Canada

Recognition or 

Disagreement
A Critical Encounter on the 
Politics of Freedom, Equality, 
and Identity
AXEL HONNETH AND 
JACQUES RANCIÈRE
Edited by Katia Genel and Jean-Philippe Deranty

“When you rub hard stones against 
one another, it produces sparks and 
light: this is what happens with this 
encounter 'in the real' between two 
major 'critical' philosophers of our 
timeis.”�

—Étienne Balibar, author of 
Equaliberty: Political Essays

Columbia University Press 
is pleased to announce the 

RUSSIAN LIBRARY, 
an expansive selection of 

Russian literature in English 
translation, concentrat-
ing on works previously 

unavailable in English and 
those ripe for new transla-
tions. The series seeks to 
demonstrate the breadth, 

surprising variety, and 
global importance of the 
Russian literary tradition.

Available in December 2016.

ANDREI PLATONOV

“I squint back on our century and 
I see six writers I think it will be 
remembered for. They are Marcel 
Proust, Franz Kafka, Robert Musil, 
William Faulkner, Andrey Platonov 
and Samuel Beckett. They are sum-
mits in the literary landscape of our 
century . . . What’s more, they don’t 
lose an inch of their status when 
compared to the giants of fiction 
from the previous century.”

—Joseph Brodsky

SASHA SOKOLOV

Between Dog and Wolf has long 
intimidated translators because of 
its complex puns, rhymes, and neol-
ogisms. Now, thanks to Alexander 
Boguslawski’s bold and superb 
translation, English readers can 
access what many consider to be 
his best work.

“Sokolov is one of those rare novel-
ists whose primary concern is the 
praise and exploration of a lan-
guage rather than the development 
of a position. In this, he is in the line 
of Gogol, Lermontov, Nabokov.” 

—David Remnick, Washington Post

ANDREI SINYAVSKY

Andrei Sinyavsky’s irreverent  por-
trait of Pushkin outraged émigrés 
and Soviet scholars alike. This new 
edition of Strolls with Pushkin also 
includes a later essay Sinyavsky 
wrote on the artist, “Journey to the 
River Black.” 

“This translation of Sinyavsky’s sub-
versive text achieves the impos-
sible, shocking, entertaining, and 
beguiling us into a freer, more lively 
appreciation of the liberating power 

of language.”

—Cathy Porter, Independent

May 26, 2016
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and the Internet
by Edward Lucas.
Bloomsbury, 
306 pp., $28.00

The Future of 
Foreign Intelligence: 
Privacy and Surveillance 
in a Digital Age 
by Laura K. Donohue. 
Oxford University Press, 
183 pp., $24.95

The Hacked World Order: 
How Nations Fight, 
Trade, Maneuver, 
and Manipulate 
in the Digital Age 
by Adam Segal. 
PublicAffairs, 
306 pp., $26.99

Dark Territory: 
The Secret History of Cyber War 
by Fred Kaplan. 
Simon and Schuster, 338 pp., $28.00

In mid-October 2014, about a year into 
his tenure as director of the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation, James Comey 
gave a speech at the Brookings Institu-
tion warning of the dangers ahead as 
tech companies increasingly encrypted 
their products. “What it means is this,” 
he said. “Those charged with protect-
ing our people aren’t always able to ac-
cess the evidence we need to prosecute 
crime and prevent terrorism, even with 
legal authority.” He called the use of 
encryption “going dark.” 

In that speech, Comey singled out 
Apple, which had recently introduced 
new security features to its iPhone op-
erating system that automatically en-
crypted all of the data stored on the 
device. E-mails, texts, photographs, 
videos, contacts, and location data were 
now out of reach of anyone without its 
password, Apple and law enforcement 
included. “Apple argues,” Comey told 
the group, 

that its users can back-up and store 
much of their data in “the cloud” 
and that the FBI can still access 
that data with lawful authority. 
But uploading to the cloud doesn’t 
include all of the stored data on 
a bad guy’s phone, which has the 
potential to create a black hole for 
law enforcement.

And if the bad guys don’t back 
up their phones routinely, or if they 
opt out of uploading to the cloud, 
the data will only be found on the 
encrypted devices themselves. And 
it is people most worried about 
what’s on the phone who will be 
most likely to avoid the cloud and 
to make sure that law enforcement 
cannot access incriminating data.

Encryption isn’t just a techni-
cal feature; it’s a marketing pitch. 
But it will have very serious conse-
quences for law enforcement and 
national security agencies at all 
levels. Sophisticated criminals will 
come to count on these means of 
evading detection. It’s the equiva-
lent of a closet that can’t be opened. 
A safe that can’t be cracked. And 
my question is, at what cost?

We were soon to fi nd out. Thirteen 
months after that Brookings speech, 
in the fi rst days of December 2015, a 

county health inspector named Syed 
Rizwan Farook and his wife Tashfeen 
Malik opened fi re on a holiday gath-
ering of Farook’s colleagues in San 
 Bernardino, California, killing four-
teen and wounding twenty-two, while 
claiming allegiance to the Islamic 
State. These were terrorists who ap-
peared to materialize out of nowhere, 
and though they were killed in a shoot-
out with police, federal investigators 
were concerned that they might have 
had assistance from others, either in 
the United States or in other coun-
tries, or in that borderless, vaporous 
place we’ve come to call “cyberspace.” 
A raid on the terrorists’ home netted 
personal computers and a signifi cant 
cache of guns and explosives. As luck 
would have it, investigators also recov-
ered Farook’s employer-issued iPhone. 
That phone, though, used Apple’s new, 
encrypted operating system, which 
protects the user’s password, and the 
Feds had no idea what combination of 
numbers  Farook used to unlock it. 

There are ten thousand possible com-
binations for a four-digit passcode 
using the numbers 0–9, and a super-
computer could run through all of 
them in less time than it will take you 
to read this sentence. In the language 
of hackers, that’s what is known as a 
“brute-force” attack, and that is how 
the FBI proposed to unlock the recov-
ered iPhone. But it couldn’t. The new 
operating system also employed a pass-
word protection feature that not only 
limited to ten the number of attempts 
to guess a password but also slowed 
down the time allowed between those 
attempts as new combinations were 
entered. Then, if the tenth try failed, 
the phone would wipe itself clean of 
all the data stored on it (if the user had 
enabled this option). And so, just as 
Comey had predicted, Apple’s security 
features had left the FBI in the dark. 

As anyone who owns an Apple 
phone or computer knows, the com-
pany urges customers to back up data 
to the remote servers of its iCloud stor-
age system and makes it simple for 
this to happen automatically. Farook’s 
phone had been backed up on iCloud 
until six weeks before the attack, and 
when the FBI requested that fi le, Apple 
turned it over. This was possible be-
cause, though iCloud accounts are 
encrypted, Apple holds their key, un-
like the iPhone, which is protected by 
the user’s password. If the FBI had not 
intentionally (and without consulting 

Apple) reset Farook’s iCloud password, 
another data backup to iCloud might 
have been possible. Instead, the FBI
locked itself out, and once it did, de-
manded that Apple fi nd a workaround.

The battle that ensued between 
the FBI and Apple took place during 
the fi rst three months of 2016 both 
in the US District Court for the Central 
District of California and in the court 
of public opinion. Once Apple said 
it did not have the capacity to unlock 
 Farook’s phone (and in fact had inten-
tionally not given itself that capacity), 
the Justice Department, at the behest of 
the FBI, invoked an eighteenth- century 
statute called the All Writs Act of 1789 
to compel it to do so anyway. What the 
FBI wanted was for Apple to create a 
new tool, a computer program that 
would override the security features em-
bedded in the iPhone operating system 
and so enable investigators to perform 
a brute-force attack on the phone until 
the correct password was discovered. 

In its response to the government, 
Apple argued that even if this were 
possible—and the company was not 
convinced it was—building a security 
bypass, even ostensibly for this single 
phone, would create the conditions 
for weakened encryption more gener-
ally. This, Apple said, would imperil 
users’ personal information and in 
some cases their actual lives. “Once 
created, the technique could be used 
over and over again, on any number of 
devices,” Apple CEO Tim Cook wrote 
in a public “Letter to Our Customers” 
in mid- February. 

In the physical world, it would be 
the equivalent of a master key, ca-
pable of opening hundreds of mil-
lions of locks—from restaurants 
and banks to stores and homes. No 
reasonable person would fi nd that 
acceptable.

Cook went on, “We can fi nd no prec-
edent for an American company being 
forced to expose its customers to a 
greater risk of attack.”

A few days later, FBI Director Comey 
wrote his own open letter, published 
on a blog called Lawfare, which is af-
fi liated with the Brookings Institution. 
“The San Bernardino litigation isn’t 
about trying to set a precedent or send 
any kind of message. It is about the vic-
tims and justice,” he wrote. 

Fourteen people were slaughtered 
and many more had their lives 
and bodies ruined. We owe them 

a thorough and pro-
fessional investigation 
under law. That’s what 
this is. The American 
people should expect 
nothing less from the 
FBI.

The particular legal 
issue is actually quite nar-
row. The relief we seek 
is limited and its value 
increasingly obsolete 
because the technology 
continues to evolve. We 
simply want the chance, 
with a search warrant, to 
try to guess the terror-
ist’s passcode without the 
phone essentially self- 
destructing and without 
it taking a decade to 
guess correctly. That’s it. 

Comey’s appeal to the emotions 
sounded reasonable, even unimpeach-
able: this was the phone of terrorists, 
after all; innocent people had been 
killed; of course it was incumbent upon 
Apple to assist the government. That 
Apple was resistant, Comey suggested 
in that letter, was because the tech 
company “sells stuff.” 

In its “Motion to Compel,” the gov-
ernment was more blunt: 

Apple appears to object based on a 
combination of: a perceived nega-
tive impact on its reputation and 
marketing strategy were it to pro-
vide the ordered assistance to the 
government.

In other words, the real reason Apple 
wasn’t going to assist the FBI was be-
cause doing so was bad for business. 
The implication was that Apple was 
putting profi ts before people, and poll-
ing data showed that a slim majority of 
Americans thought so too. It looked 
as though the FBI director had found 
the perfect case to bring his argument 
about the dangers of strong encryption 
to the people.

Those same polls, though, showed 
that Americans were also deeply con-
cerned about the integrity and safety 
of their e-mails, texts, photos, and per-
sonal information. And Comey was 
right: as he told his Brookings audience, 
encryption was “a marketing pitch.” 
After the data breaches of major retail-
ers and the federal government, after 
revelations of intelligence agencies’ 
digital dragnets, after hackers broke 
into and held for ransom the medical 
fi les of a large hospital system in Los 
Angeles, and with millions of mobile 
phones stolen every year, businesses, 
individuals, and even law enforcement 
agencies have been eager for more se-
cure devices. In their amicus brief in 
support of Apple, the Electronic Pri-
vacy Information Center and eight 
other consumer privacy organizations 
noted that “cell phone theft is one of 
the top priorities for law enforcement 
in most US cities” and that “state and 
federal law enforcement agencies have 
committed signifi cant resources to pro-
moting security features on cell phones 
that protect victims and consumers.” 

Soon after Apple announced the 
iPhone’s security upgrade in 2014, 
Google and Microsoft added similar 
features to their operating systems. As 
Edward Lucas points out in Cyberpho-
bia: Identity, Trust, Security and the 
Internet: 

‘Going Dark’
Sue Halpern
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Companies that treat our security 
seriously will gain business and 
flourish. More importantly, those 
that fail to do so will suffer. They 
will lose business, pay higher in-
surance premiums, see their stock 
price fall—and face civil and crim-
inal prosecution.

Ironically, it was because Apple was 
taking user security seriously that it 
faced prosecution after the San Ber-
nardino attack.

On its face, the fight between the FBI 
and Apple appeared to be a contest be-
tween the demands of national security 
(protecting society from terrorists and 
malicious foreign agents, who threaten 
us all) and the need for individual se-
curity (protecting us, one by one, from 
those who would expose our secrets, 
steal and sell our personal data, or take 
over our networked devices in order to 
extort money). As the constitutional 
scholar Laura Donohue points out in 
her new, richly informative book, The 
Future of Foreign Intelligence: Privacy 
and Surveillance in a Digital Age, this 
tension—between the competing secu-
rity claims of the government and those 
of its citizens—is what animated the 
Founders’ decision to write the Fourth 
Amendment into the Bill of Rights. 
That amendment, which grants citizens 
the right to be secure “in their persons, 
houses, papers and effects, against un-
reasonable searches and seizures,” was 
inspired by the Crown’s egregious use 
of general warrants and writs of assis-
tance to invade the homes and prop-
erty of colonists. 

Apple can’t claim Fourth Amend-
ment protections for the iPhone in 
question because its owner, the San 
Bernardino County Department of 
Public Health, was eager to have its 
contents searched. But the company’s 
general argument—that government 
attempts to weaken encryption im-
peril everyone’s security—implies, at 
least, Fourth Amendment concerns. 
These are crucial to the support 
Apple received from individuals and 
groups as diverse as the Cato Insti-
tute and Black Lives Matter. (Appar-
ently, this line of reasoning has not 
moved United States senators Dianne 
Feinstein (D-CA) and Richard Burr 
(R-NC), authors of the Compliance 
With Court Orders Act of 2016, which 
would, if passed, require companies 
to assist law enforcement when asked 
to do so.)

The Patriot Act, and other legisla-
tion written in direct response to Sep-
tember 11, consolidated state power, 
and though civil libertarians objected, 
the public, for the most part, did not 
oppose provisions that allowed indi-
viduals to be spied upon. In 2004, two 
years after the Patriot Act was en-
acted, only 26 percent of respondents 
to a CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll be-
lieved it went too far in restricting civil 
liberties. That changed following the 
Edward Snowden disclosures in June 
2013. 

After the government’s overreach 
was exposed by Snowden and by the 
media reports on his revelations, many 
Americans understood that there was 
a secret court, the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Court (FISC), whose 
rubber-stamp approvals of spying on 

foreigners were resulting in the wide-
spread surveillance of law-abiding 
Americans. A Pew poll conducted in 
2014 found that nearly three quarters 
of all respondents said that they did 
not want to give up privacy and free-
dom for the sake of safety. As Dono-
hue writes:

It would be difficult to imagine a 
better example of a general war-
rant, than the one order, issued 
by FISC, authorizing the collec-
tion of international Internet and 
telephone content. It names ap-
proximately 90,000 targets, in the 
process monitoring millions of 
Americans’ communications. The 
order is not premised upon prior 
suspicion of wrongdoing. It does 
not indicate a particular place to be 
searched. The program is so mas-
sive that the government admits 
that it is impossible to state the 
number of citizens whose e-mails, 
telephone conversations,  visual 
communications, and private doc-
uments are being monitored. 

Another revelation from the 
Snowden material was the extent to 
which Silicon Valley tech firms were 
assisting the NSA in its digital dragnet 
operations. One document, released to 
The Guardian, claimed that the agency 
was receiving data, including e-mails, 
photographs, videos, calls, and chats, 
“directly from the servers” of all the 
major United States Internet compa-
nies, Google, Apple, Yahoo, and Mi-
crosoft among them. Another leaked 
document indicated that millions of 
American tax dollars were being spent 

to reimburse these companies for their 
compliance.* 

When called to account for their col-
lusion, the tech companies hedged, say-
ing either that they were unaware of the 
NSA’s data collection program or that 
they were merely responding to legal 
warrants, or both. But no matter what 
they said, the damage to their cred-
ibility was significant. Apple’s move 
to encrypt its phones was both a way 
to reassure customers that it was not 
partners with American intelligence 
agencies and a way to make it largely 
impossible for the company to cooper-
ate with the agencies, at least with the 
newer models of its phones. 

Apple’s lawyers took issue with the 
use of the All Writs Act to force the 
company to write code that would un-
lock Farook’s iPhone. Joined by many 
other Silicon Valley firms, as well as 
cryptographers, civil rights lawyers, 
privacy experts, and human rights ad-
vocates, Apple petitioned the court to 
have the order vacated. Their claims 
and arguments, taken together, offer as 
robust a defense of strong encryption 
as has yet been made. Just as James 
Comey’s words at Brookings took on 
more significance when there was a real 
case with real victims and a real locked 
phone that might possibly yield clues, 
that reality, and the urgency it created, 
led to a vigorous pushback against the 

*Microsoft is suing the Justice Depart-
ment over its use of secrecy orders that 
prevent the company from telling cus-
tomers when the government obtains a 
warrant to read their e-mails.

“A last and very generous gift from 
the great James Salter. The reader feels 
his reverence for literature on every 
page, as well as his legendary precision. 
Any aspiring writer should read this 
book, if only to get a taste of how a 
master thinks and feels: specifically, 
poetically, always mindful of the 
necessary mystery at the heart of great    

  art.”—George Saunders

“The remarkably varied perspectives 
of these poets give life to Monticello 
and to Jefferson, capturing him not 
only in his own complicated time but 
also considering what he means for all 
time.”—Susan R. Stein, The Thomas 
Jefferson Foundation at Monticello

“Daring, controversial, and 
impressive. Dance succeeds in 
showing a tangled emotional 
relationship between two 
exceptionally strong personalities.”
—Trudier Harris, University of 
Alabama

New from VIRGINIA

“Jeffrey Greene is a wise and generous 
writer, navigating each wild edible 
through his own memories. What 
results is much more than a field guide; 
it’s a window into our relationship with 
the natural world.”—Dan Barber, chef 
/ co-owner, Blue Hill and Blue Hill at 
Stone Barns

“Wide-ranging, accessible, and highly 
readable. Someday Brown will write 
a book that does not stimulate new 
thinking. But this is not that day, 
nor is this that book.”—H. A. Drake, 
University of California, Santa Barbara, 
author of Constantine and the Bishops 

“Chip Sullivan is known as a 
provocative, original illustrator and 
inspiring teacher. His drawings 
overflow with lessons on how to 
draw and represent landscapes, 
which is a complex endeavor. 
Sullivan makes history come alive 
and seem hip and relevant.”
—Frederick Steiner, University of 
Texas at Austin

“Mining an extraordinarily broad 
collection of source material, 
Tutter has produced a remarkable 
elucidation of the man and the 
work.”—Jeffrey Karl Ochsner, 
University of Washington

“Deeply researched, convincingly argued, 
and appealingly written, A Notorious 
Woman makes a notable contribution to 
the history of nineteenth-century U.S. 
politics and print culture, and women’s 
place within those arenas.”—Anne M. 
Boylan, University of Delaware

“Schmidt’s dramatic 
narrative and grim humor 
make for compelling 
reading.”—Kathy Stuart, 
University of California, Davis
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government’s efforts to require Apple 
to assist it. 

Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussain, the United 
Nations high commissioner for human 
rights, argued: 

The authorities risk unlocking a 
Pandora’s Box that could have ex-
tremely damaging implications for 
the human rights of many millions 
of people, including their physical 
and financial security.

What he meant, as lawyers with the 
Stanford Center for Internet and So-
ciety wrote in their amicus brief, was 
that “governments of other countries 
where Apple sells its devices will want 
the same treatment Apple will have 
given to the FBI.” And if Americans 
supposed this would be an issue only in 
countries run by repressive regimes, a 
letter sent by members of Black Lives 
Matter to Sherri Pym, the magistrate 
in the case, brought the issue closer to 
home: 

One need only look to the days of 
J. Edgar Hoover and wiretapping 
of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. to 
recognize the FBI has not always 
respected the right to privacy for 
groups it did not agree with. . . . 
And many of us, as civil rights 
advocates, have become targets 
of government surveillance for no 
reason beyond our advocacy or 
provision of social services for the 
underrepresented.

Thus, they go on:

We urge you to consider the dire 
implications for free speech and 
civil liberties if the FBI is permit-
ted to force Apple to create tech-
nology to serve its investigatory 
purposes. The FBI’s historically 
questionable surveillance proce-
dures do not bode well for setting 
a precedent that allows the agency 
universal access to private smart-
phone data.

The Pandora’s Box to which the UN 
high commissioner referred was not 
fanciful. In its “Motion to Vacate the 
Court Order,” Apple pointed out that 
though the FBI was insisting that it was 
asking only for a single phone to be un-
locked, once it had been cracked, other 
requests would be forthcoming:

The government says: “Just this 
once” and “Just this phone.” But 
the government knows those state-
ments are not true; indeed the gov-
ernment has filed multiple other 
applications for similar orders, 
some of which are pending in other 
courts. And as news of this Court’s 
order broke last week, state and 
local officials publicly declared 
their intent to use the proposed op-
erating system to open hundreds of 
other seized devices—in cases hav-
ing nothing to do with terrorism. If 
this order is permitted to stand, it 
will only be a matter of days before 
some other prosecutor, in some 
other important case, before some 
other judge, seeks a similar order 
using this case as precedent.

Indeed, in the midst of the embroil-
ment, and not long after Apple filed 
this motion, Cyrus Vance Jr., the New 
York district attorney, made a public 

display of the 175 iPhones he needed 
to have unlocked in order to search for 
evidence in his office’s criminal inves-
tigations. As Richard Clarke, the for-
mer national coordinator for security, 
infrastructure protection, and counter-
terrorism, told NPR’s David Greene: 
“You really have to understand that . . .
[the FBI is] not as interested in solv-
ing the problem as they are in getting 
a legal precedent.” This precedent 
might extend not only to Apple having 
to assist law enforcement in additional 
cases, but to other tech firms being 
 ordered to turn their consumer de-
vices—televisions, webcams, and cars, 
for instance—into surveillance tools.

Perhaps the most interesting argu-
ment put forward by Apple and many 
of its advocates concerned what they 

perceived to be the government’s as-
sault on the company’s First and Fifth 
Amendment rights. Apple products 
are designed to run software that, after 
testing and approval by the company’s 
engineers, bears its digital signature—
think of it as Apple’s imprimatur. By 
insisting that Apple write a program 
to override its security features, a pro-
gram to which the company has funda-
mental objections, and then requiring 
those lines of code to bear the Apple 
signature, the FBI appeared to be 
“compelling” the company’s speech, 
thus violating First Amendment 
protections. 

Moreover, Apple’s lawyers argued 
that requiring a company with “an ex-
traordinarily attenuated connection 
to the crime to do the government’s 
bidding . . .violates Apple’s substan-
tive due process right to be free from 
‘arbitrary deprivation of [its] liberty by 
government.’” Since at least 2001, the 
courts have considered computer code 
to be speech. The question here was 
whether making Apple write some-
thing contrary to its beliefs was or was 
not constitutional.

That question, and all the others 
raised by this case, were left unresolved 
when, quite suddenly, on March 28,  
a week before both parties were due 
back in court, the government an-
nounced that with the help of an un-
named third party it had successfully 
unlocked Farook’s phone and no longer 
needed Apple’s assistance. According 

to a Washington Post report on April 
12, “professional hackers” were paid a 
“one-time flat fee” to help unlock the 
phone. 

The FBI did not specify who, or how 
much, it paid. Comey said on April 21 
that the fee exceeded his total salary 
for the next seven years—some $1.3 
million—but that “it was worth it.” Nor 
would it tell Apple what that vulner-
ability was or how the hack worked. 
“Disclosing a vulnerability can mean 
that we forego [sic] an opportunity to 
collect crucial intelligence that could 
thwart a terrorist attack,” Michael 
Daniel, the White House cybersecurity 
coordinator, observed in 2014. He was 
explaining why the government might 
decide not to report those flaws to 
manufacturers, even though not doing 
so could compromise public safety in 
other ways.

Tech companies are constantly on 
the lookout for holes in their products. 
So are cybercriminals. A study by IBM 
released last year found 1.5 million cy-
berattacks worldwide, a number that 
is only expected to rise, with more 
and more attacks directed at mobile 
phones. Many of these attacks came 
from criminal syndicates. Spies and 
other intelligence professionals are 
also keen to discover unguarded points 
of entry in both software and hardware, 
especially what are called “zero-day” 
vulnerabilities—flaws that haven’t so 
far been detected and patched. As 
Adam Segal points out in The Hacked 
World Order, knowledge of such zero-
day flaws is remarkably valuable, 
often being sold for hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars on the black market. 
It appears that a zero-day is what the 
FBI bought to gain entry to Farook’s 
iPhone, with both Apple and hackers 
scrambling to figure out where it lies, 
while leaving iPhone 5c users sitting 
ducks for  cybercriminals and for future  
surveillance by the FBI and other 
agencies.

In his appeal to the audience at the 
Brookings Institution, James Comey 
said that “the challenge to law enforce-
ment and national security officials 
is markedly worse with recent default 
encryption settings and encrypted de-
vices and networks—all designed to 
increase security and privacy.” And he 

is right. Encryption makes networked 
devices more secure. While lessening 
or removing these protections might 
make the work of FBI agents easier, it 
will afford a great many bad guys the 
same accommodations. 

What the government fails to ac-
knowledge is that even if mobile 
phones had no security features, peo-
ple like Malik and Farook, who would 
use them to do evil, could go deeper 
into the Web, where encryption soft-
ware is easily available. Actually, they 
wouldn’t have to go very deep at all. 
In early April, the founders of Whats-
App, an Internet messaging service 
with about a billion users, announced 
that it had added end-to-end encryp-
tion to its product. Pictures, text mes-
sages,  videos—anything—sent via 
 WhatsApp, on any platform, using 
any hardware, will be inaccessible to 
 everyone except the recipient and the 
sender.

Encryption is a deterrent. It can’t 
defeat cybercrime and it won’t stop 
digital spying. There are too many por-
tals leading into our online lives, and 
as more of our personal data migrate 
to the cloud, and as more of our rou-
tine activities are conducted online, 
and as more of our things—refrigera-
tors, toasters, music players, thermo-
stats, and on and on, as well as critical 
infrastructure—are connected to the 
Internet, these openings will leave us 
increasingly at risk. Fred Kaplan writes 
in Dark Territory about an attempt by 
the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity in 2004 to develop a government-
wide intrusion detection system called 
Einstein that failed because “the larg-
est super-computer would have had a 
hard time monitoring the traffic in and 
out of four thousand entryways to the 
Internet. . . .” 

Obviously there is significantly more 
traffic now. Despite its initial failure, 
the DHS continued to put money into 
Einstein, taking it through numerous 
iterations. Whether it would have been 
strong enough to fend off the theft last 
year of 21.5 million personnel files 
housed in the computers of the Office 
of Personnel Management will never 
be known: OPM failed to install it. One 
reason Apple built security features 
into its phones is that most people, on 
their own, are remarkably lax about 
using protection. Apparently this in-
cludes government bureaucrats, too.

In its response to Apple’s refusal to 
write code to crack Farook’s phone, the 
government wrote that 

Apple and its amici try to alarm 
this Court with issues of network 
security, encryption, back doors, 
and privacy, invoking larger de-
bates before Congress and in the 
news media. That is a diversion. 
Apple desperately wants—desper-
ately needs—this case not to be 
“about one isolated iPhone.” 

On April 8, two weeks after abandon-
ing its attempt to force Apple to un-
lock—only—that isolated iPhone, the 
government, as Apple had predicted, 
was back at Apple’s door. It asked a 
court to compel Apple to unlock the 
phone of a drug dealer in Brooklyn. 
That case was resolved when an un-
named source provided the password. 
In the meantime, according to The 
New York Times, Apple has resisted 
a dozen other requests by the govern-
ment to unlock its phones. 

Drawing by Edward Gorey
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An Overwhelming ‘Elektra’
Geoffrey O’Brien

Elektra 
an opera by Richard Strauss,  
directed by Patrice Chéreau,  
with Vincent Huguet, at the  
Metropolitan Opera, New York City,  
April 14–May 7, 2016

There is no music as the curtain goes 
up on the Met’s new production of 
Richard Strauss’s Elektra—the last 
testament of director Patrice Chéreau, 
who died in October 2013, not long 
after this production’s premiere in Aix-
en-Provence. The silence continues for 
what seems like a long time as we take 
in the set, which represents the court-
yard of a generic ancient palace. It is a 
space without ornament, not even pic-
turesquely ruined or weather-beaten. 
(The palace’s inner walls also provide 
a convenient surface for the projected 
subtitles. Given the compression and 
simplicity of Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s 
text—some lines are so pared down as 
to have the force of ideographs—the 
translated words become an integral 
part of the dramatic action.) Women 
move about engaged in sweeping and 
cleansing the enclosure, working with 
the indifferent efficiency of a routine 
blunted with repetition. Their cos-
tumes are thrift-shop drab, beat-up 
clothes for a beat-up world. 

Here and throughout there are to 
be no metaphorical intrusions, no 
signposted historical or political cross- 
references. The clothes are modern but 
they seem perfectly at home in an ar-
chaic world entirely lacking any sense of 
myth or magic. We are simply dropped 
down in the midst of a situation, in a 
place where nothing has changed for a 
long time and where nothing is officially 
expected to change. Ancient trouble has 
been so fully absorbed that it has faded 
from conscious awareness, leaving only 
a residue of discontent and unease and a 
permeating hint of intimate disgust.

Much of this has been expressed 
before the sounding of the gouge-like 
triadic theme that inaugurates the 
opera and that will soon be linked 
to the name of the slaughtered king 
Agamemnon. The first notes set in mo-
tion a calibrated mechanism that pro-
ceeds without interruption or interlude 
under the most unrelieved pressure. 
The opera’s course could be described 
as sustained turbulence with intermit-
tent bursts of emotional violence that 
subside only to emerge more forcefully. 
There is not even so much repose as 
a flight of fancy or a happy memory. 
Every human contact is pitched on the 
edge of explosion, as Elektra (Nina 
Stemme) confronts her sister Chryso-
themis (Adrianne Pieczonka) and 
her mother Clytemnestra (Waltraud 
Meier), each such encounter excavating 
a deeper wound. The extreme becomes 
only more extreme. What is most ob-
viously striking about Chéreau’s pro-
duction—as directed at the Met by 
his longtime collaborator Vincent 
 Huguet—is its deliberate underplay-
ing, its toning down of any tendency 
to exaggerate what is already exagger-
ated or to evoke yet again the historical 
echoes of expressionist modernism. 

Esa-Pekka Salonen, who conducts the 
production as he did the premiere in 

2013, remarks that Chéreau “felt that 
the people are really people. They’re 
not caricatures. They’re not mon-
strous.” It is certainly quite a trick to 
achieve an impression of muted tones 
in an opera whose vocal tones are so 
far from muted. Strauss’s is not a quiet 
storm, even if it is a contained one, 
agitating within the walls, mental and 
physical, that hem it in. The opera en-
acts a controlled chaos. Chéreau’s direc-
tion makes strategic use of slowness and 
immobility and simplicity of gesture to 
isolate crucial reversals and eruptions, 

while the deployment of servants and 
messengers maintains a convincing 
sense of a household going about its 
business in the midst of unfolding catas-
trophe—if they are not in fact prisoners 
or mental patients making their rounds 
in a walled exercise yard. 

The spareness of the design scrapes 
away whatever might get in the way of 
the details that matter, the split-second 
shifts of feeling and meaning, the un-
bearable tension of not ever connect-
ing properly with other people, the 
condescension of the supposedly sane 
toward the supposedly mad, the refusal 
or inability to let go of mental pain. 
Everything is out in the yard, starkly 
displayed. There are exits, at left (to 
the outside world), at right (to another 
part of the compound), and at the rear 
of the stage (the domed recess whose 
door leads into the unseen regal space 
that will become a killing ground). 
Within the courtyard there is seemingly 
nowhere to hide, yet the mise-en-scène 
has its tricks and mysteries, and prin-
cipal characters (especially Elektra) 
manage at times to disappear into shad-
ows, retreat unseen into corners, or get 
lost in the crowd of household help. 

As the maids, in the opera’s as-
tonishingly busy and abrupt opening 
measures, rapidly bat back and forth 
their complaints about Elektra’s de-
ranged and contemptuous behavior, 
anticipating that at any moment she 
will start howling again for her dead 
father, she herself slips in almost unob-
served, clutching a bedroll and scam-
pering convulsively to a wall in the 
lower courtyard, crouching there like a 
homeless woman, as if tossed out like 
refuse: the unhealed font of unhealable 
suffering, disruptive by her mere pres-

ence. Nina Stemme makes her char-
acter felt before she sings a note. Her 
body language is the picture of long-
term depression, a shuffling weariness 
electric with anxiety. Her face glints 
with an intelligence suspicious of ev-
eryone around her, even as she barely 
musters the impetus to lift herself from 
one spot to another, or to respond to 
other people with some recognizable 
emotional communication. Slumped 
as if unable or unwilling to make any 
effort at all, she sullenly radiates fierce 
will and fierce perception. 

Discussing the character of Elektra, 
Chéreau spoke of “the black wing of 
depression at work, with its exhausting 
alternation of weariness, fear, panic, 
and exaltation.” (He also described her 
“refusal of life that means that, being 
a prisoner, everyone else is also, with 
her,” and indeed the compound of the 
House of Atreus evokes memories of 
the Siberian camp of Janá ek’s From 
the House of the Dead, Chéreau’s only 
previous Met production, in 2009.) 
Stemme has triumphantly realized 
Chéreau’s stated conception. Her sing-
ing is of a piece with her every stance 
and gesture, enacting with great preci-
sion every slippery psychic turnabout. 
She gives us not unleashed madness 
but white-knuckled restraint in the face 
of intolerable inner pressure. 

We get a vivid sense of how exhaust-
ing it is to be with Elektra, and how 
much more exhausting to be Elektra. 
Elektra’s apparently compliant sister 
Chrysothemis emerged in Pieczonka’s 
vibrant and beautifully sung interpre-
tation as a fighter determined to pro-
tect herself against being swallowed 
up by their family’s tormented legacy, 
and equally resistant to the importun-
ings of Elektra to assist her in avenging 
their father. Stemme’s Elektra, who can 
summon up reserves of seduction and 
manipulation, visibly enjoys her ability 
to fake it when she needs to, whether 
with Clytemnestra or Chrysothemis or 
the hapless Aegisthus; her sister at least 
is wise to the game. 

Their murderous mother, for all her 
gnawing suspicions and evil impulses, 
is a good deal slower on the uptake, 
or too distracted to pay close enough 
attention. From a certain angle Cly-
temnestra—sung by Meier with a 

depth that suggests the many times 
she has played this role—might be any 
nervously preoccupied middle-class 
mother visiting her troubled daughter 
in the mental hospital, making awk-
ward conversation, deluding herself 
that things are going surprisingly well 
while veering off into her own flight of 
impervious self-absorption. 

Chéreau sought to uncover a less 
categorically villainous Clytemnes-
tra, to suggest that despite the murder 
of Agamemnon—of which she never 
speaks, and seems almost to have suc-
ceeded in forgetting—she still har-
bors a reservoir of potential empathy: 
“Strauss tells us that these two women 
are not immured in hatred, that they 
are mother and daughter, that they 
need to talk to each other.” The con-
frontation of mother and daughter, 
Clytemnestra’s only appearance, is the 
opera’s crux, a remarkably dense and 
twisty episode whose center of gravity 
shifts so rapidly as to suggest whiplash. 
At its center is Clytemnestra’s account 
of her nightmare with its uncanny evo-
cation of a splintering psyche, a passage 
in which Strauss seems to pry open the 
opera’s musical framework to allow a 
glimpse of a farther, bleaker interior 
perspective.

Meier, who along with Pieczonka 
is the only holdover at the Met from 
Chéreau’s original production in 
Aix, was persuasive in navigating the 
queen’s shifting personas: rattled, off 
balance, lost in her own windings; 
opening herself with almost touching 
naiveté, accompanied by a few bars of 
warmly insinuating music, to the idea 
that Elektra is “speaking like a healer” 
and might actually mean her well; ac-
knowledging her daughter’s superior 
intelligence (“In deinem Kopf ist alles 
stark,” “Everything is strong in your 
head”) and entertaining the fantasy 
that she might still reach out to Elektra; 
overcome by terror and quick to seize 
on any possible remedy; and at last, in 
frustration, quick to shut down any im-
pulse toward cajolement and fall back 
on threats of torture and starvation. 

All through the scene the two 
women orbit around each other in their 
separate spheres of misery, pieces torn 
from the same substance that could 
never possibly be fitted together again. 
After all the role-playing there is a re-
lief in Elektra’s fearfully extended and 
bloody-minded aria that culminates in 
her vision of her mother’s long-desired 
death: “I stand there and see you die 
at last.” At moments like this Stemme’s 
vocal performance achieves an extraor-
dinary concentration of ferocity.

Chéreau’s approach might suggest 
the reduction of myth to therapeutic 
dimensions, but here there is no cure. 
The vengeance that Elektra has spent 
the entire opera envisioning and an-
ticipating, in which she attempts to 
enlist her sister and then undertakes to 
accomplish on her own, carefully un-
wrapping the ax that killed her father 
to use for the purpose, can only destroy 
her. The passage from desire to reality 
begins with the return of Orestes, im-
pressively sung by Eric Owens, and the 
tortured scene in which Elektra can-
not even recognize the brother she has 

Susan Neves as the Confidante, Waltraud Meier as Clytemnestra, and Nina Stemme  
as Elektra in Patrice Chéreau’s production of Elektra, at the Metropolitan Opera

M
ar

ty
 S

oh
l/

M
et

ro
po

li
ta

n 
O

pe
ra



May 26, 2016 25

CORNELL UNIVERSITY PRESS
WWW.CORNELLPRESS.CORNELL.EDU 

CLASS AND 
CAMPUS LIFE
MANAGING AND 

EXPERIENCING INEQUALITY 
AT AN ELITE COLLEGE
Elizabeth M. Lee

ILR PRESS

“Social class remains the largest 
divide and source of inequality 
within higher education. Eliza-
beth M. Lee’s work is notewor-
thy for her careful and nuanced 
approach to the lived experi-
ence of social class at an elite 
women’s college.”

—Jenny M. Stuber, author of 
Inside the College Gates

THE SOUL OF 
PLEASURE

SENTIMENT AND 
SENSATION IN 

NINETEENTH–CENTURY 
AMERICAN MASS 
ENTERTAINMENT
David Monod

“The Soul of Pleasure’s chrono-
logical breadth and cultural anal-
ysis recommend it highly. To 
support multifaceted and origi-
nal assertions, David Monod 
juxtaposes a range of theatrical 
genres and styles seldom con-
sidered together.”

—Karen Ahlquist, author of 
Democracy at the Opera

PETRARCHISM 
AT WORK

CONTEXTUAL ECONOMIES 
IN THE AGE OF 
SHAKESPEARE

William J. Kennedy

“Immensely learned, nuanced, 
timely, and strikingly original in 
its argument. William J. Ken-
nedy is the undisputed master 
of the Renaissance lyrical tradi-
tion, and Petrarchism at Work 
reaffi rms the centrality of the 
Petrarchan tradition for literary 
culture in the European West. 
Highly recommended.”

—Timothy Hampton, author 
of Fictions of Embassy 

IF GOD MEANT TO 
INTERFERE

AMERICAN LITERATURE 
AND THE RISE OF THE 

CHRISTIAN RIGHT
Christopher Douglas

“Christopher Douglas’s If God 
Meant to Interfere is an elo-
quent, learned, and utterly 
engrossing study of Ameri-
can literature and culture in 
an era of resurgent religious 
conservatism.”

—Tracy Fessenden, author of 
Culture and Redemption

RELIGION ON THE 
BATTLEFIELD

Ron E. Hassner

“Ron E. Hassner’s look at reli-
gion’s pervasive role in war is 
original and tantalizing. His deci-
sion to look not at extremist re-
ligious groups but at large con-
ventional militaries in secular 
countries is a bold one. Religion 
on the Battlefi eld promises to 
bring religion right into the heart 
of mainstream analysis, where 
it cannot be ignored.”

—Daniel Philpott, author of 
Just and Unjust Peace

THE SUPREME COURT ON 
UNIONS

WHY LABOR LAW IS FAILING 
AMERICAN WORKERS
Julius G. Getman

ILR PRESS

THE 
SUPREME 
COURT 

J U L I U S  G.  G E T M A N

Why Labor Law Is Failing  
American Workers

“In this wide-ranging, 

critical survey of the 

Supreme Court’s labor 

law decisions, Julius G. 

Getman displays the 

practical wisdom and 

acuity that has made 

him one of the nation’s 

leading labor law teach-

ers and scholars for more 

than a half century.”
—Cynthia Estlund, author of 
Regoverning the Workplace

“Th e Fight for Local  

Control is broad-

minded, admirable, 

impressively original, 

and worthy of sustained 

civic consideration. Th is 

excellent book will fi nd 

an audience among 

historians, educational 

policymakers, and even 

ordinary citizens.”
—Robert D. Johnston, author 

of The Radical Middle Class
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AMERICAN DEMOCRACY
Campbell F. Scribner
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longed for, as he stands before her with 
an immobile firmness in contrast to her 
devastating mood swings. (Chéreau: 
“Too much time has gone by.”) The 
mixture of bloodshed and melancholy 
in Strauss’s latter scenes is wrenching, 
an emotional flavor far removed from 
the Sophocles tragedy that was Hof-
mannsthal’s point of departure.

Under Salonen’s direction the Met 
orchestra provided a stunning rev-
elation of the score’s richness. With 
its exceptionally large complement 
of musicians, Elektra is an opera not 
so much bathed in music as poked by 

it, shaken by it, oppressed by it with 
that “weight of the ocean” evoked by 
Elektra toward the end. Its momen-
tary infusions of lyricism and playful-
ness—the suggestion of the household 
becoming orderly and buoyant again, 
for a few bars, as Clytemnestra learns 
of Orestes’s supposed death, or the 
wheedling waltz theme as Elektra lures 
Aegisthus toward his doom—give way 
to overwhelming displays of power. 
After the killing of Clytemnestra and 
Aegisthus, the thunderous unseen cho-
ral voices singing Orestes’s name while 
Chrysothemis adds her own swelling 

triumphal note raise the volume to a 
shattering level. In these climactic mo-
ments of orchestral intensity Salonen 
elicited from the Met orchestra some-
thing like the sound of the sky falling.

After that, only silence could ade-
quately respond. “Be silent and dance,” 
Elektra sings, and to the accompani-
ment of a soured and off-kilter waltz 
she begins her attempt at a celebration 
of victory. Stemme performs it as if she 
had forgotten the use of her legs and was 
capable only of a grotesque semblance 
of a dance, distorted and thwarted, the 
gesture of someone no longer able to 

open up to anything. She collapses into 
what looks, in this production, like ter-
minal catatonia, knocked out by “the 
burden of joy” she announces herself 
as carrying. If the performance began 
in silence, its conclusion was greeted 
by as loud and prompt an explosion of 
audience approval as I have heard at 
the Met, as if the tension accumulated 
during that hour and forty-five minutes 
had at last been violently liberated. 
Under Huguet’s direction, the produc-
tion brought Elektra to life as some-
thing belonging to the present moment: 
breaking news from 1909.  

Brilliant Beacons:  
A History of the  
American Lighthouse
by Eric Jay Dolin. 
Liveright, 541 pp., $29.95

The history of the American lighthouse 
is a history of calamity, insanity, and, in 
at least one case, cannibalism.

The Boon Island Lighthouse stands 
six miles off the coast of York, Maine, 
on a modest granite outcropping barely 
above sea level. For decades ships 
crossed the Atlantic only to founder 
here, nearly in sight of land. None had 
it worse than an English merchant ship 
called the Nottingham Galley, which 
ran aground during a nor’easter on 
December 11, 1710. The fourteen crew 
members hauled themselves from the 
wreck as their provisions, apart from 
three small rounds of cheese and a few 
old beef bones, sank into the ocean. 
After a week of starvation and sub-
freezing temperatures, the resourceful 
men managed to construct a skiff from 
the ship’s debris. The captain and a 
crew member set off for the mainland 
in hope of salvation. Within minutes, 
however, a giant wave flung them back 
onto the island, demolishing the boat. 
“The horrors of such a situation,” the 
captain later said, were “impossible to 
describe.”

Those crew members who were not 
yet too weak to move now assembled 
a crude raft from the remaining scraps 
of wood. It departed safely from the is-
land with two men on board. The raft 
even managed to reach the mainland a 
few days later. But the men did not.

The first fatality on the island was 
the ship carpenter, a “fat man, and 
naturally of a dull, heavy, phlegmatic 
disposition.” After what the captain 
later described as a period of “mature 
consideration”—not, it would appear, 
an especially long period—the men 
made the carpenter’s raw flesh into 
sandwiches, using seaweed for bread. 
They ate so ravenously that the captain 
had to ration the meat.

When the castaways were finally res-
cued on January 4 their story inspired 
calls to build the continent’s first light-
house. But one was not built on Boon 
Island for almost a hundred years. As 
Eric Jay Dolin describes in Brilliant 
Beacons, his survey of American light-
house history, this was a common pat-
tern. Lighthouses may have come to be 
seen as brilliant beacons but they are 

also cenotaphs, marking deathtraps 
that for centuries devoured mariners 
along the continent’s coasts.

Only after enough maritime disas-
ters occurred in a treacherous location 
was a lighthouse built. The nation’s 
first was completed in Boston Harbor 
in 1716, after the Massachusetts leg-
islature found that the absence of a 
lighthouse “has been a great discour-
agement to navigation, by the loss of 
lives and estates of several of his maj-
esty’s subjects.” A petition to build a 
lighthouse at Portland Head, at the 
edge of Casco Bay, was ignored until 
1787, when a sloop crashed into it, kill-
ing two. “A long list of shipwrecks” led 
to the construction in 1761 of the first 
New York lighthouse, at Sandy Hook, 
and “the wrecks which lie plentifully 
scattered over the beach” off Cape 
Henlopen finally convinced Philadel-
phia’s merchants to build one two years 
later.

To do so, municipalities and colonies 
had to overcome the resistance of the 
so-called “wreckers.” Shipwrecks oc-
curred with such regularity that the phe-
nomenon created an entire underclass 
of scavengers who haunted the coast, 
waiting for the tide to deposit trea-
sures. Nicknamed “ mooncussers”—be-
fore lighthouses, a bright moon was a 
ship’s best navigational aide—wreckers 
were suspected of tying lights to cows 
and walking them along the beach, in 
imitation of ships’ lights, to draw sail-
ors to their doom.

Brilliant Beacons is a comprehen-
sive if flat- footed survey of a romantic 
subject, its many fascinating anecdotes 
alternating with flights of gratuitous 
detail. Dolin comes closest to articulat-
ing a thesis on the final page, when he 
ventures that “the success and growth 
of the American economy could not 
have been achieved without the help 
of these brilliant beacons.” It is true 
that, particularly during the country’s 
first century, the construction and op-
eration of lighthouses were consid-
ered a major national security priority. 
George Washington signed the Light-
house Act, which transferred control 
of lighthouses to the federal govern-
ment, on August 7, 1789. It was the 
ninth law passed by Congress and the 
nation’s first public works program. 
During the Civil War, as in the Revo-
lutionary War, armies on both sides 
destroyed lighthouses to disadvantage 
the enemy. The Confederacy was most 
aggressive of all, darkening or destroy-
ing 164 of its lighthouses, including one 
at Cape Hatteras, on the coast of North 
Carolina, reputed “the most dangerous 
stretch of coast in the country”; the ex-
tinguished light led to the destruction 
of forty Union navy ships and many 
more commercial vessels.

But the history of American light-
houses, like the history of any Ameri-
can institution, also reveals national 
qualities, particularly those that emerge 
under conditions of heightened pressure 
and extremity. The nation’s first keeper, 

George Worthylake, endured more than 
his share of pressure and extremity. He 
tended the lighthouse on Little Brewster 
Island, nine miles from Boston Harbor, 
living with his wife, five children, two 
slaves, a servant, and a flock of sheep. 
The sheep were the first casualties—
fifty- nine of them swept into the ocean 
while Worthylake was busy stoking his 
lanterns during a storm. 

Two years later, a boat returning  
Worthylake, his wife, and a daughter 
to the island capsized while one of his 
other daughters, Ann, watched help-
lessly in horror. The corpses of her par-
ents and sister washed ashore over the 
next few hours but it was two days be-
fore Ann could sail to a nearby island 
for help to bury the bodies. A couple of 
weeks later two men who had been sent 
to replace the Worthylakes at the Bos-
ton Lighthouse also drowned in a storm. 
The lighthouse nearly burned down in 
1720 and in 1753 and, because it was the 
tallest structure for miles, it occasion-
ally burst into flames after being struck 
by lightning. Benjamin Franklin, who 
as a twelve- year- old had written a heav-
ily circulated poem about the Worthy-
lake tragedy, invented the lightning rod 
in 1749. Yet because of opposition from 
local clergymen—man should not dare 
“avert the stroke of heaven”—the light-
house did not receive protection from 
God’s thunderbolts for more than two 
decades.

The earliest American lighthouses 
saved the lives of many sailors but often 
imperiled the lives of their keepers. 
Putting aside the risks of storms, light-
ning, and extreme isolation, a keeper 
had to maintain a constantly burning 
fire,  fueled by highly combustible whale 
oil, many stories off the ground, inside 
a narrow, rickety wooden structure. 
This did not always go well. The whales 
of Nantucket had their revenge when 
the island’s first lighthouse burned to 
the ground because of an overturned 
lamp filled with whale blubber. Rhode 
Island’s first lighthouse suffered the 
same fate in 1753, four years after its 
construction.

In the 1780s, innovations in lamp and 
fuel technology made lighthouses safer, 
brighter, and more efficient—at least 
in Europe. While American travelers 
marveled at the startling superiority of 
British and French lighthouses, Ameri-
can lighthouses became a national em-
barrassment. This was largely due to 
the machinations of two men of low 

To the Lighthouse
Nathaniel Rich

Edward Hopper: Lighthouse at Two Lights, 1929
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A History of the 
Grandparents I 
Never Had
IVAN JABLONKA

“Ivan Jablonka is a tremen-
dous writer—compassionate 
and searching, intimate and 
ambitious—and A History  
of the Grandparents I 
Never Had is a painstakingly 
researched and profoundly 
heartfelt book that teaches 
us new and necessary things 
about family, history and 

the extraordinary power of storytelling. It’s one of the most 
beautiful books I’ve read in years.”

—Molly Antopol, author of The UnAmericans

$30.00 cloth

Forthcoming in August
Making  
Literature Now
AMY HUNGERFORD

“Amy Hungerford’s  
Making Literature 
Now is bold and bril-
liant. At once coolly 
analytical and ardently 
engaged, Hungerford 
reads and interprets with 
rigor, precision, and moral 

passion. Bracing, important, revelatory work.”

—Priscilla Gilman, author of The Anti-Romantic Child

“Hungerford’s brilliant portraits of editors and writers, 
behind-the-scenes ethnography, and pointed inquiries 
make this THE book from which future literary histories 
will be written.”

—Mark Greif, author of The Age of the Crisis of Man  

$22.95 paper  

Laws of Image
Privacy and 
Publicity in America
SAMANTHA BARBAS

“Powerfully argued and 
beautifully written, Laws 
of Image shows us how 
the law develops through 
culture, leaving us with a 
rich sense of the struggle 
that remains as digital 
culture renders the image 
as common as the bit. This 
is not a story with a known 

ending—Samantha Barbas charts the very origin of an 
increasingly important legal protection, and the ongoing 
battle to counter a technology that knows no limits.”

—Lawrence Lessig, Harvard Law School

$24.00 cloth

The Full Severity 
of Compassion
The Poetry of 
Yehuda Amichai
CHANA KRONFELD

“I am not exaggerating 
when I say that this is a 
book a whole generation— 
on two continents—has 
been waiting for. It is the 
only study of its kind in 
English, and it resolves 
and transcends decades of 
controversy and misguided 

readings of Amichai’s poetry in Israel and elsewhere.”

—Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, Hebrew University of Jerusalem

$55.00 cloth

Crook County
Racism and 
Injustice in 
America’s Largest 
Criminal Court
NICOLE GONZALEZ 
VAN CLEVE

“Beautifully written and 
keenly insightful, Crook 
County is a horror story 
I couldn’t put down. May 
Nicole Gonzalez Van 
Cleve’s masterful book do 
for the Chicago criminal 

court what Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle did to the meat 
packing industry: clean it up. Powerful, disturbing and 
paradigm-shifting.”

—Paul Butler, Georgetown Law,  
author of The Chokehold: Policing Black Men

$24.00 cloth

My Journey  
at the  
Nuclear Brink
WILLIAM J. PERRY

In a remarkable career, 
former Secretary of 
Defense William J. Perry 
has dealt firsthand with 
the changing nuclear 
threat. Decades of 
special access to top-
secret knowledge has 
given Perry a unique, 
chilling vantage point 

for concluding that nuclear weapons endanger our 
security rather than securing it.

$24.95 paper
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Forthcoming in October

Vanishing Streets
Journeys in London

J. M. TYREE

Praise for J. M. Tyree’s Our Secret Life in the Movies

“This collection is genius.” —NPR’s Best Books of 2014

“A beautiful aftershock of the movies.” 
 —David Gordon Green

“Beautiful, devastating.” 
 —The Washington Post Book World

“Indelibly wrought.” —Vogue.com

$25.00 cloth

VANISHING 
STREETS

J .  M .  T Y R E E

J O U R N E Y S  I N  L O N D O N

Now in Paperback

The Woman Who Read Too Much
A Novel

BAHIYYIH NAKHJAVANI

“An expertly crafted epic”  —Kirkus (Starred Review)

“Seethingly intelligent” —The Wall Street Journal

“[A] lyrically wrought examination of the eternal 
struggle for women’s rights” —Booklist

“Breathtaking in its scope and  
wonderfully illuminating” —The Guardian

$16.95 paper

Well-crafted books that 
spur thought, stir debate, 
and invite the reader into 

ongoing conversations

View the entire SUP catalog at sup.org
Most Stanford titles are available as e-books:  sup.org/ebooks  800.621. 2736



28 The New York Review

character and high bureaucratic stand-
ing. Winslow Lewis was a Cape Cod 
importer who was put out of business by 
President Jefferson’s Embargo of 1807, 
which prohibited American ships from 
sailing to foreign ports. Having been 
impressed by the quality of the Ar-
gand lamp, a lantern made with brass 
tubes invented by a Swiss physicist in 
1782 and commonly used in Euro-
pean lighthouses, he patched together 
his own version. Lewis’s lamp was a 
second- rate bastardization, based on 
a weak grasp of optical principles, and 
providing less light. But Lewis secured 
a patent and aggressively marketed it 
to marine societies in New England. 
Ultimately the Treasury hired Lewis to 
install and maintain the lamps of every 
American lighthouse.

In 1820, after a series of bureaucratic 
reshufflings, oversight of lighthouses 
was given to one of the more obscure 
offices within the Treasury: the Fifth 
Auditor. The office was occupied by 
Stephen Pleasonton, the unlikely arch-
villain of Dolin’s history. Like Winslow 
Lewis, Pleasonton knew nearly nothing 
about lighthouses or the science of il-
lumination. He had been named Fifth 
Auditor by James Monroe, in return for 
an act of loyalty performed while serv-
ing at the State Department during the 
War of 1812. Fearing a British invasion 
of Washington, Secretary of State Mon-
roe had ordered Pleasonton to smuggle 
the Declaration of Independence, the 
Constitution, George Washington’s cor-
respondence, and other historical papers 
out of the capitol. Pleasonton loaded 
the documents into inconspicuous linen 
bags and carried them thirty- five miles 
away to Leesburg, Virginia, where he 
locked them in an empty stone house. 
That night Washington burned and 
Pleasonton earned Monroe’s devotion.

Pleasonton deferred to Winslow 
Lewis on all matters pharological, 
particularly since Lewis was happy to 
underbid any potential competitors. 
Efforts by mariners and politicians to 
modernize America’s lighthouses only 
hardened the two men’s alliance.

Dolin recounts a series of increasingly 
urgent reform efforts, in which national 
experts called America’s lighthouses 
“the worst I ever saw in any part of the 
world” and “a reproach to this great 
country, feebly and inefficiently man-
aged, and at the mercy of contractors.” 
Many European countries had long ago 
entrusted their lighthouses to engineers 
and scientists, most notably, in France, 
the prestigious Commission des Phares, 
composed of prominent engineers, naval 
officers, and hydrographers. By con-
trast, writes Dolin, “the United States 
had for the most part stuck with ama-
teurs, and suffered the consequences.” 
But Pleasonton, hostile to any outside  
meddling, remained defiant.

Meanwhile European technology 
con tinued to progress. Pleasonton’s 
most egregious failure was his irra-
tional opposition to the Fresnel lens, 
which Dolin, wearing his pharophilia 
on his sleeve, calls “quite simply one of 
the most useful and exquisite products 
of the Industrial Revolution, worthy of 
being considered not only technological 
masterpieces but also splendid works of 
art.” Invented in 1819 by the French en-
gineer Augustin- Jean Fresnel, the lens 
replaced the reflectors then in use with 
a central glass panel surrounded by a 
series of concentric prisms. When the 

lenses enclosed a central lamp, Dolin 
writes, the apparatus resembled “a 
sparkling glass beehive.” The light pro-
duced by the lens was thirty- eight times 
brighter than that produced by the best 
British reflectors (which already far 
outpaced their American stepchildren), 
and required half as much oil. 

Fearful of this new threat to his 
livelihood, Winslow Lewis convinced 
 Pleasonton that the lenses were impos-
sibly complicated and not worth the 
up-front expense. When pressed by 
members of Congress, Pleasonton ap-
pealed to their sense of American ex-
ceptionalism, doggedly declaring that 
America had the best and brightest 
lighthouses in the world. Dolin quotes 
lighthouse historian Francis Ross Hol-
land Jr.: “One wonders how many 
ships that wrecked during Pleasonton’s 

thirty- two- year administration would 
have been saved had more effective 
lights been available.”

(It is one of the supplemental joys of 
Brilliant Beacons to discover the exis-
tence of a crowded field of lighthouse 
historians, most with names that seem 
plucked from Edith Wharton novels: 
Edward Rowe Snow, Fitz- Henry Smith 
Jr., Jeremy D’Entremont, Elinor De 
Wire, Mary Louise and J. Candace Clif-
ford, Clifford Gallant. The lighthouse 
literature is no less robust, particularly 
at the regional level—Dolin cites Light-
houses of Texas, Lighthouses of the 
Upper Great Lakes, The Lighthouses of 
Hawaii—and extending to periodicals 
that remain in circulation to this day: 
Lighthouse Digest, Keeper’s Log, and 
the Lighthouse Service Bulletin.)

What shipwrecks and violent mari-
time deaths could not achieve, a fog 
in New York Harbor did. Pleasonton’s 
tyranny was at last shaken when a con-
tingent of congressmen was briefly 
stranded on a steamboat in the harbor 
because of inadequate lighting. Their 
irritation motivated them in 1852 to 
pass a bill transferring oversight from 
Pleasonton to a federal Lighthouse 
Board, staffed by engineers, civil scien-
tists, and military officers. By 1856 the 
board had built one hundred new light-
houses, bringing the national total to 
425, and fitted nearly all of them with 
Fresnel lenses. Pleasonton, abruptly 
unemployed at seventy- six, begged old 
friends in the government for a new ap-
pointment. “To be turned out of office 
now,” he wrote to James Buchanan, 
“when I am too old to engage in any 
other business . . .would destroy me.” 

Pleasonton, for once, was right. Nobody 
hired him and he died two years later.

Dolin has read deeply in the light-
house literature, perusing not only the 
histories but presidential lighthouse 
correspondence, lighthouse legislation, 
lighthouse engineering studies, light-
house arcana. We learn the differences 
between geographic and luminous 
range, shoran and loran radar systems, 
and catoptric, dioptric, and catadiop-
tric prisms. We read about variations in 
keeper salaries, the exact dimensions 
of dozens of lighthouses, and an ac-
count of a lunch that Calvin Coolidge 
had at the Devil’s Island Lighthouse 
during a Wisconsin vacation in 1928. 
Dolin’s pharomania infects the narra-
tive, then it infects the prose: “Florida 

provided one of the few bright spots for 
the Lighthouse Board . . .” “America’s 
lighthouses, both literally and meta-
phorically, shone brighter than ever 
before . . .” and, in the final line: “They 
quite literally lit the way for the United 
States.”

The most vivid (illuminating) pas-
sages describe the solitary and often 
desolate lives of the keepers. The pros-
pect of living expense- free in a gleam-
ing tower by the sea would seem idyllic, 
conducive to reflection and profound 
thought. Albert Einstein thought so, 
suggesting that “young people who 
wish to think about scientific prob-
lems” work in lighthouses because “a 
quiet life stimulates the creative mind.” 
But the keeper’s life was not at all 
quiet. During periods of low visibility, 
keepers had to sound fog signals, which 
depending on the era might involve 
blasting cannons, shooting guns, ring-
ing bells, or blowing horns. In 1887, the 
Point Reyes Lighthouse blasted a fog 
siren for 176 consecutive hours, caus-
ing its attendants to look, in the words 
of one journalist, “as if they had been 
on a protracted spree.” In 1906, after 
an automated bell broke during a fog 
in San Francisco Bay, the keeper Juliet 
Nichols beat it with a hammer twice 
every fifteen seconds, for twenty- four 
hours and thirty- five minutes, until the 
fog lifted. A mechanic repaired the 
bell the next day, but on the third day it 
broke again and Nichols again beat the 
bell through the night. 

The government issued an instruc-
tion manual that, by 1918, was more 
than two hundred pages long. Keep-
ers not only had to maintain the light 

Frank Schubert, aged eighty, when he was the last lighthouse keeper  
on the Eastern Seaboard, Brooklyn, 1996
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NEW TITLES from the 
GEORGE L. MOSSE Series

The Invisible Jewish 
Budapest

Metropolitan Culture at 
the Fin de Siècle  

MARY GLUCK
“Gluck’s argument is so brilliant, 
perceptive, and clear that one can 
forget what a radical challenge it 

is to received opinion.”
—Steven Beller, author of Rethinking Vienna 1900 

Reason after 
Its Eclipse

On Late Critical Th eory  
MARTIN JAY

“Martin Jay is one of the most 
respected intellectual historians 

now working, and any book by him 
is an important event. His subject 
here could hardly be bigger: the 

idea of reason in Western thought 
over two millennia.”

—Michael Rosen, Harvard University
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and fog signals but also clean the lens, 
trim the lantern wicks, and scrub the 
walls, floors, windows, balconies, and 
railings, inside and outside. The many 
brass fixtures and appliances had to be 
polished diligently, a job that of itself 
was enough to drive keepers to mad-
ness, as evidenced by “Brasswork or 
the Lighthouse Keeper’s Lament,” a 
poem written in the 1920s by a keeper 
named Fred Morong: 

O what is the bane of the light-
keeper’s life

That causes him worry, struggle 
and strife,

That makes him use cuss words, 
and beat his wife?

It’s Brasswork.

What makes him look ghastly 
consumptive and thin,

What robs him of health, of vigor 
and vim,

And cause despair and drives him 
to sin?

It’s Brasswork.

It continues in this manner for fourteen 
stanzas.

After the Lighthouse Board took 
over for Pleasonton, inspections were 
heightened and extended to the liv-
ing quarters. Inspectors, writes Dolin, 
appeared without warning, wearing 
“white gloves to better detect dust 
and grime, and even went as far as 
running their fingers underneath the 
kitchen stove.” The rigorous surveil-
lance appeared to have driven at least 
one keeper, Francis Malone of the Isle 
Royal Lighthouse in Lake Superior, 
into a frenzy of Stockholm syndrome, 

naming each of his twelve children 
after the district lighthouse inspector 
in the year of his or her birth. In a year 
that two inspectors showed up, Mrs. 
Malone gave birth to twins.

One can’t blame the Malones for try-
ing to populate their solitary tower as 
quickly as possible. It was a reclusive 
existence, particularly in many of the 
sea-rock lighthouses, built to warn 
ships of hazards miles from shore, 
where keepers could leave the tower 
only by climbing down a ladder into 
a boat. “The trouble with our life out 
here is that we have too much time to 
think,” said a keeper of Minot’s Ledge 
Lighthouse, a slim granite tower rising 
114 feet from the ocean two miles from 
the Massachusetts coast. 

The Stannard Rock Lighthouse in 
Lake Superior, twenty- three miles 
from the nearest land, has been called 
“the loneliest place in America.” Dolin 
quotes a 1909 log entry by a keeper at 
the Cherrystone Bar Lighthouse, a hex-
agonal screwpile construction in Ches-
apeake Bay: “A man had just as well die 
and be done with the world at once as 
to spend his days here.” The entry was 
signed “All Alone.” But lighthouses 
on dry land were not much less remote 
from society. “Nothing ever happens 
up here,” said Nancy Rose, for forty- 
seven years the keeper of the Stony 
Point Lighthouse on the Hudson River. 
“One year is exactly like another, and 
except the weather nothing changes.”

No reader will hear Erika Eigen’s 
ukulele ditty “I Want to Marry a Light-
house Keeper” in quite the same way 
after reading Dolin’s accounts of long- 

suffering keeper’s wives. The grimmest 
of these is the story of Nellie Smith of 
Conimicut Lighthouse, a spark-plug 
lighthouse set on a pile of rocks in the 
Providence River. After a brief trip to 
town, Mr. Smith returned to find Nel-
lie and their two young sons poisoned 
by mercury bichloride. The older son 
was not yet dead, however, and the 
keeper continued to live with his son in 
the lighthouse. There is also the case of 
Mabel Small, crushed under her boat-
house during the 1938 New England 
Hurricane. Despite “the shock of having 
witnessed the almost certain death of his 
wife,” writes Dolin, “Small managed to 
get back to the tower, where he kept the 
light burning and the fog signal going 
through the night.” “Almost certain” is 
the crucial detail, the suggestion being 
that Small chose lighthouse over wife.

When Kate Walker took residence in 
1885 with her husband at the Robbins 
Reef Lighthouse in the middle of New 
York Harbor, she refused to unpack 
her bags. “The sight of water which-
ever way I look,” she said, “makes me 
lonesome and blue.” Five years later, 
her husband died; his dying words were 
“Mind the light, Katie.” She did for the 
next twenty-nine years. She grew so at-
tached to her island tower, where time 
stood still, that she was overcome with 
anxiety on her rare visits to New York. 
“I am in fear from the time I leave the 
ferry-boat,” she said to a reporter in 
1918. “The street-cars bewilder me. 
And I am afraid of the automobiles.”

The development of radar and radio 
beacons after World War II began to 
put keepers out of work and made some 
of the lighthouses obsolete. By 1990, all 
but the Boston Lighthouse had been 

automated with precision timers, light- 
activated switches, remote controls, fog 
sensors, and solar panels. Human beings 
were no longer needed. The last civilian 
keeper, Frank Schubert of the Coney 
Island Lighthouse, died in 2003 after 
spending the final fifteen years of his life 
fending off press attention “as if he were 
a rare exhibit in a zoo.” “Visitors, visi-
tors, visitors—it drives me crazy,” he told 
an NPR reporter. “I don’t know why they 
like lighthouses. . . . To you it’s romantic, 
but when you see it every day, day after 
day, it’s not romantic anymore.”

In 2000 the Coast Guard began auc-
tioning off that romance to the public. 
Some decommissioned lighthouses 
have been purchased by preservation 
groups. The Rose Island Lighthouse 
in Newport, Rhode Island, supports 
itself by renting rooms to tourists who 
“pay for the privilege of being keeper,” 
doing chores and greeting guests. 
Other lighthouses have been bought by 
individuals for use as vacation homes. 
Sale prices have run from $10,000 (the 
Cleveland Harbor East Breakwater 
Lighthouse on Lake Erie, which during 
cold winters is entirely encased in ice) 
to $933,888 (the Graves Lighthouse 
in Boston Harbor, purchased by the 
owner of a special- effects company). 

The privatization of lighthouses gives 
this American story its American end-
ing. Our brilliant beacons, once symbols 
of audacity, progress, self- creation, defi-
ant amateurism, civic- mindedness, and 
national glory, have assumed a different 
kind of symbolism altogether. To quote 
a recent real estate article in the Wall 
Street Journal: “One part unique retreat, 
one part folly, the private lighthouse  
may be the ultimate status symbol.”  
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Our Awful Prisons:  
How They Can Be Changed

Adam Hochschild

Mr. Smith Goes to Prison:  
What My Year Behind Bars Taught 
Me About America’s Prison Crisis
by Jeff Smith. 
St. Martin’s, 272 pp., $25.99

Understanding Mass Incarceration:  
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The First Civil Right:  
How Liberals Built Prison America
by Naomi Murakawa. 
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260 pp., $105.00; $26.95 (paper)

From the War on Poverty  
to the War on Crime:  
The Making of Mass  
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Caught:  
The Prison State and  
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by Marie Gottschalk. 
Princeton University Press,  
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Some time ago, I was at a book festival 
in Finland. When there was a free day, 
the publisher who had invited me asked 
if there were any sights I would care to 
see. I said I’d like to visit some prisons. 
Finland locks people up at well under 
10 percent the rate we do in the United 
States, a gap far more dramatic than all 
the differences between the two coun-
tries’ populations could explain. I was 
curious to see what prisons in this soci-
ety looked like.

Kerava Prison, the first of the two 
that I saw, was in the countryside half 
an hour’s drive north of Helsinki. Its 
governor—by design, the title has a ci-
vilian sound—was a warm, vivacious, 
gray- haired woman named Kirsti 
 Nieminen, a former prosecutor. On this 
wintry morning, she had about 150 pris-
oners in her charge, all men. Her office 
wall was lined with portraits of former 
governors, the first a heavily bearded 
one from the 1890s. Next to these was 
a framed drawing from a prisoner—
Snoopy typing a letter, which she trans-
lated for me: “Dear Governor, please 
give me a leave!”

The rough equivalent of an Ameri-
can medium- security prison, Kerava 
had barbed- wire fences, bars on some 
windows, and plenty of locked doors. 
Some convicts worked in greenhouses 
outside the walls, but only if they were 
trusties or under guard. Most resem-
blance to American prisons ended 
there. In the greenhouses the inmates 
raised flowers, which were sold to the 
public, as were the organic vegetables 
they grew. As we walked, Nieminen 
pointed out a stream where prisoners 
could fish, a soccer field, a basketball 
court, a grain mill, and something she 
was particularly proud of, a barn full 
of rabbits and lambs. “The responsibil-
ity to take care of a creature—it’s very 

therapeutic,” she said. “They are always 
kind to you. It’s easier to talk to them.” 

For an hour or so, I had coffee with 
half a dozen prisoners. Marko, thirty- 
six, wore a visor and had tattoos and 
said he was here for a “violent crime” 
that he did not specify. Jarkko, a burly 
twenty- six- year- old, was doing three 
years and ten months for a drug of-
fense; Reima, thirty- six, blond and 
tough- looking, was in for robbery. 
Kalla, at forty- eight the eldest, had 

committed fraud; Fernando (his fa-
ther was from Spain) was twenty- six, 
convicted of armed robbery and sell-
ing heroin; Harre, twenty- seven, was 
doing five years for selling Ecstasy. 
Also sitting with us, and helping with 
translation, were Nieminen, a young 
woman from the national prisons ser-
vice, and two of Kerava’s teachers, also 
both women. No armed guards were in 
sight, and both officials and convicts 
wore their own clothes, not uniforms.

This was still a prison, however, and 
at 7:30 each evening the inmates were 
locked in their two- man cells. These 
were not large but somewhat more spa-
cious than those I’ve seen in American 
prisons, each with a toilet and sink in 
a cubicle whose door closed. Prisoners 
were allowed TVs, stereos, and radios. 
Down the corridor were a shower room 
and sauna—something no Finn could 
imagine being without.

Prisoners were assigned jobs, but most 
spent much of their day in classes on sub-
jects including auto repair, computers, 
welding, cooking, and first aid. A library 
held several thousand books—more 
than you would find in many American 
high schools—and inmates could use 
the national interlibrary loan system 
to get more. I attended a cooking class 
and shared a tasty lunch its students had 
prepared: Karelian stew, which included 
beef, pork, potatoes, and cranberries.

All this was obviously another world 
from the overcrowded and under-

funded prisons of the United States, 
where classes, if they happen at all, are 
often a slipshod afterthought. When 
the former Missouri state senator Jeff 
Smith was sentenced to a year and a 
day in a federal prison in Kentucky, he 
hoped that as a Ph.D. who had taught 
at Washington University in St. Louis, 
he would be put to work teaching. In-
stead, as he writes in his book Mr. 
Smith Goes to Prison, he was assigned 
to the prison warehouse loading dock, 

where he observed and took part in 
the pilfering of food by both inmates 
and guards. A month from the end of 
his stay he was finally transferred to 
the education unit—and told to sweep 
out classrooms. A computer skills 
class consisted of the chance to sit at 
a computer for thirty minutes, with 
no instruction whatever; at a nutrition 
class, a guard “handed out a brochure 
with information about the caloric con-
tent of food at McDonald’s, Bojangles, 
and Wendy’s and released us after five 
minutes.” 

Particularly at the college level, an 
effective prison education program, 
like the well- known one run by Bard 
College, can cut the recidivism rate—in 
the US 67.8 percent after three years—
down to the single digits.1 The Bard 
program, for example, offers classes 
leading to a college degree. They are 
taught by professors from Bard and 
other campuses and attended by nearly 
three hundred inmates in six New York 
State prisons. A debating team drawn 
from these students won national atten-
tion last year when it beat a team from 
Harvard. Reducing recidivism through 

such efforts not only is humane but also 
saves money, since keeping someone 
locked up is hugely expensive; it costs 
New York State more each year to 
house and guard a single prisoner than 
the total tuition, room, and board for 
a Harvard undergraduate. You would 
think that budget- conscious legislators 
would act accordingly, but reason has 
never played much of a part in Ameri-
can prison policy.

In his book, Smith spends far too 
much time telling us about the cam-
paign spending law violation that put 
him behind bars. Some of what he 
writes recalls many other American 
prison memoirs: he describes de facto 
racial segregation, rapes, etiquette 
(never sit on someone else’s bunk), and 
the underground economy. Prices for 
pornography, cell phones, and other 
contraband rose sharply when snow on 
the ground made footprints visible or 
when a notoriously vigilant guard was 
on duty. And contrary to the film The 
Shawshank Redemption, in which the 
character played by Morgan Freeman 
wryly observes, “Everyone in here is 
innocent,” Smith says that  few pris-
oners make that claim. Instead they 
blame their fate on the “snitch” who 
turned them in. 

For me the most moving part of the 
book is its picture of what prison does 
to families. Smith points to research 
showing that “half of all incarcerated 
fathers lived with their children, a 
quarter served as primary caregivers, 
and over half provided primary finan-
cial support.” When a man goes to jail, 
his family shatters: 

While I was waiting to use a phone, 
it was hard to avoid hearing their 
anguished phone conversations 
with ex- girlfriends who controlled 
access to their children, with re-
bellious teenagers who—lacking 
a male authority figure at home—
were in some cases following in 
their fathers’ footsteps, and with 
dying parents far away. 

One of Smith’s workmates, known 
as Big E, had been an ace basketball 
player and was serving seventeen years 
for possession of crack cocaine. One 
Saturday in the television room there 
was none of the usual haggling about 
which sports game would be watched. 
Big E’s son, a college freshman, was 
playing, “and Big E, the best shooter 
on the compound, had never seen his 
son play.” He had been in prison since 
the age of nineteen.

How did we get to the point where a 
nineteen- year- old who has done noth-
ing violent can be put away for almost 
as long as he has lived, where prisons 
break up millions of families, and 
where we have a larger proportion of 
our people incarcerated than any other 
country in the world, even Putin’s Rus-
sia? We have so many prisoners that 
the American unemployment rate for 
men would be 2 percent higher (and 8 
percent higher for black men) if they 

A shakedown of inmates in the main corridor of the Ellis Prison Farm, Huntsville,  
Texas, 1968; photograph by Danny Lyon from his 1971 book Conversations with the Dead,  

which has just been reissued by Phaidon. A retrospective of his work, ‘Danny Lyon:  
Message to the Future,’ will be on view at the Whitney Museum of American Art,  

New York City, June 17–September 25, 2016.
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1The rate can be calculated in differ-
ent ways, but in a recent Department 
of Justice study, this was the propor-
tion of some 400,000 prisoners from 
thirty states who were arrested for a 
new crime within three years of being 
released from prison. The full report 
can be found at www.bjs.gov/content/
pub/pdf/mschpprts05.pdf. 
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Congress, Presidents, and 

American Politics
“This superb collection of Lee 
Hamilton’s commentaries about 
Washington reminds us why he 
was a great bipartisan leader for 
half a century: he understood 
politics, and he always put his 
country fi rst. If you want an 
inside look at how the federal 
government really works, read 
this powerful book.”

—David Ignatius, 
The Washington Post

The Dead Sea and the 

Jordan River
“When I set out to shoot a CNN 
documentary on the demise 
of holy water in the Holy Land, 
I scoured bookstores and 
search engines for the best 
resource material available. 
A few chapters into Barbara’s 
work, I knew I’d found my 
defi nitive source. The Dead Sea 
is a place few people forget 
but often misunderstand. This 
book changes that dynamic, 
empowering explorers and 
pilgrims alike with insight and 
context.” 

—Bill Weir, CNN Anchor

1915 Diary of S. An-sky
“Much like Isaac Babel’s 
wartime diary, An-sky’s diary 
reveals the tensions that a 
writer faces in traveling through 
a landscape of violence, trying 
to learn, to gather materials for 
his own writing, to maintain an 
ethical stance, and to survive.”

—Gabriella Safran, author 
of Wandering Soul: The 
Dybbuk’s Creator, S. An-sky

PRESS iupress.indiana.edu

Ponderings II–VI
In this much-anticipated 
English translation of the “Black 
Notebooks,” challenging and 
fascinating journal entries 
shed light on Heidegger’s 
philosophical development 
regarding his central question 
of what it means to be, but 
also on his relation to National 
Socialism and the revolutionary 
atmosphere of the 1930s in 
Germany.

American Shame
Provocative essays explore 
shame in abortion, mental 
illness, suicide, immigration, 
body image, and more, off ering 
a broader understanding of how 
America’s discourse of shame 
helps to defi ne its people as 
citizens, spectators, consumers, 
and moral actors.

Life in the Time of Oil
Drawing on more than a decade 
of work, Leonard looks at the 
Chad-Cameroon Petroleum 
Development and Pipeline 
Project—a partnership between 
global oil companies, the 
World Bank, and the Chadian 
government that was an 
ambitious scheme to reduce 
poverty in one of the poorest 
countries on the African 
continent.

Season of Infamy
“The singularity of Rist’s 
diary, and its primary value 
for scholars, is the breadth 
and depth of the insights it 
brings to bear on internal Vichy 
politics, the ideology of the 
bourgeoisie in relation to that of 
other classes, and the role that 
radio played in shaping popular 
opinion.”

—Brett Bowels, author of 
Marcel Pagnol

The Year’s Work in the 

Oddball Archive
A dig through archives of oddity to off er 
new ideas about how we pick, hoard, and 
sort through the hidden curiosities of 
popular culture and intellectual history 
alike.

“An unruly—and much-needed—model for 
how to do the archive diff erently.” 

—Scott Herring, author of 
The Hoarders: Material Deviance in 
Modern American Culture
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were all suddenly let out. Our jails are 
so packed that through the website 
www.jailbedspace.com wardens and 
sheriffs can look for space in other fa-
cilities if their own is full. Arizona and 
California have even considered plans 
to house inmates in Mexico, where 
costs are lower.

New books on the subject of prison 
range from James Kilgore’s clear, 
lively, and well- illustrated handbook to 
highly academic works by Naomi Mu-
rakawa and Elizabeth Hinton, who are 
both intent on showing how much lib-
erals helped lay the foundation for the 
mess we’re in. The best of the recent 
studies is Marie Gottschalk’s carefully 
documented book Caught. It is hard to 
imagine a more comprehensive analy-
sis of our shameful crisis. 

The two most conspicuous parts of 
the story are, first, the unwinnable 
war on drugs, and second, the Repub-
lican tough- on- crime politicking that 
reached its climax with the notorious 
Willie Horton advertisement in George 
H.W. Bush’s successful 1988 presiden-
tial campaign. (The ad attacked Mi-
chael Dukakis for having supported 
the weekend furlough program that 
gave Horton, a convicted murderer, the 
chance to commit additional violent 
crimes.) But Democrats helped build 
the prison system as well. Starting in 
the 1940s, looking for ways to stop the 
lynching of blacks and their abuse by 
police in the South and fearing a re-
currence of the World War II–era race 
riots in the North, liberals pushed for 
more professional training for law en-
forcement officers. 

The southern Democrats who then 
controlled Congress transformed 
these efforts into giving block grants 
to states. As a result, police depart-
ments received more money and more 
advanced hardware with which to do 
business as usual. Liberals also pushed 
for standardized sentences that would 
curb the discretionary powers of racist 
judges. But the mandatory minimums 
have now become cruelly high, and the 
definition of crimes, with no mention 
of race, ended up with vastly greater 
penalties for possession of crack co-
caine (used mostly by blacks) than for 
possession of powdered cocaine (used 
mostly by whites). 

The 1960s brought immense social 
turbulence and a sharp rise in almost 
all types of crime. Quick to moralize 
against disorder and drawing on the 
deep American reservoir of racism and 
paranoia that previously drove lynch 
mobs, politicians promised a ruthless 
response. New York Governor Nelson 
Rockefeller sponsored drug laws that 
put several generations of men, largely 
black, away for decades. Authorities 
across the country acted so harshly in 
part because the United States chooses 
a sizable proportion of its judges and 
almost all of its district attorneys and 
county sheriffs by popular election—
something that would be considered 
bizarre almost everywhere else in the 
world. (One recent study of Washing-
ton State judges found that the sen-
tences they passed out lengthened by 
an average of 10 percent as reelection 
day approached.) 

By the time Bill Clinton entered the 
White House in 1993, he and congres-
sional Democrats were determined to 
show that they were tougher on crime 
than Republicans. The following year 
Congress passed the brutally severe 
Violent Crime Control and Law En-

forcement Act and the Federal Death 
Penalty Act, which, among other 
things, added some sixty offenses to 
the list of capital crimes. 

The prison boom has also been a 
chance to make money. One private 
prison company alone, the Corrections 
Corporation of America, today runs 
the country’s fifth- largest prison sys-
tem, after those of the federal govern-
ment and the three biggest states. The 
less money such corporations spend on 
staff training, food, education, medical 
care, and rehabilitation, the more prof-
its they make. States, at least in theory, 
have a financial incentive to reduce 
recidivism, but for private prisons, re-
cidivism produces what every business 
wants: returning customers. No wonder 
these companies push hard for three- 
strikes laws and similar measures. In 
2011, the two biggest private 
prison firms donated nearly $3 
million to political candidates 
and hired 242 lobbyists around 
the country. Another industry 
with a vested interest in keeping 
prisons full, writes Jeff Smith, 
is that of food wholesalers, who 
know that this market of 2.2 
million people is powerless to 
protest if much of the food de-
livered to them is well past its 
sell- by date. 

The prison- industrial complex 
is now as deeply rooted as its 
military counterpart. With both 
corporate profits and government sala-
ries at stake, it will be equally difficult to 
shrink or transform. There is much talk 
just now of how politicians on both the 
left and right agree that our prisons are 
too full. More than twenty public figures, 
ranging from Ted Cruz and Scott Walker 
to Hillary Clinton and Joseph Biden 
(an architect of the wider application 
of the death penalty in the 1990s), have 
contributed to Solutions, a new anthol-
ogy calling for reducing mass incarcera-
tion. Marie Gottschalk, however, shows 
why none of the proposed solutions—
such as Cory Booker’s recommenda-
tion to assign judges “more discretion 
in sentencing” or Cruz’s call to reduce 
mandatory minimum sentences for non-
violent drug offenders—either singly 
or together, is going to reduce the pro-
portion of Americans in prison to any-  
where near what it was fifty years ago. 

Gottschalk agrees that our drug laws 
are absurdly punitive. But “if all drug 
cases were eliminated, the US impris-
onment rate would still have quadru-
pled over the past thirty- five years.” 
And it is true, she agrees, that there 
are appalling disparities in how dif-
ferent races are treated before the law. 
Hispanics are more than twice as likely 
to be in prison as whites, and blacks 
more than five times as likely. But she 
shows that even the rate at which white 
Americans are locked up is more than 
four times that of all prisoners in multi-
ethnic France. Clearly the penalties for 
many nonviolent offenses should be 
more lenient. But that alone, she points 
out, is not sufficient, for nearly half of 
those behind bars in America are there 
for violent crimes.

Too few officeholders, she says, are 
willing to take two necessary steps, 
each of which means reversing decades 
of political rhetoric. One is to acknowl-
edge that for a wide variety of crimes, 
prison sentences accomplish nothing.  
Communities ranging from Brooklyn 

to Oakland, California, have made en-
couraging experiments in “restorative 
justice,” in which convicted criminals 
are sentenced to apologize to those they 
hurt, repay people they robbed, and 
take part in improving the communi-
ties they have harmed.2 But promoting 
such programs is not a promising path 
to election for most district attorneys. 

The other urgent task, in Gott-
schalk’s view, is to ensure that when we 
do have to send people to prison, they 
have much shorter sentences. It used 
to be that a life sentence meant that a 
well- behaved American prisoner was 
likely to be released after ten to fifteen 
years—a recognition that aging has 
far more influence than length of time 
served on the likelihood that someone 
might commit another crime. But man-
datory minimums and other disastrous 

results of tough- on- crime campaigns 
mean that US prisons are filled with 
people serving several consecutive life 
sentences, or life without parole—a 
punishment that virtually did not exist 
half a century ago and is almost un-
known in the rest of the world. 

“The total life- sentenced population 
in the United States is approximately 
160,000,” Gottschalk writes, “or 
roughly twice the size of the entire in-
carcerated population in Japan.” And 
some alleged reforms are meaning-
less: “The governor of Iowa commuted 
all the mandatory life sentences of his 
state’s juvenile offenders but declared 
that they would be eligible for parole 
only after serving sixty years.” This re-
minds me of a similar act of clemency 
by King George IV of Britain in 1820, 
when five members of the revolutionary 
Cato Street Conspiracy were sentenced 
to be hanged, drawn, and quartered. 
The king remitted the last two parts of 
the sentence to mere beheading.

Breaking the pattern that has so 
many men, women, and teenagers 
wasting their lives in custody also de-
mands bettering their opportunities 
for education, jobs, and much more on 
the outside. It is telling that the Nor-
dic countries, with some of the world’s 
lowest imprisonment rates, are highly 
developed welfare states and far more 
egalitarian than the United States. Pro-
grams that promise inmates “a second 
chance” on release, Gottschalk writes, 
mean little when “many of the people 
cycling in and out of prison and jail 
were never really given a first chance.”

This is all too true. But much as I 
would like to see Nordic social democ-

racy replace our own wildly unequal 
distribution of wealth and opportunity, 
that day will not come soon, if ever. We 
cannot wait until then to drastically 
reduce the number of people we have 
in prison. Even counting white prison-
ers alone, the United States has well 
over twice as many people, per capita, 
locked up as Spain, where 20 percent of 
the population is out of work and the 
welfare state is weaker than in Scan-
dinavia. And we have more people per 
capita of any single race in prison than 
South Africa, where the unemployment 
rate for the black majority is catastrophic 
and the welfare state barely exists. 

Was there ever a country that was 
enthusiastic about imprisoning people 
but changed its ways dramatically? 

Finland did so. In 1950, with a 
prison system and criminal code 
that had changed little from 
their origins under the Russia of 
the tsars, Finland had a higher 
incarceration rate than we then 
had in the US. One hundred 
eighty- seven people out of every 
100,000 were behind bars, while 
we had only 175. A long series 
of reforms—not without their 
hard- line opponents—brought 
the Finnish rate of incarcera-
tion far down just as our own 
soared. Today we have 710 peo-
ple per 100,000 in prison in the 
US, compared to fifty- eight in 
Finland. “One important idea 

that emerged,” write two scholars of 
Finland’s changes, “was that prison 
cures nobody. As a result policies were 
enacted that prison sentences should 
rarely be used in smaller crimes and 
other penalty systems should be devel-
oped instead.”

Although the prisons I saw in Fin-
land certainly isolated inmates from 
the outside world, much that happened 
inside them seemed directed toward 
making sure that released prisoners 
could return to society. With special 
permission, someone with half his sen-
tence completed could leave Kerava 
Prison on weekends. Everything pos-
sible was done to ease that transition. 
The diploma you get on completing 
one of the classes, for instance, is cer-
tified by an outside organization; it 
doesn’t say you received your training 
in prison.

A host of services within the prison 
addressed the problems that landed 
men in trouble in the first place. There 
were programs for anger management 
and drug rehabilitation, as well as both 
individual and group psychotherapy. 
Prisoners could also take part in a 
twelve- step program similar to Alco-
holics Anonymous, and a three- times- 
a- week class in life skills. And there 
was a series of speakers, copied from 
Sweden: former convicts who shared 
their experiences of readjusting to the 
world. 

A released prisoner in the United 
States is frequently barred from voting, 
public housing, pensions, and disabil-
ity benefits, and is lucky if he receives 
anything more than bus fare and, ac-
cording to Jeff Smith, a routine fare-
well from a guard: “You’ll be back, 
shitbird.” In Finland, before a prisoner 
is released, a social worker travels to 
his hometown and makes sure that he 
will have a job and a safe place to live. 
Small wonder that Finland’s recidivism 
rate is far lower than our own. 

Teenagers held in confinement cells at a state juvenile  
detention center, St. Charles, Illinois, 2009
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2For more on restorative justice, see 
Helen Epstein, “America’s Prisons: Is 
There Hope?,” The New York Review, 
June 11, 2009. Additional footnotes ap-
pear in the Web version of this review 
at www.nybooks.com.
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Quality Lit: She Took Charge
Francine Prose

The Lady with the Borzoi:  
Blanche Knopf,  
Literary Tastemaker Extraordinaire
by Laura Claridge. 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux,  
400 pp., $30.00

In the opening paragraph of The Lady 
with the Borzoi, Laura Claridge pro-
vides a highly compressed and useful 
explanation of why one might want to 
read a biography of Blanche Knopf, 
who profoundly and permanently in-
fluenced the American public’s ideas 
about, and taste in, literature. In the 
early years of the twentieth century, 
Blanche 

began scouting for her fledgling 
publishing house quality French 
novels she’d get translated, such 
as Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and 
Prévost’s Manon Lescaut. Soon 
she would help Carl Van Vech-
ten launch the literary side of the 
Harlem Renaissance, publishing 
works by Lang ston Hughes and 
Nella Larsen, while she also nur-
tured and often edited such sig-
nificant authors as Willa Cather, 
Muriel Spark, and Elizabeth 
Bowen. Through Dashiell Ham-
mett, James M. Cain, Raymond 
Chandler, and Ross Macdonald, 
she legitimized the genre of hard- 
boiled detective fiction. . . .  She 
introduced to American read-
ers international writers whom 
she met and had translated 
into English, among them 
Thomas Mann, Sigmund Freud,  
Albert Camus, and Simone de 
Beauvoir.

Born in 1894 and raised on the 
Upper East Side, Blanche Wolf came 
from a wealthy family with limited 
expectations for their daughter: they 
hoped only that she would find a hus-
band who could accelerate their ascent 
(her father had been a farmworker in 
Germany; her maternal grandfather 
owned a slaughterhouse) into Jewish 
high society. The Wolfs saw no reason 
to send Blanche to college. But the 
Gardner School, an institution “aimed 
primarily at well- off Jewish girls,” 
introduced her to “an enchanted uni-
verse” where she developed a lifelong 
passion for nineteenth- century novels 
and French literature, language, and 
culture. 

Increasingly bookish, contemptuous 
of the friends she had begun to view as 
frivolous and shallow, Blanche often 
read while walking her Boston terrier. 
She showed little interest in boys until, 
at seventeen, she met Alfred Knopf at a 
party on Long Island. Knopf, whose fa-
ther, Sam, had emigrated from Poland 
and become the director of a small mer-
cantile bank, was impressed by the fact 
that Blanche “read books constantly 
and he had never met a girl who did.” 
Blanche’s family had many reasons for 
opposing the marriage, among them 
the apparently well- grounded suspi-
cion that Sam’s father had driven Sam’s 
mother to suicide. But the lure of a life 
in literature was too heady for Blanche 
to resist. “We decided we would get 
married and make books and publish 
them.” 

By the afternoon of their wedding at 
New York’s St. Regis Hotel, in April 
1916, Blanche and Alfred Knopf had 
been in business together for a year. 
The previous spring, the idealistic 
young couple had founded the com-
pany that, a century later, still bears 
Alfred’s name. Among the offerings on 
their initial list were books on Russian 
history and politics, a story collection 
by Guy de Maupassant, and Gogol’s 
Taras Bulba. Clearly, the Knopfs were 
not planning a wildly lucrative venture, 
but rather a serious enterprise that 
would bring out handsomely designed 
editions of foreign classics and worthy 
new works by American authors. 

A few early commercial successes—
Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet, which 
“proved a major moneymaker for 
Knopf throughout the company’s his-
tory,” and a reissue of W. H. Hudson’s 
Green Mansions—helped ensure the 
firm’s stability. Willa Cather’s One of 
Ours (1923) was the first Knopf book 
to win a Pulitzer Prize, and the vigor-
ous sales of Cather’s novels, as well as 
the popularity of H. L. Mencken’s The 
American Language—a study of the 
differences between the British and the 
American use of English—proved that 
literary books could be profitable. Al-
fred’s father provided the couple with 
office space and volunteered to serve 
as their business manager, though 
after his death, it would turn out that 
the poor judgment of Blanche’s “over-
bearing” father- in- law had precipitated 

a fiscal crisis that nearly derailed the 
company.

Decades later, Blanche would claim 
that, before the wedding, she had ex-
tracted a verbal promise from Alfred: 
they would be equal partners in the 
business. “But once they married,” 
writes Claridge, 

the ‘mutual understanding’ was 
disregarded. Eventually Alfred 
would explain unconvincingly 
that because his father planned 
to join them at the firm, her name 
could not be accommodated: three 
names on the door would be exces-
sive. Moreover, she would own just 
25 percent of the company while 
Alfred owned the rest. 

Blanche’s name was omitted from the 
elaborate testimonial book that Alfred 
had printed in honor of the firm’s fifth 
anniversary. 

By the tenth anniversary, matters 
had only marginally improved. In 
an interview with Blanche, a female 
reporter from the Brooklyn Daily 
Eagle kept changing the subject from 
Blanche’s work to that of marriage and 
motherhood, even though Blanche in-
sisted, “I didn’t marry the business, 
I helped start it.” Three years after 
Blanche’s death in 1966, Alfred said, 
“Looking back to the days when I was 
on the board, the idea of a woman 
being part of it is something that I 
simply cannot become reconciled to.” 
Much of Claridge’s biography is framed 
as an attempt to redress an injustice 

and to answer certain questions raised 
by Blanche’s life and legacy. How could 
a woman who achieved so much have 
been so undervalued, and how could 
she have become, over time, less visible 
than her dog, the elegant borzoi whose 
image, “perpetually on the move,” 
still serves as the logo of the publish-
ing company that she cofounded, co-
directed, and to which she was wholly 
devoted?

Happily for Blanche, Alfred soon 
“discovered that he enjoyed selling 
books more than actually working on 
them—or even reading them,” and he 
began spending much of his time on 
business trips away from the Knopf 
headquarters on West 42nd Street. 
 Despite the bad behavior of her father- 
in- law, whose bullying drove Blanche 
to flee the office and hide, weep-
ing, in the lobby phone booth, she  
reveled in every aspect of her new 
profession: 

Organized by nature, she managed 
the fledgling business, signing con-
tracts with writers she’d found or 
approved, checking out transla-
tors, deciding upon bindings . . .
as well as choosing the printing 
company best suited to the book 
at hand. . . . Studying typography, 
paper, ink, and the mechanics of 
printing presses, she found every 
facet of publishing fascinating. 
Above all, her love of reading was 
gratified by the hours she spent de-
vouring manuscripts delivered by 
her growing network of writers. 

Blanche proved a superb editor 
of fiction and poetry: she listened 
to the rhythm of the language on 
the page and reacted to phrases, 
vocabulary, even punctuation, as 
she considered who might be right 
for Knopf.

Blanche’s talent for discovering 
some of the best books being written 
was abetted by her gift for friendship. 
Throughout her career, she was greatly 
helped by sympathetic agents familiar 
with the international scene, and by 
writers who introduced her to other 
authors, and who helped broaden and 
refine her literary sensibility. It was 
through H. L. Mencken that Blanche 
met Thomas Mann, whose novels, 
beginning with Buddenbrooks, she 
would publish in scrupulously vetted 
translations. Carl Van Vechten was her 
“personal guide” to the jazz and liter-
ary scene in Harlem, where Blanche 
became acquainted with Lang ston 
Hughes, James Weldon Johnson, and 
Nella Larsen. Willa Cather chose to 
publish at Knopf “in large part because 
she bonded with Blanche, who knew 
enough to tone down her appearance 
when the stolid writer came to visit 
and to let Cather take the lead as they 
talked.” 

Blanche counted Fannie Hurst, 
Elizabeth Bowen, Muriel Spark, and 
Rebecca West among her close friends. 
The Paris literary agent Jenny Bradley 
directed her attention to the work of 
Albert Camus, with whom Blanche had 
a highly charged but apparently pla-
tonic relationship. (“Who would have 
guessed you would be the one I’ve been 

Blanche Knopf at Blake’s Bookshop, London, summer 1946
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seeking all my life?” Blanche wrote 
him.) Blanche lobbied hard for Camus 
to win the Nobel Prize and, outfitted 
in Dior and Balenciaga, she accompa-
nied him to the 1957 award ceremony 
in Stockholm. 

Blanche’s rapport with her authors 
had much to do with the lengths to 
which she was willing to go in order to 
make them feel valued. She arranged 
for Thomas Mann’s New York hotel 
room to be “festooned with flowers” 
and bought shoes at Saks for Elizabeth 
Bowen, who 

thanked Blanche by joking that 
‘Alan [her spouse] loved the shoes 
too; he [is] just short of being a fe-
tishist.’ Blanche had no difficulty 
incorporating the purchase of foot-
wear into her routine, if it meant 
making a writer . . . happy.

Ambitious, competitive, prodigiously  
energetic, she was tireless—and fear-
less—in her efforts to find new authors 
for Knopf. In 1943, during World War 
II, she flew to London and, during the 
nightly bombings, stayed at the Ritz 
to meet with Edward R. Murrow and 
James “Scotty” Reston. Nervy and 
frequently confrontational, she took 
on the “notoriously irascible” Lillian 
Hellman when Hellman accompanied 
Dashiell Hammett, one of Blanche’s 
writers, to the Knopf office. Con-
gratulating Hellman on the success  
of her play The Children’s Hour, 
Blanche 

offered to publish it with an advance 
of “$150.00.” Hellman responded, 
“$500.00.” Blanche looked her 
squarely in the eye and said, “Why 
does a girl who’s sitting over there 
wearing a brand new mink coat 
need $500?” But she paid it be-
cause she wanted the play—and to 
ensure, as long as she could man-
age him, that Hammett would stay 
with Knopf.

Only rarely did Blanche’s bravery de-
sert her—for example, when she de-
cided against publishing books that 
seemed likely to involve potentially 
costly censorship cases: D. H. Law-
rence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover and 
Radclyffe Hall’s lesbian novel, The 
Well of Loneliness. 

Blanche Knopf’s accomplishments 
and the intensity of her focus seem all 
the more remarkable when one consid-
ers the distractions of her tumultuous 
personal life, and the periods of insta-
bility brought on largely (as Claridge 
views it) by her troubled relationships 
with her husband, her son, and at least 
one of her lovers. The Knopfs’ mar-
riage appears to have been unhappy 
from the start. When they wed, both 
husband and wife were virgins who 
soon discovered that their passion for 
literature was the most—and quite pos-
sibly the only—erotic aspect of their 
connection. When Alfred flirted with 
a childhood friend, “the recent bride 
was confused that her husband already 
seemed interested in other women, 
though he seemed uninterested in 
making love to her.” Claridge specu-
lates, somewhat confusingly, about the 
nature of Alfred’s sexuality: 

Given the times, when “aberrant” 
behaviors weren’t seemly to ad-

vertise, his chilly reserve toward 
Blanche might make more sense if 
he’d been homosexual. Instead, it 
seems that Alfred simply lacked a 
physical need to connect emotion-
ally with anyone, so he procured 
prostitutes instead. 

Numerous anecdotes illustrate the 
vehemence of the couple’s mutual an-
tipathy and the damage inflicted by 
Alfred’s coldness and insensitivity, yet 
it is also clear that they were, in their 
way, very close. “For all her marital 
disappointments, Blanche still wanted 
Alfred’s heart,” Claridge writes. She 
includes excerpts from letters filled 
with expressions of affection. “Dar-
ling: I miss you much more than ever 
before. . . .  It is better with you than 
without you anywhere!” Blanche wrote 

Alfred in 1953. That same year, when 
Alfred’s sister- in- law Mildred asked 
him whom he wanted to sit beside at a 
dinner, he replied, “‘You know there is 
only one woman in the world for me.’ 
As Mildred had surmised years be-
fore, ‘It’s the old story: he couldn’t live 
with her, he couldn’t live without her.’” 
A Knopf employee opened Alfred’s 
private diary to read, “Blanche says I 
don’t love her but I do.” 

Claridge describes the marital con-
frontations that disrupted Knopf edi-
torial meetings. (“The volatile Alfred 
antagonized Blanche . . . swooping down 
on her just as she thought there was an 
all-clear.”) But a board member who 
recalls them “lying in wait for the other 
to make a misstatement” also adds, 
“we were always sure Alfred was abso-
lutely crazy about Blanche.” 

The most damning reports on the 
Knopf marriage come from their only 
son, Alfred “Pat” Knopf Jr., with 
whom Blanche had a turbulent rela-
tionship, and who recalls “his mother 
yelling because his father was beating 
her up.” But Claridge expresses some 
doubt about the younger Knopf’s reli-
ability. “Given Pat’s complicated per-
sonality, it is hard to know what to 
trust.” According to Frances Lindley, 
a Knopf editor and one of Blanche’s 
friends, “Pat’s capacity for self- 
awareness is as limited as his father’s. 
He always overacted antagonism to his 
mother.”  

In 1921, while staying at the country 
house of the British publisher Sir New-
man Flowers, Blanche attempted to 

The Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers bids fond farewell to the 
Class of 2015–2016

…and welcomes with pleasure the 
Class of 2016–2017

The Cullman Center is made possible by a generous endowment from Dorothy and Lewis B. Cullman in 
honor of Brooke Russell Astor, with major support provided by Mrs. John L. Weinberg, The Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation, The Estate of Charles J. Liebman, John and Constance Birkelund, The Samuel I.  
Newhouse Foundation, and additional gifts from The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, 
Helen and Roger Alcaly, The Mrs. Giles Whiting Foundation, The Rona Jaffe Foundation, William W. 
Karatz, Mary Ellen von der Heyden, Merilee and Roy Bostock, The Arts and Letters Foundation, Lybess 
Sweezy and Ken Miller, and Cullman Center Fellows.

Annie Baker
Edward Ball

Robin Blackburn
Yasmine El Rashidi
Victoria Johnson

Laszló Krasznahorkai
Sarah Lewis

Vivek Narayanan

Larry Rohter
John Ryle

Vanessa Schwartz
Debora Silverman

Nick Wilding
Paul Yoon

Alejandro Zambra

Carys Davies
Nicole Fleetwood
Angela Flournoy

Jon Gertner
Hilary Hallett

Saidiya Hartman
Jennifer Homans
Daniel Kehlmann

Sally Wen Mao
Natan Meir

George Packer
Michael Reynolds
Salvatore Scibona

Akhil Sharma
Jonathan Stevenson



36 The New York Review

kill herself by taking an overdose of 
pills—an act that Claridge conjectures, 
not entirely convincingly but in keep-
ing with the themes of her biography, to 
have been the consequence of profes-
sional disappointment: 

It seems possible, at least, that 
the episode expressed Blanche’s 
despair at having been omitted 
from the Knopf five- year celebra-
tion, an omission that reverberated 
with industry people she met on 
this trip. . . . She had trusted Al-
fred to ensure that she played an 
equal part in building and running 
Knopf, and she had believed he 
would add “Blanche Knopf” to the 
firm’s name eventually. Instead, 
he had betrayed her, and, now sus-
pecting he didn’t plan 
to ever include her 
name, she became 
despondent. 

Claridge is more per-
suasive when she attri-
butes some of Blanche’s 
problems to her obses-
sion with being thin. 
At times she survived 
on lettuce, celery, and 
olives, and she asked 
a doctor to help her 
reduce her weight to 
seventy- five pounds. 
She also experimented 
with harmful diet 
drugs (amphetamines, 
Mencken believed) and 
a chemical, DNP, “used 
during World War I by 
the French to manu-
facture dynamite . . . ef-
fective for calorie loss 
but capable of literally 
cooking people to death 
internally if they took 
too large a dose.” 

Neglected by her 
husband, “Blanche came up with 
ever-shrewder ways to have a real sex 
life.” She sought solace with a succes-
sion of lovers, including several bril-
liant musicians, among them Leopold 
Stokowski, Jascha Hei fetz, and Serge 
Koussevitsky. “Without fail, as if mark-
ing them, she gave each of her lovers a 
solid- gold Dunhill  cigarette lighter and 
case, monogrammed, though there is 
no record of Blanche having received 
such gifts from the men.” She was even 
more generous with the considerably 
less talented, German- born Hubert 
Hohe, described here as “one of those 
foreign  charmers,” “a supposedly suc-
cessful Manhattan stockbroker,” and 
“a gigolo.” 

Forty- five when she met Hohe, 
Blanche considered him to be her great 
love and set him up in an apartment 
next door to her own, a kindness he re-
paid by stealing her gold flatware and 
leaving her for other women with whom 
he had noisy, “violent” sex against the 
thin wall that separated his triplex 
from Blanche’s. Yet despite Blanche’s 
romantic disappointments and profes-
sional setbacks, she seems to have been 
capable of having an extremely good 
time. After mastering the dances pop-
ular in the 1920s—the Charleston, the 
Lindy Hop, and the Black Bottom—
she gave a dinner party during which 
she 

mysteriously disappeared, to return 
in top hat and cane, play a 78 on the 

Victrola, and perform a medley of 
all three dances with heady con-
fidence. Alfred applauded vigor-
ously, even as the guests seemed 
unsure what to think.

On some days she awoke at dawn to go 
fox- hunting in Westchester or Connect-
icut, “returning to the office in time for 
meetings and to work.” She was unfail-
ingly stylish, dressed in couture, and 
loved giving—and attending—lavish 
parties that allowed her to combine 
business with pleasure: 

Often Blanche went to Elizabeth 
Arden . . . to get her hair and nails 
done, preparing for her evening 
work: acting the socialite, attend-
ing endless parties and musical 

events on the arms of friends, mak-
ing sure she was seen while she 
herself was always on the lookout 
for a book idea that could come 
from anywhere or anyone.

One can imagine that The Lady 
with the Borzoi must have been a 
challenge to research and write, in 
part because, according to Claridge, 
Blanche had a penchant for fabricating 
and  mythologizing her personal his-
tory. Though her father, Julius Wolf, is 
listed on his immigration documents as 
having been “a farmer or day laborer 
(‘Landmann’) in Bavaria,” Blanche re-
ferred to him as a “gold jeweler from 
Vienna.”

There are many passages in which 
the biographer speculates about what 
Blanche must have felt or thought. 
(“Blanche surely felt the shame of the 
battered wife, the sense that she had 
done something wrong, along with a 
growing rage she worked hard to sup-
press.”) Meanwhile one longs to hear 
more about what Blanche actually 
did think about the books she pub-
lished—about the ways in which her 
taste was formed, about precisely what 
she looked for and admired about the 
writers she pursued and courted. Given 
that she lived in an era when people 
communicated by letter, when editors 
and publishers wrote reports on the 
books they championed, and when gal-
leys were corrected by handwriting, 

it seems strange that we read so little 
about her literary criteria, about the 
editing process at which she apparently 
excelled, about the cuts and changes 
she persuaded her writers to make. 
Doesn’t such documentary evidence 
exist—if not in the Knopf collection at 
the Ransom Center in Austin then in 
the archives of the writers with whom 
Blanche worked?

On occasion, we are given general 
remarks that Blanche made in letters 
to Alfred, among them her assessment 
of Richard Hughes’s novel The Fox in 
the Attic: “There is not a word wasted 
so that it is slow- going and brilliant 
and probably the best picture of post- 
first war Germany that has been writ-
ten.” The closest we come to hearing 
about specific changes that Blanche re-

quested occurs in a sec-
tion about the editing 
of James Baldwin’s Go 
Tell It on the Mountain. 
Blanche deputized her 
editor, Philip Vaudrin, 
to persuade Baldwin to 
tone down the book’s 
“rough language,” but 
it seems that these pro-
posed changes were 
motivated by anxiety 
about the censors rather 
than by purely liter-
ary concerns. Vaudrin 
wrote Baldwin: 

Nothing serious, as  
you will see, but all  
advisable from the 
point of view of cen-  
sorship. . . .  The phrase  
“and rubbing his 
hand, before the eyes 
of Jesus, over his 
cock” now reads “and 
making obscene ges-
tures before the eyes 
of Jesus.” 

Baldwin rejected changes to his next 
novel, Giovanni’s Room, and Knopf 
passed on it.

There’s a tantalizing excerpt from 
Blanche’s letter to Sigmund Freud, 
who, believing that he’d omitted es-
sential material from the German text 
of Moses and Monotheism, decided to 
make extensive alterations in Knopf’s 
English- language translation. “Since 
all details of the translation,” Blanche 
wrote, “are gone over by you with Dr. 
Jones I thought it most convenient that 
I [send] him my suggestions in order 
not to trouble you unduly.” What were 
those suggestions? Is there any way of 
knowing? We read that Blanche “per-
sonally edited every page of [James 
Reston’s] Prelude to Victory,” but 
nothing about what that process in-
volved. How fascinating it would have 
been to learn how, and if, Blanche im-
proved the novels of James M. Cain 
and Elizabeth Bowen, or the transla-
tions of André Gide and Simone de 
Beauvoir. 

Ultimately, though, Claridge suc-
ceeds at what she has set out to do. 
The Lady with the Borzoi not only 
argues convincingly for the centrality 
of Blanche Knopf’s place in publish-
ing history but makes it difficult to 
look at the Knopf logo without con-
sidering how closely the sleek Russian 
wolfhound reflects Blanche’s sense of 
herself and her public persona: stream-
lined, intelligent, elegant, and driven to 
run ahead of the pack. 

Alfred and Blanche Knopf, circa 1965
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The Islamic State’s butchery and take-
over of territory in Iraq and Syria dom-
inate the headlines, but a much less 
violent yet little-  known conflict exists 
in Indonesia, where more Muslims live 
than in all of the Middle East. It is a 
battle to define Islam in Indonesia and 
it matters because it is taking place in 
one of the few democracies with a Mus-
lim majority. There are more Muslims 
in Indonesia who can be loosely called 
progressives than there are anywhere 
else, but they are in constant struggle 
with conservative Muslims. This is a 
political fight as much as it is a religious 
one. 

Since 1998, when the dictatorial 
president Suharto was forced to resign, 
Indonesians have been fashioning an 
active but flawed democracy that must 
contend with an entrenched oligarchy 
and a corrupt political elite. At the 
same time, a dramatic Islamic revival 
is underway that pits pluralist Mus-
lims who favor an open society against 
Muslims who claim that it is the re-
sponsibility of the state to enforce their 
puritanical version of religious piety.1

In his excellent history, Islamisa-
tion and Its Opponents in Java, Merle 
C. Ricklefs places this contemporary 
struggle over Islam in a broad historical 
setting. This is the last of a magisterial 
trilogy on the history of Islam in Java, 
the politically dominant island that in-
cludes Indonesia’s capital, Jakarta, and 
57 percent of the country’s population. 
Ricklefs, recently retired as a profes-
sor of Southeast Asian history at the 
National University of Singapore, has 
devoted his life to tracing how Islam 
came to Indonesia. That story begins in 
the fourteenth century, when Muslims 
originally from Arabia, Gujarat, and 
China spread the faith by slowly blend-
ing local Indonesian culture with Sunni 
Islam. Ricklefs’s most recent volume 
deals with the period since Indonesia 
emerged from the ruins of the Dutch 
East Indies in 1945, during which it has 
become the world’s largest nation with 
a Muslim majority. 

Indonesia is the world’s fourth- most- 
populous country, yet to most outsiders 
its history and culture are largely un-
known. That it consists of more than 
17,000 islands strewn along the equator 
and has 350 ethnic groups who speak 
more than seven hundred languages 
gives a hint of its complexity. In Is-
lamisation and Its Opponents in Java, 
Ricklefs describes the political tumult 
in postwar Indonesia, especially the 
confrontation between Muslims and 
Communists in 1965 that led to one of 
the worst massacres since World War II 
and ensured Islam’s deeper and deeper 

hold on politics and society. Ricklefs’s 
book, along with Carool Kersten’s 
Islam in Indonesia and Jeremy Men-
chik’s Islam and Democracy in Indo-
nesia, describes how Islam has shaped 
contemporary Indonesia and what is 
at stake in the recent politics of the 
country—that is to say, the politics that 
arose after the end of Suharto’s thirty-
two- year dictatorship.

Suharto’s military regime, which 
Ricklefs calls an aspiring totalitarian 
state, was founded on the bloodbath 
of 1965 and 1966, in which more than 
500,000 people, many accused of being 
Communists, were slaughtered by the 
military or civilian militias, often made 
up of Muslims. Hundreds of thousands 
more accused leftists, mostly farmers 
and workers who were usually nominal 
Muslims or actively opposed to Islam, 
were imprisoned and their families 
were shunned. Ricklefs writes that this 
mass murder and rounding up of Com-
munists and fellow travelers helped 
make possible the top- down state con-
trol of religion. Those opposed to Is-
lamization had for the most part been 
eliminated.

In the later years of the Suharto re-
gime, however, many young Indone-
sians used the only alternative open to 
them—religion—to turn the Islamic 
revival into a movement to redeem In-
donesia from dictatorship and the hu-
miliating corruption of Suharto’s New 
Order. They formed the core of the 
Reformasi movement that took to the 
streets in the late 1990s and demanded 

that Suharto resign, which he eventu-
ally did. Some dreamed of a liberal de-
mocracy, while others held that Islamic 
authority was the answer. Everyone—
liberals, moderates, and Islamists—
claimed to be democrats. (A tiny fringe 
of decidedly antidemocratic, violent Is-
lamists existed in the shadows, and the 
advent of the democratic era allowed 
them to come out into the open.)

Once the lid of dictatorship was 
lifted, separatist movements emerged. 
East Timor, the former Portuguese 

colony that had been invaded by Su-
harto’s troops in 1975, demanded and 
won a vote for independence in 1999. 
Indonesian troops and military- backed 
militias killed more than a thousand ci-
vilians before they pulled out after the 
vote. Christians and Muslims fought 
sporadically in parts of eastern Indone-
sia, and in 2002 in a single day a home- 
grown terrorist group that received 
funds from al- Qaeda killed more than 
two hundred people by setting off two 
bombs in Bali, the island directly to the 
east of Java. 

There was also an explosion of po-
litical participation, with scores of new 
parties and a more outspoken style of 
journalism. Despite deep cleavages, lib-
erals, moderates, and Islamists managed 
to build a democratic political system, 
abolishing the military’s veto power 
over parliament and introducing direct 
elections. This is what distinguishes In-
donesia from Egypt, Syria, and Libya, 
where the euphoria of the Arab upris-
ings gave way to breakdown, war, or, 
in Egypt’s case, military rule because 
civilians fearful of the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s power invited General Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi and his forces to take over.

In election after election, Indone-
sians have never given a majority to Is-
lamist parties. Polls consistently show 
that support for democracy is high, 
hovering around 70 percent, as is voter 
turnout (69.6 percent in the 2014 elec-
tion). Nonetheless, politicians often 
race to out- Islamize one another. Rick-
lefs describes the increasing coopera-

tion and collusion between powerful 
politicians and conservative Islamic 
leaders in Indonesia’s democratic era. 
His story is about Islamization, yet is 
also the story of the greatest threat to 
Indonesia’s democracy: its gradual ero-
sion from within by conservative elites. 

In countries with a Muslim majority 
it is hardly surprising that the place of 
Islam in society becomes the central 
political issue. But the gap between 
how Indonesians have voted and the 
power of conservative political forces is 
enormous. All three authors under re-
view consider 2005 a watershed year in 
which the state deferred to conservative 
rather than pluralist versions of Islam. 
This happened with the connivance of 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, widely 
known as SBY, a former general who 
started a party called Partai Demokrat 
and was directly elected president in 
2004. Under SBY, Ricklefs notes, “it 
became less a case of the political re-
gime setting the religious agenda than 
the reverse: religious dynamics shaping 
the political regime.”

Something extraordinary happened 
on July 26, 2005, when SBY opened 
the national congress of the Ulama 
Council, or Islamic religious leaders—
a once- toothless organization that 
Suharto had set up in 1975 as part of 
his system of social control. Ricklefs 
quotes what SBY told the council: 

We want to place [the council] in 
a central role in matters regard-
ing the Islamic faith, so that it be-
comes clear what the difference 
is between areas that are the pre-
serve of the state and areas where 
the government or state should 
heed the fatwas from [the council] 
and ulamas. 

In fact, fatwas issued by the council 
are not binding and have no legal or 
legislative standing at all, but because 
SBY gave the council authority over Is-
lamic issues they have been immensely 
influential. 

Ricklefs asks why SBY handed over 
to an unelected council the power to 
pronounce on issues concerning Islam. 
Perhaps, he writes, it was done “from 
political calculation (that is, as a means 
to winning support in an increasingly 
Islamized society) or from personal 
piety, but we can hardly doubt that its 
implications are significant.” 

The books by Carool Kersten and 
Jeremy Menchik trace the widespread 
consequences of the power of the 
Ulama Council. First, SBY empowered 
a council that had turned dramatically 
conservative in the new era largely be-
cause the rules were changed, as Ker-
sten notes. On the council, Islamic 
vigilante groups, such as the Islamic 
Defenders Front, pro- sharia groups, 
and even pro- caliphate groups were 
given equal standing with the two 
large- scale moderate Islamic organiza-
tions that had been formed early in the 
twentieth century, Nahd latul Ulama 
and Muhammadiyah. 

The conservative trend didn’t stop 
there. The council issued fatwas con-
demning secularism, pluralism, and 

Indonesian President-Elect Joko Widodo (left) receiving a tour of the  
presidential palace from President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono  

the day before Widodo’s inauguration, Jakarta, October 2014
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1Muslims make up 87.2 percent of the 
population (250 million people as of 
2010), Christians 9.8 percent, Hindus 
1.7 percent, Buddhists and Confucians 
0.8 percent, and unspecified 0.4 per-
cent. It is illegal to be an atheist in In-
donesia.
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liberalism as being against Islam. 
These tendencies were soon called Si-
pilis, designed to sound like syphilis. 
Conservatives often invoke Sipilis as 
the Western- inspired disease that will 
destroy Indonesia. The council also is-
sued a fatwa calling for the banning, as 
deviant, of the sect of Islam called Ah-
madiyya. There are perhaps 500,000 
Ahmadis in Indonesia who believe that 
the Indian preacher Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad is a messiah. Many Muslims 
consider this belief heretical.

With some exceptions, every Indo-
nesian must choose one of the six re-
ligions proclaimed as official—Islam, 
Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Confucianism. Most 
Ahmadis consider themselves Muslim 
and choose Islam, which, in turn, makes 
them deviant since the Ulama Council 
has banned Ahmadiyya as un-Islamic. 
Under SBY, the council declared itself 
the arbiter of religious orthodoxy. Secu-
larists, pluralists, liberals, and Ahmadis 
were the first to be deemed in violation 
of orthodox Islam, and Indonesia’s tiny 
community of Shia Muslims was soon 
included. (In recent months, Indone-
sia’s gay community has become the 
council’s newest target.)

In 2006, SBY announced the cre-
ation throughout the archipelago of 
“interreligious harmony forums” that 
were supposed to bring together local 
leaders to advise local governments 
on the construction of new houses of 
worship. This meant that the power to 
decide the contentious issue of whether 
and where a mosque or church could 
be built was placed in the hands of fo-
rums in which Muslims outnumbered 
any other faith. (In Christian- majority 
areas of eastern Indonesia, Muslims 
have been prevented by these forums 
from building mosques, underscor-
ing the problem of allowing majority 
rule on religious issues.) In his public 
speeches, the president emphasized the 
claims of religious harmony—by which 
he meant the need for religious minori-
ties to quietly accede to conservative 
Islam—over claims of equal rights for 
citizens regardless of religion. 

Andreas Harsono, the representa-
tive of Human Rights Watch in Indo-
nesia, has effectively exposed the link 
between the council’s fatwas, SBY’s 
rhetoric about religious harmony, and 
the violent attacks by Islamist vigilan-
tes on Ahmadiyya and Shia mosques 
as well as churches. He has also docu-
mented how the state bureaucracy, 
local authorities, and local police have 
increasingly accepted the council’s 
fatwas as legal rulings that need to be 
enforced. For instance, Harsono says 
that in January Ahmadis were forced 
to leave their homes on Bangka Island 
after they were expelled by the local in-
terreligious harmony forum. 

For Kersten, a senior lecturer on 
Islam at King’s College London, the 
2005 fatwas marked the high point of 
the polarization between what he calls 
progressive Muslims and reactionary 
Muslims in Indonesia. Liberals resisted 
the fatwas, condemning the state for 
sanctioning the ideology of puritani-
cal, antidemocratic Islamism. But the 
fatwas had the intended effect: liberals 
and progressives have been increas-
ingly marginalized. “Unfortunately,” 
Kersten writes, “this growing antago-
nism is no longer confined to a war of 
words, but emerges through the perse-
cution, dehumanization and outright 
murder of perceived ‘deviants.’” 

Progressives certainly have not given 
up. Kersten’s book describes their re-
sistance, but it is a dry account and 
doesn’t capture the intense efforts of 
intellectuals, activists, and voters to 
hold on to the rights and freedoms they 
have won and that many others in the 
broader Muslim world seek. An enor-
mous struggle has been taking place. 

Jeremy Menchik, who teaches at Bos-
ton University, describes the views of 
Islamic leaders on tolerance, and his 
book helps explain why conservative 
Islam is so potent. He starts with the In-
donesian constitution, which promises 
religious freedom but also requires be-
lief in one god, thereby entangling the 
Indonesian state, with its five hundred 
local branches, in religious affairs but 

also leaving unclear much about the re-
lation of the state to religion. The lack 
of clarity causes contention. In 2010, 
Indonesia’s Constitutional Court—one 
of the new Reformasi institutions—
agreed to rule on the constitutionality 
of a forty- five- year- old blasphemy law. 
Liberals hoped that the court would de-
cide that religious freedom trumped the 
state’s attempts to enforce piety. The 
liberals lost. The court’s decision was a 
heavy blow to the pluralist conception 
of a democratic state based on human 
rights. The court ruled that the “state—
consistent with the mandate of the Con-
stitution—also has a responsibility to 
upgrade piety and noble character.” 

Menchik rightly underscores the im-
portance of this decision in furthering 
what Ricklefs calls the steady Islamiza-
tion of the Indonesian state. Ricklefs 
argues that the ruling “seems to con-
firm that the state should act as the ser-
vant of religious authorities more than 
the other way around.” 

According to Menchik, along with 
the Sipilis fatwas and the empowering 
of the Ulama Council, the ruling en-
trenched the notion that it is the proper 
task of the state to enforce piety. He 
calls the result “godly nationalism,” 
which means that

as long as citizens believe in one of 
the state- sanctioned pathways to 
God, they become full members 
of civil society and receive state 
protection and other benefits of 
citizenship. . . . For a godly nation 
to endure, it must privilege some 
beliefs and prosecute acts of devi-
ance as blasphemy. 

Menchik writes that the embrace of 
godly nationalism by Indonesia’s politi-
cal elite and the leaders of the main Is-
lamic organizations allows for a degree 
of tolerance in Indonesia, but without 
genuine liberalism. Religious national-
ism gives the state the power to limit 
pluralism by excluding nonbelievers, 
heterodox groups, and any other fringe 
sect. As a result, Ahmadis are beyond 
the boundary of Indonesia’s “generally 
tolerant brand of Islam.” But more than 
that, he thinks their exclusion tends to 
increase solidarity among Indonesia’s 
fractious Islamic organizations. 

Menchik’s concept of godly national-
ism contributes to the understanding of 
nationalism in Indonesia, but his book 
doesn’t convey just how deeply conten-
tious these ideas are for Indonesians, 
especially for liberal Muslims and for 

religious minorities. The Ulama Coun-
cil labeled Ahmadiyya a deviant sect in 
2005 and put pressure on the govern-
ment to issue, in 2008, a decree mak-
ing it a crime for Ahmadis to practice 
their beliefs. After the decree was pro-
claimed, vigilante groups started at-
tacking the sect. 

Liberals and activists then came to-
gether to form the National Alliance 
for the Freedom of Faith and Reli-
gion. They planned a rally at Jakarta’s 
National Monument to denounce the 
banning of Ahmadiyya as an affront 
to religious freedom. On the day of the 
rally in June 2008, they were attacked 
by some five hundred rampaging robed 
men from the leading vigilante group, 
the Islamic Defenders Front. The vigi-
lantes used pepper gas and bamboo 
staves, some with nails, to attack peo-
ple at the rally. About seventy of the 
demonstrators were injured and eleven 
wound up in the hospital. The police 
mostly watched. Eventually there were 
a few arrests of vigilantes. Many liber-
als view that attack and the subsequent 
Constitutional Court ruling that the 
state had the right to enforce piety as 
the low point in Indonesia’s aspirations 
for a plural democracy. In 2014, Free-
dom House downgraded Indonesia’s 
status from free to partly free. 

Ricklefs, too, writes critically of the 
SBY years: 

There is now no significant oppo-
sition to the deeper Islamisation 
of Javanese society. There is only 
difference of opinion about what 
shape Islamic life should take, the 
extent to which variety and plural-

ism within Islam are acceptable 
or desirable, how Islamic society 
should relate to the significant non- 
Muslim minorities in its midst, and 
what role Islam (or, indeed, reli-
gion more generally) should play 
in public life. 

Ricklefs does not believe that the ef-
fects of conservative Islamic ideas on 
society and the state can be reversed: 

Therefore Liberals of all persua-
sions, secularists, Christians, Hin-
dus, Buddhists and kebatinan 
[Javanese mystics] adherents can-
not hope for a secular public space 
but must hope for a religiously 
neutral one, in which all beliefs 
can take part on equal terms. That 
is, however, a challenge in a nation 
where the overwhelming major-
ity of the populace—according to 
2011 estimates, some 86 per cent, 
or over 211 million people—are 
Muslims. 

He may be too pessimistic. There is 
no question that conservative Islam has 
gained ground, but it is also true that 
many Indonesians are committed to 
the democratic changes that have taken 
place since 1998 and don’t want them 
rolled back. In many ways, the presi-
dential election of 2014 turned into a 
referendum on Indonesia’s democracy. 

Ricklefs’s book was written before 
that campaign took place. Prabowo 
Subianto, the former general who was 
responsible for the disappearances 
of pro- democracy activists in the late 
1990s, ran as a nationalist strongman. 
He was opposed by Joko Widodo, 
called Jokowi, who ran as a committed 
democrat and an advocate of Refor-
masi. He was the first leading politi-
cian not connected to the New Order  
elite.2 

Prabowo had become a master of 
post- Suharto politics, in which chang-
ing coalitions compete, with much cor-
ruption, for patronage and power. The 
political elite flocked to him, and so did 
the main Islamist party. Jokowi’s lead 
in preelection polls dwindled in the 
face of Prabowo’s financial resources 
and a coalition that included con-
servative Islamic parties, such as the 
Prosperous Justice Party, the United 
Development Party, and the National 
Mandate Party. The Islamic Defenders 
Front also supported Prabowo. But in 
the final days, Reformasi activists came 
out for Jokowi, as did a large number of 
volunteers mobilized by social media, 
including rural farmers, the urban 
poor, and Christians and members of 
other religious minorities. Jokowi won 
by a small margin. 

It was as if the 2014 election was re-
peating the battle for democracy of 
1998, although many Islamists, vital to 
the movement back then, were missing, 
having joined Prabowo’s camp. Their 
absence is affecting Jokowi’s presi-
dency. Those who elected him had high 
expectations, but he is a weak president. 
He does not control the parliament, 
and even the party that nominated him 
refuses to support all of his proposals. 

Students in a biology class at a religious boarding school run  
by the Muhammadiyah organization, Solo, Indonesia, 2004
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2Marcus Mietzner’s book, Reinvent-
ing Asian Populism: Jokowi’s Rise, 
Democracy, and Contestation in In-
donesia (East-West Center, 2015), is 
an insightful look at the campaign and 
why Jokowi won.
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The Noise of Time
by Julian Barnes. 
Knopf, 201 pp., $25.95

In Flaubert’s Parrot (1984), his best- 
known novel, Julian Barnes recounts 
the scene in L’Éducation sentimentale 
where Frédéric, its hero, “wanders 
through an area of Paris wrecked by 
the 1848 uprising” and notices “amid 
the chaos” things that have survived by 
chance:

He sees a clock, some prints—and 
a parrot’s perch. It isn’t so differ-
ent, the way we wander through 
the past. Lost, disordered, fearful, 
we follow what signs there remain; 
we read the street names, but can-
not be confident where we are. All 
around is wreckage.

The scene is reminiscent of The Noise 
of Time, Osip Mandelstam’s prose 
work of 1925, from which the title of 
Barnes’s latest novel is, it seems, de-
rived. The problem of remembering 
across the void of revolution is the Rus-
sian poet’s theme:

Where for happy generations the 
epic speaks in hexameters and 
chronicles I have merely the sign of 
the hiatus, and between me and the 
age there lies a pit, a moat, filled 
with clamorous time, the place 
where a family and reminiscences 
of a family ought to have been.

The Soviet composer Dmitri 
Shostako vich is the man remembering 
in Barnes’s The Noise of Time, a novel 
that, like Flaubert’s Parrot, mixes fic-
tion and biography, memory and myth. 
Much of Barnes’s most successful 
work is biographical, combining docu-
mented facts with literary invention in 
novels such as the Booker- shortlisted 
Arthur and George (2005), and he has 
returned to something like this form in 
The Noise of Time, his first novel since 
winning the Booker Prize with The 

Sense of an Ending in 2011. Memory 
is at the heart of it. Shostako vich, as 
Barnes imagines him, takes stock of his 
life, which has been wrecked by Stalin’s 
revolution, and finds redemption in the 
music that emerges from the noise of 

time. But unlike Flaubert’s Parrot, 
which revels in the impossibility of ever 
reconstructing a biography, The Noise 
of Time makes just that claim. In it 
Barnes assumes a knowingness about 
the private thoughts and emotions of 

Shostako vich, a knowledge largely 
based on memoirs about him, and asks 
us to believe that he is taking us inside 
his head. As a novel- reader I am will-
ing to believe him; as a historian I am 
not. 

Like Flaubert, Shostako vich was 
resistant to reflecting on his own bi-
ography. Introverted, even secretive, 
shy and anxious by nature, he was 
hostile to the idea of writing reminis-
cences. He revealed himself entirely 
in his music and saw no need to write 
memoirs. He was also famous for in-
venting tales about himself—just for 
the sake of a good story or a laugh. 
As Barnes recounts, there are at least 
three versions of a story he told many 
times about being in the crowd to wel-
come Lenin at the Finland Station on 
April 3, 1917 (when Shostako vich was 
only ten years old). In one version he 
had gone along with a group of school 
friends, and in another with his Bolshe-
vik uncle Maxim Kostrikin. 

But there was a third possibility: 
that he had not seen Lenin at all, 
and been nowhere near the sta-
tion. He might just have  adopted a 
schoolfellow’s report of the event 
as his own. These days, he no lon-
ger knew which version to trust. 
Had he really, truly, been at the 
Finland Station? Well, he lies like 
an eyewitness, as the saying goes. 

The Noise of Time is full of half- 
remembered incidents, episodes that 
may, or may not, have taken place. 
The mode of remembering is interior 
monologue, a conversation between 
Shostako vich and his conscience, look-
ing back on the decisive moments of his 
life when he was attacked by the Soviet 
regime or forced to compromise his 
principles. But the timing of the mono-
logue remains unclear; it floats free 
from recorded dates, and it is delivered 
in the third person, which creates a 
powerful effect of distancing. Perhaps 
the technique is intended to reflect 

The Courage of the Composer
Orlando Figes

Jokowi now seems to be settling into a 
SBY- style truce with the elite. 

His election, though, has opened up 
political space for liberal Muslims. For 
instance, young intellectuals in Nahd-
latul Ulama (NU) have championed 
Islam Nusantara, or Islam of the Archi-
pelago, that stresses the tolerant, plural-
ist nature of Indonesia’s traditionalist 
Islam, the legacy of the blending of 
Islam with local culture that Ricklefs 
so masterfully describes. Although the 
group claims that it originated hun-
dreds of years ago, its modern version 
was started by young NU liberals who 
have worked to stop the growing influ-
ence of Islamists. They hoped Jokowi’s 
election would reinvigorate the liberals 
in the fight to define Islam. 

It won’t be easy. There has already 
been a backlash by conservatives. 
Moreover, the leadership of NU seems 
determined to turn Islam Nusantara 
into a vehicle for advancing its own in-
terests. What started as an intellectual 

movement to promote an Indonesian- 
style Islam that values pluralism and 
the equal rights of all citizens has been 
transformed by NU leaders into a cam-
paign to sell Islam Nusantara as an 
antidote to the Islamic State. A ninety- 
minute movie has been made, called 
The Divine Grace of Islam Nusantara. 
It celebrates shadow puppets and the 
mystic rituals of NU, while condemn-
ing the Wahhabi strand of Saudi Islam 
as the enemy of Indonesian Islam 
and the fount of Islamic State ideol-
ogy. NU leaders are now planning a 
global conference on Islam Nusan-
tara, and Jokowi has endorsed the  
campaign.

Sidney Jones, director of the Insti-
tute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, 
based in Jakarta and the leading ex-
pert on terrorists in Southeast Asia, 
says the claim of NU leaders that Islam 
Nusantara can challenge the Islamic 
State is absurd. Those drawn to the Is-
lamic State would never be influenced 

by the version of Islam portrayed by 
Islam Nusantara—in Indonesia or any-
where else. Jones sees this use of Islam 
Nusantara as a publicity campaign by 
NU leaders. Rather than focusing on 
a global campaign, if NU leaders were 
using Islam Nusantara to promote plu-
ralism within Indonesia, as the young 
intellectuals hoped, it would mark a 
welcome shift away from the “conser-
vative turn.”

Even though NU is threatened by 
conservative Islam, many of the move-
ment’s leaders gave support to con-
servative tendencies in the past. The 
current head of NU, for example, was 
in charge of drafting the Sipilis fat-
was. And although NU celebrates its 
own tolerance, the form of tolerance it 
practices is selective. It did not extend 
to Communists or leftists in 1965, when 
NU’s militias were willing execution-
ers, and it doesn’t extend to Ahmadis 
or Shias or gay Indonesians today. In 
February, NU’s chairman, Said Aqil 

Siradj, called for a new law banning all 
gay activity in Indonesia. As Ricklefs’s 
book shows so well, too often in In-
donesia’s new politics, politicians, the 
elite, and even NU powerbrokers have 
collaborated with Islamists and conser-
vatives; the result has diminished the 
quality of Indonesia’s democracy. 

Indonesia has its own jihadists. Jones 
estimates that at least five hundred In-
donesians have gone to Syria. That is 
less than two per million Indonesians, 
as compared with forty-three per mil-
lion from Belgium. Jones and others 
say that one important reason few In-
donesians are drawn to the Islamic 
State is that they have a relatively toler-
ant society with a political system that 
can work. Jokowi’s victory shows that 
a good many Indonesians are doing 
their part in trying to sustain their 
democracy. It is still an open question 
whether Indonesia’s political elite and 
its elected officials are willing to sup-
port an open society. 
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Dmitri Shostakovich; drawing by William Kentridge for his production  
of Shostakovich’s opera The Nose, 2009
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the alienation many people felt from 
their public selves (necessary masks to  
display their political conformity) in 
the Soviet Union. 

The novel begins with a half- forgotten 
and imaginary scene from the war 
years in which three men, a legless beg-
gar and two travelers, drink a vodka 
toast on a station platform, the signifi-
cance of which will be revealed only at 
the end. As they chink their glasses, 
“the nervous fellow put his head on one 
side—the early- morning sun flashing 
briefly on his spectacles—and mur-
mured a remark; his friend laughed.” 
The incident is soon forgotten by the 
“one with spectacles.” At a later point 
he cannot even recall if they gave the 
beggar sausage or a few kopecks. But 
it is not forgotten by his companion, 
who is, we are told in a manner to 
suggest that he might be the mysteri-
ous narrator, “only at the start of his 
remembering.” 

Barnes is a great novelist and the 
writing in the early pages is magnifi-
cent. From the disjointed fragments of 
the opening paragraphs, the reader has 
the confidence of being in the hands of 
a master storyteller, knowing that these 
images will all return with symbolic 
significance: 

All he knew was that this was the 
worst time.

He had been standing by the 
lift for three hours. He was on his 
fifth cigarette, and his mind was 
 skittering. 

Faces, names, memories. Cut 
peat weighing down his hand. 
Swedish water birds flickering 
above his head. Fields of sunflow-
ers. The smell of carnation oil. The 
warm, sweet smell of Nita coming 
off the tennis court. Sweat ooz-
ing from a widow’s peak. Faces, 
names.

The faces and names of the 
dead, too. 

Shostako vich emerges slowly from 
this quasi- Cubist montage of images 
and names. He is the terrified and ghost- 
like figure standing on the landing by 
the lift, smoking nervously, waiting with 
his suitcase in the middle of the night 
for the NKVD men to come for him, so 
that at least if they arrest him, his wife 
and daughter will not be disturbed. 
The year is 1936, a leap year, sometime 
after the attack on Shostako vich’s until- 
then- successful opera Lady Macbeth of 
 Mtsensk in a Pravda editorial (“Muddle 
Instead of Music”) on January 28. Two 
days previously, Stalin and his entourage 
of Politburo leaders had walked out of a 
performance of it at the Bolshoi Theater 
in Moscow. The vicious editorial, which 
must have been initiated, if not written, 
by Stalin, encouraged numerous de-
nunciations of Shostako vich as a “for-
malist” and “enemy of the people”—in 
those days a warning sign of imminent 
arrest—not only by officials in the Party 
press but also by composers envious of 
his success. 

Arrest did not come, but in an epi-
sode recounted in The Noise of Time 
Shostako vich was summoned to the 
“Big House,” the NKVD headquarters 
in Leningrad, after the arrest of Mar-
shal Mikhail Tukhachevsky, an old 
family friend and patron, in the Great 
Terror. Urged by his interrogator to 
confess to talks with Tukhachevsky 

about politics, Shostako vich was given 
a weekend to recall every detail of the 
marshal’s “plot” to kill Stalin; but on 
the Monday, when he reappeared at 
the Big House, certain of his arrest as a 
witness to this “plot,” he was told by the 
guard on duty that he could go home: 
his interrogator had himself fallen vic-
tim to the Great Terror and had been 
arrested during the weekend. 

This is the first of three “Conversa-
tions with Power,” in 1936, 1948, and 
1960, a triad of leap years, around 
which the novel is structured. If the 
first encounter is defined by fear, the 
next two chart the composer’s com-
promise with the regime, his growing 

dread of it, and his capitulation to the 
demands it made of him. 

In February 1948, Shostako vich was 
included on a blacklist of composers 
(along with Aram Khachaturian and 
Sergei Prokofiev) charged by the au-
thorities with writing music that was 
“formalist” and “alien to the Soviet 
people and its artistic taste.” Banned 
from the Soviet concert repertoire 
and dismissed from the Conservatory, 
Shostako vich was reduced to a terrible 
state, on the verge of suicide, accord-
ing to his friends. In March 1949, the 
ban was lifted by Stalin, who thus per-
suaded Shostako vich to attend a Con-
gress for World Peace in New York, 
where in Barnes’s brilliant retelling 
he parroted a speech prepared for him 
condemning the composers of the West 
“who believed in the doctrine of art for 
art’s sake, rather than art for the sake of 
the masses” and then “heard himself” 
attack the work of Igor Stravinsky, his 
own musical hero, whom he denounced 
as a traitor to his native land. 

Interrogated by the émigré composer 
Nicolas Nabokov, who set out to expose 
the sham, Shostako vich was humiliated 
in a scene reminiscent of the Show Tri-
als: on each point of the text that he 
had just delivered, Shostako vich was 
asked by Nabokov, in the role of a pub-
lic prosecutor, “Do you personally sub-
scribe to the views expressed in your 
speech today?” Poor Shostako vich. 
He was forced to say he did. “The sup-
posed author of these words sat there 
motionless and unreacting, while in-
side he felt awash with shame and self- 
contempt.” On the long flight back to 

Moscow, courtesy of American Over-
seas Airlines, he drowns his sorrows in 
Scotch and soda. 

The third section of the novel focuses 
on the events of 1960, when Shostako-
vich relented under pressure and finally 
agreed to join the Communist Party. As 
Barnes has Shostako vich recount it, this 
was “his final, and most ruinous Con-
versation with Power,” as represented 
by the Central Committee official Pyotr 
Pospelov, in part because, as he pleads 
with Pospelov in a desperate attempt to 
avoid enlistment, “it has been one of the 
fundamental principles of my life, that 
I would never join a party which kills,” 
and in part because by joining the Party 
he let himself be used as its puppet, 
signing statements written for him by 
the Party in his name, thereby losing 
much of his integrity and the respect of 
many of his friends. 

The various factors that led him to 
capitulate are not fully represented in 
The Noise of Time, in which the mono-
logue is dominated by a discussion of 
cowardice, the loss of integrity, self- 
loathing, and moral suicide, much of 
which is drawn from things he said to 
friends around that time. But there is 
no mention in the novel of the impact 
of his wife’s death in 1954, followed by 
the death of his domineering mother in 
1955, which left him feeling vulnerable 
and frightened for his children, accord-
ing to his closest friends; nor is there 
any account of the fact that Shostako-
vich was worn down by a debilitating 
illness in his hands and legs, which 
meant long stays in hospitals after 1958. 

The human frailties of Shostako vich 
are overshadowed by the moral ques-
tions Barnes imposes on him. It was 
part of the composer’s nature not to 
be able to say “No” to anyone. “When 
somebody starts pestering me,” he told 
his friends, “I have only one thought 
in my mind—get rid of him as quickly 
as possible, and to achieve that I am 
prepared to sign anything.” Perhaps 
Shostako vich simply wanted to be left 
alone to write music, and if that meant 
he had to join the Party, it was a price he 
was prepared to pay. It was only later, 
in the early 1970s, when, terminally ill, 
he put his name to official letters de-
nouncing Alexander Solzhenitsyn and 
Andrei Sakharov that his membership 
assumed the moral weight that Barnes 
gives it from the start. And even then 
it carried such significance only in the 
eyes of the dissident and semidissident 
intelligentsia, for whom the artist had a 
duty of moral leadership. 

Most of the anecdotes and quotations 
in The Noise of Time come, as Barnes 
acknowledges, from Elizabeth Wilson’s 
superb oral history, Shostako vich: A 
Life Remembered (1994), an anthology 
of interviews and reminiscences about 
the composer by his friends. There 
are whole pages of The Noise of Time 
reproduced as fiction from Wilson’s 
documentary account. More problem-
atically, Barnes has also drawn from the 
controversial book by Solomon Volkov, 
Testimony (1979), published four years 
after the composer’s death and pre-
sented to the world as “The Memoirs 
of Dmitri Shostako vich,” which is seen 
by many scholars as a fabrication, even 
if there is some truth in it.* In Volkov’s 

*See my “The Truth About Shostako-
vich,” The New York Review, June 10, 
2004.
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semifictional account Shostako vich 
appears as a lifelong opponent of the 
Soviet regime, a secret dissident, and a 
teller of the truth through coded mes-
sages in his music. 

Barnes has a good sense of what 
life was like in the Soviet Union. He 
captures well the black humor, irony, 
and cynicism that pervaded the intel-
ligentsia circles in which Shostako vich 
moved—a mood created perfectly by 
the opening sentence of each section, 
practically identical in 1936, 1948, and 
1960: “All he knew was that this was 
the worst time.” There are small errors: 
“cosmopolitanism” was not an accusa-
tion much used against artists before 
the 1940s; and when the poet Anna 
Akhmatova referred to the “vegetar-
ian years” she meant the 1930s, before 
the meat- eating Terror of 1937, not the 
later years of Khrushchev’s Thaw. But 
I hesitate to point such errors out be-
cause they hardly matter in a work of 
imaginative literature. I would not want 
to share the destiny of the academic 
pedant Dr. Enid Starkie, ridiculed by 
Barnes in Flaubert’s Parrot for claim-
ing there were minor inconsistencies 
in the color Flaubert gave to Emma 
Bovary’s eyes. 

The Noise of Time is also very good 
on the composer’s character—nervous 
and neurotic, at times hysterical, using 
threats of suicide to escape his moth-
er’s tyranny when he was young, drink-
ing heavily in his last years to overcome 
his self- loathing and lift his feelings of 
oppression by the state. It is less good 
on his music, which is strangely ab-
sent from the book, although it refers 
to many sounds—“chiming clocks” 
and “four blasts from a factory siren 

in F sharp” that went into Shostako-
vich’s Second Symphony. The reader 
unaware of the composer’s music 
would not get a sense of it from the 
novel, nor an understanding of its emo-
tional importance to Soviet people at  
the time.

Akhmatova spoke for them in 1957 
when she wrote “Music (Dedicated to 
Dmitri Dmitriyevich Shostako vich),” 
after hearing his Eleventh Symphony 
(The Year 1905), a composition filled 
with quotations from revolutionary 
songs that voiced the people’s suffering 
and hopes of freedom, which she com-
pared to “white birds flying against a 
terrible black sky”:

It shines with a miraculous light
Revealing to the eye the cutting of 

facets.
It alone speaks to me
When others are too scared to 

come near.
When the last friend turned his 

back
It was with me in my grave
As if a thunderstorm sang
Or all the flowers spoke.

The real problem of the novel, how-
ever, is not one of music but of voice. 
Whose is speaking in this book? The 
Shostako vich character or Barnes 
himself? The two are sometimes hard 
to tell apart. What about the real 
Shostako vich? Does it matter if his 
words are changed in meaning to suit 
Barnes’s purposes? Let us take one 
example. In 1936, after the attack on 
Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, Shostako-
vich wrote to Andrei Balanchivadze, 

one of the few Soviet composers to sup-
port him, expressing his opinions about 
the pressure he was under to renounce 
his work: 

One must have the courage not 
only to kill one’s work, but to de-
fend them. As it would be futile 
and impossible to do the latter, I 
am taking no steps in this direc-
tion. In any case, I am doing much 
hard thinking about all that has 
happened. Honesty is what is im-
portant. Will I have enough in 
store to last for long, I wonder? 
But if you ever learn that I have 
“disassociated” myself from Lady 
Macbeth, you will know that I have 
done so 100 per cent. I doubt that 
this will happen soon, however. I 
am a ponderous thinker and am 
very honest in all that concerns 
composition.

In The Noise of Time this becomes the 
following:

He found himself reflecting on 
questions of honesty. Personal 
honesty, artistic honesty. How 
they were connected, if indeed 
they were. And how much of this 
virtue anyone had, and how long 
that store would last. He had told 
friends that if ever he repudiated 
Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, they 
were to conclude that he had run 
out of honesty. 

Barnes returns to the question of 
personal and artistic honesty in sev-
eral later passages. It is the main idea 
in the novel. But it is far from clear if 

Shostako vich ever thought about these 
questions in this way. In his letter to 
Balanchivadze, the composer does not 
say anything about personal honesty or 
make a connection between it and ar-
tistic honesty. He is speaking of artistic 
honesty, and says that, if he does repudi-
ate Lady Macbeth, it will be an honest 
act of repudiation, the result of long and 
ponderous thought. He is full of doubts 
but not courage. Barnes’s Shostako-
vich is by contrast defiant, a Volkovian 
dissident who would never honestly re-
nounce his opera. He tells his friends 
that if he ever does, they should know 
that he is being insincere (in other words, 
that he was forced to do so by powerful  
pressure).

Maybe none of this matters. The 
Noise of Time is a novel. Artistic truth 
is a different sort of truth than that 
aimed at by biographers or histori-
ans, and it follows different rules. As a 
novelist, Barnes can do what he wants 
with Shostako vich; he can put what-
ever words he wants into his mouth. 
But who, then, is the Shostako vich in 
The Noise of Time? Is he no more than 
a puppet whose strings are pulled by 
Barnes? A mouthpiece or parrot for his 
discourse on the artist’s honesty? 

The novel ends where it began, with 
the three drinkers chinking glasses, 
filled to different levels with vodka, 
and Shostako vich, the “one with spec-
tacles,” hearing in the chink of glasses 
a perfect triad—“a sound that rang 
clear of the noise of time.” It is a beau-
tiful motif, which sums up the compos-
er’s hope that his music might redeem 
the moral wreckage of his life. But it is 
only a literary motif. It did not happen  
in reality.  
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The Heritage of a Great Man
Freeman Dyson

The Most Wanted Man in China:  
My Journey from Scientist  
to Enemy of the State 
by Fang Lizhi, translated  
from the Chinese by Perry Link.  
Henry Holt, 331 pp., $32.00

Why did communism grow deep roots 
and survive in China, while it withered 
and died in Russia? This is one of the 
central questions of modern history. A 
plausible answer to the question is that 
communism in China resonated with 
the two-thousand-year-old Confucian 
tradition of the wise ruler governing 
a harmonious society of peace-
ful citizens, while communism 
in Russia was undermined by 
the Russian tradition of ruthless 
tsars like Ivan the Terrible rul-
ing a lawless society of oligarchs 
and serfs. 

This answer may be valid, but 
the recently published autobi-
ography of Fang Lizhi suggests 
a different answer to the ques-
tion. Fang’s book is the personal 
story of a scientist whose life was 
shaped by Chinese history. From 
the evidence provided by this 
book, I am led to believe that 
communism survived in China 
because the brutal reeduca-
tion of the elite, by exile to coal 
mines and villages and forced 
sharing of hardships with dirt-
poor workers and peasants, was 
to some extent a genuine reedu-
cation. A great many members 
of the elite endured a period of 
gross abuse and humiliation, so 
severe as to drive many of them 
to suicide. Fang—who died in 
2012—describes four of these personal 
tragedies that he remembered vividly 
when he wrote his book thirty years 
later. But the majority of the victims, 
like Fang, survived the physical and 
mental battering, and returned to pur-
sue careers as leaders of society. They 
became a privileged and corrupt class, 
but had acquired some indelible first-
hand knowledge of the real needs and 
desires of the Chinese people.

In Russia there was much talk of 
reeducation of the elite, but the real-
ity was different. In Russia the purges 
killed large numbers of the elite and 
condemned others to long years of im-
prisonment in the gulag archipelago, 
but those who survived were not re-
educated. The intellectuals who sur-
vived in Russia remained isolated from 
the realities of working-class existence. 
The working class in the minds of the 
rulers of Russia remained an intellec-
tual abstraction, detached from contact 
with reality. 

Unlike the majority of his contempo-
raries, Fang became a dissident. His re-
education was too successful, pushing 
him all the way to a final rejection of 
communism. But he was the exception 
who proves the rule. The rule is dem-
onstrated by the majority of Chinese 
intellectuals who climbed back into the 
system after reeducation, not by the 
small minority who became dissidents. 
The historical fact is that reeducation 
generally succeeded in its avowed pur-
pose. It produced a governing class that 
combined a formal acceptance of the 

regime’s Communist dogma with some 
understanding of the people it was 
governing. 

Two high points of Fang’s autobiog-
raphy are the stories of his reeduca-
tion. Chapter 7, entitled “Life in the 
Fields,” describes his first experience 
of reeducation, some eight months 
spent in a farming village at the time 
of the Great Leap Forward. This was 
the year 1957–1958, when Fang was a 
twenty-one-year-old student of nuclear 
physics. In the village, he lived in the 

same primitive conditions as the farm-
ers and proudly did his share of the 
harsh physical work without any help 
from modern technology. He col-
lected straw from the fields, since this 
was the only fuel available to keep 
the room in which he slept tolerably 
warm. He dug a well thirty-five feet 
deep through rocks and mud to im-
prove the supply of water to the vil-
lage. He sometimes failed to catch pigs 
that ran away to escape slaughter, even 
though he could run a hundred-meter 
dash in twelve and a half seconds. He 
gained the respect of the farmers by 
being as tough and as competent as  
they were. 

When Mao Zedong announced the 
crazy demands of the Great Leap For-
ward, Fang worked furiously with the 
farmers at deep plowing, digging up a 
whole field to the depth of a meter, a 
backbreaking labor that was supposed 
to achieve potato yields of four thou-
sand tons per acre. Before the Great 
Leap Forward ended with widespread 
starvation and economic collapse, Fang 
was lucky to be released from the vil-
lage. He returned to academic life as 
a teaching assistant in physics at the 
University of Science and Technology 
of China. 

Chapter 10, called “Reeducation 
at Bagong Mountain,” describes his 
second reeducation, a year spent in a 
coal-mining village during the Cul-
tural Revolution of 1966–1976. Fang 
was then thirty-four, still a loyal Com-
munist but beginning to have doubts. 

He quickly became as tough and as 
competent a coal miner as he had been 
a farmer. Naked in the hot and humid 
blackness of the coal face, the miners 
dug out the coal with practiced effi-
ciency. Fang quickly learned their skills 
and earned their friendship. After the 
end of a shift, they washed their bod-
ies in coal-blackened water and put on 
their clothes. 

Like the farmers, they had no inter-
est in their official status as bulwarks 
of the people’s democratic dictator-
ship. They knew very well that they 
were not in charge of the dictatorship. 

They were interested in surviving the 
follies of a dictatorial regime run by 
people with little understanding of coal 
mining. Fang learned from the min-
ers the essential fact that the people’s 
democratic dictatorship was a fake. In 
the Communist paradise, the miners 
remained as they had been before the 
revolution, an exploited proletariat de-
livering wealth and power to the gov-
ernment and receiving little in return. 
After his second reeducation, Fang 
returned to his science and his teach-
ing, but never forgot the lessons he had 
learned as a coal miner. 

Another high point of his story, the 
last chapter, called “Thirteen Months,” 
begins with the Tiananmen massacre 
of June 1989, when a large gathering 
of peacefully protesting students was 
savagely attacked by army troops with 
heavy weapons. Fang was quietly sup-
porting the students but was not at the 
scene of the massacre. By that time, 
he had written and talked of the need 
for more freedom in China, and the 
government had declared him to be a 
public enemy and accused him of insti-
gating a student rebellion. He feared 
that his presence at Tiananmen would 
give the government an excuse for 
harsh treatment of the students. As it 
happened, no excuse was needed. The 
students were attacked with maximum 
violence, while Fang stayed silent at his 
home and remained there for one more 
day. He knew that he had done nothing 
illegal, and did not feel any immedi-
ate danger. Then numerous warnings 

from friends persuaded him to spend 
two days in hiding, while the govern-
ment called for his immediate arrest. 
For a brief period he became the most 
wanted man in China—giving this 
book its title. 

The title is misleading, as Fang lived 
in China for fifty-three years, most of 
the time as a highly respected citizen, 
in later years as a tolerated critic of 
the regime, and only for two days as a 
hunted traitor. He had been expelled 
twice from membership in the Com-
munist Party for his outspoken advo-
cacy of human rights, and he had been 

punished as a result, but his life 
was not threatened until the last 
two days.

The two days ended when a 
group of American friends, in-
cluding the translator Perry Link, 
conveyed to him the invitation 
of President George H.W. Bush 
to take refuge in the American 
embassy in Beijing. Fang and his 
wife accepted the invitation and 
moved into the embassy, since 
this was the only way to avoid 
endangering the Chinese friends 
who had been sheltering them. 
They stayed in the embassy for 
thirteen months, closely con-
fined but well protected.

Fang used the months of en-
forced leisure to write the Chi-
nese version of this book. He 
tried to publish it during his 
lifetime, but his Hong Kong 
publishers canceled the deal for 
political reasons. It was pub-
lished in Taiwan in 2013, one 

year after his death. He never revised 
it, and it remains an unfinished autobi-
ography, stopping at age fifty-three and 
saying nothing about the twenty-two 
active and fruitful years that he lived as 
an exile. 

For this translation, Perry Link 
has added a foreword and an after-
word. The foreword is a review of the 
book, appraising Fang’s place in his-
tory twenty years after the book was 
written. The afterword is a brief sum-
mary of Fang’s life as an exile in the 
United States. It ends with a personal 
description of Fang, using words spo-
ken by Link at Fang’s memorial ser-
vice in Tucson in 2012. Link had been 
for many years a close friend of Fang, 
first in China and later in America. His 
foreword and afterword add perspec-
tive and depth to the self- portrait that 
Fang’s book has given us. 

For the last ten years of his life in 
China, Fang was often free to travel. 
When he received invitations from 
abroad, the authorities sometimes said 
no and sometimes yes. He took ad-
vantage of his freedom to visit many 
countries. He was a welcome guest at 
various scientific institutions, where he 
liked to settle down for several months, 
long enough to make friends with the 
local experts and do some serious sci-
entific research. One of the places that 
he visited during this time was the In-
stitute for Advanced Study in Prince-
ton, where he spent the academic year 
1985–1986. I got to know him as a sci-
entific colleague at the institute, and 

Fang Lizhi in his office at the University of Arizona, Tucson, August 1996
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learned much from our conversations 
about the cosmological problems that 
he was studying. 

During these conversations, he never 
mentioned the political struggles in 
China in which he was deeply engaged. 
I thought of him as a scientist, not as 
a famous political dissident. That was 
the way he wanted it. He says in his 
book that his primary purpose in life 
was always to do science, with politics 
as a sideline. He frequently encoun-
tered enthusiastic young people who 
wanted to be full-time political activ-
ists and came to him for advice. He 
always advised them to become profes-
sionally qualified in some nonpolitical 
line of work, so that their political ac-
tivities would be independent of finan-
cial needs. He said emphatically that 
it was wrong to depend on political 
activity to pay for groceries. He prac-
ticed what he preached. Throughout 
his life, from his first days as a teach-
ing assistant in China to his last week 
as a distinguished professor at the Uni-
versity of Arizona, he taught students 
and gave lectures regularly. He knew 
that he was an outstanding teacher, 
and he took great pride in doing the job  
well. 

When Fang came to America, his 
determination to be a scientist first 
and a political dissident second dic-
tated his choice of Tucson, Arizona, as 
his home. His political friends urged 
him to settle in Washington, where he 
could have maintained close contact 
with the world of international politics. 
He chose Tucson because it was far 
away from the politicians and conve-
niently close to the Kitt Peak National 
Observatory where he could talk and 

work with astronomers. The Univer-
sity of Arizona campus at Tucson had 
an excellent department of astronomy, 
where he could teach good students 
and invite bright young scientists from 
all over the world to work with him. In 
America as in China, he was a passion-
ate scientist and a reluctant politician.

After he was exiled from China and 
before he settled permanently in Ari-
zona, Fang came again to the Institute 
for Advanced Study for the academic 
year 1991–1992. When he came for the 
second time, everyone knew that he 
was a famous political dissident, but he 
still talked mostly about science and 
not about politics. During this visit, 
I happened to mention to him a book 
that I was writing about science for the 
general public. I told him that one of 
my main problems was to explain the 
paradox of order and disorder in lan-
guage that the unscientific reader could 
understand. Fang said immediately, “I 
did that.” 

His response reminded me of my 
own teacher Hans Bethe, a great physi-
cist of an earlier generation. Whenever 
someone suggested a difficult calcula-
tion to answer a scientific question, 
Bethe would say, “I can do that.” Bethe 
was famous for saying “I can do that.” 
Then he would sit down and do the 
calculation. Fang saying “I did that” 
meant that he had already done the cal-
culation. He referred me to a book that 
he had written with his wife, Creation 
of the Universe. The book is a wonder-
fully clear and simple account of the 
evolution of the cosmos revealed by 
modern observations, written for read-

ers untrained in mathematics. Chapter 
six, “How Order Was Born of Chaos,” 
is the best account that I have ever seen 
of the paradox of order and disorder. 

The paradox of order and disorder 
was a big problem for people in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
confronting the facts of biological and 
cosmic evolution. The paradox arises 
because heat is the most disordered 
form of energy. Heat is our name for the 
energy of atoms randomly moving in 
all directions. The atoms reach a state 
of maximum disorder when the heat is 
distributed evenly between objects all 
at the same temperature. According 
to the second law of thermodynamics, 
one of the firmly established laws of 
modern physics, heat always flows in 
one direction, from warmer objects to 
colder objects. Therefore it would seem 
that, as the universe evolves, warm ob-
jects should become cooler and cold 
objects should become warmer, with 
everything tending toward a final state 
of uniform temperature and maxi-
mum disorder. In the final state of 
uniform temperature, life would be 
impossible and the universe would be  
dead. 

This gloomy picture of the future 
was known as the heat death. Learned 
scientists and scholars portrayed the 
heat death as our inevitable fate. The 
paradox appears when we look out at 
the real universe and see nothing re-
sembling the heat death. Both in the 
world of astronomy and in the world 
of biology, we see evolution moving 
in the opposite direction, from dis-
order to order, from death to life. Ev-
erywhere we see new and intricately 
ordered structures arising out of pri-

meval chaos. The most obvious and fa-
miliar example of order growing out of 
chaos is the emergence of our ordered 
system of sun and planets out of a fea-
tureless cloud of interstellar dust and  
gas. 

Fang’s chapter “How Order Was 
Born of Chaos” is a beautiful piece of 
scientific explanation. He explains the 
paradox of order and disorder as a con-
sequence of the peculiar behavior of 
gravity. Unlike other kinds of energy, 
gravitational energy is predominantly 
negative. Our gravitational energy be-
comes more and more negative as we 
walk downhill toward the center of the 
earth. In any situation where gravita-
tional energy is dominant, temperature 
and energy flow in opposite directions. 
The flow of heat works against the 
heat death, making warm objects hot-
ter and cool objects colder. Instead of 
disappearing, temperature differences 
grow as time goes on. In the universe 
as a whole, gravitational energy is al-
ways dominant, and so the heat death 
never happens. Order grows out of 
chaos because we live in a universe 
with structures dominated by gravity. 
The dismal images of doom and gloom 
associated with the heat death turn out 
to be illusory. Fang’s understanding 
of the paradox brings us into a hope-
ful universe, with beauty and diversity 
growing around us as we move into the  
future. 

Fang took no scientific credit for his 
explanation of the paradox. He said 
it was nothing new. He said any good 
teacher could find things explained 
badly in old books, and could then ex-
plain them better to students. Creation 
of the Universe was written for students 
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and not for experts. It was part of his 
job as a teacher. 

Although Fang succeeded in keep-
ing his life as a scientist separate from 
his life as a political dissident, he knew 
very well that his two lives were ines-
capably entangled. His influence in the 
world of politics and international rela-
tions depended on his reputation in the 
world of science. So long as the Chinese 
government was willing to tolerate his 
political unorthodoxy, he could play a 
useful role as an unofficial channel of 
communication between China and the 
international community. 

Fang believed passionately in sci-
ence, not only as an intellectual pur-
suit of understanding of nature, but 
also as an international enterprise in 
which people of diverse cultures and  
traditions could work together. Sci-
entists throughout the world speak a 
common language and find it easy to 
collaborate. That is why scientists can 
communicate across political barri-
ers more easily than diplomats and 
politicians. Scientists are often useful 
as channels of international commu-
nication about matters having little to 
do with science. We provide the world 
with a model demonstrating that a 
working international enterprise is  
possible. 

The main theme of Fang’s book is his 
thirty-year-long struggle to reconcile in 
his own mind the demands of commu-
nism and science. At the beginning, as 
a teenager witnessing the defeat of the 
incompetent and corrupt government 
of Chiang Kai-shek by the young revo-
lutionary followers of Mao Zedong, 
Fang was an enthusiastic Communist 
and not yet a scientist. The official ide-
ology of communism, proclaiming the 
victory of the working class and the tri-
umph of social justice, gave him a cause 
that he could wholeheartedly support. 
Communism was a secular religion, 
providing him with a code of ethics 
and the moral support of a community 
of friends united in their loyalty to the 
party. 

A few years later, Fang was a student, 
required to learn the classic texts of 
Communist doctrine as propounded by 
Marx and Engels and their followers, 
and also learning the practical details 
and methods of science. Communist 
doctrine had to be learned from the top 
down, starting from the infallible pro-
nouncements of the founding fathers, 
and deducing statements about current 
events and policies. The statements 
about current events were sometimes 
absurd or contrary to common sense, 
but the students were required to ac-
cept them as true. Scientific doctrine 
had to be learned from the bottom up, 
starting from experimental facts and 
inquiring whether current scientific 
theories were supported by the facts. 
To become professional scientists, stu-
dents were required to maintain a skep-
tical attitude toward theories, always 
ready to abandon a theory if observa-
tions of nature proved it wrong. 

As Fang moved more deeply into 
science, he found it increasingly im-
possible to reconcile the two kinds of 
learning. He could not be a true believer 
with one half of his mind and a skep-
tic with the other. If scientific beliefs 
are always questionable, then Marxist 
dogma must also be questionable. At 
the same time, while Fang was slowly 
losing his faith in Marxist dogma as a 

consequence of his intellectual growth 
as a scientist, he was forced to experi-
ence the realities of working-class life 
on the farm and in the coal mine. The 
farm and the coal mine taught him that 
Marxist dogma was not merely ques-
tionable but wrong. On the farm and 
in the coal mine, Marxist dogma acted 
as a tool of oppression, keeping the 
working class at the bottom of a rigidly 
stratified society. Fang became more 
and more openly opposed to Marxist 
dogma, until the calamity at Tianan-
men Square made him “an enemy of 
the people.” He had become an enemy 
of the state, but was never an enemy of 
the people. 

It is important for those of us who are 
concerned with Chinese affairs today 
to understand that Fang was not a typi-
cal Chinese intellectual. The typical 
Chinese intellectual did not feel any 
fundamental incompatibility between 
Communist dogma and scientific skep-
ticism. Just as the English scientists 
Newton and Boyle in the seventeenth 
century found room in their cosmos for 
Christian theology side by side with ex-
perimental science, the typical Chinese 
intellectual today finds room for Com-
munist ideology side by side with capi-
talist enterprise. The ideology is now 
paper-thin, but China did not cease to 
be Communist when it became com-

mercially prosperous. For the typical 
Chinese intellectual, to be a dissident 
was not an option. The options were 
to be a political operator working in 
the shadows or an academic operator 
working in public. 

Fang understood very well at the 
time of his departure from China that 
his view of recent events would not be 
widely shared. His view of the Tianan-
men catastrophe would not be visible 
for long to most of his friends who 
would remain in China. While he was 
still a refugee in the American embassy 
in Beijing, he wrote an essay, “The Chi-
nese Amnesia,” which was translated 
by Perry Link and published in these 
pages in 1990.* In that essay he pre-
dicted that the Tiananmen event would 
remain forever an important turning 
point in the history of China as seen 
by the outside world, but that it would 
rapidly fade from view in the history as 
understood by Chinese people inside 
the country. All mention of the event 
and of the people who participated in it 
would be expunged from public records 
in China, and the witnesses who knew 
what happened would find it wise to re-
main silent. Within a few years, the ma-
jority of Chinese citizens would hear 
only vague rumors about the Tianan-
men slaughter, and many people would 
not believe that it ever happened. 

Perry Link describes the “Amnesia” 
essay in his afterword to Fang’s book. 
Link tells how he protested to Fang 
after reading it. The Tiananmen disas-
ter had been an overwhelming experi-
ence for everyone in Beijing at the time, 
and it seemed incredible that it could be 
quickly forgotten. Fang told Link that 
his prediction was based firmly on ear-
lier episodes in Chinese history when 
politically undesirable events were suc-
cessfully expunged from public mem-
ory. History in China has always been 
written and rewritten by the winners. 
Link remarks in his afterword, twenty-
five years after the essay was published, 
that Fang’s prediction has turned out to 
be accurate. In China today, the events 
at Tiananmen are rarely mentioned, 
and very few people consider what hap-
pened to be important. 

Fang left behind a two-sided heri-
tage, as a leading political dissident and 
as a leading scientific educator. He al-
ways considered his work as an educa-
tor to be the more important and more 
valuable contribution. History has 
proved him right. During his lifetime, 
he was more famous as a political dis-
sident. He knew that his impact on the 
world as an educator would be more 
lasting and more transformative. As a 
political dissident, his heritage is to be 
a role model for a group of rebellious 
spirits, some of them exiles and others 
witnesses to the injustices of Chinese 
society. As a scientist and educator, his 
heritage is the rebirth of Chinese sci-
ence as a full partner in the emerging 
world community of inquiring minds. 

—I am grateful to Perry Link for read-
ing an earlier draft of this review and 
giving me his critical comments. He 
knows a hundred times more about 
China than I do. I made a number of 
changes where his judgments disagreed 
with mine. In a few places I ignored 
his objections and stayed with my own 
opinions. I am responsible for the 
 mistakes if I am wrong.
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*The New York Review, September 27, 
1990.

THE RHINOS

We meet under the stars, touch noses
In the dark. Our secret greeting.

Our nocturnal meetings are brief, but friendly.
Sometimes I pretend to be asleep.

We really aren’t
The loners you think. We snort and cluck
When we’re together. Our private conversation.

The enchilada of Africa—the whole
Kalahari—is our kitchen.
I’m only interesting to smaller males.

We’re not in a hurry
To copulate. I swing my head from side to side,
Then run away. It’s called flirting.

Our dusty hides are thick, but sensitive.
I capture bugs by accident in my teeth.

By day we don’t gather,
Just do our own thing. I poke my nose
In a mud hole, splash around in my piss.

I’d rather not have a bath
If I can help it. My powerful smell.

We’re vanishing
As I speak. One by one, we go missing
From the bare savannah. 

Above, the high sky.
Our canopy, our heaven.

—Jane Yeh

‘Clara the Rhinoceros’; painting by Jean-Baptiste Oudry, 1749
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The Passions of Vargas Llosa
Michael Greenberg

Notes on the Death of Culture:  
Essays on Spectacle and Society
by Mario Vargas Llosa,  
edited and translated  
from the Spanish by John King. 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux,  
227 pp., $23.00

The Discreet Hero
by Mario Vargas Llosa,  
translated from the Spanish  
by Edith Grossman. 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux,  
326 pp., $26.00

Even among his extraordinary genera-
tion of Latin American literary figures, 
Mario Vargas Llosa has had an unusu-
ally prodigious career. He is nine years 
younger than his most famous contem-
porary, Gabriel García Márquez, yet 
his first two novels had an electrifying 
effect on Latin American literature 
when García Márquez was still search-
ing for the style that would plunge 
him into what he called a “frenzy of 
renown.”

Vargas Llosa had already experi-
enced that frenzy in Peru. His bit-
ing first novel, The Time of the Hero 
(1963), about his years as a student at 
Lima’s premier military academy, pro-
voked cadets to make a bonfire of its 
pages and several generals to charge 
him with being paid by the government 
of Ecuador to humiliate the Peruvian 
army. The Green House (1966), a diz-
zying Faulknerian concoction about a 
whorehouse on the outskirts of the pro-
vincial Peruvian city of Piura, employs 
a complicated, time-shifting technique 
that makes past and present part of a 
single simultaneous consciousness. 
Two characters will be engaged in 
a conversation, for example, during 
which thoughts, experiences, and prior 
conversations that relate to the current 
one are provoked in the characters’ 
minds. As the scene unfolds, these as-
sociations stitch into a unified narrative 
account. It’s a difficult, supremely mod-
ernist technique that Vargas Llosa has 
used throughout his career. When suc-
cessful, it allows him to present a more 
or less seamless stream of concurrent 
realities and to bypass the cumbersome 
formality of flashbacks.

His social lens is wide, encompass-
ing cholos (as the mixed-blood Indi-
ans of Peru are disparagingly called), 
businessmen, aristocrats, pimps, revo-
lutionaries, foreigners, convicts, politi-
cians, and artists in intertwining tales. 
His writing about Peru can be bitter, 
tinged with history’s cruelty: in The 
Green House, young Indian girls, kid-
napped into a convent, chatter their 
teeth like “timid maquisapa monkeys 
when they are put in a cage.” 

Fanaticism, social desperation, 
power, and sex are the main concerns 
of his fiction. The Feast of the Goat 
(2000), his novel about the thirty-
year dictatorship of Rafael Trujillo in 
the Dominican Republic, is a scorch-
ing study of the psychology of state 
terror when it is embodied in a single 
man.1 From Chile to Cuba the cult of 
the caudillo with absolute power in-

fected Latin America for much of the 
twentieth century. In The Feast of the 
Goat, Trujillo becomes emblematic of 
that caudillo. The effect is felt not only 
in imprisonments and paramilitary 
squads, in disappearances and torture, 
but also in the way the caudillo affects 
the psyche of his countrymen, coloniz-
ing their very way of thinking, giving 
rise to a dwarfing sense that the caudi-
llo is always present, like a child’s un-
vanquishable parent. 

Among the symptoms is the sense 
of shame the caudillo inspires—the 
machista shame for fearing him, the 
shame of the violated who believe, 
through the very mechanism of shame, 
that their oppression is their own fault. 
The damage can last for generations 
and, in the case of individuals, can be 
impossible to repair. The most memo-
rable character in The Feast of the Goat 
is a woman who has left the Dominican 
Republic vowing never to return. She 
builds a career in New York as a suc-
cessful lawyer, careful to arrange her 
life so as to erase every trace of Trujillo 
and the Dominican Republic. Because 
of her experiences there as a girl and 
young woman, however, she is unable 
to do so. Eventually she returns, driven 
to confront the figures and incidents 
that have psychologically maimed her.

For at least half a century Vargas Llosa 
has also cultivated a career as an essay-
ist and public intellectual, chronicling, 
among other things, his evolution from 
romantic Marxist and beguiled sup-
porter of Fidel Castro and the Cuban 
Revolution to staunch admirer of Mil-
ton Friedman, global capitalism, and 
the putative efficiency of free markets. 

It’s not clear when exactly Vargas 
Llosa lost his “taste for political uto-
pias,” as he puts it. His disenchantment 
with Castro after he imprisoned the 
Cuban poet Heberto Padilla certainly 
played a part. In 1968, Padilla, who 

had mildly satirized Castro in some 
of his poems, was awarded a literary 
prize against Castro’s wishes. The in-
ternational jury was urged to change 
its mind, refused to do so, and a crisis 
broke out over free speech that split 
Latin American intellectuals and se-
verely damaged Cuba’s image in the 
world. When Padilla was imprisoned 
three years later, the crisis intensified. 
He was released after being forced to 
read, in words that obviously had been 
composed by his jailers, a list of his “de-
mented” acts of betrayal “against the 
morals of the true intellectual and, what 
is worse, against the revolution itself.” 

Vargas Llosa joined Jean-Paul Sar-
tre, Susan Sontag, Alberto Moravia, 
and numerous others in denouncing 
Castro. Of particular concern was the 
fact that Padilla had been a supporter 
of the Cuban Revolution; his criticisms 
were of a regime that he wished to suc-
ceed. Vargas Llosa recognized that his 
imprisonment marked a definitive turn 
by Castro toward outright totalitarian-
ism and suppression of free speech. 

How this led, ten years later, to 
 Vargas Llosa’s conversion to Thatcher-
style liberalism is not something, to my 
knowledge, that his numerous essays 
and political columns make clear. Dur-
ing that era in Latin America there was 
no middle political ground. To be taken 
seriously, writers were expected to have 
a portfolio of unambiguous opinions 
and as often as not those opinions were 
overstated and forced. Borges, for ex-
ample, during the most criminal period 
of Argentina’s state terror in the 1970s, 
celebrated the junta of General Jorge 
Rafael Videla, calling it “a govern-
ment of soldiers, of gentlemen, of de-
cent people.”2 (He later admitted that 
he had been mistaken.) And García 
Márquez was so eager to defend Cas-

tro’s treatment of Padilla that he de-
clared, “It didn’t matter if they hanged 
all us writers.” 

In 1990, Vargas Llosa took political 
activism further than any of his liter-
ary contemporaries and ran for presi-
dent of Peru, as the head of a coalition 
of conservative, Catholic, and pro- 
business parties. He won the first elec-
toral round with 34 percent of the vote, 
then was defeated by another political 
novice, Alberto Fujimori, in the runoff. 

Writing in these pages about his 
memoir of the campaign, A Fish in 
the Water (1993), Alma Guillermo-
prieto asked, “Why did Vargas Llosa 
the politician fail to see what his nov-
els know?”3 As a novelist, Guillermo-
prieto points out, he has “dedicated a 
lifetime to exploring the nuances and 
interstices of rancor.” The rancor she 
is referring to is the social and racial 
obsessions and insecurities that poison 
Peruvian life. “One is always blanco or 
cholo in relation to someone else,” Var-
gas Llosa has remarked. As a candidate 
he came to be seen as the avatar of the 
blancos, allied with the upper class, the 
conservative Catholic Church, the cor-
rupt hoarders of power and national 
wealth who had plunged Peru into near 
bankruptcy (even though Vargas Llosa 
himself adhered to the most stringent 
ethics and was completely free of cor-
ruption)—in short, the very enemies of 
the powerless people he evoked in his 
novels.

In A Fish in the Water, he describes 
being met at a campaign stop by 

an infuriated horde of men and 
women . . . their faces distorted 
by hatred, who appeared to have 
emerged from the depths of 
time. . . . Half naked . . . bellowing 
and shouting . . . they hurled them-
selves on the caravan of vehicles . . .
with a rashness and a savagery that 
said everything about the almost 
inconceivable levels of deteriora-
tion to which life for millions of 
Peruvians had sunk.

His inability to speak to this horde, his 
bewilderment that they saw his edify-
ing European-style liberalism—free 
speech, free markets, freedom from the 
corruption and regulations that kept 
hardworking Peruvians from improving 
their lives—as a mortal assault, is one of 
the more poignant miscommunications 
of twentieth-century Latin America. 

The novelist discovered that he 
wasn’t cut out for politics—he was 
both too forthright and too repelled 
by the exigencies of campaigning. (He 
has confessed that he “had to accom-
plish miracles to conceal” his dislike 
for the “semihysterical” clamoring of 
his countrymen.) The severe economic 
austerity that he candidly prescribed 
as the first order of business cost him 
the election. Short of default or a radi-
cal revolution, it was probably the only 
available route for Peru, where annual 
inflation stood at 1,965 percent. The 
economy in 1990 was shrinking at the 
rate of 14 percent a year. Unemploy-
ment was over 50 percent. The Maoist 

Mario Vargas Llosa, Lima, Peru, October 1994
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1See Alastair Reid’s insightful essay 
on the novel, The New York Review, 
 November 29, 2001. 

2See my “The Daggers of Jorge Luis 
Borges,” The New York Review, 
 January 9, 2014.

3See “The Bitter Education of Vargas 
Llosa,” The New York Review, May 26, 
1994.
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guerrilla group the Shining Path con-
trolled significant amounts of rural ter-
ritory, was responsible for the killing 
of thousands, and was in cahoots with 
cocaine growers and dealers; cocaine, 
at the time, was by far the country’s 
leading export. 

Vargas Llosa’s opponent, Fujimori, 
ran a demagogic populist campaign 
that carefully omitted stating his true 
intentions. Upon taking power, he im-
mediately put into effect the same aus-
terity measures that Vargas Llosa had 
proposed. In 2009, the Peruvian courts 
convicted and imprisoned Fujimori for 
embezzlement and human rights viola-
tions during his presidency. In many 
respects, it seems that Peru would have 
fared better had Vargas Llosa been 
elected. But how would the novelist 
have dealt with the convolutions of gov-
erning a half-ruined state in alliance 
with some of the same interest groups 
he abhorred?

Vargas Llosa’s new collection of es-
says (his seventeenth book of non-
fiction) finds him in a similar bind, 
though one of a more intellectual na-
ture. Notes on the Death of Culture is 
a potpourri comprised of seemingly 
dashed-off opinion columns about 
various aspects of cultural life for the 
Spanish newspaper El País and a few 
longer, impassioned essays on the de-
valuation of high culture in the face of 
advertising and mass entertainment. 
He defines culture as not just

a mere epiphenomenon of social 
and and economic life, but an 
 autonomous reality, made up of 
ideas, aesthetic and theatrical val-
ues, and works of art and litera-
ture that interact with the rest of 
social existence, and that are often 
not mere reflections, but rather 
the  wellsprings, of social, eco-
nomic, political and even religious 
 phenomena.

“Autonomous” and “interacting” 
are the key words. The corrosion over 
the past half-century of the mutual in-
fluence between high culture and the 
rest of social existence is, Vargas Llosa 
maintains, a wrenching catastrophe 
that has degraded our spirit and even 
our capacity to understand who we are. 
Without it, and its ability to illuminate 
permanent and sacred truths about mo-
rality and beauty, we are lost.

The book’s title deliberately echoes 
T. S. Eliot’s famous essay Notes To-
wards the Definition of Culture (1948). 
Eliot and Vargas Llosa share the idea 
that to be cultured has little to do with 
any specific accumulation of knowl-
edge; it predates knowledge, it is spiri-
tual by nature, the nourishment of a 
sensibility that, in Eliot’s plain words, 
“makes life worth living.” Vargas 
Llosa, an avowed agnostic, goes a step 
further, believing culture to be capable 
of replacing the “myths, mysteries and 
rituals of religions” and supplying its 
own intimations of the divine. Reli-
gion and culture are linked by a sacred 
bond, since both have the power to give 
“sense, content and order to what we 
call Civilization.” 

What makes this idea attractive is the 
suggestion that anyone can be in pos-
session of this sensibility; it doesn’t re-
quire specialized learning, educational 
degrees, or even social sophistication. 
The sensibility is of a metaphysical na-

ture and cannot be anointed by title or 
class. Since it isn’t given to all any more 
than mathematical prowess is, the ex-
istence of a minority “cultural elite” is 
unavoidable. But it does not necessar-
ily follow that it is antidemocratic. 

Vargas Llosa’s lament over the 
drowning, and ultimate replacement, of 
high culture with advertising and mass 
media is neither subtle nor particularly 
original, but the intensity he brings to it 
has an interesting subversive tinge. To 
upend, and render meaningless, the dis-
tinctions between left and right when 
discussing culture, he enlists the work 
of Guy Debord, the Marxist founder 
of the Situationist movement and guid-
ing angel, through his writings, to a 
growing number of young anarchists, 
including many of the core members 
of the Occupy Wall Street protests in 
2011. (Debord died in 1994. The subti-
tle of Notes on the Death of Culture is a 
paraphrase of Debord’s 1967 manifesto 
about the soul- deadening effects of 
consumerism, La Société du spectacle.)

The obsession with commodities and 
manufactured products that take aim 
at our self-image rather than our actual 
material needs, argues Debord, “has 
taken on such a central role in the life 
of consumers that it has displaced any 
other cultural, intellectual or political 
reality.” We are all of us deindividual-
ized actors—objects, really—in an on-
going spectacle staged by advertisers 
and corporate molders of desire. “The 
spectacle,” writes Debord, “is the ef-
fective dictatorship of illusion in mod-
ern society.” 

The dictatorship works so well be-
cause we participate in it while believ-
ing we are free, coaxed by a barrage of 
pop songs, magazine and newspaper 
articles, movies, advertisements, and 
television shows that flatter our unique-
ness, our attractiveness, our illusory 
will to choose. We have surrendered 
ourselves to the spectacle, the theory 
goes, striking poses, playing roles, 
adapting personae, drifting further and 
further from our true selves and even 
from the ability to recognize that such 
a self might exist. As a result, we feel 
depressed, unmotivated, hollow, and, 
since we live so deeply inside the spec-
tacle, we experience this feeling as a 
personal failure, thus discounting our 
true selves even further.

Where Vargas Llosa stumbles, to my 
mind, is in his unbending allegiance 
to unregulated economic markets. If 
not for “the collapse of moral and reli-
gious values,” he writes, markets would 
self-regulate “within certain norms of 
honesty.” The “unbridled greed” of 
the super-rich that has flourished in a 
stratosphere of privilege that requires 
virtually no contact with the worka-
day world would be held in check. But 
it would be difficult, if not impossible, 
to point to a time when religious values 
could be depended upon to curb finan-
cial swindling. More to the point, the 
question arises: Can one uncritically 
champion unregulated markets yet de-
plore the monoculture and depreciation 
of serious art that they help to spawn?

Vargas Llosa is on surer ground 
when he laments the rise of critical 
theory over the past half-century at the 
expense of broad, public critical de-
bate. Since the 1960s it has sometimes 
seemed as if an arcane methodology 
of reading has replaced original, non-
conformist (and nonacademic) critics. 

Vargas Llosa instructively holds up 
Edmund Wilson, Bertrand Russell, 
Sartre, and others as examples—writ-
ers who found in the novels of Émile 
Zola, Theodore Dreiser, Fyodor Dos-
toevsky, Albert Camus, Leo Tolstoy, 
and Joseph Conrad, to name just a 
few, crucial expressions of radical so-
cial change. The deconstructionist idea 
that words are “disguises of reality, and 
for that reason literature does not de-
scribe the world, it merely describes 
itself,” has contributed heavily to the 
trivialization, and consequent declaw-
ing, of imaginative writing.

For Vargas Llosa, a cultural nadir 
was reached in 1977 when Roland 
Barthes, on being appointed to the 
Chair of Semiology at the Collège de 
France, declared that language itself 
is “quite simply fascist.” By this logic, 

there is no utterance that isn’t stained 
with the blood of a repressive deed. 
The critic becomes the primary cre-
ator, the awakened artist who can tear 
off literature’s mask; while the actual 
artist is a mere supplier of raw mate-
rial crudely ripped from the bowels of 
a corrupt civilization.

One of the finest pieces in the new 
collection, “The Hour of the Charla-
tans,” describes a lecture Vargas Llosa 
attended in London in 1997 by his 
former friend the French philosopher 
Jean Baudrillard. In the 1950s, when 
Vargas Llosa was studying in Paris, he 
and Baudrillard had been fellow stu-
dents of Barthes at the  Sorbonne. “We 
both lent a helping hand to Algeria’s 
FLN through the aid networks created 
in France by the philosopher Francis 
Jeanson,” he recalls. 

Over the years, however, an unbreach-
able intellectual divide has opened up 
between them. Baudrillard has written 
an essay “proving that the [1990] Gulf 
War ‘did not take place’—since all that 
business involving Saddam Hussein, 
Kuwait, and the allied forces was no 
more than television playacting.” Vargas 
Llosa takes as “an unassailable truth” 
the Debordian idea that “large-scale 
[media-driven] representations of real-
ity make it difficult to understand the 
real world.” But what the novelist in him 
cannot abide is a “linguistic machismo” 
that seeks to negate, and vanquish, our 
capacity to perceive what is. I suspect it 
is Baudrillard’s pessimism, his dismissal 
of autonomous human intelligence, 
that is anathema to Vargas Llosa, who 
has spent his career trying to reflect, in 
his fiction, the most elusive elements 
of political and social life. If we have 

become “mere ghostly automatons . . .
condemned to expire without ever hav-
ing lived,” if we cannot perceive reality, 
then we cannot perceive art or litera-
ture either and culture has ceased to 
exist.

The Discreet Hero is Vargas Llosa’s 
nineteenth novel, and it can be read 
in part as an illustration of some of 
the ideas in his essays. Rigoberto, long 
employed as manager of a successful 
insurance company, is looking forward 
to a retirement filled with cultural plea-
sures: meticulously planned trips to 
Europe; saturation in works of Clas-
sical and Renaissance art; tranquil re-
flection at home in Lima, in “his small 
space of civilization” where his library 
of books and CDs resides; a harmoni-
ously erotic late middle age with his 
companionable wife Lucrecia; and 
the careful edification of Fonchito, his 
gifted fifteen-year-old son. 

Peace temporarily eludes him, how-
ever, thanks to the vulgar intrusions of 
a morally corrupt world. Fonchito may 
or may not be having hallucinatory vi-
sions of the archangel Lucifer, and the 
parasitical heirs to the insurance com-
pany Rigoberto works for are at war 
with their father, who has abruptly dis-
inherited them and married his young 
chola housemaid.

Readers may remember Rigoberto 
as the sexual connoisseur of The Note-
books of Don Rigoberto (1997). They 
may also recognize characters from The 
Green House in the novel’s second, par-
allel story, which takes place in swelter-
ing Piura, five hundred miles south of 
Lima. Piura is now throttled with traf-
fic and beset with crime—thieves throw 
live rats into cars driven by women; 
the women jump out of the cars in hor-
ror and the thieves climb in and drive 
calmly away. Few visual traces of the 
city’s past remain; grains of sand no lon-
ger blow into residents’ faces like buck-
shot—the desert has been paved over. 

At the center of the Piura story is 
fifty-five-year-old Felícito, “a small, 
very thin man who . . . in Chulucanas, 
where he attended elementary school, 
had never worn shoes.” His father, an 
illiterate sharecropper with lines in his 
face “like knife wounds,” worked him-
self to the bone to bring his son to Piura 
for high school and give him a chance 
to succeed. 

Honoring his father’s memory—“the 
holiest thing I have”—Felícito has done 
just that, painstakingly building from 
scratch a small transport company. 
When he receives a letter of extor-
tion, instructing him to pay a monthly 
fee in return for the protection of his 
business, he responds with contempt. 
Remembering his father’s edict, “Son, 
never let anybody walk all over you,” he 
risks—and almost loses—everything 
he has worked for. What we get in both 
the Lima and Piura stories is the moral 
bankruptcy of a younger generation 
that has delivered itself to hedonism, 
greed, familial disloyalty, monstrous 
self-interest—in short, everything that 
Vargas Llosa inveighs against in Notes 
on the Death of Culture.

The Discreet Hero is a relatively 
minor addition to Vargas Llosa’s oeu-
vre. He has taken one of his periodic 
breaks from the opacities of history and 
politics to concoct an entertaining tale. 
(His previous novel, The Dream of the 
Celt, about Roger Casement, the Irish 
crusader for human rights in the Congo 

The Cuban poet Heberto Padilla; from his 
1990 memoir Self-Portrait of the Other
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Negroland: A Memoir 
by Margo Jefferson. 
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The house Negro, according to Mal-
colm X, looked out for his master’s 
interest and put the field Negro back 
in his place on the plantation when he 
got out of line. The house Negro lived 
better than the field Negro, Malcolm 
X explained. He ate the same food as 
the master, dressed and spoke just as 
well. The house Negro loved the mas-
ter more than the master loved him-
self, while the field Negro prayed for a 
strong wind to come along should the 
master’s house catch fire. Malcolm X 
said that he was a field Negro and for 
him the black establishment, the black 
upper class, became synonymous with 
the house Negro. “You’re nothing but an 
ex-slave. You don’t like to be told that. 
But what else are you? You are ex-slaves. 
You didn’t come here on the ‘Mayflower.’ 
You came here on a slave ship.” 

The black elite provoked some 
scorn in the civil rights era of revolu-
tion in mass black consciousness. In 
The Negro Family in the United States 
(1939), E. Franklin Frazier had de-
scribed how migration and the urban-
ization of black America changed the 
criteria by which a black upper class 
defined itself. Bloodline gave way to 
position. In his grand remonstrance, 
Black Bourgeoisie (1957), Frazier cas-
tigated the black upper class for having 
deteriorated into a sad imitation of con-
spicuously consuming white America. 
Others criticized black institutions for 
being conformist. For figures like Mal-
colm X, the history of black resistance 
exposed the futility of conventional av-
enues of struggle, as if illustrating Fou-
cault’s point about the moral training of 
populations and the reform of manners 
as a means of reducing threat to prop-
erty. Whether it was seen as politically 
impotent or socially up its own ass, the 
black elite was an irrelevance at a time 
when the forces of liberation were out 
to reshape the world; and when the ver-
nacular was being elevated as the true 
source of black culture. 

The idea of an Old Settler’s tempera-
ment in a black person seemed absurd. 
In his 1965 autobiography, Long Old 
Road, the distinguished sociologist 
Horace R. Cayton wrote about leaving 
Seattle in response to increased racism 
and running away to sea, where he be-
friended a veteran black sailor named 
Longreen who was unfamiliar with his 
past:

Of course I didn’t mention to Lon-
green anything about my grandfa-
ther being a senator or that we had 

once had a horse and carriage and 
a Japanese servant. He wouldn’t 
have believed me if I had, and 
I’d learned by then that with the 
general run of Negroes it was bet-
ter not to refer to such an elegant 
background. 

Just as white people in New York de-
scended from Dutch colonists thought 
of themselves as Old Settlers, so, too, 
did black people already living in 
northern cities before the mass migra-
tion of mostly black agricultural work-
ers from the South during World War I, 
especially upper-class blacks who were 
somewhat tolerated because they were 
few. Cayton’s father’s newspaper only 
became a black publication after the 
war, when so many blacks moved to Se-

attle that he lost his white advertisers. 
He had to remind his son that although 
one of Cayton’s grandfathers had been 
the first black US senator, the other had 
been a slave, as had he, his father.

In Black Metropolis: A Study of 
Negro Life in a Northern City (1945), 
the landmark work on Chicago that 
Cayton wrote with St. Clair Drake, the 
black upper class was, significantly, not 
a leisure class but a largely professional 
one that supplied goods and services 
to the Negro community. In the cold 
war days immediately after World War 
II, race leadership still came from the 
upper class. Its members fought seg-
regation in every aspect and resented 
being told that they were trying to be 
white or to mix socially with whites. 
Because of segregation, blacks of all 

classes lived in close proximity. It was 
not poverty that upper-class blacks 
minded, Drake and Cayton said, so 
much as lack of decorum. Most black 
people in Chicago at the time of their 
study were employed as laborers.

Cayton was also clear that writing 
his autobiography was an attempt at 
self-reclamation. In the late 1930s and 
into the 1940s he had been a part of 
a vigorous scene of black intellectu-
als in Chicago, described in Lawrence 
P. Jackson’s important The Indignant 
Generation: A Narrative History of 
African American Writers and Crit-
ics, 1934–1960 (2011). Yet after World 
War II, its promises of freedom unan-
swered, he became increasingly bitter 
in his lectures, and as a community- 
center director he worried that he was 
little more than a stooge for the white 
man. One day he woke up in his office 
with a pistol in his hand. His autobi-
ography ends not long after Brown v. 
Board of Education in 1954, with him 
fighting depression and alcoholism, 
trying to start over, heading back out 
West. Horace Cayton would die in 1970 
in Paris, where he was doing research 
for a biography of his friend Richard 
Wright. The black autobiographical 
tradition does not have many losers. 

Margo Jefferson, who won the Pu-
litzer Prize for criticism in 1995, has 
nothing to prove and everything to say 
in Negroland, her brave, elegantly writ-
ten memoir of growing up black and 
different. Born into the self-contained 
world of upper-class black Chicago that 
Drake and Cayton studied, Jefferson 
and her older sister spent their forma-
tive years, the 1950s and 1960s, in the 
bourgeois enclave of Hyde Park, daugh-
ters of the head of pediatrics at Provi-
dent Hospital, the oldest black hospital 
in the country, and a glamorous mother 
whose photograph could appear in the 
black press. Jefferson attended the 
famously progressive University of 
Chicago Laboratory School and High 
School. “Negroland is my name for a 
small region of Negro America where 
residents were sheltered by a certain 
amount of privilege and plenty,” she 
says. 

Class in black America has “a fraught 
history with many roots,” its distinc-
tions going back to whether blacks were 
free or slave; northerner or southerner; 
property owner or unskilled worker; 
literate or not; light-skinned or not. Jef-
ferson herself is descended in part from 
the Negro elite that was defined early 
on by how much it had to do with white 
people, its relation to white people, its 
nearness to them, by occupation, such 

Elite Black & Quite Different
Darryl Pinckney

and the Putumayo basin of Peru, is an 
absorbing investigation of the critical 
point where a noble struggle for justice 
gives way to zealotry and violence.) 

The writing in The Discreet Hero is 
uneven, with evocative passages exist-
ing alongside wooden, overdetermined 
scenes that dutifully push the plot for-
ward. It would give too much away to 
tell how the two stories, which echo 

each other in almost every major de-
tail, converge. But as they steam along 
toward their rather comical resolution, 
an array of characters from various lev-
els of Peru’s social stratum have small 
parts, including a bruja who sees the 
future, a compliant and calculating 
salt-of-the-earth mistress, a religiously 
devout former prostitute, a pair of irre-
deemable villains, two honest lawyers, 

a loyal black chauffeur, and a team of 
buffoonish decent-hearted detectives. 
Some of these seem enlarged versions 
of stock characters and they give the 
novel a somewhat dusty flavor. 

Vargas Llosa has lived in Europe for 
much of his life; literary fame, including 
the 2010 Nobel Prize for Literature, has 
made him an honorary citizen of the 
developed world. But Latin America, 

and especially Peru, which he has lik-
ened to “a kind of incurable disease,” 
remain the reliable well from which his 
most memorable creations are drawn. 
His relationship to his country, he has 
written, “is intense, harsh and full of 
the violence of passion.” It is this con-
founding and incurable passion that 
has provoked his most memorable, as 
well as his most contradictory, work. 

Margo Jefferson, New York City, 2010; photograph by Alexander Pines
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as caterer or barber, or blood, even a 
former slave master’s. But after char-
acterizing them this way, she writes, 
“I’ve fallen into a mocking tone that 
feels prematurely disloyal. There were 
antebellum founders of Negroland who 
triumphed through resolve and prin-
cipled intelligence.” The severity of the 
black condition explains why blacks 
who could do so accepted the protec-
tion that identification with powerful 
whites offered. But she also recognizes 
that “Negro exceptionalism had its ugly 
side: pioneers who advanced through 
resolve, intelligence, and exploiting 
their own.” For example, we know now 
that one of the first legal slaveholders 
in seventeenth-century Virginia was an 
African man. 

Jefferson unearths works such as 
Sketches of the Higher Classes of 
Colored Society, published in 1841 in 
Philadelphia by Joseph Willson, a den-
tist and printer, the son of a Georgia 
slaveholder and an enslaved woman 
whom he freed before she bore his five 
children. In 1858, Cyprian Clamorgan, 
a barber descended from a prominent 
white St. Louis family, published The 
Colored Aristocracy of St. Louis. Jef-
ferson notes the difference in style be-
tween Willson’s pride in his family’s 
quiet success and Clamorgan’s brag-
ging about his white ancestors and 
large income. She takes her early ex-
amples of the black elite seriously and 
gives them their due, understanding 
their flaws and limitations, like family. 

Jefferson has a deep sympathy for 
intellectual black women in the nine-
teenth century—poet and diarist Char-
lotte Forten; teacher and essayist Anna 
Julia Cooper, who received her doctor-
ate from the Sorbonne when she was 
sixty- five years old; Ida B. Wells, the 
anti- lynching crusading journalist; and 
Charlotte Hawkins Brown, founder of 
a finishing school in North Carolina 
for black girls. Jefferson writes that 
W. E. B. Du Bois, who was born in 1868 
and published his first book, The Phila-
delphia Negro, in 1899, “shares Coo-
per’s radical romanticism” as well as 
“Wells’s outrage,” but that “he is intent 
on cutting a much wider swath, some-
times at their expense.” On recordings, 
his voice resembles FDR’s. 

Perhaps because of the influence of 
northern abolitionists or the New Eng-
land schoolteachers who went south 
to teach the freedmen during Recon-
struction, the image of the stern, strin-
gent Bostonian replaced the doomed, 
noble southern aristocrat as the class 
ideal for black people largely trained at 
anxious black-church colleges. But for 
black America social status came to de-
pend mostly on what an individual had 
achieved, precisely because individual 
achievement was not separate from 
the advancement of the black race as a 
whole. What Du Bois described in his 
1903 essay “The Talented Tenth” was 
not an abstraction. In his vision, the 
few would lead the many. It was not 
where you were from that mattered but 
rather where you were headed. 

What was forgotten in the protests of 
the 1960s—a period when black peo-
ple began to enter the middle classes 
in meaningful numbers—was that for 
more than a century the sheer existence 
of a black upper class had represented a 
challenge to the racial status quo. The 
people in Jefferson’s world benefited 
from the civil rights movement as much 

as any black people did. But the so-
cial mobility of black people was not, 
for her, a testament to the openness of 
American society. Jefferson learned 
early that her family was where it was 
in spite of American society. On one 
road trip in 1956, her family traveled 
happily to Quebec and then New York, 
but a hotel in Atlantic City wouldn’t 
put them in the suite they’d reserved. 
They left the next day: 

Such treatment encouraged privi-
leged Negroes to see our privilege 
as more than justified: It was hard-
won and politically righteous, a 
boon to the race, a source of com-
pensatory pride, an example of 
what might be achieved. 

They were not a normal family, not 
like the ones Jefferson saw on televi-
sion or at the movies. Her parents had 
to do careful research before holidays 
in order to make sure things would be 
okay for them when they got to where 
they were going, and even then some-
thing could still happen. In the 1950s, 

liberal whites who saw that we too 
had manners, money, and educa-
tion lamented our caste disadvan-
tage. Less liberal or non-liberal 
whites preferred not to see us in 
the private schools and public 
spaces of their choice. They had 
ready a bevy of slights: from skep-
tics the surprised glance and spare 
greeting; from waverers the pleas-
antry, eyes averted; from disdain-
ers the direct cut. Caucasians with 
materially less than us were given 
license by Caucasians with more 
than them to subvert and attack 
our privilege. 

Her mother told her a lot of white 
people did not like to address a Negro 
as “Doctor.” It would seem little com-
pared to, say, the murder of Emmett 
Till in Mississippi in 1955 for the crime 
of supposedly having whistled at a 
white woman, but mob violence and 
casual disrespect had roots in the same 
license to attack black people. Trouble 
knows your name, James Baldwin said. 

Yet Jefferson is describing a world 
of black confidence, not one of uncom-
prehending imitation or secret self-
loathing. It matters that she grew up 
in Chicago when she did. In her youth, 
Chicago was the undisputed second 
city, a manufacturing powerhouse di-
vided into ethnic zones. Violence often 
attended the spread of the black popu-
lation. Black Chicago was large and 
had capital, substantial enterprises, 
and strong churches. Black institutions 
still had prestige in the black commu-
nity. Negroland was real: 

In Negroland we thought of our-
selves as the Third Race, poised 
between the masses of Negroes 
and all classes of Caucasians. Like 
the Third Eye, the Third Race pos-
sessed a wisdom, intuition, and en-
lightened knowledge the other two 
races lacked. Its members had edu-
cation, ambition, sophistication, 
and standardized verbal dexterity. 

Home life took place in and around 
Fortress Negro. “In the privacy of an 
all-Negro world, Negro privilege could 
lounge and saunter too, show off its ac-
coutrements and lay down the law.” Jef-
ferson writes about the group activities 
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of childhood and the extracurricular 
schedule of her adolescence as rituals 
of cohesion, tribal defense against the 
social disorganization of black life in 
general. However, though she may have 
been born into Negroland, education 
was a mixed-race experience. She had 
access to white high schools and exclu-
sive music camps. In her memoir, Jef-
ferson takes up distinctions between 
classes and races, but also between gen-
ders, and it is as a girl’s coming-of-age 
story, a black girl’s story, in a time of 
social change, that Negroland explores 
yet more unexpected territory. 

Women were conveyors of racial in-
heritance. Jefferson’s mother was pres-
ent to correct her always. In one scene, 
she recounts how amused she and her 
sister were by what they considered 
the ignorant country language of the 
speaker, an old black woman, in the 
Langston Hughes poem “Mother to 
Son”: “Well, son, I’ll tell you:/Life for 
me ain’t been no crystal stair.” Their 
mother listened, then explained who 
Hughes was, and then read the poem 
for them, calling on “all the resources 
of Negro life and history, . . . turning 
dialect to vernacular.” Her mother, 
who grew up on Negro History Week, 
let them know that Hughes had even 
taught briefly at the Lab School. 

The owners of The Chicago De-
fender, a leading black newspaper, were 
their friends, and they were aware that 
Ida B. Wells had worked in Chicago. 
Jefferson’s mother told them about the 
anthropologist Katherine Dunham and 
that major work of sociology, Black 
Metropolis by St. Clair Drake and Hor-
ace Cayton. Her family read The Cri-
sis, the magazine of the NAACP. They 
were not white people; they knew that 
Rosa Parks was not a Negro woman 
suddenly too tired to change seats, but 
rather the secretary of the Montgom-
ery, Alabama, chapter of the NAACP 
that had been meticulously preparing 
its challenge to segregation on munici-
pal buses.

Jefferson grew up knowing that the 
women responsible for her believed in 
“feminine command.” “It’s never too 
hot for fur,” her grandmother said on 
a visit back to the South. As young 
black women, she and her sister were 
learning how to comport themselves 
as ladies. It was a kind of vindication. 
That nice-girl problem of how to at-
tract boys without getting a reputation 
was further complicated by the history 
of black women forever being depicted 
in American culture as oversexed 
and animalistic, which justified the 
exploitation of their bodies. Respect-
ability was therefore a grave matter. 
Nice black girls learned that women 
of achievement renounced vanity and 
lightheartedness, exhibited unceasing 
fortitude, and put the needs of others 
first. “I enjoy being irreproachable,” 
Jefferson writes. 

The cost of self-control was easily 
underestimated. “Oh, the vehement 
inner lives of girls snatching at hero-
ines and role models!” Meanwhile, as a 
nice black girl Jefferson was judged by 
standards of beauty that were of social 
history’s making: grade of hair, skin 
color, flat or straight nose, size of ass, 
shape of foot. Whiteness. “The fashion 
and beauty complex has so many ways 
to enchant and maim.” She takes pride 
in and has sympathy for Lena Horne 
and Dorothy Dandridge, but conceives 

a teenager’s passion for Audrey Hep-
burn. “No! You cannot ever be white 
like these idols of feminine perfection. 
Let that final impossibility reproach 
and taunt you.” 

Jefferson’s story becomes more and 
more about gender difference and 
where it intersects with race after she 
graduates from Brandeis College in 
1968. Eventually, she is conspicuous 
as the only black woman columnist at 
Newsweek magazine. “The white world 
had made the rules that excluded us; 
now, when it saw fit, it altered those 
rules to include a few of us.” Her 
childhood is about Negroland at its 
segregated zenith, but childhood is a 
woman’s story waiting to hap-
pen, one influenced by—if not 
directly about—the feminist 
movement of the 1970s.

Jefferson is touchingly hon-
est about her inhibited re-
sponse to the black feminist 
sensation of that era, Ntozake 
Shange’s for colored girls who 
have considered suicide /when 
the rainbow is enuff (1976). 
Shange, born Paulette Wil-
liams, was a nice black girl 
and Barnard College gradu-
ate who’d gone off the rails. 
However, Jefferson summons 
to the rescue the figure of 
Flor ynce  Kennedy, the great 
activist lawyer in a cowboy 
hat, a beloved presence in rad-
ical circles in 1970s New York. 
Many black women back then 
argued that feminism was a 
white woman’s thing and that 
if you scratched a white femi-
nist you would find simply 
a white person. It was more 
important to address social 
needs along racial lines. Ken-
nedy answered that black 
women had been copying bad 
ideas from white women for so long it 
was crazy when they came along with a 
good one not to want to copy that: 

[The black woman’s] history of 
struggle, degradation, triumph; 
her exclusion from the rewards of 
bourgeois femininity; her duty to 
strengthen the Negro family. Not a 
history one wanted to haul through 
one’s social life. Not a history one 
wanted to lumber into the sexual 
revolution with. Not a history one 
wanted to have sternly codified by 
white sociologists and Black Power 
revolutionaries who found the 
faults of The Black Woman much 
the same as those of The Negro 
Woman. She was bellicose, she 
was self-centered; she was sexually 
prudish when not  castrating. 

When Jefferson was growing up, 
race mattered, but gender didn’t. The 
fight for women’s rights was greeted 
with “mockery, contempt, or repressive 
tolerance.” Girls of her class were en-
couraged to take certain privileges for 
granted, but these privileges were de-
signed to make them eligible for good 
marriages, i.e., yet more social status, 
and they were taught to “cherish that 
generic female future.” Black women 
historically had entered the white- 
collar workforce faster than black men, 
because of the relatively low status 
of clerical and secretarial work, and 
most of the black professional women 
Jefferson knew of as a girl were also 
wives and mothers. Sometimes she was 

warned to have something to fall back 
on, an acknowledgment that the black 
man’s economic life could be insecure. 
At the same time, a woman alone was 
an object of pity or whispers.

The question Jefferson asks of her 
experience was: How could she adapt 
her willful self to so much history and 
myth? The answer is that she didn’t. 
There is, in her account, no accommo-
dation or acceptance of middle-class 
standards and life. This isn’t a memoir 
that tells us how a black person with 
opportunities got over her guilt and 
relaxed into the life of getting ahead 
that her family had sacrificed for her 
to have. She made instead a life as a 

journalist and critic and then another 
life in the high bohemia of New York 
intellectuals and artists, away from the 
conventions of her male-dominated 
professional world. “All that circum-
navigating of race, class, and gender 
made for comedy too.” 

Jefferson’s answer is also in her so-
phisticated tone and style, in the free 
and open manner in which Negro-
land is structured. Her book includes 
many brief anecdotes, digressions, and 
“dialogues” between unnamed char-
acters. Paragraph headings announce 
“The Jefferson Girls,” “The Jefferson 
Girls and Ballet,” “The Jefferson Girls 
and Beauty,” “Another Negro His-
tory Week Lesson,” or “Boys.” What 
marks Negro land off from other works 
on such a potentially cringe-inducing 
subject is Jefferson’s literary sensibil-
ity: “I’m a chronicler of Negroland, a 
participant- observer, an elegist, dis-
senter and admirer; sometime expatri-
ate, ongoing interlocutor.” Some of her 
most intense passages have to do with 
her instinctive escape into Lewis Car-
roll or her immersion in the personali-
ties of the sisters in Little Women and 
what their destinies portended for her. 

Identity is fluid. “There’s a space in 
our consciousness where all this ra-
cialized material collects, never static, 
mutating or at least recombining.” 
Jefferson struggles with her own reti-
cence. “I think it’s too easy to recount 
unhappy memories when you write 
about race,” she observes. “You revere 

your grief.” Though she knows she has 
had more choices, and therefore more 
freedom, than most, there remained 
lines she dared not cross. Black girls in 
Negroland “had been denied the privi-
lege of freely yielding to depression, of 
flaunting neurosis as a mark of social 
and psychic complexity.” 

Charlotte Forten, granddaughter of a 
rich, free-born black Philadelphia sail 
maker, kept a diary and went south in 
1862 to teach freed slaves in South Car-
olina. Her diary stops when she falls in 
love with moonlit rides on horseback 
alongside a married white doctor from 
Boston. When her diary resumes many 
years later, she is the prim wife of a black 

minister from a prominent 
family much like her own. An-
gela Davis, who comes from 
a middle-class household in 
Birmingham, Alabama, and 
graduated from Brandeis four 
years earlier than Jefferson, 
refuses in her Angela Davis: 
An Autobiography (1974) to 
write about herself as excep-
tional in any way—a principle 
dictated by her politics, her al-
legiance to her constituencies, 
rejecting the romanticism of 
her own image, a keeping faith 
with the four girls killed in the 
church bombing in Birming-
ham in 1963. “Internalize The 
Race. Internalize both races,” 
Jefferson says at one point. 
“Then internalize the contra-
dictions. Teach your psyche 
to adapt its solo life to a group 
obbligato. Or let it abandon 
any impulse toward indepen-
dence and hurtle toward a fe-
verishly perfect representation 
of your people.” 

The constant for black men 
has been the threat of vio-
lence; the constant for black 

women has been that they were still 
women. Harlem Renaissance novel-
ist Nella Larsen got kicked out of Fisk 
University for wearing bright col-
ors. A’Lelia Bundles’s On Her Own 
Ground: The Life and Times of Madam 
C. J. Walker (2001), a biography of her 
great-grandmother, the founder of a 
black cosmetics industry; Jill Nelson’s 
Finding Martha’s Vineyard: Afri-
can Americans at Home on an Island 
(2005); Gail Lumet Buckley’s The 
Hornes: An American Family (1986) 
and her recent The Black Calhouns: 
From Civil War to Civil Rights with 
One African American Family—these 
works are personal as well as acts of re-
trieval and conservation. The authors 
can see themselves in the continuum 
of the histories they are recording. But 
Jefferson is coming at the subject of the 
black elite from an odd angle, examin-
ing it as a legacy of proscription and 
privilege, grief and achievement, love 
for, and shame because of, other black 
people; love for and terror of so- called 
white culture. “My enemies took too 
much. My loved ones asked too much.” 

The closest thing to her homage to 
ambiguity—from another nice black 
girl—is avant-garde playwright Adri-
enne Kennedy’s experimental autobi-
ography, People Who Led to My Plays 
(1987). The new Americans must 
be able to think in contradictions, 
Henry Adams said in his Education. 
“Being an Other, in America, teaches 
you to imagine what can’t imagine 
you,” Jefferson says. “That’s your first 
 education.”  

Dorothy Dandridge, 1953; photograph by Philippe Halsman
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The Violent World of Elena Ferrante
Roger Cohen

The Story of the Lost Child
by Elena Ferrante, 
translated from the Italian  
by Ann Goldstein. 
Europa, 473 pp., $18.00 (paper)

At the start of The Story of the Lost 
Child, the fourth and final novel of 
Elena Ferrante’s remarkable Neapoli-
tan quartet, the two women whose tur-
bulent friendship forms the core of the 
books are entering the second halves 
of their lives, their first marriages be-
hind them. Elena Greco, the studi-
ous narrator, has left poverty- stricken 
Naples and become an established 
author of novels and 
feminist essays. She has 
left her husband, a bril-
liant university professor 
and laborious lover from 
Italy’s left- leaning bour-
geoisie, for the man she 
has adored since adoles-
cence, a fickle charmer 
and social climber 
named Nino Sarratore. 
With Sarratore comes a 
return to Naples and the 
Mezzogiorno after years 
in the relatively ordered 
“European” Italy of Pisa, 
Milan, and Florence.

Raffaella Cerullo—
known to Elena as “Lila” 
and the chief subject of 
her storytelling—has 
never left the rubble- 
filled streets of Naples. 
Electric and fiery, she 
appears to have achieved 
some stability, even fi-
nancial security, for the 
first time in her life after 
the end of her marriage 
to a violent loan shark. 
She is living with the 
devoted Enzo Scanno, 
whom she has known since neighbor-
hood school days. He takes care of her 
child and together they have started a 
computer company called Basic Sight.

That, at least, is the surface of things, 
which in the pseudonymous Ferrante’s 
work often conceals the violence and 
irrationality of life. “Love and sex are 
unreasonable and brutal,” she writes. 
For Lila and Elena, they generally are. 
Everything in the two women’s lives 
duly unravels—except their fecund, 
troubled friendship. They are insepa-
rable even when distance intervenes.

Elena has the discipline to channel 
her gifts, as she shows in the writing of 
her story. But she could not have done 
so without the inspiration of Lila, who 
is the more brilliant but too mercurial 
to fulfill her promise, whether as an au-
thor (the story she wrote as a child, The 
Blue Fairy, mesmerizes Elena), shoe 
designer, or entrepreneur. The quar-
tet is set in motion at the beginning of 
the first book by Lila’s disappearance, 
prompting Elena to seek to assemble all 
the frantumaglia, or fragments, that led 
to her departure. That effort, looking 
back over a lifetime, yields this work. 
Ferrante, in a rare interview with The 
Paris Review, has called frantumaglia 
the “bits and pieces of uncertain ori-
gin which rattle around in your head.” 
Artistic creation involves linking them 

through logical and magical patterns. 
As she writes in The Story of the Lost 
Child, “Linear explanations are almost 
always lies.”

The interacting qualities of the two 
women are central to the quartet, 
which is at once introspective and 
sweeping, personal and political, cov-
ering the more than six decades of the 
two women’s lives and the way those 
lives intersect with Italy’s upheavals, 
from the revolutionary violence of the 
leftist Red Brigades to radical femi-
nism. Ferrante, in an e-mail interview 

with Deborah Orr of The Guardian, 
called writing “a dragnet that carries 
everything away with it” and alluded to 
her “ransacking of the enormous ware-
house that is literary tradition.” 

Certainly, she dabbles in many 
genres: her evocation of the devastat-
ing work conditions in a sausage fac-
tory where Lila labored recalls Zola; 
her examination of Nino Sarratore’s 
ambitious rise from the provinces to 
political prominence in Rome owes 
something to Balzac. Her vivid descrip-
tion of place recalls Lawrence Durrell. 
(Naples is the third-most-important 
character, a festering being drawing 
everyone back into its squalid labyrinth 
of generational vendettas.) Her depic-
tion of Lila’s susceptibility to mystical 
forces owes something to magical real-
ism; her chosen form—brief chapters 
that often resemble movie scenes—
is suggestive of soap operas. As Orr 
wrote in The Guardian, Ferrante has 
fed “a hunger for something simple yet 
rare,” a work that is “without preten-
sion, mannerism or sentiment, epic yet 
domestic,” and “as thought- provoking 
as a self- conscious ‘novel of ideas.’”

To which I would add that Ferrante, 
in her unflinching willingness to lead 
us toward “the mutable fury of things,” 
places the reader inside intimate rela-
tions between women and men with an 

irresistible and unusual immediacy. In 
her Guardian interview with Orr, Fer-
rante said of women: 

I think our sexuality is all yet to be 
recounted and that, especially in 
this context, the rich male literary 
tradition constitutes a huge obsta-
cle. The ways Elena and Lina be-
have are just two different aspects 
of the same arduous and always 
unhappy adjustment to men and 
their sexuality.

This constant female “adjustment” is 
present in all Ferrante’s novels. In The 

Story of the Lost Child, Elena remem-
bers that her dying mother, Immaco-
lata, “revealed with coarse obscenities 
that my father was perfunctory, she 
couldn’t remember if sleeping with 
him had ever truly given her pleasure.” 
Elena herself, after Nino’s constant in-
fidelities finally destroy their relation-
ship, goes back to a first love, Antonio 
Cappuccio, and experiences a fierce 
erotic charge: “He demanded things 
and I demanded things with a fury, 
an anxiety, a need for violation that I 
didn’t think I harbored.” Lila laughs as 
she sums things up: “Men place such 
an enormous importance on fucking.” 
She is the more detached of the two, 
while Elena the feminist is dismayed at 
how Nino holds power over her for so 
long:

Although I now wrote about wom-
en’s autonomy and discussed it ev-
erywhere, I didn’t know how to live 
without his body, his voice, his in-
telligence. . . . I loved him more than 
my own daughters. . . . I withered 
painfully, the free and educated 
woman lost her petals, separated 
from the woman- mother, and the 
woman- mother was disconnected 
from the woman- lover, and the 
woman- lover from the furious 
whore.

Ferrante’s women are multifaceted, 
self- contradicting sexual beings fac-
ing enormous obstacles, from the ma-
chismo of Italian society (especially in 
the south) to the difficulty of combin-
ing motherhood and professional ad-
vancement. Their lives are a balancing 
act; their men often brutal, plain stu-
pid, or both; and in the end the women 
are stronger.

In The Days of Abandonment, a pow-
erful earlier novel, Ferrante describes 
how the thirty- eight- year- old Olga goes 
mad after being left with two small chil-
dren by her husband, Mario, but finds 
the strength to emerge, overcome her 

feelings, and at last find 
glimmerings of happiness. 
Elena, too, achieves more 
than the men in her life. 
The daughter of a jani-
tor and a housewife, she 
rises, through her intel-
ligence and talent, from 
poverty to upper- middle- 
class comfort and literary 
success. As for Lila, she 
scares men (and not only 
men) with the force of her 
feelings and the accuracy 
of her uncanny intuitions; 
in the end it seems she can 
very well live without a 
man. As she observes to 
Elena, “Loving courses 
together with hating, and 
I can’t, I can’t manage to 
solidify myself around 
any goodwill.” 

Elena has loved Nino 
Sarratore since high 
school days in Naples. He 
is tall and languid, serious 
and quizzical, an intel-
lectual who stands apart 
from the local squalor. 

He has had a passionate affair with 
Lila that began one summer on Ischia, 
a child through a liaison with another 
woman in Milan, and, when he reen-
ters Elena’s life, he is married, with 
another child, to a woman named El-
eonora from a wealthy Neapolitan fam-
ily. Elena, with two young daughters 
from her own marriage, is swept away 
by their passion. The first half of The 
Story of the Lost Child focuses on their 
doomed love.

Each has a secret. Elena lost her 
virginity on an Ischia beach to Nino’s 
groping father, Donato, a memory that 
makes her shudder. “How many words 
remain unsayable even between a cou-
ple in love,” she reflects. Nino, unable 
to bear Elena’s talent in high school, 
tossed her first literary submission to a 
school journal into the garbage and told 
her that it was rejected. The pattern 
will repeat itself: Nino hides things. His 
ego is colossal—and blinding. His poli-
tics, initially of the radical left, become 
more conservative as he seeks advance-
ment. Behind his self- confidence and 
seductive virility lurks the weakness of 
a man without a center.

He drives Elena to distraction. When 
she moved to Naples to be with him, 
she infuriated her mother, who called 
her “a bitch” for abandoning her hus-
band, the good and steady Professor  

Naples, 1964; photograph by Bruno Barbey
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Pietro Airota. Elena soon discov-
ers Nino has not left his wife—and 
explodes:

Am I always this furious other I? I, 
here in Naples, in this filthy house, 
I, who if I could, would kill this 
man, plunge a knife into his heart 
with all my strength? Should I re-
strain this shadow—my mother, 
all of our female ancestors—or 
should I let her go?

She hits him. She says, “You lied to her 
and you lied to me, and you didn’t do 
it for love of either of us, you did it for 
yourself, because you don’t have the 
courage of your choices, because you’re 
a coward.” Yet even in her rage, “love 
writhed fiercely inside me.”

As for Nino, he says: “I can’t leave 
Eleonora, but I can’t live without you.” 
He prefers the adrenaline of a double 
life to the trauma of a break. Elena 
consults Franco Mari, her former lover 
from college in Pisa, now a much- 
reduced man after serious injury in a 
neofascist attack during his years as a 
leftist. Referring to Nino, Mari, who 
will later commit suicide, says: “What if 
he loved you, seriously, and yet knew he 
could only love you in this way?” The 
couple staggers on, addicted to each 
other, even when Nino’s wife  Eleonora 
gets pregnant with a second child. 

During a trip to the United States, 
Elena, now thirty- six, becomes preg-
nant. Lila is pregnant, too, by her lover 
Enzo. The two friends go to medical ex-
aminations together in Naples. Having 
diverged, they are together again. While 
they wait to be seen, Elena recalls how, 
as children, they played at being moth-
ers with their dolls. Hers was called 
Tina, Lila’s Nu. Lila had “thrown Tina 
into the shadows of the cellar and I, out 
of spite, had done the same with Nu.” 
It was a pivotal moment—of lost inno-
cence, gratuitous aggression, imagined 
motherhood shattered—and the little 
girls go on to a terrifying confronta-
tion with Don Achille Caracci, a loan 
shark whom they accuse of stealing the 
dolls and who will later be murdered. 
The son of Caracci, Stefano, in time 
becomes Lila’s violent first husband. 
The neighborhood’s baleful shadow is 
always present.

Elena’s third daughter, Immacolata 
Sarratore, known as “Imma,” is born 
two months after the Naples earth-
quake of November 23, 1980. Lila, who 
already has a son by Stefano Caracci 
(she thought for a time that Nino might 
be the father), gives birth to a daugh-
ter, Nunziatina, known as “Tina.” “You 
know that you’ve given her the name of 
my doll?” Elena says.

Nino, who scatters offspring with 
great abandon, plays dutifully with 
Imma, but does not seem attached to 
his new daughter. Elena observes that 
“he used the infant as a doll to enter-
tain Dede and Elsa”—her older daugh-
ters. The doll, central to an earlier 
novel, The Lost Daughter, is a recur-
ring theme in Ferrante’s work. It is the 
repository of innocence, yearning, loss, 
and violence (to women by men and by 
women to one another). Dolls are mis-
placed, they are stolen; they are not the 
innocent objects they seem, as is the 
case with much in Ferrante’s world.

The end of the affair is violent. One 
day Elena returns unannounced to her 
apartment to find Nino, who has a key, 

having sex with the nanny, Silvana, in 
the bathroom. Imma is alone in her 
playpen. Nino is 

in his undershirt and otherwise 
naked, his long thin legs parted, 
his feet bare. Silvana, curved for-
ward, with both hands resting on 
the sink, had her big underpants 
at her knees and the dark smock 
pulled up around her waist. He, 
while he stroked her sex holding 
her heavy stomach with his arm, 
was gripping an enormous breast 
that stuck out of the smock and the 
bra, and meanwhile was thrusting 
his flat stomach against her large 
white buttocks.

Everything, Ferrante writes, be-
comes clear to Elena. She thinks back 
to Nino’s lecherous father. “Nino was 
only one, and the expression he had 
on his face while he was inside Silvana 
was the proof. It was the expression 
of his father, Donato, not when he de-
flowered me on the Maronti [in Ischia] 
but when he touched me between the 
legs, under the sheet.” And she goes 
further: 

Nino was very intelligent, Nino 
was extraordinarily cultured. His 
propensity for fucking did not 
come from a crude, naïve display 
of virility based on half- fascistic, 
half- southern clichés. What he had 
done to me, what he was doing to 
me, was filtered by a very refined 
knowledge. He dealt in complex 
concepts, he knew that this way he 
would offend me to the point of de-
stroying me.

Elena is not destroyed. She raises 
her three children. She writes with suc-
cess, still. She transfigures her life into 
literature. She grows beyond Nino—“I 
realized then, and to my surprise, that I 
no longer felt anything for him.”

Nino, by contrast, drifts on, doing 
casual harm. Elected a socialist mem-
ber of parliament, he is an Ono revole, 
or Honorable Sarratore, until he is 
brought down in dishonor by the ju-
dicial investigation of rampant politi-
cal corruption known as Mani Pulite 
(Clean Hands). He goes to prison for 
a time only to reemerge. No sin is be-
yond forgiveness in Italy. Lila, whom 
Nino again pursues, has the most 
devastating verdict on him: “He has 

the worst kind of meanness, that of 
superficiality.”

In the American imagination, Italy 
has avoided the unattractive elements 
of contemporary life, taking only so 
much from it. Something in the culture 
has resisted the reduction of human 
interaction to the transactional mini-
mum. Italy is seen as having resisted 
the squeezing of the last cent of profit 
from every exchange. Something in it 
recognizes the human need for com-
munity and what a few friendly words 
to a stranger can mean. There are still 
innocent smiles in Italy, something you 
can only call humility. 

For Italians, however, the story is 
rather different. They live with the cor-
ruption, the inefficiency, the violence, 
and the paralysis of a nation that can 
still feel like a dysfunctional collection 
of city- states. This is the Italy Ferrante 
portrays. Escape, for many Italians, 
including Elena’s two older daughters 
in The Story of the Lost Child, is from 
Italy to America.

In this last book of the quartet the 
full toll of the violence of Naples—and 
of the republic that accommodates it—
becomes clear. Death often comes un-
naturally, and there is a lot of it. When 
I visited Naples as a Rome- based Wall 
Street Journal correspondent in the 
early 1980s I was told by a city official 
that it was the only city that “produces 
tens of thousands of pairs of gloves a 
year but doesn’t have a glove factory.” 
What it does have, in abundance, is the 
organized crime group, the Camorra.

Scarcely a character remains un-
touched by the camorrista Solara fam-
ily that controls most of what passes for 
business in the rundown neighborhood 
of Elena and Lila. Elena’s sister, Elisa, 
marries Marcello Solara and lives for a 
while the gaudy life of the family. Ele-
na’s lover, Antonio, works for the So-
laras and kills people on their behalf. 
Lila’s brother, Rino, dies a hideous 
death from an overdose of the drugs 
in which the Solaras and their associ-
ates traffic. Lila, pursued by Marcello 
and later, obsessively, by his brother 
Michele, learns her disdain for violent 
male predations through her experi-
ence of these strutting Solara men with 
their flashy cars.

Pasquale Peluso, whose father was 
imprisoned for allegedly murdering 
the camorrista loan shark Caracci, 
joins the Red Brigades in reaction to 
the Fascist- camorrista stranglehold 
on the city and the blocked Christian 
Democrat– dominated politics of the 
postwar Italian Republic. He may or 
may not be behind the murder of Man-
uela Solara, the mother of Marcello 
and Michele, whose “red book”—the 
registry of every debt owed and score 
not yet settled—is an “evocative yet 
threatening” presence throughout the 
childhood of Elena and Lila.

Ferrante evokes this unforgiving and 
opaque culture with great power. Its 
malevolence affects almost everyone. 
Elena is not especially political, other 
than in her feminism. (Ferrante, in the 
Guardian interview with Orr, said, 
“I don’t have any special passion for 
politics, it being a never- ending merry- 
go- round of bosses big and small, all 
generally mediocre.” She also said, in 
an interview with The Paris Review, 
that “feminist thought and practice set 
in motion the deepest, most radical of 
the many transformations that took 

‘Young Woman of the People’;  
painting by Amedeo Modigliani, 1918
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place in the last century,” and has else-
where suggested her debt to the Milan 
Women’s Bookstore Collective, founded 
in 1975.) Lila, horrified by work condi-
tions in the sausage factory, dabbles in 
leftist politics but lacks discipline and 
conviction in this as in all things.

Part of Elena’s political detachment 
stems from a growing sense, through 
the books, of how experience is inevi-
tably affected by the past. Nino wears 
his lascivious father’s expression; Elena 
inherits her mother’s limp. Direct lines 
from wartime fascism and communism 
extend, decades afterward, into the lives 
and deaths of her characters and fami-
lies, caught in old conflicts, only half 
aware of how the Camorra and leftist 
terrorism are warped versions of politi-
cal conflicts that stretch far back through 
family feuds. In Ferrante’s Naples, the 
male currencies are power and money. 
They both connect with virility and with 
honor, which in turn, if transgressed, 
are cause for blood to be spilled. Part 
of what distinguishes Lila, what makes 
her so memorable, is her utter contempt 
for, and imperviousness to, male aggres-
sion. She sees through it. She is unafraid 
to resist it, and can manipulate it.

Achille Caracci, the murdered loan 
shark, has a second son, Alfonso, who 
marries Nino’s sister before discover-
ing he is a homosexual. It is Lila who 
leads him to this awareness. Alfonso 
explains to Elena: 

The most beautiful thing she did 
for me was to impose clarity on me, 
teach me to say: If I touch the bare 
foot of this woman I feel nothing, 
while I die of desire if I touch the 
foot of that man, there, and caress 
his hands, cut his nails with scis-
sors, squeeze his blackheads.

She brings together Michele Solara and 
Alfonso. Michele cannot bear his at-
traction to a man. It drives this camor-
rista, unable to win Lila, to violent 
frenzy.

Alfonso is found beaten to death on a 
beach. Michele punches “Lila violently 
in the face, knocking her violently to 
the ground.” In the Naples of Ferrante, 
sex and violence are inseperable. Mi-
chele says to Lila, “I’ll take everything 
you have.”

Lila is a remarkable fictional cre-
ation. She feels too intensely for her 
own good. Her talents—in writing, in 
design, in instinctive human under-
standing—overflow and overwhelm 
her. From the first book in the quartet 
we learn of her feelings of instability, 
which are described as a sense of “dis-
solving margins.” For Lila, “everything, 
one thing after another, will break, ev-
erything, everything.” During her ado-
lescence a copper pot explodes in her 
presence, just like that. She detests “the 
hollowness of words when they were 
emptied of any possible meaning.” She 
cannot abide convention. Her mind 
“shifted like the sea when the moon 
seizes it whole and pulls it upward.” 
She is a disruptive force, full of what 
Elena calls “intelligence without pur-
pose.” She personifies a fragmenting 
world. Lila maddens Elena by refusing 
to read her at times. Elena is sometimes 
envious of her, sometimes gripped by a 
feeling of inadequacy, and then those 
feelings give way to irritation and ex-
asperation. Lila feels envy in turn, but 
also contempt for her friend.

Elena, toward the end up the quartet, 
sums up their relationship: “I was I and 
for that very reason I could make space 
for her in me and give her an enduring 
form. She instead didn’t want to be her, 
so she couldn’t do the same.” Elena 
constructs; Lila will self- destruct.

When the Naples earthquake comes 
and the two friends are together, Lila 
panics. The earthquake feels like con-
firmation of the instability of every-
thing, of half- known forces that shape 
people’s lives. Her feelings are de-
scribed this way:

If she didn’t stay alert, if she didn’t 
pay attention to the boundaries, 
the waters would break through, 
a flood would rise, carrying ev-

erything off in clots of menstrual 
blood, in cancerous polyps, in bits 
of yellowish fiber. 

Later in the book, Lila says of Naples: 

Here everything was built and ev-
erything was torn down, here the 
people don’t trust talk and are 
very talkative, here is Vesuvius 
which reminds you every day that 
the greatest undertaking of power-
ful men, the most splendid work, 
can be reduced to nothing in a few 
seconds by the fire, and the earth-
quake, and the ash, and the sea.

Ferrante told The Paris Review, “I tend 
toward an expansive sentence that has 
a cold surface and, visible underneath 
it, a magma of unbearable heat.” 

The turning point of The Story of 
the Lost Child is a mystery. When her 
daughter Tina vanishes, Lila is talking 
to, and absorbed by, Nino, who is “ges-
turing with his long arms, his hands.” 
Marcello Solara is there on the other 
side of the street. Lila is holding Imma, 
Elena’s little girl. Dede and Elsa, Ele-
na’s older daughters, are eating cotton 
candy at a stall. Elena looks around 
and asks: “Where is Tina?”

She is gone. Lila’s adored little girl, 
standing there a moment earlier, has 
vanished, never to reappear. Lila’s grief 
cannot “coagulate around anything.” 
The police investigation is, as expected, 
a farce. Rumors abound. The most 
persistent is that Tina has been swept 
away by a truck traveling at high speed: 
“The truck hadn’t braked, or even tried 
to, and had disappeared at the end of 
the stradone along with Tina’s body, 

her braids. On the asphalt not a drop 
of blood remained, nothing, nothing at 
all.” The Camorra, of course, is a spe-
cialist in leaving not a trace.

Ferrante leaves the reader in doubt. 
That Tina’s disappearance is vengeance 
for Lila’s contempt over many years for 
the Solara boys’ advances seems plausi-
ble even if it cannot be proved. Another 
tantalizing possibility is that Tina’s dis-
appearance is a case of mistaken iden-
tity. We learn that the weekly magazine 
Panorama has published a piece about 
Elena and her book on the violence of 
the neighborhood. A photograph with 
an erroneous caption accompanied it: 
“Elena Greco with her daughter Tina.” 
Could Tina, Lila’s daughter, have been 
taken to get back at Elena for what she 
has written? Lila says, “They thought 
they were stealing your daughter, and 
instead they stole mine.” The two 
women, it often seems, are alter egos, 
even their wombs interchangeable; 
and it is their challenging dialogue in 
search of an elusive unity that produces 
these 1,600 pages.

A couple of years later, Marcello 
and Michele Solara are gunned down 
“in front of the church where they had 
been baptized.” Reports that there 
was one murderer morph into stories 
that there were two and in turn into 
rumors there were three. So it goes in 
the Italy south of Rome, where impu-
nity is a given, and political connivance 
with Camorra or Mafia crime equally 
so. Who killed the Solaras, just as who 
“disappeared” Tina, becomes yet an-
other Italian mystery.

Ferrante observes that “unlike sto-
ries, real life, when it has passed, in-
clines toward obscurity, not clarity.”  
She writes: “Where is it written that 
lives should have meaning?” Her pow-
erful appeal has much to do with her 
ability to plunge readers—sometimes 
even to the point of physical disgust—
into the suffocating labyrinth of south-
ern Italy, the Mezzogiorno with all its 
grit, hurt, and illogic.

In the end, Lila herself disappears. 
From wherever she may be, she sends 
Elena, now living in orderly Turin, a 
package. In it are the dolls, Tina and 
Nu, or what is left of them after six de-
cades. The dolls have survived, like the 
passionate friendship of the two girls 
who owned them. Elena speculates that 
Lila may have “broken her confines 
and finally intended to travel the world 
by now no less small than hers, living 
in old age, according to a new truth, 
the life that in youth had been forbid-
den to her and that she had forbidden  
herself.”

But Elena, now secure in Piedmont, 
far from the Mezzogiorno, has always 
wanted, through her imagination, to 
give Lila the form and coherence her 
friend lacked in real life. “In what 
disorder we lived, how many frag-
ments of ourselves were scattered, as 
if to live were to explode into splin-
ters,” she observes. Elena has battled 
this fragmentation—Lila’s, Italy’s, the 
world’s—through the ordering process 
of writing fiction. Still, she knows that 
to be born in Naples  

is useful for only one thing: to have 
always known, almost instinctively, 
what today, with endless fine dis-
tinctions, everyone is beginning to 
claim: that the dream of unlimited 
progress is in reality a nightmare 
of savagery and death.
 

‘Portrait of a Girl’; painting by  
Amedeo Modigliani, circa 1917
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The Bittersweet Victories of Women
Linda Greenhouse

Because of Sex: 
One Law, Ten Cases,  
and Fifty Years That Changed  
American Women’s Lives at Work
by Gillian Thomas. 
St. Martin’s, 291 pp. $26.99

In full public view, on the floor of the 
House of Representatives during the 
debate on what became the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, sex was added to the list 
of characteristics to be protected from 
employment discrimination. But why 
this addition was made remains an in-
triguing mystery. 

Representative Howard W. Smith 
of Virginia, chairman of the House 
Rules Committee and a diehard segre-
gationist who had done his best to kill 
the bill, introduced a floor amendment 
that added sex to a list that prominently 
included race, religion, and national 
origin. What was he trying to accom-
plish? Recent scholarship displays a 
surprising lack of consensus about this 
question. Clay Risen’s The Bill of the 
Century: The Epic Battle for the Civil 
Rights Act (2014) claims that Smith 
added sex to the mix as a poison pill, 
“a move that he hoped would turn off 
congressional male chauvinists.” In-
deed, the amendment’s introduction 
was greeted on the House floor with 
laughter and macho banter.

A more complex account in Todd S. 
Purdum’s An Idea Whose Time Has 
Come: Two Presidents, Two Parties, 
and the Battle for the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 (2014) presents Smith as a bit 
of a feminist. Whatever his “deepest 
motives,” Purdum notes, Smith was ac-
tually a longtime supporter of women’s 
rights. His door was open to lobby-
ists from the National Women’s Party, 
which was a vocal supporter of bringing 
sex discrimination under the bill’s pro-
tective umbrella. Yet according to still 
another account in Fred Strebeigh’s 
Equal: Women Reshape American Law 
(2009), Smith later told Representative 
Martha Griffiths of Michigan that he 
introduced the amendment as “a joke.”

In Because of Sex: One Law, Ten 
Cases, and Fifty Years That Changed 
American Women’s Lives at Work, 
Gillian Thomas focuses on the after-
life of the Smith amendment as part 
of the Civil Rights Act’s Title VII, 
which deals with employment. (Other 
titles concern voting, education, and 
access to public facilities and public 
“accommodations,” meaning hotels, 
restaurants, and other private busi-
nesses serving the public. Title IX, a 
law we hear much about these days, is 
not part of the Civil Rights Act but of 
a different law, the Education Amend-
ments of 1972.) Thomas, a lawyer with 
the American Civil Liberties Union’s 
Women’s Rights Project who has liti-
gated sex discrimination cases for 
many years, is interested not in how 
Title VII’s “because of sex” clause 
came to be, but in what has become 
of it since. She does mention several 
theories about Smith’s possible mo-
tives. Perhaps the wily politician was 
responding to the worry among south-
ern politicians that if Title VII prohib-
ited race but not sex discrimination, 
black women would benefit from the 
law while white women got nothing. (In 

fact, the Smith amendment passed the 
House by a vote of 168–133, with sup-
port coming mostly from Republicans 
and southern Democrats.) 

The ambiguous circumstances of the 
provision’s birth matter, I think, in two 
ways, both implicit in Thomas’s ac-
count of its subsequent life. The first 
is that coming into the world as it did, 
taking Congress by surprise without an 
official legislative history, the provision 
lacked not only a consensus but a co-
herent account by its supporters of its 
core meaning and intent. Contrast this 
with the race discrimination provision 
of Title VII and with the Civil Rights 
Act as a whole. Their origin and devel-
opment were clear to all, a contentious 
enactment changing into a celebratory 
morality tale.1 Thomas notes that when 
Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr., the first 

chairman of the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC)—
which was established in 1965 by Title 
VII to enforce the law—was asked by 
a reporter, “What about sex?” he an-
swered: “Don’t get me started. I’m all 
for it.” It’s inconceivable that an EEOC 
chairman, in a public appearance, 
would have joked about race discrimi-
nation in the same way.

The second point about the provi-
sion’s ambiguous beginnings follows 
from the first: what ultimately counted 
was not what Howard Smith thought, 
or whether those who voted for his 
amendment did or did not regard it as 
a joke, but rather how it fared in the 
hands of those who invoked it, litigated 
it, interpreted and enforced it. This is 
the story that Thomas tells through 
freshly reported accounts of ten cases 
decided by the Supreme Court from 
1971 through last year. Of course 
plaintiffs have not won every Title VII 
sex discrimination case, but they won 
(with occasional asterisks) the ten that 
Thomas has selected, each victory add-
ing content and meaning to a statutory 
provision that at its inception had little 
of either. The message is that what mat-
ters a good deal more than a statute’s 

birth is its life—including, but not lim-
ited to, its life in the hands of the jus-
tices of the Supreme Court.

It’s an obvious point, but one that is 
too often lost. The bare statutory lan-
guage that emerges from Congress is 
only a beginning. Stingy interpretation 
and enforcement can strangle a new 
law in its cradle, while political winds 
blowing in a new direction can raise it 
to unanticipated heights. One current 
example of the latter is the Religious 
Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA), a 
feel-good piece of legislation passed 
by overwhelming bipartisan majori-
ties and signed into law by President 
Bill Clinton in 1993. Nearly a quarter- 
century later, in the hands of a po-
litically energized religious right with 
friends on the Supreme Court, RFRA 
is a potent weapon invoked by religious 
business owners and charitable organi-
zations to justify noncompliance with 
rules that apply to everyone else. 

The implication of RFRA will be de-
cided in Zubik v. Burwell, a pending 
Supreme Court case on the Affordable 
Care Act’s requirement that employ-
ers make free birth control available 
as part of employee health insurance 
plans. In the case, a number of religious 
charities argue that RFRA prevents the 
government from asking them to sign 
a form requesting an exemption. They 
insist that the very act of availing them-
selves of the opt-out procedure the 
Obama administration has provided 
would, by enabling alternate coverage 
to kick in, make the employers com-
plicit in their employees’ sin of using 
the insurance coverage to buy and use 
birth control. Presumably, the justices 
will tell us shortly whether that’s what 
RFRA really means. 

Given its inauspicious begin-
nings, Title VII’s prohibition against 
employment- related sex discrimination 
has proven surprisingly robust, and its 
core protections are now mostly taken 
for granted. Thomas makes clear that 
this happy outcome was by no means in-
evitable. Rather it was the result of cou-
rageous plaintiffs, driven by their sense 
of having been wronged by the men 
they worked for and with; of lawyers 
with enough imagination to suppose 
that Title VII might offer relief; and of 
justices who understood that relief was 
needed. Each of the ten decisions not 
only awarded victory to the plaintiff but 
expanded the boundaries of what the 
law recognizes as sex discrimination.

At first glance, the answer to the 
question “What is sex discrimination?” 
seems obvious enough: treating men 
and women differently, because of sex. 
But at second glance, considering that 
men and women actually are different 
in ways that might have some relevance 
to the workplace, complexities soon 
emerge. Women have babies, and many 
of the early cases dealt with the con-
sequences of employers making and 
not making accommodations for preg-
nancy and childbirth—regardless of 
whether women wanted the accommo-
dations, or even whether they intended 
ever to become parents. 

Women’s childbearing capacity had 
long been the reason for protective 

Lillian Garland, who lost her job as a receptionist at California Federal Savings  
and Loan in Los Angeles while she was on maternity leave, with Betty Friedan  

at the Supreme Court during arguments in her case, October 1986
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1Robert Schenkkan’s play All the Way 
tells the story of Lyndon Johnson’s tri-
umphant stewardship of the bill. The 
play ran on Broadway in 2014 to great 
acclaim and is being revived in the cur-
rent political season by Arena Stage in 
Washington, D.C.
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legislation, which, however benign its 
motivation, had the effect of sharply 
limiting workplace opportunities for 
women. In Muller v. Oregon (1908), 
the Supreme Court upheld an Oregon 
law that barred employers from per-
mitting women to work more than ten 
hours a day in laundries or factories. 
Just three years earlier, in the famous 
(or infamous) Lochner v. New York 
case, the Court had invalidated a law 
that placed a similar restriction on the 
working hours of male bakers. But in 
the Oregon case, noting the physi-
cal duress imposed by long working 
hours, the Court concluded that “as 
healthy mothers are essential to vigor-
ous offspring, the physical well-being 
of woman becomes an object of public 
interest and care in order to 
preserve the strength and 
vigor of the race.”

In the late 1970s, as pub-
lic concern grew about the 
dangers of exposure to toxic 
substances in the workplace, 
manufacturing industries 
began putting “fetal pro-  
tection” policies into place, 
moving women off the 
production line and bar-
ring their return until they 
went through menopause 
or chose voluntary steril-
ization. Were these com-
panies worried about the 
health of their female work-
ers and potential offspring, 
or about their own balance 
sheets? And what did Title 
VII have to say about it? 

Thomas tells the story 
of the United Automobile 
Workers’ suit against John-
son Controls, a battery man-
ufacturer that transferred all 
women capable of becoming 
pregnant off the assembly 
line while at the same time 
doing nothing to remedy the 
complaints of male workers, 
some of whom planned to fa-
ther children and were wor-
ried about the high levels of lead in their 
own blood. The union brought the case 
as a class action along with three indi-
vidual plaintiffs: one woman who had 
undergone sterilization in order to keep 
her job, which paid considerably more 
than she could earn elsewhere; one 
fifty- year-old divorced woman; and one  
man who planned to become a father.

Two lower federal courts had ruled 
against the plaintiffs, but in 1991 the 
Supreme Court ruled unanimously in 
their favor. Justice Harry A. Black-
mun, writing for five justices, declared 
that “the bias in Johnson Controls’ pol-
icy is obvious.” Noting that fertile men 
were given a choice to put themselves 
at risk while fertile women were not, he 
said the policy “explicitly discriminates 
against women on the basis of their 
sex.” Justice Blackmun cited Muller 
v. Oregon in observing that “concern 
for a woman’s existing or potential 
offspring historically has been the ex-
cuse for denying women equal employ-
ment opportunities.” But in Title VII, 
he concluded, “Congress has left the 
choice to the woman as hers to make.”

Four justices agreed with the out-
come of Justice Blackmun’s decision 
but deemed the opinion too sweeping 
in foreclosing defenses the company 
might make. (The case had never gone 
to trial.) In his separate opinion, Jus-
tice Antonin Scalia wrote: 

I think, for example, that a ship-
ping company may refuse to hire 
pregnant women as crew mem-
bers on long voyages because the 
on-board facilities for foreseeable 
emergencies, though quite feasible, 
would be inordinately expensive.

Clearly, there’s a good deal more to 
say about the issues raised by the John-
son Controls case and fetal protection 
policies in general. What of a company’s 
obligation to provide a safe workplace 
for all its employees? What priority did 
the union place on negotiating better 
working conditions? Thomas refers to 
the fact that the litigation began in the 
deregulatory climate of the late 1980s; 
the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, taking an overly gener-
ous view of an employer’s available de-
fenses, was no help. When the Supreme 
Court case ended, women seeking well- 
paying unionized manufacturing jobs 
in dangerous settings had been handed 
a choice between working in hazardous 
environments or not working at all, but 
it was the same lousy choice their male 
coworkers always faced.

The book’s one-case-at-a-time struc-
ture risks blunting full recognition of 
the prominent—dominant is perhaps 
the better word—part that women’s 
reproductive capacity has played in 
the evolving struggle for full equality. 
Thomas begins with Phillips v. Martin 
Marietta Corporation, a 1971 case in 
which the Supreme Court, in a unani-
mous, unsigned opinion, held that an 
employer violated Title VII by refus-
ing to hire women with preschool- age 
children. She ends the book with a 
case decided in March 2015 in which 
a woman who delivered packages for 
United Parcel Service, and whose doc-
tor recommended that she lift nothing 
heavier than twenty pounds during her 
pregnancy, challenged the company’s 
refusal to give her the same accom-
modation it offered some employees 
temporarily unfit for duty for other 
reasons. 

The book thus spans forty- four 
years, and this most recent case, Young 
v. United Parcel Service, underscores 
the contested status, after all those 
years, of a woman who is pregnant, or 
who might become pregnant, or who is 
trying to avoid a pregnancy or seeking 
to terminate one—or who, in a society 
that celebrates motherhood but offers 
little assistance to mothers, has actu-
ally given birth to a baby. To grasp the 
persisting ambiguity that surrounds 
pregnancy in the workplace requires 
an account of what happened between 
1971 and 2015.

In 1978, Congress enacted the Preg-
nancy Discrimination Act (PDA), in 
response to a Supreme Court decision 
two years earlier that refused to recog-

nize discrimination on the 
basis of pregnancy as sex 
discrimination within the 
meaning of Title VII.2 An 
amendment to Title VII, the 
PDA provided that women 
affected by pregnancy and 
childbirth “shall be treated 
the same” for employment 
purposes “as other persons 
not so affected but similar 
in their ability or inability 
to work.” Phrased in this 
way, as Thomas explains, 
the PDA was a victory for 
the “equal treatment” wing 
of 1970s feminism. These 
activists, wary that requiring 
any special accommodations 
like maternity leave would 
lead to the kind of paternal-
ism exemplified in Muller v. 
Oregon, insisted that preg-
nancy simply be treated “the 
same.” But “the same” as 
what?

That was the question 
at the center of the case 
of Peggy Young, the preg-
nant UPS driver. UPS didn’t 
make allowances for all tem-
porary medical conditions, 
only some, and pregnancy 
was not one of them. Dur-

ing oral argument on December 3, 
2014, Justice Scalia accused the plain-
tiff’s lawyer of seeking a “most favored 
nation” status for pregnancy by argu-
ing that special allowances be made 
for it but not for other conditions. The 
case ended inconclusively nearly four 
months later with a 6–3 decision that 
rejected each side’s basic arguments 
and sent the dispute back to the ap-
peals court that had granted summary 
judgment to the company. 

“We doubt that Congress intended to 
grant pregnant workers a most- favored-
nation status,” Justice Stephen G. 
Breyer wrote for the majority. Rather, 
he said, a pregnancy discrimination 
case should proceed the same way as 
other Title VII cases. An employee ini-
tiating a pregnancy discrimination law-
suit, he said, would have to show with 
more specificity than Young did that 
nonpregnant employees with similar 
limitations—instruction to lift no more 
than twenty pounds, in her case—got 

better treatment. The employer would 
then get the chance to explain that the 
distinction reflects a reason unrelated 
to pregnancy. Finally, the plaintiff 
would try to show that the employer’s 
proffered explanation is  really a pretext 
for discrimination against her because 
she is pregnant. 

By the time Young v. UPS was ar-
gued, the company had responded to 
the unwelcome publicity by changing 
its policy to offer future pregnant em-
ployees the type of accommodation 
that Young had sought. The case never 
went back to the lower courts; the par-
ties reached a confidential settlement 
last fall. By that time, Young’s daughter 
was seven years old.

Many of the cases discussed in Be-
cause of Sex end in similar bittersweet 
fashion. The cases made new law, to the 
benefit of untold numbers of female em-
ployees of the future, while the plain-
tiffs themselves, having often spent 
years in dogged pursuit of their view of 
justice, reaped few tangible rewards. It 
is a story familiar to anyone who dares 
to challenge the system. This was made 
clear in The Good Girls Revolt (2012), 
Lynn Povich’s engaging insider’s ac-
count of the Title VII suit that female 
employees brought against Newsweek  
in 1970 for its unfair hiring and pro-
motion practices. Povich quotes Betsy 
Wade Boylan, a New York Times editor 
whose career stalled after she became 
the lead plaintiff in a similar suit that 
women brought against the Times in 
1974. “We did a brave and a noisy thing 
and we knew it wasn’t going to be for 
us,” Wade told Povich. (Women with 
more than twenty years at the Times 
received $1,000 when the case was set-
tled in 1978; those with shorter tenure 
received proportionately less. My own 
check was big enough to take a few 
friends to dinner.)

Based on extensive interviews as 
well as court records, Because of Sex 
displays both the strengths and weak-
nesses of its reliance on anecdote- 
rich narrative. Gillian Thomas gives 
well- earned attention to women 
who remained unknown even as the 
causes they fought for gained support 
and the legal actions they brought  
entered the casebooks under their 
names. On the other hand, the book’s 
exclusive focus on Title VII necessar-
ily omits the parallel and even more 
complex story of how constitutional 
meaning has evolved to encompass 
a broader vision of the Fourteenth 
Amendment’s guarantee of equal pro-
tection. At the time the Civil Rights 
Act became law in 1964, the Supreme 
Court had not in any way suggested 
that the Equal Protection Clause had 
anything to do with women. The cases 
that created a constitutional jurispru-
dence of women’s rights also bear the 
names of unsung plaintiffs—a number 
of whom, in cases that the young Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg brought to challenge 
the stereotyped roles that law and soci-
ety assigned to men and women, were 
men.

A message of this book that lingers 
is that litigation is not for the faint-
hearted. By the end of their long slogs 
through the judicial system, many of 
the plaintiffs, Moses-like, glimpsed a 
promised land of true equality that they 
themselves couldn’t enter. Thanks to 
them, we see its outlines more clearly. 
But we still wait.  

Peggy Young, a former UPS employee who lost her health insurance  
when the company refused her temporary medical request to avoid  

lifting heavy packages during her pregnancy, with her daughter Triniti, 
who was seven years old when Young’s case finally reached the  

Supreme Court, Washington, D.C., November 2014
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2General Electric Co. v. Gilbert, 429 
U.S. 125 (1976). The subject of the case 
was a disability policy that covered 
temporary disabilities except for preg-
nancy. The Supreme Court reasoned 
that the company wasn’t discriminating 
between men and women, just between 
pregnant women and “non- pregnant 
persons.”
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A Wonderfully Ephemeral College
Christopher Benfey

Leap Before You Look:  
Black Mountain College, 1933–1957
an exhibition at the Institute  
of Contemporary Art, Boston,  
October 10, 2015–January 24, 2016; 
the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 
February 21–May 14, 2016;  
and the Wexner Center for the Arts, 
Columbus, Ohio,  
September 17, 2016–January 1, 2017. 
Catalog of the exhibition 
by Helen Molesworth  
with Ruth Erickson.  
Institute of Contemporary Art/ 
Yale University Press, 400 pp., $75.00

Intersecting Colors:  
Josef Albers and His Contemporaries
an exhibition  
at the Mead Art Museum,  
Amherst, Massachusetts,  
August 28, 2015–January 3, 2016. 
Catalog of the exhibition edited by 
Vanja Malloy. 
Amherst College Press,  
99 pp., $20.00 (paper)

1.
Of the self- styled “progressive” lib-
eral arts colleges founded between the 
world wars—including Bennington 
and Sarah Lawrence, Goddard and a 
reconceived Antioch—Black Moun-
tain College was among the most dis-
tinctive, and was also the first to close. 
A fragile undertaking from the start, 
rendered more precarious by the Great 
Depression, the college was established 
in 1933, with ten faculty members and 
nineteen students, on a rented estate in 
the mountains of North Carolina that 
featured a central building in the ante-
bellum style called (lest students forget 
they were in the old, still- segregated 
South) Robert E. Lee Hall. A break-
away faction of faculty from Rollins 
College in Florida, under the leader-
ship of a renegade classicist named 
John Rice, was eager to apply John 
Dewey’s “learn by doing” principles to 
higher education. Dewey himself vis-
ited the college in 1935 and approved 
of what he saw. “The College exists,” 
he told Rice, “at the very ‘grass roots’ 
of a democratic way of life.”

Black Mountain College was always 
tiny—with around sixty students in 
its short- lived prime and averaging no 
more than forty—always poor, and 
frequently, if democratically, frac-
tious. There was no external board of 
trustees, no paid administrative staff. 
Faculty and students lived and worked 
together, in close quarters, and made 
decisions by the Quaker practice of 
achieving consensus rather than voting. 

During its final years, before it closed 
in 1957, Black Mountain could hardly 
be called a college at all, resembling 
instead a ramshackle artists’ and writ-
ers’ collective assembled around its 
final rector, the charismatic poet and 
Melville scholar Charles Olson, who 
sold off the college’s land and buildings 
piecemeal to keep the dream—what-
ever that dream had become—alive, 
while publishing the influential Black 
Mountain Review, featuring poetry by 
“Black Mountain Poets” Robert Cree-
ley, Denise Levertov, and Robert Dun-
can, to the end. “Why shouldn’t things 

stop when they’re over?” Olson asked, 
reasonably enough. 

The romance of dying young would 
seem to extend, in this case, to educa-
tional institutions, as a wide- ranging 
exhibition at the Institute of Contem-
porary Art (ICA) in Boston is the lat-
est reminder. Few American schools 
have attracted the sustained and im-
passioned attention accorded to Black 
Mountain College, and especially to the 
many well-known artists who worked 
there: Willem de Kooning, Jacob Law-
rence, Robert Motherwell, John Cage, 
and Merce Cunningham among its 
teachers and, among its students, Rob-
ert Rauschenberg, Ruth Asawa, and 
Cy Twombly. The innovative curricu-
lum at Black Mountain (no grades, no 
required courses, no standard exams) 
was always centered around its arts 
program, run by the German émigré 
artist Josef Albers from its inception, 
before he decamped to Yale, amid one 
of the schisms that periodically roiled 
the school, in 1950. 

Albers had been a master teacher at 
the Bauhaus, the design academy shut 
down by Hitler in 1933, which had 
also been inspired in part by Dewey’s 
notion of “art as experience.” In his 
classes at Black Mountain, Albers—
who knew little English and at first re-
lied on his wife, the textile artist Anni 
Albers (my grandmother’s older sister), 
to translate for him—set a tone of de-
manding “trial- and- error experience” 
and relentless experimentation. What 
he taught, primarily, was the nature of 
artistic illusion, challenging students to 
explore the relativity (or “interaction”) 
of color—how colors can be made to 
change their appearance when juxta-
posed with other colors—and the ways 
in which one material can be made to 
resemble another. “A good swindle,” 
he would say—or perhaps Schwindel, 

the German word for vertigo—when 
confronted with marbles made to look 
like fish eggs, or a brick resembling a 
loaf of bread.

As Albers scholar Brenda Danilo-
witz notes, in an article written for a 
concurrent exhibition on Albers and 
color at the Mead Museum at Amherst 
College: 

For Albers, teaching and learning 
were not a matter of the teacher 
imparting privileged information 
and the student acquiring received 
knowledge. Teaching involved 
asking questions, not providing 
answers; and Albers always privi-
leged learning over teaching. 

Vivid photographs of Albers teaching 
make him resemble a kindergarten 
teacher—down on his knees adjusting 
colored paper, or guiding a student’s 
hand in a drawing class—rather than 
a traditional lecturer. Albers seems to 
have inspired other teachers at the col-
lege, many of whom attended his design 
classes, to teach in similarly rigorous, 
experience- based ways, not only in the 
arts but in other traditional subjects of 
the liberal arts, such as mathematics 
and biology.

Much else about the school was dis-
tinctive. As Bryan Barcena, an ICA 
curatorial assistant, notes, it was “the 
first all- white Southern college to 
admit a black student, a full decade 
before Brown v. Board of Education.” 
Albers invited the African- American 
painter Jacob Lawrence to teach at 
Black Mountain during the summer of 
1946. Lawrence painted his marvelous 
Watchmaker at the college in his “car-
penter Cubism” style, exploiting unex-
pected color combinations—the blue 
and white stripes of the black artisan’s 
shirt juxtaposed with his brown work 
table—familiar from Albers’s teach-
ings (which Lawrence gratefully ac-

knowledged) for this striking homage 
to meticulous craftsmanship. 

Students and faculty also testified 
to the relative tolerance of the school 
on sexual matters. As the New York 
School abstract painter Jack Tworkov 
reported in 1952: 

These people are willing to take 
the consequences of what they 
preach—which is most unusual. 
In essence there exists the utmost 
freedom for people to be what they 
please. There is simply no pattern 
of behavior, no criteria to live up 
to. People study what they please, 
as long as they want to, idle if they 
want to, graduate whenever they 
are willing to stand on examina-
tion, even after only a month here, 
or a year, or whatever, or they can 
waive all examinations, and gradu-
ations. They can attend classes, or 
stay away. They can work entirely 
by themselves, or they need not 
work whatever. They can be male, 
female, or fairy, married, single, or 
live in illicit love. The instructors 
can hold classes or tutor individu-
ally, meet their classes as often or 
as little as they want to. Yet much 
work is being done here. 

2.
In recent decades, there have been sev-
eral exhibitions—in Spain, England, 
and, earlier this year, Berlin—devoted 
to the legacy of Black Mountain, amid 
evidence that the school has attracted a 
new generation of committed scholars. 
The Black Mountain College Museum 
+ Arts Center—located in Asheville, 
a few miles from the original site of 
the college—recently received fund-
ing for an expansion of its exhibition 
space and popular public programs. 
And recently, the ICA—an architectur-
ally striking museum located right on 
the Boston waterfront, and commit-
ted to the very latest developments in 
art—mounted an ambitious exhibition, 
the largest in its history, devoted to a 
college defunct for nearly sixty years, 
which is traveling to Los Angeles and 
Columbus, Ohio.

Much about the show seems to point 
to the essentially transitory nature of 
Black Mountain College itself. Its title, 
“Leap Before You Look,” which could 
be mistaken for one of John Cage’s 
Zen- like injunctions but actually 
comes from a poem by W. H. Auden, 
hardly seems sound advice for plan-
ning a college. In its first, provisional 
phase, Black Mountain College had 
to vacate its rented buildings at the 
Blue Ridge Assembly each summer. 
When the college, through generous 
donations, acquired a large property 
around the utopian- sounding Lake 
Eden nearby, in 1937, it commissioned 
the Bauhaus architects Walter Gropius 
and Marcel Breuer to design a complex 
of academic buildings near the lake. 
When their plan proved too expensive, 
students and faculty laboriously built 
a scaled- down studies building, which 
recalls the Bauhaus in its austere, form- 
follows- function design. “For the next 
four years,” as David Silver observes in 
his interesting article on the college’s 

Josef Albers teaching at Black Mountain College, North Carolina, circa 1946
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work program and farm, “Black Moun-
tain functioned as a mobile campus—
renting, living, and holding classes at 
Blue Ridge and then, in the afternoon, 
loading up the farm truck and driv-
ing to Lake Eden to insulate existing 
buildings and construct new ones.” 

Some of that mobility and can- do at-
titude gets into the wonderful work by 
students and young instructors on dis-
play in the exhibition. Ceramicist Peter 
Voulkos’s antic Rocking Pot, bristling 
with blades and punctured holes, seems 
pitched to roll right out of its display 
case. Ruth Asawa’s hanging wire ves-
sels, inspired by Mexican basketry, have 
a swaying biomorphic quality inspired, 
in part, by her dance classes with Merce 
Cunningham. Robert Rauschenberg’s 
bizarre portable room, part stage set 
for a Cunningham dance named Mi-
nutiae and part freestand-
ing sculpture, constructed 
of paper, fabric, newsprint, 
wood, metal, plastic, and 
oil paint, looks like some-
thing a student might make 
after a day of driving nails, 
aligning walls, and driving 
the trash truck (Rauschen-
berg’s student job). 

With support from the 
GI Bill, which brought stu-
dents like Rauschenberg to 
campus, the college thrived 
briefly after World War II, 
helping to support itself 
with its popular summer 
institutes. These summer 
sessions, a significant part 
of the legacy and legend 
of Black Mountain, were 
 really evanescent schools of 
their own, temporary as-
semblages of talent deeply 
involved in shared proj-
ects—the music of Schoen-
berg, say, or Japanese folk 
pottery—for a few weeks 
or months, only to be dis-
persed. As Silver notes, the 
summer sessions, so vital 
to day- to- day finances, also 
helped spell the doom of the college’s 
work program and farm, since “so many 
of the summer instructors were visitors” 
and “were not schooled in the commu-
nity spirit of the campus.” 

3.
The cover design for the ICA’s exhibition 
catalog features one of Josef Albers’s 
arresting collages combining paint and 
autumn leaves, another suggestion that 
whatever was achieved at Black Moun-
tain was evanescent. Fall leaves seem 
to have constituted something of a cult 
at Black Mountain, surrounded by the 
stunning foliage of the Appalachian 
Blue Ridge. “Nowhere in the world, 
it seems to us, is the autumn foliage as 
brilliant in color as in the United States,” 
Albers wrote in a section of his seminal 
textbook Interaction of Color. “When 
leaves are collected, pressed, and dried—
eventually varnished, even bleached, and 
sometimes also dyed or painted—they 
provide a most welcome enrichment  
of any color paper collection.”

Albers’s leaf studies have a lilt and 
lyricism harder to see in his more famil-
iar geometric abstractions, such as his 
famous Homage to the Square series, 
begun after his departure from Black 
Mountain. The ICA example is fron-
tal and flat, with an upright leaf of a 

tulip tree, its arms seemingly extended 
in welcome, surrounded by upward-  
and downward- facing oak leaves. The 
drama here, of a Shaker- like austerity, is 
in shifting figure and ground, a frequent 
emphasis in Albers’s classes. Strik-
ing leaf studies in the Amherst show 
look more like dancers on a prosce-
nium stage; two more tulip tree leaves, 
given illusionistic depth with black and 
white paint, perform a pas de deux out 
of Magritte. A leaf study by Albers’s 
student Ruth Asawa, which circles the 
leaves with a meandering coil of wire 
(prefiguring her later constructions of 
crocheted wire), is complemented at 
the ICA by a photograph of a student 
dressed for a costume party in 1949, 
clothed in nothing but leaves. 

“Ephemeralization” was what Buck-
minster Fuller, a Black Mountain 

regular as adept at inventing words 
as structures, called such practices of 
“doing more with less.” Ephemera, an 
aesthetic of found objects and picked-
 up pieces, seem to have dominated the 
curriculum at Black Mountain, both 
as a creative response to what Helen 
Molesworth, the former chief ICA cu-
rator who organized the show, refers to 
as the Depression- era “culture of scar-
city” at the college—fallen leaves are 
cheaper than colored paper—and as an 
ethos shared by many of the young art-
ists attracted by the place. The Alber-
ses, who spent their summers in Mexico, 
were attuned to the unexpected pos-
sibilities of humble materials like the 
paper clips and plumbing washers that 
Anni Albers and  Alexander Reed used 
to construct jewelry, or the discarded 
wire that Asawa learned to crochet. 
“It also taught us,” Anni Albers wrote, 
“that a society need not be prosperous 
to produce great art. In fact, one won-
ders if the reverse is not true.”

Invited by Albers, Fuller arrived at 
Black Mountain in his three- wheel 
motor home for the summer session of 
1948. Fuller quickly involved students 
and faculty in the attempt to erect his 
first geodesic dome, another experi-
ment in ephemeralization, using, as it 
turned out, overly flexible venetian- 
blind materials. Photographs of the 
occasion look like the erecting of a 

maypole, with the mercurial Fuller—
“Bucky’s eyes . . . had us all mesmer-
ized,” student Elaine de Kooning 
remembered—as master of revels. 
Much the same cast reassembled for 
Cage’s production of Erik Satie’s play 
The Ruse of Medusa, with Fuller, de 
Kooning, and Merce Cunningham in 
starring roles. 

4.
So fleeting was the initial impression left 
by another production now referred to 
as Theater Piece No. 1, the best- known 
event in the history of the college, and 
regarded as the first “happening”—a 
simultaneous performance of unre-
lated and partially improvised activi-
ties—that it can only be reconstructed 
by memory. At a school where every-
thing of significance seems to have 

been photographed, by Al-
bers and Rauschenberg as 
well as by former student 
turned instructor Hazel 
Larson Archer, not a sin-
gle photograph survives 
of the occasion; even the 
exact date, on an evening 
in August 1952, remains 
uncertain. Inspired by his 
own idiosyncratic beliefs 
about Satie as a composer 
of “duration” rather than 
conventional harmony, and 
by Antonin Artaud’s blur-
ring of theater and audi-
ence, Cage conceived the 
broad idea for the perfor-
mance one morning and 
by evening had persuaded 
Charles Olson, the writer 
and potter Mary Caroline 
(“M.C.”) Richards, Cun-
ningham, Rauschenberg, 
and others to participate. 

In what must be  
considered the most reli-
able—because most im-
mediate—account of what 
actually happened that 
night, the writer Francine 
du Plessix Gray, a student 

at the time, recorded the event in her 
diary: 

At 8:30 tonight John Cage 
mounted a stepladder and until 
10:30, he talked of the relation of 
music to Zen Buddhism, while a 
movie was shown, dogs barked, 
Merce danced, a prepared piano 
was played, whistles blew, babies 
screamed, coffee was served by 
four boys dressed in white and 
Edith Piaf records were played 
double- speed on a turn- of- the- 
century machine. At 10:30 the 
recital ended and Cage grinned 
while Olson talked to him again 
about Zen Buddhism, [composer] 
Stefan Wolpe bitched, two boys in 
white waltzed together, [David] 
Tudor played the piano, and the 
professors’ wives licked popsicles. 

When Martin Duberman inter-
viewed participants and audience 
members for his history of Black 
Mountain fifteen years later, certain 
aspects of the evening were described 
a little differently.* Cage remembered 
girls, not boys, serving the coffee, and 
added that Rauschenberg’s four all- 

white paintings were hung above the 
dining hall; Cunningham couldn’t re-
member “whether they were the black 
paintings or the white paintings.” 
Other memories were more outland-
ish. The dancer Katherine Litz thought 
she remembered M. C. Richards ar-
riving on a horse, “or maybe someone 
was playing the part of a horse.” Asked 
in 1989 to draw a diagram of Theater 
Piece No. 1, Richards herself indicated 
where Rauschenberg played records 
and Cage stood at the lectern, but she 
also specified the location of a “Franz 
Kline suspended painting” rather 
than Rauschenberg’s white or black 
paintings. 

Faulty memories can account for 
some discrepancies, but one also sus-
pects a certain amount of self- interested 
rewriting of history, especially in the 
way that Theater Piece No. 1 has come 
to be seen as a precursor of later col-
laborations. Cage first came to Black 
Mountain in 1948, as Cunningham’s 
accompanist, and both artists, who 
later became life partners, returned 
to Black Mountain many times. In 
1953, Cunningham founded his dance 
company at the college and the previ-
ous year Cage performed his epochal 
piece 4 33 , in which a pianist sits at an 
opened piano for exactly four minutes 
and thirty- three seconds of silence. 
Cage claimed that his so- called silent 
piece owed a great deal to Rauschen-
berg’s white paintings. (“To Whom It 
May Concern,” he wrote rather grandi-
osely in his book Silences: “The white 
paintings came first; my silent piece 
came later.”) Back in New York, Cage, 
Cunningham, and Rauschenberg con-
tinued to collaborate on performances 
of the Cunningham company. Work-
ing separately, each would develop his 
concept for the piece—choreography, 
music, sets, and costumes—which were 
assembled, as in Theater Piece No. 1, 
for the actual performance. 

A section of the ICA exhibition 
commemorates Theater Piece No. 1 
with a grand piano, a screen for show-
ing footage of Cunningham, Litz, and 
other dancers, a dance floor (for live, 
happening- like performances), and 
Rauschenberg’s four white paintings, 
hung aloft as though presiding over the 
lost occasion. Nearby, as though hedg-
ing bets about what “really” happened, 
hangs Franz Kline’s superb Painting—
with its gestural horizontal swaths of 
heavily applied black paint overlaying 
a vigorously textural white ground, like 
an iron bridge seen from above on a 
snowy day—painted at Black Moun-
tain in 1952, which may well have been 
suspended above the barking dogs and 
screaming babies and bitching profes-
sors on that eventful night. 

It would be a mistake to think that 
such seemingly chaotic collaborations 
were the mainstay of education at 
Black Mountain, however. The last-
ing impression of the place on many 
of the students who went on to suc-
cessful careers in the arts was, in-
stead, one of intellectual and artistic 
rigor. Josef Albers, in particular, set 
a mood of exigent engagement, dis-
couraging, as a student remembered, 
“the sloppy, the casual, the make-
shift.” Three student- artists ubiqui-
tous in the ICA show—Rauschenberg, 
Ruth Asawa, and Ray Johnson—all 
took Albers’s design courses, Anni 
Albers’s exacting courses in weaving,  

Josef Albers: Leaf Study IX, circa 1940
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*Black Mountain: An Exploration in 
Community (1972; Northwestern Uni-
versity Press, 2009).
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For Two Thousand Years
by Mihail Sebastian, 
translated from the Romanian  
by Philip Ó Ceallaigh. 
London: Penguin, 231 pp., £9.99 (paper)

In his Journal 1935–44, Mihail Se-
bastian, lawyer, journalist, novelist, 
playwright, left a profound and mov-
ing record of some of the most terrible 
years in the history of Europe. His na-
tive Romania may have been on the 
geographical periphery, but it was, no 
less than Spain, one of the cockpits in 
the struggle between totalitarianism 
and democracy that was to lay waste 
to entire countries, and cause uncount-
able millions of deaths and the near 
annihilation of European Jewry. The 
wonder of it is that the Journal (not 
published in Romania till 1996 and in 
English till 2000) is not only an invalu-
able historical document, fully as signif-
icant as the diaries of Victor Klemperer 
and Anne Frank, but also a beautifully 
shaped and subtly executed work of 
literary art.1 Never has the savagery of 
which human beings are capable been 
recorded with such insight, style, grace-
fulness, and, amazingly, humor. Now, 
in For Two Thousand Years, we have 
a fictional precursor of the Journal that 
in its way is equally fascinating, and 
equally shocking. 

Mihail Sebastian was the pen  name 
of Iosif Mendel Hechter. He was born 
to a Jewish family in Br ila, a port on 
the Danube, in 1907. He studied law 
in the Romanian capital, Bucharest, 
which at the time liked to think of it-
self as a second Paris, and then in Paris 
itself, before returning to Bucharest 
and becoming a typical figure of the 
times, an intellectual flaneur, a habitué 
of literary cafés, a chaser after girls. He 
worked intermittently as a lawyer while 
also writing essays, novels, poems, and 
plays, and moving in a milieu that in-
cluded writers and thinkers such as 
Mircea Eliade, Emil Cioran, Eugène 
Ionesco, and Camil Petrescu. 

In that fevered year of 1934, with 

Hitler established as Ger-
man chancellor and Spain 
stumbling toward civil war, 
Sebastian published For 
Two Thousand Years. The 
novel caused an immedi-
ate scandal in Romania. 
The Zionist left accused 
him of being anti- Semitic, 
while the fascist right saw 
him as a wild- eyed Zion-
ist. He had asked his friend 
and hero, Nae Ionescu, 
charismatic teacher, phi-
losopher, mathematician, 
and, eventually, fascist ac-
tivist, to write a preface to 
the book. Ionescu obliged, 
but what he wrote turned 
out to be not the sympa-
thetic and approving puff 
Sebastian had hoped for 
but a disgraceful indict-
ment concentrating on the 
fact of Sebastian’s Jewish-
ness. Assimilation was a 
foolish fantasy, Ionescu 
wrote: no Jew could ever 
belong to a national com-
munity. “Someone can be 
in the service of a com-
munity, can serve it in an 
eminent way, can even give 
his life for this collectivity; 
but this does not bring him 
any closer to it.” He told 
Sebastian bluntly that he 
should not even think of 
himself as Romanian: 

It is an assimilation-
ist illusion, it is the il-
lusion of so many Jews 
who sincerely believe that they are 
Romanian. . . . Remember that you 
are Jewish!. . .  Are you Iosif Hech-
ter, a human being from Br ila on 
the Danube? No, you a Jew from 
Br ila on the Danube.

It seems inconceivable yet Sebas-
tian, despite sadness and disappoint-
ment, went ahead and published this 
appalling diatribe as a preface to his 
novel. Later he was to write that in-
cluding the piece was his only possible 

revenge on Ionescu. This is completely 
typical of Sabastian’s stoical and en-
dearingly wistful attitude toward the 
unashamed, indeed loudly proclaimed, 
anti- Semitism of so many of his most 
intimate companions. When Nae Io-
nescu died in 1940, at the age of forty- 
nine, Sebastian wept bitter tears for his 
lost friend.

Indeed, Sebastian’s capacity to ac-
cept and even forgive the excesses of 
his friends is truly remarkable. In the 
Journal he records how at a time when 

the private houses of Jews 
were being confiscated by 
the Romanian government 
and distributed to Gentile 
families, he chanced to 
meet his friend the novel-
ist Camil Petrescu, who 
complained to him that 
he probably would not be 
given one of the houses:

“They never give me 
anything,” he said, 
 disheartened.

“Well, this time,” I re-
plied, “even if they gave 
you something, I’m sure 
you wouldn’t take it!”

“Not take it? Why 
shouldn’t I?” 

Sebastian chose as an 
epigraph for his novel the 
famous passage in Mon-
taigne that opens with the 
declaration: “I not only 
dare to talk about myself 
but to talk of nothing but 
myself,” which is surely 
a conscious signal to the 
reader that the novel will 
be closely autobiographi-
cal. The book is divided 
into six parts, but really it 
has two: the first is a pow-
erfully affecting open-
ing section, ninety- odd 
pages long, recounting 
the horrors of the name-
less protagonist’s time at 
university, where he and 
his fellow Jews are at the 

mercy of a relentlessly anti- Semitic 
student body: “I received two punches 
during today’s lectures and I took eight 
pages of notes. Good value, for two 
punches.” He recognizes the absolute 
necessity of holding on to his dignity:

If I cry, I’m lost. I’m still self- 
possessed enough to know that 
much. If I cry, I’m lost. Clench your 
fists, you fool, if necessary, believe 
yourself a hero, pray to God, tell 
yourself you’re the son of a race of 

1See the review by Peter Gay in these 
pages, October 4, 2001.

and Cunningham’s equally demanding 
dance classes.

One would like to hear more than we 
learn from these exhibitions, or from 
Duberman’s history, about the Black 
Mountain curriculum outside of its of-
ferings in the arts. Why, for example, 
were the classes of the German math-
ematician Max Dehn, a world- famous 
figure in geometry who was the first to 
solve one of David Hilbert’s legendary 
sets of problems, so inspiring for the 
painter Dorothea Rockburne? David 
Silver notes that there were courses in 
agriculture; one would also like to hear 
about the courses in the natural sci-
ences and the attempt, during the war, 
to establish a mica- mining operation at 
the school. Such activities seem distant 
from Theater Piece No. 1, though no less 

a part of a distinctive and still- inspiring 
experiment in higher education. 

It is tempting to see, in the efforts to 
reconstruct what actually took place 
during that half- lost evening in 1952, 
a microcosm of the larger attempt to 
reconstruct what happened at Black 
Mountain College generally, during 
each phase of its precarious twenty- 
four- year existence. How much of our 
fascination with the short- lived school is 
solidly based in historical fact and how 
much is projection, from the perspec-
tive of our own discouraging period 
of higher education, when so much on 
offer seems to be a regressive engage-
ment with vocational training of various 
narrowly conceived kinds accompanied 
by a deepening distrust of the value of 
the humanities, let alone the arts? 

Today our colleges, so unlike Black 
Mountain, are built primarily for per-
manence, with their mausoleum- like 
buildings of fire- resistant brick and 
stone, their ceaseless fund- raising and 
aggressive PR campaigns, and their risk- 
averse curriculums of a uniform bland-
ness. Could a college willing to take the 
risks Black Mountain embraced—no 
endowment, a semipermanent cam-
pus, no standard tests, an arts- centered 
curriculum, a self- sustaining work and 
farm program, and the rest—make a go 
of it today? 

A friend of mine, Robin Dreyer, 
the communications director of the 
Penland School of Crafts, near Ashe-
ville, recently sent me a playbill from 
a production of the Lerner and Loewe 
musical Brigadoon, staged in a sum-

mer theater in the mountain town of 
Burnsville, not far from Black Moun-
tain, on the nights of August 15, 16, 18, 
and 19; the year 1952 is scrawled across 
the bottom. Choreography for the show 
is attributed to Merce Cunningham, 
music to John Cage. If Theater Piece 
No. 1 took place, as it is now surmised, 
on August 16, 1952, this means that 
theatergoers in those charmed moun-
tains could choose that night between 
two very different productions by Cun-
ningham and Cage. Brigadoon, it will 
be remembered, is a magical village 
in the highlands that appears for only 
one day every one hundred years. Per-
haps ephemeral colleges are doomed to 
a similar fate. And maybe the time is 
about ripe for another appearance of a 
college like Black Mountain.  

Surrounded by Jew-Haters
John Banville
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martyrs, yes, yes, tell yourself that, 
knock your head against the wall, 
but if you want to be able to look at 
yourself in the mirror and not die 
of shame, don’t cry. That’s all I ask 
of you: don’t cry. 

Like his creator, the protagonist (for 
convenience let us call him Iosef) is 
fully aware that the world he knows, the 
world he loves—“I’m out in the street. I 
see a beautiful woman. I see an empty 
carriage passing by. Everything is as it 
ought to be”—is coming to a disastrous 
end. He is not alone in this conviction. 
He attends, by accident—he is in hid-
ing from a gang of students intent on 
beating him up yet again—a lecture on 
political economy by Ghi  Blidaru, 
a lightly fictionalized portrait of Nae 
 Ionescu, and takes notes on the philos-
opher’s electrifyingly exciting dicta on 
the collapse of contemporary society: 
“It’s not only the gold standard that has 
been lost,” Blidaru declares, “but any 
fixed relationship between our symbols 
and ourselves. There’s a gulf between 
man and his context.”

How is this gulf to be bridged? Most 
of Iosef’s Gentile friends glory in the 
prospect of a general collapse into 
chaos. Here is tefan Pârlea, a charac-
ter closely based on Sebastian’s friend 
Emil Cioran:

Smashing windows is fine. Any act 
of violence is good. “Down with 
the Yids” is idiotic, agreed! But 
what does it matter? The point is to 
shake the country up a bit. Begin 
with the Jews—if there’s no other 
way. But finish higher up, with a 
general conflagration, with an all- 
consuming earthquake.

Iosef, and Sebastian too, as we know 
from the Journal, have ambiguous feel-
ings about anti- Semitism. At one point, 
thinking back over his early accounts of 
what he experienced at the university, 
he says: “I reduced everything to the 
drama of being a Jew. . . .  I was, I be-
lieve, two steps away from fanaticism.” 
He understands, and acknowledges, 
the springs of extremism in every heart, 
Gentile or Jewish, and wonders to what 
extent the Jews themselves invite the 
Gentile world’s resentment. “There is 
an eternal amity between us [Jews] and 
the fact of suffering,” he writes, and 
goes on to confess that “in my most 
lamentable moments, I have been sur-
prised to recognize the mark of pride 
in this suffering, the indulging of a 
vague vanity.” He recognizes the cru-
elty and stupidity of anti- Semitism, but 
above all he despises it “for its lack of 
imagination,” for its reiteration of the 
same old accusations—“freemasonry, 
usury, ritual killing.” How paltry! he 
exclaims, and then offers an insight 
worthy of Kafka himself:

The most basic Jewish conscience, 
the most commonplace Jewish in-
telligence, will find within itself 
much graver sins, an immeasurably 
deeper darkness, incomparably 
more shattering catastrophes. 

Reading sentences such as this, and 
there are others like it, in intent if not 
in intensity, one understands the accu-
sations of anti- Semitism hurled at Se-
bastian by some of his Jewish readers. 
Yet such accusations themselves lack 
imagination. As his translator, Philip 
Ó Ceallaigh, has remarked, Sebastian 

“fears that he finds the psychology of 
victimhood far too attractive,” but while 
he has neither a wish to deny nor to be 
defined by his Jewishness, “he lives in 
a society determined to define him by 
this alone.” For Two Thousand Years 
was written in the early 1930s, and 
while its underlying tone is one of pro-
phetic dread, its author could not have 
imagined the immensity of the tragedy 
that at the end of the decade was to be-
fall Europe and the Jewish people.

In the annals of anti- Semitism, Roma-
nia holds a particularly egregious posi-
tion. For example, it is estimated that 
130,000 local Jews were slaughtered in 
Romanian-occupied Ukraine, and that 
Romanian forces massacred 150,000 
Jews in the area of Odessa and Golta. 
In a pogrom in 1941, as Sebastian re-
cords in his Journal, Jews were herded 
into an abattoir and hanged by the neck 
on meat hooks. “A sheet of paper was 
stuck to each corpse: ‘Kosher Meat.’” 

Of course, Romania was not unique 
in this regard. In the early years of Nazi 
conquests in Eastern Europe the rav-
ening enthusiasm for pogroms among 
the indigenous populations of coun-
tries such as Poland, Lithuania, and 
Estonia startled even the SS. However, 
the detestation of Jews among all levels 
of Romanian society, particularly in-
tellectuals, was unrelenting. Here is a 
typical outburst, recorded in the Jour-
nal in September 1939:

The Poles’ resistance in Warsaw is 
a Jewish resistance. Only yids are 
capable of the blackmail of putting 
women and children in the front 
line, to take advantage of the Ger-
mans’ sense of scruple. . . .  What 
is happening on the frontier with 
Bukovina is a scandal, because 
new waves of Jews are flooding 
into the country. Rather than a 
 Romania again invaded by kikes, it 
would be better to have a German 
 protectorate.

Who might the speaker be? Some 
embittered partisan, perhaps, or a 
street- corner orator? No: the speaker 
is Mircea Eliade, one of Romania’s 
leading scholars and writers of the 
time, who after the war slipped away to 
America and there became a highly re-
spected and influential thinker and his-
torian of religions. In 1937 Eliade says 
of a left- wing student flogged by Iron 
Guardists that personally he would 
have put his eyes out as well. Sebastian 
writes, “Perhaps one day things will 
have calmed down enough for me to 
read this page to Mircea and to see him 
blush with shame.” 

Similarly, although perhaps not as 
despicably, E. M. Cioran, the “ tefan 
Pârlea” of Sebastian’s novel, threw in 
his lot with the Iron Guard, the Roma-
nian fascist movement. Cioran was an-
other expert at survival. When Marshal 
Ion Antonescu took power in 1940 and 
crushed the Iron Guard movement, his 
government appointed Cioran cultural 
attaché in Paris, where he sat out the 
war years in well- paid comfort and 
safety, and stayed on after the war to 
become a leading intellectual light of 
émigré life, “one of post- war Paris’s 
favorite nihilists,” as Ó Ceallaigh has 
pointedly observed. In the Journal, 
Sebastian describes meeting Cioran 
in January 1941, on the day of his ap-
pointment to Paris. “He was glowing,”  
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Sebastian writes: the new attaché had 
just received his call- up papers, and now 
he will not have to fight. “So like this,  
everything has been solved. Do you see 
what I mean?” Yes, Sebastian thinks 
sadly, I see what you mean.

Cioran at least expressed regret 
later for having entered a “pact with 
the devil”; Eliade made an illustrious 
career for himself at the University of 
Chicago and never said a word pub-
licly about his past as an Iron Guard 
ideologist.

The one shining light among Sebas-
tian’s circle is the playwright Eugène, 
originally Eugen, Ionesco—author of 
Rhinoceros, The Chairs—who abhorred 
and condemned anti-Semitism. Here is 
a Journal entry for October 1941:

Hitler spoke this afternoon. I was 
with Eugen [Ionesco] . . . around six 
o’clock, just when the speech was 
being broadcast. We went to the 
Buturug  (where there is a radio) 
and sat down at a table. I wanted 
to listen—but after a few seconds 
Eugen turned pale and stood up.

“I can’t take it! I can’t!”
He said this with a kind of physi-

cal desperation. Then he ran off, 
and of course we went after him. I 
felt I could have hugged him.

In its way, For Two Thousand Years is 
as much a condemnation of Romania, 
and especially Romanian intellectuals, 
in appalling times as is the Journal; in-
deed, one might say it is a novel written 
as a journal, while the Journal is a jour-
nal written as a novel.2

In the second section of the novel, 
beginning at what Sebastian designates 
Part Three, the tone changes radically, 
and the change is not always for the 
best. Five years have passed, and Iosef 
is working as an architect in the prov-
inces, on an ambitious project under 
the direction of Mircea Vieru, “the 
master,” and financed by an American 
businessman, Ralph T. Rice, who has 
an oil- drilling contract from the Ro-
manian government. Since the village 
of Uioara stands on the site of the oil 
field, Vieru has decided that the village 
“will be moved from its present loca-
tion to one several kilometers to the 
right.” Reading the opening pages of 
this section, one finds oneself flounder-
ing somewhat, like a swimmer out of his 
depth and searching about for a rock to 
put his foot on. At times, it is as if Se-
bastian has set himself to write a tale 
in the manner of Somerset Maugham, 
with a light Proustian glaze and a dash 
of Scott Fitzgerald bitters.

We meet an English couple, the Dun-
tons, Marjorie and Phillip. They do not 
love each other, Iosef observes, but they 
get on well enough, in what seems a very 
English sort of way. Marjorie—“She’s 
incredibly blonde—the white- blonde 
of corn straw”—has a gramophone and 

regularly receives batches of the latest 
records from home. The dialogue here 
is pure drawing- room comedy:

“If you’ll have me, I’ll come this 
evening.”

“Can’t this evening. We’re going 
to the Nicholsons’. Phill has prom-
ised a game of bridge. Come along 
yourself.”

The function of this little English 
colony is not made clear—Phillip Dun-
ton is a technician employed by Ralph 
Rice, so presumably the other husbands 
also work in the oil business. Marjorie 
is loved, in vain and at a distance, by a 
shadowy, handsome young man named 
Pierre Dogany—“His strange head 
has both Semitic and Mongolian fea-
tures” —and it seems too that at some 
point Iosef himself entertained a mild 
notion of her, but nothing came of it, 
and in the end she leaves her husband 
and marries, to everyone’s surprise and 
Iosef’s subdued chagrin, his colleague 
on the Uioara project, the rough- hewn 
womanizer Marin Dron u. 

All this seems entirely inconsequen-
tial, but all the same one has the nig-
gling suspicion that Sebastian had deep 
though unachieved ambitions for his 
meandering tale of nostalgia, languid 
flirtation, and management squab-
bles—Vieru the architect and Ralph T. 
Rice are constantly at odds, and their 
exchanges will provoke in the reader at 
least a wan smile—and that he meant 
us to read it as a stylishly jaded study of 
contemporary manners. 

In the end, however, the main themes 
reemerge. Iosef discovers, to his con-
sternation and deep disappointment, 
that Vieru, his revered “master,” is yet 
another anti- Semite, just as virulent as 
all the others, though softer- spoken. 
The two men have a confrontation after 
Vieru remarks that he never sees Iosef 
in town, and Iosef answers that he can-
not bear the poisoned atmosphere: “At 
every street corner, an apostle. And 
in every apostle, an exterminator of 
Jews.” He expects sympathetic indig-
nation from the older man, but receives 
a violent shock when Vieru calmly re-
sponds by saying that “there is a Jewish 
problem, and it needs to be solved.”

Let’s be clear. I’m not anti- 
Semitic. . . . But I’m a Romanian. 
And, all that is opposed to me as a 
Romanian I regard as dangerous. 
There is a corrosive Jewish spirit. I 
must defend myself against it. . . . If 
the body of our state were strong, it 
would hardly bother me. But it’s not 
strong. It’s sinful, corruptible and 
weak. And this is why I must fight 
against the agents of  corruption. 

This is the beginning of a long and 
intricate exchange, and in places the 
reader can lose track of which of the 
participants is speaking. If this blur-
ring effect is intentional on Sebastian’s 
part, then it is a brilliant ploy, for it lets 
us see yet again the extreme ambiguity 
in relations between Jews and non-Jews 
in Romania—and not only in Roma-
nia—in the interwar years. Iosef, like 
his creator in the Journal, understands 
anti-Semitism and even, to a startling 
degree, empathizes with it. Thus when 
we read a remark such as “The Jew 
has a metaphysical obligation to be 

detested. That’s his role in the world,” 
we assume it is Vieru speaking, untl we 
realize, to our shock, that in fact it is 
Iosef himself.

Yet in the end, Vieru’s calm logic 
and complacent, unshakable certainty 
make him a far more frightening fig-
ure even than Ghai  Blidaru or tefan 
Pârlea, with their overblown, sub- 
Nietzschean rantings. Vieru, we sud-
denly recall, is an architect: What will 
he be building when the trains with 
their fully laden cattle cars start trun-
dling eastward? Yet even here, Iosef’s 
response is one of sadness more than 
anger, and at the end of this quietly ter-
rifying conversation they part without 
a harsh word:

We both lit our cigarettes. We tried 
to talk, but it didn’t work—and it 
was late when we separated, a little 
embarrassed, with a truly warm 
handshake.

A little embarrassed . . . the beautiful re-
straint here is heartbreaking.

Yes, restraint is the defining mark 
of both the novel and the subsequent 
Journal, as it is of Sebastian’s person-
ality, as it comes across to us in both 
books. In a truly atrocious time he re-
fused to compromise on his duties as a 
civilized human being, while so many of 
those around him were throwing wood 
onto the pyre and dancing around it in 
manic and murderous delight. Even on 
the darkest pages he finds room for a 
graceful turn of phrase, a flash of wit, 
a gesture of understanding and for-
giveness. He loved literature, and was 
widely read in three or four languages, 
yet his touch is always light. 

Nor was he a dedicated burner of the 
midnight oil; he is forever bemoaning 
his lack of application to his literary 
work. He adores the sun, likes to lie on 
a beach doing nothing, or to go off to 
the mountains to ski. His love- life has 
all the intricacy of a Feydeau farce. In 
affairs of the heart he could be both 
waspish and witty: glimpsing a former 
girlfriend on a train with her husband, 
Iosef observes: “She’s still beautiful, 
which makes me happy about the past—
but looks set to put on weight, which 
makes me happy about the future.” 

As the years darken and catastrophe 
engulfs Europe, he comes more and 
more strongly to acknowledge his an-
cestry and all that it means. Expressing 
his contempt for those who urge him 
to convert to Catholicism as a way of 
escaping persecution, he writes in the 
Journal:

Somewhere on an island with sun 
and shade, in the midst of peace, 
security, and happiness, I would in 
the end be indifferent to whether 
I was or was not Jewish. But here 
and now, I cannot be anything else.

Sebastian survived the war largely 
because from early on the Romanian 
regime shrewdly saw that Germany 
would be defeated and switched its pol-
icy toward the Jews in hopes of placat-
ing the victorious Allies. His survival 
was cut short, however, in a way that is 
both tragic and banal. The final note in 
the Journal reads: 

On 29 May 1945, Mihail Sebas-
tian was hit and killed by a truck in 
downtown Bucharest.

 

2However, we should keep in mind 
what Norman Manea writes in his su-
perb essay on Eliade, “Happy Guilt”: 
“Literature must meet primarily aes-
thetic criteria, not moral ones, just as 
scholarly work must meet scholarly 
standards. But journals, memoirs, au-
tobiography: such strictly personal 
reckonings cannot avoid the ethical 
test.” The Fifth Impossibility: Essays 
on Exile and Language (Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2012), p. 111.

Available in bookstores, call (646) 215-2500,
or visit www.nyrb.com

In the mid-1940s, Sybille Bedford set off
from Grand Central Station for Mexico, 
accompanied by her friend E., a hamper
of food and drink (Virginia ham, cherries, 
watercress, a flute of bread, Portuguese
rosé), books, a writing board, and paper.
Her resulting travelogue captures the 
rich and violent beauty of the country 
as it was then.

Bedford takes the reader through Mexico
by hand, in second-class motor buses 
over thousands of miles, through arid 
noons and frigid nights, successions 
of comida corrida, botched excursions 
to the coast, conversations recorded 
verbatim, hilarious observations, and 
fascinating digressions into murky his-
tories. At the heart of the book is the 
Don Otavio of the title, the travelers’ 
gracious host, a man of lived rather 
than recorded history.

“Everyone, whether or not he plans 
to visit Mexico, should read 

A Visit to Don Otavio.” 
—Joan Acocella, The New Yorker
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The Little-Known Ted
Jeff Madrick

Lion of the Senate:  
When Ted Kennedy Rallied the 
Democrats in a GOP Congress
by Nick Littlefield and David Nexon. 
Simon and Schuster, 505 pp., $35.00

I should have suspected that Nick 
Littlefield had a career on Broadway 
before he entered politics. Littlefield 
was the Kennedy aide who brought me 
to the senator’s attention in the 2000s 
based on my articles in these pages and 
others. My task was generally to write 
speeches and later to collaborate on a 
book; the focus of both was the impor-
tance of government in America in a 
period when anti government ideology 
was powerful. It was hard to resist Lit-
tlefield’s charm and enthusiasm, just as 
it would be hard to resist the Kennedy 
who loved to sing a Broadway song al-
most as much as Nick did. But it was 
Kennedy’s devotion to the possibilities 
of government—his refusal to let go 
of his long- standing principles—that 
struck me. 

Littlefield had long planned a book 
about his experiences with the sena-
tor during the difficult period after 
the 1994 elections when, with Clinton 
as president, Republicans controlled 
both houses of Congress and sought 
to change America’s direction with 
their highly conservative Contract with 
America. The contract, which drew on 
Reagan’s 1985 State of the Union ad-
dress, was designed to undo Lyndon 
B. Johnson’s Great Society, John F. 
Kennedy’s New Frontier, and much 
of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal 
itself. It sought, as an example, to cut 
back welfare programs sharply and 
not provide aid to poor mothers under 
eighteen. 

Littlefield contracted a serious neu-
rological disorder after he began his 
book and collaborated with another 
Kennedy aide, David Nexon, in writ-
ing Lion of the Senate: When Kennedy 
Rallied the Democrats in a GOP Sen-
ate. Their theme is to demonstrate first 
how Kennedy led the resistance to the 
extreme right- wing program of Newt 
Gingrich, who became the Republican 
Speaker of the House in January 1995, 
and how Kennedy then went on to lead 
the opposition to the united Republi-
can front in Congress and the policies 
of the Contract with America. 

Despite Littlefield’s experience and 
friendship with the senator, I’d argue 
that “lion” doesn’t seem the most ac-
curate word with which to describe 
Kennedy. He could harangue Congress 
and his own Democratic colleagues 
from time to time in his deep baritone 
voice, but what was most impressive 
about Kennedy and maybe less well 
known is that he was indefatigable. 
During his fifty years in Washington, 
he was, before he died of brain cancer 
in 2009, one of the few elected officials 
in Washington who seemed genuinely 
dedicated to the sick, the poor, chil-
dren, the elderly, women, and students. 
When politicians told him he couldn’t 
pass a certain bill, his reaction was to 
charge ahead with all the more deter-
mination. The large number of bills he 
sponsored or cosponsored is remark-
able; so were his legislative victories in 

opposition to Republicans or conserva-
tive Democrats. 

He began notably in the early 1960s 
with his defeat of the southern Demo-
crats’ attempt to create a poll tax to 
limit the voting of African- Americans. 
Over the years, his victories under 
Republican presidents included the 
Americans with Disabilities Act, a bill 
of rights for the disabled, and the Fam-
ily and Medical Leave Act, vetoed by 
George H.W. Bush but signed by Bill 
Clinton, which required businesses to 
give workers time to care for newborns 
and deal with medical problems. After 
Bush took office in 1989, Kennedy 
was responsible for legislation provid-
ing the first federal aid for people who 
contracted AIDS, a policy Reagan had 
earlier fiercely opposed. In the 1990s, 
he also got several pieces of major leg-
islation passed when he was told it was 
impossible, even ridiculous, to try to 
do so in view of the Republican major-
ity in both houses of Congress. One of 
these was the minimum wage increase 
of 1996. Another was child health in-
surance, passed with the bipartisan 
cooperation of the Republican Orrin 
Hatch of Utah. 

What remains little known is the in-
tensity with which Kennedy prepared 
himself for practically every important 
occasion. He gathered groups of ana-
lysts and academics to debate the issues 
before he presented a new bill or had 
a meeting with the president, an oppo-
sition leader, or his fellow Democrats. 
For such advice he drew on, among 
many others, Harvard’s Robert Cole 

and Michael Sandell, Columbia’s Alan 
Brinkley, informed journalists like 
Robert Kuttner, and economists like 
Brookings’s George Perry. He also met 
with CEOs of relevant companies and 
business consultants. 

In later years, I attended such meet-
ings in Boston and Cambridge hotels 
and the Boston Harvard Club and 
heard sometimes contentious discus-
sions of difficult issues, with Nick 
Littlefield’s successor Michael Myers 
usually by Kennedy’s side. Kennedy 
seemed to thrive on these sessions. He 
saw them as preparation for combat in 
the Senate and outside it, and for his 
speeches, which were widely reported. 
He was also following in his own way 
a pattern set by his older brothers, the 
president, JFK, and Robert F. Ken-
nedy, as senator and in his presidential 
primary run; both had teams of intel-
lectuals and activists to call upon, al-
though Ted Kennedy seemed to have a 
special zest for such collaboration. 

Kennedy worked constantly, and if 
he had to make an intense effort to win 
over a senatorial colleague he did so. 
Sometimes he sang a song in a meeting, 
or he would memorize a thousand-word 
poem, as he did to win approval for fed-
eral funds to renovate the Longfellow 
House in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
Mostly, he was a purposeful presence 
on the Senate floor or in the cloak-
room, or he was visiting the offices of 
senators to form voting alliances to 
support his programs or defeat those of 
Republicans or right- wing Democrats. 
He had many friends but, as a saying 

goes, he often kept his enemies closer. 
As he told Littlefield when he joined 
his team, bipartisanship was a crucial 
element in passing legislation, and Ken-
nedy diligently found Republican allies 
who had similar goals when it came 
to particular issues but who had quite 
different ideologies. His main ally was 
Orrin Hatch, but over the years there 
were other important Republican allies, 
such as Nancy Kassebaum of Kansas. 

Few if any knew Kennedy as well as 
Littlefield, who was the chief of staff 
of Kennedy’s Health, Education, and 
Labor Committee from 1989 to 1998. 
Littlefield had a habit, formed when he 
was a lawyer, of taking detailed notes 
of all Kennedy’s meetings with legisla-
tors and advisers. The result is a fasci-
nating, often conversational account 
of what became, in Kennedy’s mind, a 
dangerous chapter in American poli-
tics, ending with the defeat in the Sen-
ate of the proposals of the Republican 
conservative majority led by Gingrich. 
Gingrich resigned in 1998 from his 
post as Speaker. Others contributed to 
the defeat of the Contract with Amer-
ica, including the sometimes waffling 
President Bill Clinton. But no one per-
severed as Kennedy did. What comes 
through is how much Kennedy loved to 
be a senator, acting in effect as the con-
ductor of his own political orchestra 
to produce unexpected results, often 
against the odds. The book also tells us 
more about how the Senate real ly runs 
than arguably any book you will read. 

In 1994, Republicans won controlling 
majorities in both the House and Sen-
ate for the first time since the election 
of 1952. Led by Newt Gingrich, they 
promised to carry out the Contract 
with America and not compromise. 
Because they did not get their way, 
they closed down the federal govern-
ment for two brief periods, denying the 
executive branch the ability to borrow 
to pay its bills. Their proposals were 
cloaked in idealistic- sounding language 
with phrases referring, for example, to 
“taking back our streets” and “fiscal 
responsibility,” but they boiled down to 
major tax cuts for the wealthy, paid for 
by sharply cutting social programs, in-
cluding Medicare benefits, and reducing 
federal government expenditures on ed-
ucation by up to 25 percent, with the an-
nounced goal of balancing the budget. 

But most of these bills could not be 
passed while Kennedy and some fellow 
Democrats led the opposition to them 
and encouraged President Clinton to 
hold the line as well. Kennedy feared 
Clinton would side with the Repub-
licans too often; but Clinton gained a 
second term in 1996 and presided over 
an economic boom, in which the unem-
ployment rate fell to under 4 percent. 
The unemployment rate for African- 
Americans fell even more rapidly, 
although at 6.9 percent it remained 
almost double the rate for whites, and 
it was also reduced because of the 
high rate of incarceration of African- 
American males. Yet the voting machi-
nations in Florida and the complicity of 
the Supreme Court, as well as the vote 
for Ralph Nader, enabled George W. 
Bush to take the presidency in 2001; 
otherwise a transfer of power from 

Ted Kennedy outside his office at the Russell Senate Office Building,  
Washington, D.C., March 2006
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Clinton to Al Gore and to Kennedy as 
a powerful Senate leader would have 
taken place. That would have meant 
no big tax cuts for the wealthy and 
stronger policies for the poor, the un-
employed, and the environment, in ad-
dition to making a war in Iraq unlikely. 
It would also have led, I would argue, 
to faster economic growth with, at last, 
adequate investment in transportation 
and other infrastructure. 

Many Democrats, including Clinton, 
had been shocked by the 1994 Repub-
lican surge. One wonders why. Clin-
ton raised taxes in 1993, mostly on the 
wealthy, but perhaps most important, 
he failed to deliver the universal health 
care he had promised. By the time of 
the election, the president’s approval 
rating was down to 44 percent. 

Crucial to Kennedy’s leadership in 
the Senate was his victory over Mitt 
Romney in Massachusetts in 1994. No 
Kennedy had previously lost a Senate 
battle, but Romney was rich, hand-
some, and articulate. Few were better 
suited to ride the new Republican wave. 

In the spring of the election year, 
surveys showed that only one third of 
Massachusetts voters thought Kennedy 
deserved reelection and Kennedy’s 
own polling began to show him well 
behind Romney. It seemed clear that 
the death of Mary Jo Kopechne, who 
was with Kennedy when he drove his 
car into the water on Cape Cod in 1969, 
still affected the public view of him. 
Moreover, three years before the elec-
tion his nephew was tried and acquitted 
on charges of rape in Palm Beach. 

Under pressure from Republicans, 
who particularly emphasized the size 
of government and alleged abuses of 
welfare, Democrats softened their lib-
eral views as they ran for office, placing 
new attention on balancing the budget 
and controlling social spending. As 
laissez-faire ideology grew more popu-
lar and anger over allegations of waste 
in welfare programs rose, Kennedy be-
came more insistent on the importance 
of government, particularly for the 
poor. He borrowed $1 million against 
his Virginia house for campaign adver-
tising against Romney. 

In a speech on October 16 at Faneuil 
Hall in Boston, which Nick Littlefield 
says was “one of the most memorable 
moments of the campaign,” Kennedy 
said:

I stand for the idea that public ser-
vice can make a difference in the 
lives of people. I believe in a gov-
ernment and a senator that fight 
for your jobs. I believe in a gov-
ernment and a senator that fight 
to secure the fundamental right of 
health care for all Americans. . . . I 
will be a senator on your side. I will 
stand up for the people and not the 
 powerful.

Kennedy won by a handsome margin 
but the Democratic Party lost Congress 
badly. Clinton had campaigned in just 
about every state where his candidates 
were running and Littlefield and Nexon 
write that he and his wife were shocked 
by the Democratic failure. A headline 
in The Washington Post read, “An His-
toric Election Message of Repudiation 
to President Clinton and His Party.” 

In their talks with Kennedy about 
coming legislation, the members of his 
staff painted a forbidding picture. The 
new congressional majority would try 

to drastically cut back any provisions by 
the federal government for education; 
the ultimate objective of the Republi-
cans would be to privatize Medicare. 
The Republicans wanted to eliminate 
the minimum wage completely. Nine of 
eleven of the new Republican senators 
favored outlawing abortions.

As the electorate dramatically 
shifted, many of the Democratic legisla-
tors were prepared to take a step to the 
right. The Times reported, “Still shell- 
shocked, they cannot agree on what the 
party needs to make a comeback.”

Kennedy prepared a major speech 
for January 1995, a kind of Kennedy 
State of the Union, two weeks before 
the president delivered his own 
on January 24. The speech was 
carried live on C-Span, and in 
emotionally intense language he 
argued for a vigorous alternative 
to the Republican victory. The 
Senate Democratic leader, Tom 
 Daschle, and the House Demo-
cratic leader, Richard Gephardt, 
sent the speech to all members 
of Congress. The Democratic 
National Committee sent it to all 
Democratic governors. His tar-
get was not merely the extremist 
Republicans but the Democrats 
intimidated by their victory: 

I come here as a Democrat. I 
reject such qualifiers as New 
Democrat or Old Democrat. . . . 
The election last November 
was not a ratification of Re-
publican solutions. By the nar-
rowest of margins, they gained 
control of Congress. But less 
than 40 percent of eligible vot-
ers turned out on election day, 
and only slightly more than 
half of those—about 20 per-
cent—cast ballots for Republi-
cans. Some  mandate! 

Kennedy told the Democrats 
that the Democratic resistance 
could be effective only if they did not 
give in. But mostly, he feared that 
Clinton would turn away from basic 
Democratic  ideals by adopting the new 
political strategy called triangulation, 
by which he would meet the Republi-
cans halfway. The Times reported, for 
example, that in response to the Re-
publican program, the White House 
was preparing an agenda of deep cuts 
in federal spending and a restructured 
government to balance the budget. Ac-
cording to the triangulation strategy, 
Clinton would situate himself between 
Republicans and Democrats. 

Kennedy used the coming battle over 
a minimum wage increase to help unite 
the Democrats. Congress had passed 
an increase in 1980, but Reagan held 
off any further increase throughout the 
1980s, even as inflation diminished its 
value. Kennedy was able to lead Con-
gress to pass a minimum wage increase 
in 1989 under the “kinder, gentler” ad-
ministration of George H.W. Bush. But 
few if any believed a minimum wage 
hike was possible after the Republicans 
took control of Congress following the 
election of 1994. 

After Kennedy introduced his bill in 
early January, he arranged a meeting 
with Clinton and urged him to support 
a minimum wage increase in his State 
of the Union address later that month, 
at least in general terms. This Clinton 
did, to Kennedy’s delight. In a meeting 
of the Democrats soon after the State 

of the Union, some members expressed 
their doubts about supporting the mini-
mum wage increase. Their hesitation 
angered Kennedy. He unleashed a ti-
rade on the subject of Democrats stand-
ing up for what they believed in. “I can’t 
believe what I am hearing,” Kennedy 
said, or rather shouted out. “The mini-
mum wage will only help the poor.” 

I saw a similar Kennedy harangue 
several times in later years. It was usu-
ally provoked by what he perceived as 
someone’s insensitivity to the poor. His 
face turned red, his voice rose, and his 
veins seemed as if they’d pop his shirt 
collar. Nothing endeared him more to 
this writer, an Old Democrat, than his 

idealism turned loose. He had no illu-
sions about his own privileged life, but 
in our talks he spoke very convincingly 
about the difficulties of the poorer 
people he had known and about the 
dilemmas they faced. He called me 
enthusiastically from the Senate floor 
after delivering a speech we’d worked 
on about the purposes of government 
and particularly the need to counter 
private power on behalf of people who 
had few resources or hopes. 

The Democrats’ strategy in 1995 was 
to keep delivering a familiar message: 
Republicans wanted to cut back social 
welfare programs in order to pay for 
the large tax cuts they proposed in the 
Contract with America. In particular, 
the Republicans kept on proposing 
drastic cuts in Medicare benefits while 
polling showed that a large proportion 
of Americans wanted the benefits to 
continue. This was an issue Democrats 
could run on, and they did. The Repub-
licans seemed oblivious to popular sup-
port for Medicare.

Finally, the Republicans forced a 
showdown with Clinton in late 1995. 
The immediate issue was how to bal-
ance the budget. Even with their big 
tax cuts and increased military spend-
ing, the Republicans demanded that 
the budget be balanced in seven years, 
largely by sharp cuts in social spending. 
Gingrich and his allies were relying on 

economic forecasts of the Congressio-
nal Budget Office, which at the time 
could be used to support conservative 
policies. The more liberal Democrats 
wanted a budget to be balanced in ten 
years under the faster growth path 
forecast by the White House’s Office 
of Management and Budget. The OMB 
projection would mean significantly 
less cutting from social programs. 

The president seemed to vacillate 
between the two. There were reports 
that Clinton, under advice of the poll-
ster Dick Morris, and others, would 
follow the policy of triangulation, 
which would include adopting a wel-
fare reform that established new work 

requirements for recipients—re-
quirements that would be hard 
for many to fulfill—and that also 
placed a limit on the number of 
years of coverage. The legislation 
did not include a program to cre-
ate decent jobs for the poor, and 
in the recession of 2008–2009 
and its aftermath, many were 
left with neither a job nor wel-
fare through no fault of their 
own. Kennedy was vigorously 
opposed, but Congress passed 
it, causing serious difficulties for 
unemployed people.

Kennedy, the quarterback of 
the progressive Democrats, made 
an especially strong speech in 
October 1995 on the Senate floor 
in defense of Medicare. Polling 
now showed, he said, that Ameri-
cans rejected significant cuts to 
Medicare by a margin of two 
to one. “Republicans are being 
found guilty beyond a reasonable 
doubt,” he said: 

Guilty of hurting helpless el-
derly patients in nursing homes; 
guilty of punishing innocent 
children on welfare; guilty of 
closing college doors to the 
sons and daughters of work-
ing families; guilty of pander-

ing to polluters and endangering 
the environment; guilty of massive 
giveaways to powerful special in-
terest groups; guilty of taxing low-
income workers; guilty of taxing 
hard-pressed college students—all 
to give tax breaks to  millionaires. 

Kennedy had important allies, par-
ticularly Gephardt and Daschle. The 
Democrats by now were largely united 
in sounding the theme Kennedy had 
emphasized. 

The Republicans effectively closed 
down the government in late November 
and then again in December by refus-
ing to increase the federal debt limit 
unless Clinton agreed to their stringent 
cuts in the budget. Clinton refused to 
do so, and Littlefield and Nexon write 
that Hillary Clinton encouraged him 
not to give in. Government workers 
were not paid, including teachers; the 
elderly could not sign up for Social 
Security; hundreds could not get pass-
ports. Kennedy made a speech on the 
Senate floor about how the uncertainty 
over budget cuts was devastating for 
education. 

Kennedy feared that Clinton was 
indeed moving to the right, despite 
holding the line on the budget. In 
his January 1996 State of the Union 
speech, Clinton declared that “the era 
of big government is over.” His obses-
sion with balancing the budget and 
eventually maintaining a surplus con-

Ted Kennedy during his 1980 presidential campaign
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tinued throughout his second term and 
placed limits on proposals to expand 
social spending and public invest-
ment, among them significant support 
for transportation infrastructure. And 
Clinton did sign the welfare reform bill 
that Kennedy strongly opposed. 

Still, apart from welfare reform, the 
Republicans had lost the major politi-
cal battles because of their extremism 
and because the Democrats, led by 
Kennedy, resisted the anti government 
plans of Gingrich and the Republican 
leadership. Few of their proposals were 
passed. As Adam Clymer, the Wash-
ington correspondent for The New 
York Times, put it, “The Republican 
revolution is stalled on Capitol Hill, 
blocked by an ideological appetite big-

ger than their majorities can fulfill, by 
an unexpectedly determined Demo-
cratic opposition, and by the public’s 
resistance to sacrifice.”

The year 1996 turned out to be better 
for the Democrats. Probably most im-
portant to Kennedy, after continuous 
battles with the Republicans, was that 
in July 1996 he at last got the minimum 
wage bill passed that he had sought 
since early 1995. More than a few Re-
publicans were realizing that Gingrich’s 
war against the government was caus-
ing hardship and provoking a reaction.

Congress also passed the health care 
reform bill Kennedy sought, including 
a provision referred to as portability, 
which allowed employees to take their 
employer-funded health care insurance 
with them if they left a job. The bill was 
not comprehensive enough, Kennedy 
felt, but he took what he could get. 
His Republican cosponsor was Nancy 
Kassebaum, senator from Kansas and 
wife of Howard Baker, the senator 
from Tennessee. This was a presiden-
tial election year and Clinton won re-
election easily in November, although 
the Republicans had a majority of seats 
in the Senate. 

Federal aid for health care had been 
an obsession for Kennedy since the 
1970s, and soon after his victory with 
Kassebaum he tried to go further. This 
time he sought federal insurance for 
children whose parents were poor but 
not poor enough to qualify for Med-
icaid. His Republican cosponsor was 
again Orrin Hatch, and the bill, the 
Children’s Health Insurance Program, 
known as CHIP, was passed in the 
summer of 1997 after intense nego-
tiations with Hatch. It was the largest 
health care bill since the Social Secu-

rity Amendments, which established 
Medicare and Medicaid, were passed 
in 1965. 

In the early 2000s, with George W. 
Bush’s presidential victory, the battle in 
America over the legitimacy of govern-
ment was renewed. Once again, Ken-
nedy sought help from scholars, writers, 
and social critics. I wrote texts arguing 
that rigidly ideological Republicans 
like Gingrich misinterpreted American 
history. The nation was never purely 
laissez-faire, and I wrote speeches for 
Kennedy on how important government 
investment and social policies were to 
economic growth since the early 1800s. 
This was a theme that he wanted to em-
phasize, and I participated in discus-
sions with him, Michael Myers, his new 
chief of staff, who succeeded Little-
field, and a good many others. Kennedy 

asked for research and discussion about 
the ways the private economy depended 
on government support. 

The battle over the size and purpose 
of government continued during the 
Bush years, starting with another sharp 
cut in taxes, mostly for the wealthy. 
Kennedy was nevertheless proud of 
some legislation he helped sponsor, in-
cluding a major plan for drug benefits 
for the elderly. It was only with Obama’s 
victory in the 2008 presidential elec-
tion, however, that Kennedy’s hope for 
America was restored. In the primary 
campaign he had thrown his support 
behind Obama rather than Hillary 
Clinton. He was eager to discuss the 
prospects for a new attempt at a univer-
sal health care system after Obama’s 
election. His advice to Obama was to 
make the compromises necessary to 
get a good bill even though it might fall 
short of some important goals. He sup-
ported the Affordable Care Act. 

In the battle in Congress that ensued, 
Kennedy could not follow through 
as he would have liked. Brain cancer 
weakened him and he passed leader-
ship on the issue to his good friend Sen-
ator Thomas Dodd. He almost lived to 
see the bill passed, dying a year before 
in 2009. 

Kennedy would have fought hard 
against Republican attempts to under-
mine the Affordable Care Act. Obama 
badly misses a major ally on this and 
other issues although Kennedy’s suc-
cessor, Elizabeth Warren, has stood 
out as a forceful advocate on many 
fronts. She was one of the freelance 
advisers to Kennedy I’ve mentioned 
and she’s shown that she has, as he did, 
a full appreciation of the purpose of 
 government. 

Ted Kennedy with Republican senator Nancy Kassebaum of Kansas at a meeting of  
the Senate Labor and Human Resources Committee, Washington, D.C., May 1995
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MEMORIES: FROM MOSCOW TO THE BLACK SEA 
Teffi

Introduction by Edythe Haber
A new translation from the Russian by Robert Chandler, 

Elizabeth Chandler, Irina Steinberg, and Anne Marie Jackson

Considered Teffi’s single greatest work, Memories: From Moscow to the Black
Sea is a deeply personal account of the author’s last months in Russia and 
Ukraine, suffused with her acute awareness of the political currents churning 
around her, many of which have now resurfaced.

In 1918, in the immediate aftermath of the Russian Revolution, Teffi, whose 
stories and journalism had made her a celebrity in Moscow, was invited to 
read from her work in Ukraine. She accepted the invitation eagerly, though 
she had every intention of returning home. As it happened, her trip ended 
four years later in Paris, where she would spend the rest of her life in exile. 
None of this was foreseeable when she arrived in German-occupied Kiev to 
discover a hotbed of artistic energy and experimentation. When Kiev fell sev-
eral months later to Ukrainian nationalists, Teffi fled south to Odessa, then 
on to the port of Novorossiysk, from which she embarked at last for Constan-
tinople. Danger and death threaten throughout Memories, even as the book 
displays the brilliant style, keen eye, comic gift, and deep feeling that have 
made Teffi one of the most beloved of twentieth-century Russian writers.

“I never imagined such a memoir could be possible, especially about the 
Russian Civil War. Teffi wears her wisdom lightly, observing farce and foible 

amid the looming tragedy, in this enthralling book.” —Antony Beevor

TOLSTOY, RASPUTIN, OTHERS, AND ME: 
THE BEST OF TEFFI 

Teffi
A new translation from the Russian by Robert Chandler, 

Elizabeth Chandler, Rose France, and Anne Marie Jackson

Early in her literary career Nadezhda Lokhvitskaya, born in St. Petersburg 
in 1872, adopted the pen-name of Teffi, and it is as Teffi that she is re-
membered. In prerevolutionary Russia she was a literary star, known for her 
humorous satirical pieces; in the 1920s and 30s, she wrote some of her 
finest stories in exile in Paris, recalling her unforgettable encounters with 
Rasputin, and her hopeful visit at age thirteen to Tolstoy after reading War 
and Peace. In this selection of her best autobiographical stories, she covers 
a wide range of subjects, from family life to revolution and emigration, writers 
and writing.

Like Nabokov, Platonov, and other great Russian prose writers, Teffi was a 
poet who turned to prose but continued to write with a poet’s sensitivity to 
tone and rhythm. Like Chekhov, she fuses wit, tragedy, and a remarkable ca-
pacity for observation; there are few human weaknesses she did not relate to 
with compassion and understanding. “An anecdote is funny when it’s being 
told,” she wrote, “but when someone lives it, it’s a tragedy. And my life has 
been sheer anecdote, that is—tragedy.”

“Literally everybody read her and delighted in her, from postal clerks and 
pharmacy students to Nicholas II.” —Irina Odoevtseva

Available in bookstores, call (646) 215-2500, or visit www.nyrb.com 
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A Great, Ignored Transformation?
Eamon Duffy

A History of Balance, 1250–1375:  
The Emergence of a New Model  
of Equilibrium and  
Its Impact on Thought
by Joel Kaye. 
Cambridge University Press,  
519 pp., $140.00

Joel Kaye’s first book, Economy and Na-
ture in the Fourteenth Century: Money, 
Market Exchange, and the Emergence 
of Scientific Thought (1998), was a re-
vised version of his doctoral disserta-
tion. Academic theses can make for 
dreary reading, but Kaye’s advanced a 
bold, sweeping, and closely argued the-
ory, designed to explain a major shift in 
the thought of the later Middle Ages. 
In the dialectically structured thought-
world of the late-thirteenth- and early-
fourteenth-century universities (Latin 
scholae or schools, hence the adjective 
“scholastic”), the understanding of na-
ture and the practice of natural science 
underwent profound change. A uni-
verse governed by hierarchically fixed 
and absolute values, Kaye argued, gave 
way to one characterized by change 
and motion. Observation and measure-
ment displaced abstract speculation as 
the ways to understand nature, and that 
shift from deduction to quantification 
laid the foundations for a modern un-
derstanding of science. 

That much was conventional enough. 
Kaye’s originality lay in his claim that 
the cause of this radical shift in think-
ing about nature was to be found in 
thought- patterns derived from the rap-
idly changing world of economics and 
transferred to scientific inquiry. Late 
medieval economic thinking was domi-
nated by Aristotle’s discussion of value 
in the fifth book of his Nicho machean 
Ethics, where money features as the me-
dium that makes possible comparison, 
measurement, and exchange between 
apparently unrelated things: How many 
shoes are equal to a house? What is the 
right proportion between goods and 
the labor that produces them? 

Aristotle’s intellectual preeminence, 
newly restored to Europe from Arab 
sources, was of course foundational for 
the scholastic intellectual enterprise. 
But the rediscovery of Aristotle was 
not the only impetus to new thinking. 
In the booming mercantile economies 
of the thirteenth-century cities, and 
with the spread of the use of money, 
concepts rooted in the realities of the 
market were rapidly evolving. 

Money itself was increasingly con-
ceived as a dynamic medium connect-
ing the constantly shifting values of 
commodities, labor, demand, and eco-
nomic risk. The university thinkers 
responsible for the great shift in the un-
derstanding of the natural world, Kaye 
maintained, were themselves deeply 
immersed in this innovatory world of 
economics, as agents and administra-
tors for their colleges and religious 
orders, and as members of the vibrant 
urban communities in which their uni-
versities were located. They were not 
only natural philosophers and theolo-
gians, but often also economic theorists 
and moralists, concerned with practi-
cal matters such as economic justice 
and especially the religious and ethical 
limits on usury in moneylending. And 

so the dynamic and shifting values of 
supply and demand in the marketplace, 
and the “monetization” of the cities, 
came to provide paradigms for a new 
and more dynamic understanding of 
the world as itself a dynamic realm best 
understood in terms of proportion, rel-
ativity, and mathematical measurement.

Kaye’s book was the product of 
deep immersion in the Latin writings 
of major and minor medieval thinkers 
from Albert the Great and 
Thomas Aquinas to Henry 
of Ghent, Peter John Olivi, 
and Nicole Oresme. It was 
widely praised for its fruit-
ful crossing of disciplinary 
boundaries, bringing eco-
nomic, political, and scientific 
thought together in mutually 
illuminating ways. But some 
reviewers thought that Kaye 
was working one single ex-
planation too hard for plau-
sibility, and suggested that 
the increasing use of money 
in the market was not suffi-
cient to account for the pro-
found intellectual changes he 
pointed to. Something more 
was needed “to explain why 
the mathematization of natu-
ral philosophy occurred when 
and where it did.”

After a decade and a half of 
further reading and rumina-
tion, Kaye’s new book seeks 
to offer that “something 
more.” The History of Bal-
ance revisits his earlier work, 
but refines, complicates, and 
broadens it. His new explora-
tion of the shifts in medieval 
economic, political, medi-
cal, and scientific thought is 
presented as part of a wider 
inquiry, namely, “How do 
thoughts once unthinkable 
become thinkable? How do 
new images of the world and 
its workings take shape within 
intellectual cultures?” Kaye 
believes that there emerged after 1275 a 
novel and transformative conception of 
balance that revolutionized the thought 
of an age. A single if complex develop-
ment, the emergence of “a new model 
of equilibrium” tranformed thinking 
across many disciplines—economics, 
political theory, natural sciences, and 
mathematics among others—bringing 
to them an entirely new level of sophis-
tication, flexibility, and explanatory 
power. 

The concept of “balance,” Kaye con-
cedes, was rarely explicitly discussed in 
medieval scholastic writing, yet it un-
derlay, he thinks, all that was most pro-
gressive and innovatory in the period. 
Balance had once been imagined as 
static, externally imposed, a “precon-
dition of existence” built into nature, 
as Aristotle thought, or instilled into 
creation by God. But, Kaye maintains, 
balance came to be seen differently, as 
an intrinsic dimension of complex self-
regulating systems, which had no need 
for “an exterior orderer or overarching 
ordering intelligence.” 

In the “new equilibrium” that he 

thinks emerged in the late thirteenth 
century, relational thinking replaced 
hierarchical understandings of na-
ture and society, fluidity replaced fix-
ity, concern with motion and change 
replaced “the search for essences and 
perfections.” The underlying math-
ematical frame of thought moved from 
arithmetic to geometry, from balance 
achieved by mere addition or subtrac-
tion toward something more complex, 

less predictable. Estimation and ap-
proximation were now accepted not 
only as legitimate ways of knowing and 
measuring, but as the only ways human 
beings apprehend a physical and social 
world perpetually in flux.

Kaye’s first book focused on this 
new conceptual flexibility in eco-
nomic thought. The History of Bal-
ance offers a fresh exploration of the 
transformation of discourse about 
moneylending—usury—in an extended 
examination of the writings of a late-
thirteenth-century Franciscan thinker, 
Peter Olivi. The medieval church re-
garded moneylending at interest as a 
mortal sin, unnatural because money 
was intrinsically sterile and inert, and 
therefore could not “breed” profit. The 
balance between debt and repayment 
was both exact and static. If a man bor-
rowed ten gold pieces he should return 
ten, neither more nor less. Olivi shared 
this inherited abhorrence of usury, 
but exploded the limitations of earlier 
theorists of the subject, because unlike 
them, he grasped that “all money is not 
equal.” Money loaned out by a mer-

chant as venture “capital” (Olivi seems 
to have invented the word) was not the 
same as “simple” money. 

Money designed for investment pos-
sessed “a kind of seminal cause of profit 
within itself”: in calculating the just 
level of repayment, multiple uncertain-
ties had to be factored in—the passage 
of time, the loss of the use of money 
while it was on loan to others, shifts 
in demand for goods and services, the 

enhancement of value by 
transporting goods to mar-
kets, changes in the real value 
of coinage. Merchants “lived 
in the world of the probable” 
(Kaye’s italics), and this in-
trinsic uncertainty called for 
a new and less rigid way of 
calibrating just exchange, and 
ultimately a new concept of 
equilibrium. In due course, 
Kaye argues, that realiza-
tion, rooted in the realities 
of the urban marketplace, 
radically revised scholastic 
theorizing on many fronts, 
as economists, moralists, and 
philosophers internalized the 
perception that economic 
value is always relative and 
approximative. Their think-
ing moved “from a world of 
points to a world of lines.”

But Kaye now insists that 
this new way of thinking 
was not confined to econom-
ics. The History of Balance 
pivots on the thought of the 
second-century physician, 
surgeon, and philosopher 
Galen of Pergamon, whose 
copious writings—perhaps 
as many as five hundred trea-
tises—shaped and dominated  
Western medicine down to 
the eighteenth century, and in 
medieval universities formed 
the basis of the medical cur-
riculum. Galen is Kaye’s prin-
cipal intellectual hero, for in 
the ancient physician’s subtle 

handling of the notion of health as 
the balance in the human body of the 
four “humors”—wet and dry, hot and 
cold, or, more technically, sanguine 
and melancholic, choleric and phleg-
matic—Kaye discerns an unparalleled 
sophistication and flexibility, determi-
native for the emergence of “the new 
equilibrium.” Medicine in thirteenth-
century Europe, “simply trying to clear 
for itself a place at the learned table,” 
was considered inferior to disciplines 
like philosophy. Yet in the century 
that followed “it is the model of equi-
librium proper to Galenic medicine, 
constructed around . . . approximations, 
constant flux, and fully relativized per-
spectives,” that would shape “the most 
advanced speculation in multiple fields 
of scholastic thought, including the field 
of natural philosophy” (i.e., science). 

Galen’s contribution to the trans-
formation of late medieval thought, 
Kaye argues, lay in the function of 
relativity in his deployment of the 
idea of balance. For Galen there could 
be no abstract or objectively “right” 
equilibrium of the humors in a living 

A page from La Vie de Saint Denys, an illuminated manuscript  
presented by Gilles de Pontoise, abbot of Saint-Denis, to King  

Philippe V in 1317. ‘Below large-scale representations of the saint’s 
preaching, trials, tortures, and death,’ Eamon Duffy writes, are 
‘vivid vignettes of life along the Seine’: ‘diminutive townspeople 
shop or borrow from moneylenders, physicians inspect flasks of 

their patients’ urine, animals are driven to slaughter, millers stagger 
under sacks of corn, workmen trundle wheelbarrows, and boatmen 

row goods and passengers up and down the river.’
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human body. In determining the “well-
blended mixture” that constituted 
health for any particular individual, the 
physician must balance multiple con-
siderations—individual temperament, 
physique, environment. In medicine, 
therefore, indeterminacy prevailed: all 
cases had to be handled “in a compara-
tive and relative sense.” And it was the 
appropriation by other disciplines of 
this intuition—“Galenic relativity”—
Kaye claims, that brought to birth “the 
new equilibrium.” 

In the course of the book, he explores 
the impact of this “new equilibrium” 
in many fields—the political thought 
of Marsilius of Padua, the mathemati-
cal and physical writings of Thomas 
Bradwardine and Nicole Oresme, the 
geological speculations of Jean Burri-
dan—before tracing the collapse of the 
new equilibrium as more rigid so-
cial and political conditions pre-
vailed. The more flexible ways of 
thinking, which had depended on 
the free air of self-regulating cit-
ies, withered.

The Galenic conception of bal-
ance in the literal physical body 
seemed especially adaptable to  
the body politic. Kaye believes 
that the early fourteenth century 
saw the emergence of new ways 
of thinking about the civic com-
munity, free of the metaphysical 
trappings of older and more rigid 
modes of thought. All medieval 
political and social discourse laid 
great stress on the notion of “the 
common good.” However, for 
an older generation of scholas-
tic thinkers, like Albert the Great or 
Thomas Aquinas, the common good 
and hence the political and civic com-
munity, Kaye thinks, were conceived 
hierarchically and statically, by refer-
ence to God as the source of all good, 
since all government was traced by them 
to its derivation from the eternal law and 
government of God. Under the influence 
of Galenic relativity, however, progres-
sive political thinkers increasingly con-
ceived of the city or the commonwealth 
as a self-contained and self-regulating 
organism, like the Galenic human body, 
“capable of ordering itself in the absence 
of divine Intelligence and guidance.” 

Kaye’s key exhibit here is Marsilius 
of Padua, whose anti-papal treatise De-
fensor Pacis (Defender of the Peace), 
published in 1324, mobilized concepts 
derived from Aristotle to present civil 
authority as derived from the collective 
voice of the citizens, and argued for 
elective monarchy (of which the Holy 
Roman Empire was of course a prime 
example) as the best form of govern-
ment. The bulk of the Defensor con-
sisted of a devastating deconstruction 
of the claim of the pope and the priest-
hood to any kind of secular authority, 
and resulted in its author’s excommuni-
cation. But it proved immensely influ-
ential, and Marsilius’s subordination of 
priestly power to the civic community 
has been seen as anticipating both the 
Protestant Reformation and the poli-
tics of secular modernity. For Kaye, 
however, its primary importance lies in 
its testimony to the pervasive influence 
of Galen, whose understanding of the 
animal body, he believes, “provided 
Marsilius with a way of understand-
ing the possibilities of systematic self-
equalization within the political body,” 
which would have resonated with the 
commercial and civic life of the cities 
in which he lived and worked. 

This is a contentious claim, for al-
though Marsilius was indeed a physi-
cian by training, Galen rates only a 
single passing mention in the Defensor. 
Kaye is untroubled by this silence, since 
he sees Galen’s influence working “for 
the most part beneath the level of con-
scious thought and expression.” Histo-
rians of political thought have hitherto 
failed to discern Galen’s rather than 
Aristotle’s influence on the biological 
metaphors of the Defensor, because 
they haven’t read enough Galen, just 
as they have failed to grasp the extent 
to which Galen’s view of nature is not 
only distinct from that of Aristotle, but 
“a notable advance over it.”

At this point in Kaye’s argument 
it is hard to avoid the suspicion that 

somewhere along the line, a working 
hypothesis has hardened into a doc-
trine. His analysis of Marsilius’s debt 
to Galen is based on the first thirteen 
of the Defensor’s fifty-two chapters. 
In them, he argues, Marsilius portrays 
the well-functioning political system 
as a reflection of the Galenic physical 
body, where tensions between compet-
ing private desires and functions create 
“a ‘tempered’ product,” the common 
good, “aided by the equalizing instru-
ment of law and custom.” 

The rest of Marsilius’s book is for 
Kaye an intellectual failure, in which 
Marsilius betrays his laudably ratio-
nal, secular, and Galenic presentation 
of the civitas as an autonomous, self-
contained, and self-regulating entity. 
Instead, Marsilius slides back into hi-
erarchy, correlating the “principate,” 
the supreme elected authority, “with 
the unifying order of the Creator in the  
realm of all being.” In this godlike el-
evation of the princely function over 
the rest of the body politic, “the ‘co-
aequalitas’ that is the essence of the 
Galenic body, where every part . . . con-
tinually interact[s] with each other in 
the production of systematic equality, 
is completely absent.” 

But this seems to neglect the historic 
background of the Defensor, a polemic 
against the claims of the popes to the 
right to intervention in the life of the ci-
vitas and empire. Marsilius’s emphasis 
on the authority of the prince at the ex-
pense of the pope is a fundamental part 
of his book’s argumentative purpose. It 
is in any case anachronistic to see Mar-
silius’s thought as essentially secular. 
In a powerfully iconoclastic rereading 
of the Defensor, Professor George Gar-
nett argued almost a decade ago that 
Marsilius should be understood neither 
as an Aristotelian political theorist nor 
as a proto-apologist for secular republi-

canism, but as an exponent of an apoc-
alyptic and providentialist theology of 
Christian history. The proper setting 
for the Defensor, according to Garnett, 
lies in the fraught theological debates 
over the radical Franciscan doctrine 
of absolute apostolic poverty, which 
seemed to strike at the church’s wealth 
and power, and which Pope John XXII 
had condemned. 

Marsilius, an ardent partisan for the 
Franciscans, saw the struggle of a cor-
rupt papacy against the Holy Roman 
Emperors as the culminating phase of a 
millennial struggle between the forces 
of darkness and light. This radically re-
ligious rereading of the Defensor may 
or may not be correct, but it directs 
attention to the historical situation in 
which Marsilius wrote, and has at least 
as much claim to historical plausibility 

as Kaye’s contention that Marsili-
us’s book owes to Galen all that is 
of abiding value in it.

One of the most curious fea-
tures of Kaye’s book is in any 
case its almost total lack of en-
gagement with theology. Almost 
all the key figures in Kaye’s story 
were priests or monks, many of 
them professional theologians. 
Yet no one would suspect from 
The History of Balance that Peter 
Olivi’s principal claim to fame 
was as a religious activist, one 
of the earliest theorists of papal 
infallibility, and a leader of the 
Franciscan “Spirituals,” who 
preached and lived a doctrine of 
absolute poverty, who believed 
(like Marsilius) that he was living 

through a decisive phase in the great 
struggle against the Antichrist, and 
who devoted the last years of his life 
to the study of the Apocalypse. Kaye 
refers vaguely at one point to the con-
demnation by a commission of scholars 
from Paris of “certain of Olivi’s theo-
logical positions,” but we hear no more 
about them. Yet Olivi’s thinking about 
usury and the nature of money can 
hardly be understood in isolation from 
the consuming religious concerns that 
drove him to deal with the subject of 
money and value in the first place. 

Since Kaye thinks that one of the 
principal effects of the new equilibrium 
was to liberate thinking from the need 
for “an exterior orderer or overarching 
ordering intelligence,” his lack of inter-
est in theology is perhaps unsurprising. 
Yet if the “new equilibrium” was indeed 
as pervasive as Kaye argues, it must 
surely have had an impact on the domi-
nant university discipline of theology. 
The dialectical structure of scholastic 
theology, its balancing of arguments 
pro and con, was embodied in one of 
its foundational texts, Peter Abelard’s 
Sic et Non (Yes and No), which set 
up contested questions for debate by 
juxtaposing apparently contradictory 
texts on each topic. That inescapably 
dialectical format cries out for explo-
ration in terms of equilibrium and bal-
ance. If the same men were practicing 
theology while pioneering new lines of 
thought in other disciplines, can they 
have abandoned their commitment to 
“the new equilibrium” at the doors of 
the divinity schools? 

On the face of it, such conceptual 
schizophrenia seems unlikely. Review-
ing Kaye’s first book, in which many of 
the same thinkers and issues featured, 
William J. Courtenay suggested that 
many of the questions debated in the 
theology faculties of the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries would have been 
especially apt for treatment in terms 
of balance, such as the debates about 
merit and reward in the theology of 
grace, or the salvific value of Christ’s 
death as atonement for Adam’s sin. 
Thomas Bradwardine, who features in 
both of Kaye’s books as a scientist and 
mathematician, was also a major par-
ticipant in precisely those theological 
debates about merit and reward, but 
The History of Balance has no interest 
in any such connections.

The problems of a monocausal expla-
nation for the intellectual transforma-
tions of an entire age are highlighted 
in Kaye’s treatment of one of the most 
magnificent illuminated manuscripts 
produced in early-fourteenth-century 
France, La Vie de Saint Denys, pre-
sented by Gilles de Pontoise, abbot 
of Saint-Denis, to King Philippe V in 
1317, now in the Bibliothèque Natio-
nale in Paris. The text, by a monk of 
Saint-Denis, is an elaborate account of 
the life and martyrdom of Saint Denis, 
the legendary third-century mission-
ary believed to have been Paris’s first 
bishop, and whose shrine was the ab-
bey’s greatest treasure. 

Illustrated by artists from a commer-
cial Parisian workshop, the manuscript 
contains seventy-seven magnificent 
full-page illuminations, almost half of 
which include remarkable genre scenes 
set on the two main bridges of Paris (in 
reality wooden, but glamorized here 
into magnificent turreted stone struc-
tures). Vivid vignettes of life along the 
Seine occupy the lower register (about 
a third of each page) of thirty or so de-
pictions of episodes from the saint’s 
life. Below large-scale representations 
of the saint’s preaching, trials, tortures, 
and death, diminutive townspeople 
shop or borrow from moneylenders, 
physicians inspect flasks of their pa-
tients’ urine, animals are driven to 
slaughter, millers stagger under sacks 
of corn, workmen trundle wheelbar-
rows, and boatmen row goods and pas-
sengers up and down the river. 

These scenes of city life, “a vibrant 
picture of commercial Paris at the 
height of its prosperity,” rare in the art 
of the time, have excited much schol-
arly interest, and Kaye seizes on them 
as evidence of “the new equilibrium” 
in the urban community, reimagined 
as a “self-ordering system.” The man-
uscript’s remarkable juxtaposition of 
sacred and commercial scenes, Kaye 
thinks, presents starkly contrasting 
worldviews, “pointedly and inescapably 
different,” without even “a minimal de-
gree of involvement or concern between 
ancient saint and the present-day city.” 

On the one hand, the sacred scenes 
embody “a hieratic vision whose mean-
ing depends upon the acceptance of a 
world of fixed values.” The city scenes 
below them, by contrast, portray an 
utterly different world, in which a “hi-
erocratic, vertically integrated vision” 
has been replaced by a this-worldly 
“horizontal” perspective. “The sources 
of power and order in each are utterly 
distinct,” because beneath each lie dif-
ferent “models of equalization.” Saint 
Denis and the hierarchic world he 
represents have here nothing to offer 
the fourteenth- century city or its citi-
zens. Kaye also attaches great weight 
to the absence from the city scenes of 
any authority figures, whether magis-
trate or monarch. In the Paris of these 

‘Galen collecting medicinal plants’; from Guillaume  
de Tignonville’s Les Dits Moraux des Philosophes,  

early fifteenth century
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Peacekeeping
by Mischa Berlinski. 
Sarah Crichton Books/ 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux,  
372 pp., $27.00 

The idealistic impulse of Americans 
who go abroad to study other cultures 
or improve the lot of others more des-
perate than themselves makes a ripe 
subject for ironic fiction. Today’s expa-
triates who work for charitable organi-
zations are the descendants of Henry 
James’s Continental travelers who 
sought to acquire the Old World’s cul-
ture and a maturity they found lacking 
in naive, materialistic America. Ever 
since, say, Graham Greene’s The Quiet 
American, the destination of these 
fictional pilgrims has shifted from 
Europe to smaller, poorer countries 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 
and the quest is similar but different: 
to shed one’s superficiality not only 
through helping the needy but also 
through the encounter with a different 
way of being, earthy, spiritual, even su-
pernatural and animistic. Seeking the 
simple good life, they often find cor-
ruption and evil, which can be equally 
effective in overcoming innocence.

In his two novels, Mischa Berlinski 
has taken up such experience. His first, 
Fieldwork, which was praised by critics 
and fellow writers (from Stephen King 
to Hilary Mantel) and was a finalist for 
the National Book Award, is, among 
other things, an elaborate murder 
mystery. A young journalist- novelist 
is in Thailand accompanying his girl-
friend, who teaches in a local elemen-
tary school; he learns about a brilliant 
American woman anthropologist who 
killed an American missionary, and 
goes around the countryside seeking to 
put together clues that will explain her 
crime. 

He—and we—learn a good deal 
about trends in anthropology and 
about missionary work, and the vari-
ous tribes, food, and sexual and reli-
gious practices in Thailand. There are 
ghosts and demons, whose reality the 
journalist- novelist narrator, named 
“Mischa Berlinski” (though we are 
assured in an afterword that the story 
is entirely made up), neither confirms 
nor denies. This first novel, written 
with considerable verve and invention, 

grounded in extensive research, is well-
nigh irresistible. Hilary Mantel, re-
viewing it in these pages, commented: 

It’s a quirky, often brilliant debut, 
bounced along by limitless energy, 
its wry tone not detracting from its 
thoughtfulness. You wonder what 
Berlinski will write next, and have 
faith that it will be something com-
pletely different.*

Berlinski’s second novel, Peacekeep-
ing, is not entirely different, in that 
there are still idealistic, disabused ex-
patriates, a wry tone, in-depth research 
about the setting (this time Haiti), a 
journalist- novelist narrator, an un-
solved murder, and, according to the 
locals, supernatural forces. But this 
second novel differs from the first in 
not entirely satisfying ways. The rea-
sons why this should be so illuminate 
the strengths and weaknesses of a 
vastly gifted author. 

The story centers on two couples: Terry 
and Kay White, both Caucasian and 
from the US, and Johel and Nadia, both 
Haitian. Terry White is an ex- sheriff, 
a veteran of law enforcement, and  

a failed Republican office- seeker, and 
he is looking for a new challenge and 
the chance to do good. Kay is a viva-
cious, attractive real estate agent who 
went broke when the Florida hous-
ing market collapsed. They have been 
drawn to Haiti as a last resort. Terry is 
a big, handsome, beefy man who wants 
to be a hero, to make a difference, but 
he already feels himself demeaned in 
his supercompetent wife’s eyes after 
his mistaken choices, including two 
unsuccessful and expensive runs for 
state senate, and his infidelities. He has 
taken a decent- paying job with UNPOL, 
the United Nations police who are sup-
posed to keep the peace in Haiti; but 
being a foreign adviser he is not al-
lowed to make arrests, and is reduced to 
chauffeuring the corrupt, lazy Haitian 
police around, a frustrating task. 

He befriends a Haitian judge, Johel 
Célestin, and tries to persuade him to 
run for office against the monstrous 
local boss, Sénateur Maxim Bayard. 
Johel, described as “a tall fat man” 
when we first meet him, grew up in the 
United States, where he was something 
of a child prodigy, excelled at law school, 
and practiced successfully in New York 
City before deciding to return to Haiti. 
Though he is eager to assert his new-
found Haitian identity, the natives call 
him “Juge Blan” (blan meaning white) 
because of his soft hands, refined 
tastes, and intellectual air. They do not 

necessarily disdain him; he is simply 
alien in his touching desire for justice 
and clearly is not a product of their 
harsh, fight- for- survival culture. The 
book’s epigram, a Creole proverb that 
translates as “Getting by isn’t a sin,” 
sardonically sums up the pragmatic op-
portunism of the locals in Jérémie, a 
backwater town in Haiti. 

Berlinski evokes in telling ways the 
clash between these two worldviews: 
the story told by the rich Western coun-
tries and their NGOs is that if you can 
just learn the facts, you can repair the 
infrastructure, build the roads, dig the 
wells, take care of the problem, naively 
believing, as Kay says, “Is there any-
body who doesn’t want to be a good 
person deep down?” But the poor of 
rural Haiti know from experience that 
that is not the case:

The people who lived in this world 
did not want a set of facts. There 
was nothing facts could do to pre-
vent dengue fever. Facts could not 
build a decent road. Facts did not 
give the people of Anse du Clerc a 
way to leave.

And so the people who lived in 
that world told terrible, wonder-
ful stories—imaginative, inven-
tive, and profound. The story the 
people of Anse de Clerc told to 
explain away misfortune was al-
ways a variant on the same theme: 
grievance led to hatred, hatred to 
magic, magic to death. . . . Where 
suffering seemed to lack an obvi-
ous cause, they invented one, and 
the thing that transmitted cause 
to effect was the supernatural. In 
this way of thinking, every death 
was a murder, every misfortune 
a crime—and the world made an 
awful, homicidal kind of sense.

But that’s the kind of story I’m 
telling here too.

It may seem presumptuous for the nar-
rator to think he can appropriate this 
Haitian kind of storytelling; and in fact 
his story is not terrible, wonderful, and 
profound, but a rather hackneyed one 
involving two men in love with the same 
woman. Johel’s consort, the beautiful, 
semi- illiterate Nadia, is Haitian to the 
core, and seems able to cast the spell 

Innocents Abroad
Phillip Lopate

 illustrations there is no need for any 
“overarching ordering intelligence, 
whether divine or royal. The city . . . or-
ders itself.” 

A moment’s reflection should make 
it clear that this is a deeply wrong-
headed reading of the manuscript. Re-
ligion was integral to the life of Paris 
in the fourteenth century as of other 
great medieval towns, its civic and 
commercial life structured around the 
Christian year, its institutions staffed 
and serviced by parish clergy and the 
religious orders, its citizens eager par-
ticipants in religious confraternities 
and guilds. Kaye treats the upper and 
lower registers of the illustrations not 
as the integrated scheme they mani-
festly are, but as if they emanated from 

utterly different patrons, makers, and 
thought-worlds. By his account, some 
backward-looking hierarch inspires the 
upper register of the page, some bud-
ding urban democrat the lower. 

An illuminated book of this kind, the 
most lavish production of its time, cost 
a fortune, its pages made from the skins 
of flocks of sheep or calves, its colors 
beaten gold and powdered lapis lazuli. 
Yet Kaye invites us to believe that the 
head of France’s greatest monastery 
spent a king’s ransom on a gift for his 
monarch whose pictures undermined 
the very raison d’être of both church 
and crown, and signaled the autonomy 
of the city from them both. Medieval 
patronage just didn’t work like that, 
and medieval artists didn’t exercise 

that kind of subversive autonomy. 
The book’s iconographic program 

must certainly have been dictated or 
approved by the powerful ecclesiasti-
cal corporation that paid for it, and a 
medieval commercial workshop had no 
motive to sabotage its clients’ interests. 
The Vie de Saint Denys manuscript 
was commissioned to impress upon 
the king the importance of Saint Denis 
and the abbey that housed his relics, 
not to suggest their irrelevance within 
a new (proto-secular) social order. It 
is overwhelmingly more likely that 
both those who made the images and 
those who first viewed them read the 
juxtaposition of saint and city in these 
pictures not as signaling their mutual 
incompatibility but, on the contrary, as 

pictorial shorthand for the claim that 
the people, the peace, and the prosper-
ity of the king’s capital were sheltered 
under the protection of its patron saint. 

But whatever its blind spots, The 
History of Balance is an audacious, 
learned, and fascinating book, likely to 
energize debate across many disciplines. 
An exploration of medieval thought that 
excludes theology can hardly claim com-
prehensiveness, and it may be doubted 
how far historians will be persuaded by 
Kaye’s “new equilibrium” as the univer-
sal key to the intellectual vitality of one 
of the most diverse and vibrant periods 
of medieval thought. But theology and 
art history aside, no one who works in 
the other fields this book engages with 
can afford to ignore it.  

Mischa Berlinski, 2012

B
as

so
 C

an
n

ar
sa

/L
U

Z
/R

ed
u

x

*See “The Fate of a Demon,” The New 
York Review, July 19, 2007.
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of a sorceress on the men she meets. 
She knows how dangerous it is to go up 
against the brutal sénateur, and keeps 
trying to dissuade Johel from running 
against him. “Haiti is no funny game,” 
she warns the expatriates. She is look-
ing for freedom, or a green card, some 
way to secure her own future and es-
cape fear, and so allows herself to be 
used as a sexual pawn between Terry 
and Johel. 

Each man tries to justify his actions 
by asserting that it is his destiny to be 
in Haiti, to take risks, or to love Nadia 
to distraction. Berlinski plays with this 
theme of destiny, showing how it can be 
a rationalization for foolish behavior, 
while at the same time suggesting that 
without a fatalistic sense of necessity, 
one can be left feeling that one’s 
life is random and meaningless. 
Yet the novel never acquires the 
atmosphere of inevitability that 
we associate with Hardy, Con-
rad, or Greene. Instead, it sets 
up Berlinski’s four main charac-
ters and contrives a series of la-
bored turns of plot in which they 
are caught up. When the judge 
does challenge the sénateur for 
reelection, all hell breaks loose. 
Friendships are betrayed, and 
there are rapes and beatings, 
election rigging, riots, a visitation 
of the Haitian god Ougon, sha-
manistic predictions, diplomatic 
interventions and shenanigans 
from Washington, and a mysteri-
ous murder that is finally solved. 
Invention abounds, but invention 
is not enough if the main charac-
ters don’t deepen, and they don’t. 
They remain colorless vehicles 
for the themes the novelist wants 
to demonstrate. Not that a novel 
can’t succeed on narrative brio 
alone; but at almost four hun-
dred pages, with far too much 
plot and no strong characters, the 
book feels bloated.

Berlinski did not have this 
problem with his first novel 
because he kept the narrative 
moving swiftly from one minor 
character to another instead of staying 
fixed on a few principals. In addition, 
its narrator had a much more com-
plex personality and was able to guide 
us like a skilled detective through his 
many encounters. But in Peacekeep-
ing, the  narrator (this time unnamed) 
is rarely involved in the action. He is 
mainly a passive recipient of the four 
principals’ confessions, which makes 
him a strategically useful foil, but not 
particularly interesting in himself. He 
passes astute judgments from time to 
time, such as: 

What you had in the judge was one 
of those men who looked at all 
times as if he were quietly evaluat-
ing your intelligence and finding it 
lacking. Terry looked at all times 
as if he were quietly evaluating 
your manliness and finding it lack-
ing. Between the two of them, they 
had all bases covered.

The first- person narrator thus comes 
across as an observer, temporarily will-
ing to acknowledge the qualities of this 
or that person, while underneath, we 
sense, feeling superior to all. Perhaps 
that’s why the strongest moments in 
the novel occur when the narrator is 
digressing from his main characters, 
explaining the way official promises re-

main unfulfilled in Haiti, or the ways 
international aid functions:

All along the road, every couple 
hundred meters, there were big 
hand- painted signs explaining in 
French that this was the site of some 
international development project. 
A project outside Gommier to help 
farmers affected by hurricanes, 
paid for by the government of Japan 
and executed by the World Food 
Program. A pilot project to protect 
the banks of the Roseaux River, 
paid for by the European Union. 
The construction of a national 
school in Chardonette, paid for by 
the European Union. UNESCO was 
rebuilding the Adventist college 

Toussaint  Louverture. 
In a large open field, the Inter- 

American Development Bank was 
proposing to build sixty latrines. 
The project had been scheduled to 
begin four years back and would 
last four months, but the field was 
still barren and rocky when Terry 
drove by. USAID began a hillside 
agricultural program: nowadays 
the hill was nothing but rocks and 
stones. The IADB was rehabilitat-
ing the water supply of Carrefour 
Charles. There was a program to 
encourage the production of yams, 
paid for by the United Nations 
Development Program. A faded 
sign, almost falling down: CARE 
was putting in place a program de-
signed to guarantee food security. 

Good intentions, from the largest to 
the smallest, are diverted: 

When he [a Quebecer named Eric] 
went home on leave, he organized 
a toy drive, his whole community 
pitching in to buy a couple hun-
dred stuffed animals. That’s how 
all those little bears and otters and 
ocelots could be found on sale in 
the marché, right next to the mos-
quito nets distributed to the poor 
by the WHO.

Berlinski is a highly skilled novelist: 
he can shift points of view seamlessly 
from one character’s interior mono-
logue to another, then back to the nar-
rator. He finely describes market food, 
local color, landscape, weather, articles 
of clothing. He smoothly brings re-
search into the story, and digresses to 
the larger socioeconomic picture. His 
pithy aphorisms encapsulate the dif-
ferences among people from different 
countries, for example when they meet 
at large parties. He can shift from the 
poetic to the mundane, and from real-
ism to a more mythical plane. In short, 
he is in command of the techniques of 
the contemporary novel.

He is not afraid to show his story-
telling hand by addressing the reader: 

“Start with this. Terry had this 
thing he did, walking around 
cemeteries. Some people don’t 
know the dead can talk. That’s 
their secret. But someone’s got to 
be listening.” Does the author be-
lieve the dead can talk? Berlinski 
remains elusive about the subject. 
His prose varies from short stac-
cato sentences to longer, syntac-
tically complex ones, and from 
literary to journalistic to the tone 
of pulpy commercial fiction. All 
in the name of storytelling. He 
defends his method at one point: 

The highbrows may snoot, as 
they will, but by my lights, a 
good story is the greatest of 
all literary inventions, the only 
realm in our existence where 
for every “Why?” there exists 
a commensurate “Because . . .” 
Those two words, “why?” and 
“because,” might be the best 
thing our species has going for 
it.

Such metastatements suggest 
Berlinski’s ambition, his sense of 
literary mission. He writes of the 
English novel’s “massive vocabu-
lary and remarkable ability to 
leapfrog effortlessly between the 
lyric and the vulgar, the raw and 

the fucking sublime.” There are times 
when he seems too insistent on vulgar-
ity, as when Johel is daunted by a large 
turd that won’t flush, or Terry exclaims: 

Haiti is a lot like pussy. . . . It’s hot 
and it’s wet and it smells funny. You 
didn’t know about pussy, somebody 
told you about pussy, you wouldn’t 
think you’d like it much. Probably 
think it was something nasty. But 
you get to know pussy, you can’t 
stop thinking about it ever. 

Perhaps we are meant to read that as an 
attempt to put this character in a bad 
light, but still there seems to be a basic 
confusion on the author’s part between 
crudity and vitality, the sensationalistic 
and the earthy or gritty. 

As a second novel, Peacekeeping 
does seem a little sourer than Field-
work. Perhaps Berlinski could not 
bring himself to feel as enchanted with 
Haiti as he had been with Thailand. At 
the end of Fieldwork the narrator stays 
behind in Thailand, while his girlfriend 
returns to America. The expatriates in 
Peacekeeping all leave Haiti and re-
turn to their home ground (except for 
the one whose corpse is left behind). 
The experiment conducted by this very 
gifted writer is over, the disillusion-
ment  complete.  

‘Le masque,’ 2006; painting by Jean Dominique Volcy, 
a Brooklyn-based Haitian artist, from Save a Museum, a 

catalog of Haitian artwork donated to raise funds to rebuild 
the Musée d’Art Haïtien du Collège Saint-Pierre in Port-
au-Prince, which was damaged in the 2010 earthquake. It 

includes an essay by Michel Philippe Lerebours and is pub-
lished by the Toussaint Louverture Cultural Foundation.
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Available in bookstores, call
(646) 215-2500, or from www.nyrb.com

THE ROBBER
HOTZENPLOTZ

Otfried Preussler
Translated from the German by 

Anthea Bell
Illustrated by F.J. Tripp
Hardcover and e-book

For ages 6–9

The Robber Hotzenplotz is a merry
book of two scoundrels, two friends, 
a toad-fairy, and an unforgettable 
escapade.

One morning Kasperl’s grandmother
is sitting in the sun outside her 
house, grinding coffee in her new 
musical coffee mill when suddenly
the Robber Hotzenplotz, attracted 
by the music, leaps out to steal the 
mill. Sergeant Dimplemoser hears 
Grandmother’s cries and comes to 
her aid, but Hotzenplotz has evad-
ed the police for years. So Kasperl 
and his friend Seppel vow to catch 
the robber themselves. But catching 
robbers is not as easy as all that. . .
Kasperl and Seppel soon discover 
that even the best-laid plans can be 
foiled, especially when Hotzenplotz 
enlists the help of his wicked magi-
cian friend Petrosilius Zackleman.

Also by Otfried Preussler
and translated by Anthea Bell

available in The New York Review 
Children’s Collection

hardcover and ebook editions

Krabat and the Sorcerer’s Mill
For ages 8–12

The Little Water Sprite
Illustrated by Winnie Gebhardt-Gayler

For ages 5–9

The Little Witch
Illustrated by Winnie Gebhardt-Gayler

For ages 5–9

A Lively Tale by One of Germany’s
Most Popular Children’s Authors
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Who Was David Hume?
Anthony Gottlieb

Hume: 
An Intellectual Biography
by James A. Harris. 
Cambridge University Press,  
621 pp., $55.00

David Hume, who died in his native 
Edinburgh in 1776, has become some-
thing of a hero to academic philoso-
phers. In 2009, he won first place in a 
large international poll of professors 
and graduate students who were asked 
to name the dead thinker with whom 
they most identified. The runners- up 
in this peculiar race were Aristotle and 
Kant. Hume beat them by a comfort-
able margin. Socrates only just made 
the top twenty. 

This is quite a reversal of fortune 
for Hume, who failed in both of his 
attempts to get an academic job. In 
his own day, and into the nineteenth 
century, his philosophical writings 
were generally seen as perverse and 
destructive. Their goal was “to pro-
duce in the reader a complete distrust 
in his own faculties,” according to the 
Encyclopedia Britannica in 1815–1817. 
The best that could be said for Hume 
as a philosopher was that he provoked 
wiser thinkers to refute him in inter-
esting ways. As a historian and es-
sayist, though, Hume enjoyed almost 
immediate success. When James Bos-
well called him “the greatest Writer 
in  Brittain”—this was in 1762, before 
Bos well transferred his allegiance to 
Dr. Johnson—he was thinking mainly 
of Hume’s History of England, which 
remained popular for much of the nine-
teenth century. “HUME (David), the 
Historian” is how the British Library 
rather conservatively still catalogued 
him in the 1980s. 

Hume the philosopher did have 
his early admirers, but they had to be 
careful what they said about him. Six 
months after Hume’s death, one of 
his closest friends, Adam Smith, im-
plicitly likened him to Socrates, which 
caused a scandal. Smith had recently 
published a controversial treatise on 
economics, The Wealth of Nations, yet 
his eulogy of Hume, and especially his 
account of Hume’s composure in the 
face of death, “brought upon me ten 
times more abuse than the very violent 
attack I had made upon the whole com-
mercial system of Great Britain.” In 
a published account of his visit to the 
expiring Hume, Smith reported that 
he had found him making jokes about 
the underworld, apropos a satire of Lu-
cian’s, and in good spirits, as usual:

Thus died our most excellent, and 
never- to- be- forgotten friend. . . . 
Upon the whole, I have always 
considered him, both in his life-
time, and since his death, as ap-
proaching as nearly to the idea of 
a perfectly wise and virtuous man, 
as perhaps the nature of human 
frailty will admit. 

Educated readers of the time will have 
heard in Smith’s effusive words an echo 
of Plato’s encomium on the death of 
Socrates (“Such . . .was the end of our 
comrade, who was . . . of all those whom 
we knew. . . the bravest and also the wis-
est and most upright man”). The prob-

lem was that Hume was widely known 
to have been some sort of infidel. He 
was therefore clearly a reprehensible 
fellow, albeit a jovial one, and thus un-
deserving of a calm death, let alone of 
tacit comparisons to Socrates.

As James Harris drily notes in his 
fine new biography, Hume’s private let-
ters show that “he was not very good at 
being serious about religion.” His lack 
of piety and the decorously veiled at-
tacks on theism in his published writ-
ings may play some part in his current 
academic popularity. Most professional 
philosophers today are atheists—73 
percent of them, according to the 2009 
survey. Perhaps Hume’s cheerful wit 
and enjoyment of life also help to make 
him a model for today’s philosophers, 
who do not like to think of themselves 
as unduly serious when off- duty. When 
he lived in Paris in his early fifties, the 
famously equable and entertaining 
Hume was celebrated in the salons as le 
bon David. A plausible report in a Lon-
don newspaper quoted him as declin-
ing his publisher’s requests for further 
volumes of his profitable History on the 
grounds that he was now “too old, too 
fat, too lazy, and too rich.”

Still, it is probably the rise of so- 
called “naturalism” in philosophy that 
best explains Hume’s newfound appeal. 
Naturalism has several components, all 
of which were prominent in his work. 
Hume stressed the similarities between 
people and other animals: a century 
before Darwin’s Descent of Man, he 
argued that there is no great differ-
ence between the minds of humans and 

the minds of some creatures in zoos. 
(Hume also anticipated Darwin in im-
plying that certain mental traits func-
tion to aid reproduction.) He treated 
religion as a natural phenomenon, to 
be explained in psychological and his-
torical terms—which tended to annoy 
the pious—and he argued that the 
study of the mind and of morals should 
be pursued by the same empirical 
methods that were starting to cast new 
light on the rest of nature. Philosophy, 
for Hume, was thus not fundamentally 
different from science. This outlook is 
much more common in our time than 
it was in his.

Philosophers now regard Hume’s ac-
count of reason not as a mischievous 
plot to undermine it but as an attempt 
to explain how it works. As Harris puts 
the matter, he was developing “an en-
tirely new theory of rationality.” Hume 
treats humans as clever animals whose 
beliefs about most things are based on 
“custom,” in the form of a propensity 
to expect the future to resemble the 
past—a propensity, he argued, that is 
essential for the conduct of life, but 
cannot be provided with any sort of 
independent justification. This thesis 
has come to be known as “the problem 
of induction,” though Hume himself 
did not regard it as presenting much 
of a problem. He played up the impor-
tance of what he called “experimen-
tal” or “probable” reasoning in human 
knowledge, and played down the sig-
nificance of mathematical and quasi- 
mathematical deductions. This was a 
considerable novelty after some two 
thousand years in which philosophers, 
still enthralled by Greek geometry, 

had mostly done the opposite. Hume’s 
emphasis on the sort of empirical and 
fallible beliefs that humans share with 
some lesser creatures was all too easily 
interpreted as a denigration of the pow-
ers of the human mind. 

Hume first advanced his new theory 
of rationality in A Treatise of Human 
Nature, most of which was written by 
the time he was twenty- six, and which 
was, he claimed, mapped out while he 
was still a teenager. When the Treatise 
did not produce quite the philosophi-
cal revolution that he had been count-
ing on, Hume blamed its failure mainly 
on the way he had expressed himself, 
not on the book’s main ideas. He then 
set out to find other ways to communi-
cate them, and other literary projects to 
pursue. 

Hume’s life may therefore seem to 
have been a drama in two very different 
acts. In the first, he tried unsuccessfully 
to make his mark in philosophy. In the 
second, he produced lighter works in 
order to make money and become fa-
mous. Hume the philosopher thus be-
came Hume the popular historian and 
essayist. 

But is that the best way to see his 
career? Did Hume dilute his ideas to 
make them more appealing to “the 
habitués of coffee- houses,” as one of 
his nineteenth- century editors sniffily 
suggested? And was it fair of another 
to claim that “few men of letters have 
been at heart so vain and greedy of 
fame”? Harris’s biography argues that 
there was more continuity and integ-
rity to Hume’s intellectual journey 
than such remarks suggest. A love of 
literature had always been his “ruling 
passion,” wrote Hume at the end of his 
life, and as Harris points out, “litera-
ture” was a broad concept in Hume’s 
century. It covered the entire world of 
learning, including history, divinity, 
philosophy, and politics. Hume always 
saw himself as a “man of letters,” un-
confined by any particular academic 
specialty, and the range of his interests 
was evident from the start. Eighteenth- 
century Scotland, with its four thriving 
universities and a plethora of discus-
sion clubs, was the perfect place for 
such polymathy.

Hume’s Treatise was conceived as a 
work in five parts, dealing with the un-
derstanding, the passions, morals, poli-
tics, and the arts, all of which were to be 
illuminated by a new, empirical science 
of human nature. According to the 
young Hume, the reason why so little 
had been established in these branches 
of learning was that they had hitherto 
depended “more upon Invention than 
Experience.” Careful observation of 
how the mind actually works—of how 
thoughts and feelings arise, and give 
rise to further thoughts and feelings—
would provide “a compleat system . . .
built on a foundation almost entirely 
new, and the only one upon which they 
can stand with any security.”

The first two parts of Hume’s Trea-
tise, dealing with the understanding 
and the passions, were published at the 
start of 1739, when he was twenty- seven, 
and were followed the next year by a 
third, dealing with morals. The parts 

David Hume; portrait by Allan Ramsay, 1754
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GALLERIESANDMUSEUMS
A CURRENT L ISTING

Richard Kooyman, Michigan 
Woods, oil on canvas,  

58 x 60 in.

Judy Ferrara Gallery, 16 S. Elm Street,  
Three Oaks, MI 49128; (574) 276-6001; 
www.judyferraragallery.com. Thursday–
Monday, 12pm–5pm. Richard Kooyman 
received an MFA from Ohio State Univer-
sity in 1982 and resides in Michigan with 
his artist wife Melanie Parke. His work 
has appeared in exhibitions across the 
country. He has been a recipient of the 
National Endowment for the Arts Grant, 
the Michigan Council for the Arts Grant, 
and the Michigan Governors Award in 
the Arts. He maintains multiple indepen-

dent projects and has served as a visiting artist at the University of Minne-
sota, Mankato and Kendall College of Art and Design. Kooyman exhibits 
and sells his paintings nationally and teaches workshops on painting and 
drawing. Kooyman’s paintings of the landscape of Northern Michigan's 
Coastline are inspired by the 17th-century Dutch Masters' still lifes. Call 
or e-mail Judy for information or to request images at (574) 276- 6001 or 
judyferrara@gmail.com.

The Drawing Room, 66 Newtown 
Lane, East Hampton, NY 11937; (631) 
324-5016, info@drawingroom-gallery 
.com, www.drawingroom-gallery.com. 
PLEASE NOTE OUR NEW HOURS: 
Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, and 
Saturday: 10am–5pm; Sunday: 11am–
5pm. From May 13 through June 20, 
the gallery presents "ARTISTS IN THE 
FIELD: Irene Kopelman, Pat Pickett, 
Alexis Rockman," an exhibition highlight-
ing three contemporary artists whose 
practices address the fragility and tenac-
ity of particular ecosystems around the 
globe. A concurrent exhibition, "TONI 
ROSS: New Sculpture," explores sur-
face and structure in stoneware sculp-
tures, evoking diverse associations from 
ancient relics to icons of Modernism.

Alexis Rockman, Guineafowl  
(Numididae), 2014, soil, sand, 
organic material, and acrylic 
polymer on paper, 12 x 9 in. 
(photo by Jenny Gorman)

"Hearsay—Artists Reveal 
Urban Legends." LosJoCos 
Gallery, 725 Kohler St., Los 
Angeles, CA 90021; (213) 
814-7164; May 13–June 12, 
Thursday–Friday, 4–7pm and 
Saturday–Sunday, 2–7pm; artists’ 
reception May 13, 7–10pm. 
Including works by Llynn Foulkes, 
Robert Williams, Jeff Gillette, 
Jim Shaw, Marnie Weber, etc. 
Presented by the Arts District 
Center for the Arts, opening 
later in the year at One Santa 

Fe, the ADCA will serve the Arts District and downtown Los Angeles 
with a gallery, screening room, and theater workshop space, creating 
opportunities for LA artists to connect with audiences and offering 
original programming that challenges the traditional boundaries. The 
ADCA—keeping it weird in LA! More at ladadspace.org.  

Robert Williams, While Traveling Near or  
Traveling Far, Keep Your Hands Inside 

the Car! 1990, print, 18 x 20 inches

American Painting 
Fine Art, 5118 Mac-
Arthur Boulevard, NW, 
Washington, DC 20016; 
(202) 244-3244; www 
.classicamericanpaint 
ing.com. Wednesday–
Saturday, 11am–7pm 
and by appointment. 
Our gallery is dedicat-
ed to the finest work in 

landscape, still life, genre, urban, and marine art by current traditional 
American painters, many with national reputations, including recent 
works by Andrei Kushnir (Landscape and Marine), Michele Martin 
Taylor (Post-Impressionist), David Baise (NYC Watercolors), Carol 
Spils (Archetypal), Michael Francis (Urban Landscape), and Ross 
Merrill (Eastern Shore, Western Landscape). Current Exhibition: "Gal-
lery Selections," recent works by gallery artists.

Carol Spils, Tropical Fish Fantasy, Acrylic,  
22 x 42 in. 

Charles Sheeler, New York #3, 1950, gouache 
on paper. Estimate $100,000 to $150,000.

Swann Auction Galleries, 
104 East 25th Street, 
New York, NY 10010; 
(212) 254-4710; swann 
galleries.com. Upcoming 
Auction: "American Art," 
June 9; Preview: June 
4 through June 9. This 
annual auction features 
works by a wide range of 
American artists including 
Charles Burchfield, Paul 
Cadmus, Walt Kuhn, 

John Marin, Abraham Walkowitz, and Guy C. Wiggins, among others. 
Featured in this year's sale is American painter and photographer 
Charles Sheeler's New York #3, a work on paper in his signature 
Precisionist style. 

Lyman Allyn Art Muse-
um, 625 Williams Street, 
New London, CT 06320; 
(860) 443-2545; www 
.lymanallyn.org. June 16 
through August 11, 2016: 
"For All the World to See: 
Visual Culture and The 
Struggle for Civil Rights" 
examines the role that 
visual culture played in 
shaping and transform-
ing the struggle for racial 
equality in America from 

the late 1940s to the mid-1970s. Compelling assortments of photographs, 
television clips, art posters, and other historic artifacts, trace how images 
and media disseminated to the American public. This is a traveling exhi-
bition on loan from NEH on the Road and the Mid-America Arts Alliance.

Ernest C. Withers, Sanitation Workers Assembling 
for a Solidarity March, Memphis, March 28, 1968, 

gelatin silver print, 8 1/2 x 14 3/4 in. National 
Museum of African American History and Culture, 

Smithsonian Institution, Museum Purchase

John Davis Gallery, 362 ½ War-
ren Street, Hudson, NY 12534; (518) 
828-5907; art@johndavisgallery.com; 
www.johndavisgallery.com. Hours 
April 30–May 22: Thursday–Monday, 
11am–5pm. May 28 through June 19: 
"Sara Jane Roszak: New Work." "I am 
still working with elemental phenom-
ena; the sun, the moon, mountains and 
water, tree-like forms and flower forms. 
Finding imagery through texture and 
accident and letting it resonate in my 
imagination. As I get older I feel close 
to nature like when I was a child. I am in 
awe of its unpredictable invention and 
beauty." —Sara Jane Roszak, 2016.

Sara Jane Roszak, Desert Life, 
2015, mixed media/Arches water-

color paper, 60 x 40 in.

Shepherd / W & K Galler-
ies, 58 East 79th Street, New 
York, NY 10075; (212) 861-
4050; Fax: (212) 772-1314; 
shepherdny@aol.com; www 
.shepherdgallery.com. Tues-
day–Saturday, 10am–6pm. 
March 29–June 11, 2016: 
"The Human Form: Works 
from The Gallery Collection." 
The recently acquired lime-
wood, life-size sculpture of 
An Academic Male Nude in 

Contrapposto Pose (1783) by Franz Xaver Seegen (1723–1789) has 
inspired this exhibition of works depicting the human form. The sculp-
ture is accompanied by drawings and oil sketches demonstrating how 
various artists studied particular areas of the body or the positioning 
of the model. This method formed the basis of the academic tradition. 
Included are works by Burne-Jones, Etty, Klinger, Legros, Leighton, 
Moore, Mancini, Poynter, Puvis de Chavannes, Rops, and others.

Max Klinger, Seated Youth (Study for the 
Judgment of Paris), 1883–1887

Bamana, Mali,  
Ceremonial Vessel,  

mid-20th century, clay,  
18 x 16 in. 

QCC Art Gallery/CUNY, 222-05 56 
Avenue, Bayside, NY 11364; www.qcc 
artgallery.org. "Spirit & Tradition: Ves-
sels from Africa." Select works from the 
Dr. Ayman El-Mohandes Collection. 
"Spirit & Tradition" explores the fluidity 
and diversity  of one the oldest forms 
of art: pottery. The exhibition will invite 
audiences to become acquainted with 
the techniques used to create tradition-
al ceramic vessels, and their purposes 
within specific African cultures. The 
exhibition will be on view from May 10 
through June 12, 2016.

Alexandre Gallery has moved to a 
new space at 724 Fifth Avenue, 4th 
Floor, New York, NY 10019; (212) 755-
2828; inquiries@alexandregallery.com, 
www.alexandregallery.com. Through 
May 27: "Will Barnet: 1950s on Paper." 
June 2 through July 22: "Gallery Artists: 
Summer Selections."

Sally Hazelet Drummond,  
No Trace, 1973, oil on canvas,  

40 x 40 in.

Atlantic Gallery: Meera 
Thompson. 548 West 28th 
Street, Suite 540, New York, 
NY 10001. (212) 219-3183. 
in fo@at lant icga l le r y.org ; 
Tuesday–Saturday: 12pm–
6pm. Thursdays: 12pm–
9pm. May 17–June 11, 2016: 
"Meera Thompson: Weather-
ing Whether." Thompson’s 
sensuous paintings offer a 
meditation on the mutability of 
the passing moment.

Meera Thompson, Scherzo, 2015,  
gouache and watercolor on handmade cotton 

paper, 30 x 22 in.

Atlantic Gallery: Phyllis Chillingworth. 

548 West 28th Street, Suite 540, New 

York, NY 10001. (212) 219-3183. info@

atlanticgallery.org; Tuesday–Saturday: 

12pm–6pm. Thursdays: 12pm–9pm. 

May 17–June 11, 2016: "Currents" is 

an exhibition of oil paintings by Phyl-

lis Chillingworth. These paintings cap-

ture the rhythms and impressions from 

her recent travels to Nova Scotia, Cape 

Cod, and Montana. To learn more about 

the artist visit www.phyllischillingworth 

.com. She earned a BS from The Institute of 

Design, IIT, Chicago and a BFA/MFA from 

The Yale School of Art & Architecture.

Phyllis Chillingworth,  
Cape Cod Bay, 2016,  
oil on linen, 20 x 24 in.
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on politics and the arts never appeared, 
because Hume soon judged the project 
to have been a failure. The Treatise, 
he wrote in an autobiographical essay, 
“fell dead- born from the press, without 
reaching such distinction as even to ex-
cite a murmur from the zealots.”

This was an exaggeration. Not only 
had the Treatise been fairly widely and 
promptly reviewed, but the zealots 
murmured against it loudly enough for 
him to issue an anonymous pamphlet 
defending it against various charges. 
These charges were, among other 
things, that the Treatise advocated 
“Universal Scepticism,” and that it 
sapped “the Foundations of Morality, 
by denying the natural and essential 
Difference betwixt Right and Wrong,” 
all of which sounded rather impious. 

Hume’s response to the allegation 
of universal skepticism was that the 
author of the Treatise—who, he pre-
tended, was someone else—had meant 
only “to abate the Pride of mere human 
Reasoners.” He advocated “Modesty. . .
and Humility, with regard to the Op-
erations of our natural Faculties.” As 
for the foundations of morality, Hume 
anonymously protested that the author 
of the Treatise had merely denied that 
“the Propositions of Morality were of 
the same Nature with the Truths of 
Mathematicks and the abstract Sci-
ences.” The book did not dispute the 
fact that there was a difference between 
right and wrong; rather it maintained that 
this difference reflects humanity’s “inter-
nal Tastes and Sentiments”—which, ac-
cording to Hume’s pamphlet, ought not 
to be received as a shocking idea.

The Treatise had itself been pub-
lished anonymously, which was not 
unusual for controversial works by new 
authors. It was no real secret who had 
written it, though. Anonymity in such 
cases was as much a conventional ex-
pression of modesty as an attempt to 
escape the consequences of censure. 
But the first time Hume acknowledged 
in print that he was in fact the author of 
the Treatise was when he emphatically 
disowned it as juvenilia. Almost as 
soon as he had published it, Hume rued 
the fact that he had rushed into print 
too early. He omitted the Treatise from 
editions of his collected writings and 
begged the public to judge him only by 
his other works. 

Readers of his philosophy have, on 
the whole, ignored this request. That is 
a pity, because Hume’s distinctive doc-
trines about the mind and the limits of 
human knowledge emerge more clearly 
in a set of linked essays that he pub-
lished in his late thirties. These essays 
(which are now known as his Enquiry 
Concerning Human Understanding) 
are more streamlined and carefully 
argued than the corresponding part 
of his Treatise. This new version of his 
philosophy omitted the Treatise’s tan-
gled material on the ideas of space and 
time, and its treatment of the idea of 
the self, which Hume quickly came to 
see as “very defective.” Hume’s mature 
work also clarified his position on the 
relation between reason and passion. 
Reason, he wrote, is itself “nothing but 
a general and a calm passion, which 
takes a comprehensive and a distant 
view of its object.” Mastering one’s pas-
sions was therefore not, as he had mis-
leadingly made it sound in the Treatise, 
a contest between reason on the one 
hand and passion on the other. It was a 
matter of making one’s passions milder 
and less agitated.

Far from being a watered- down pre-
sentation of his fundamental ideas, 
the new essays were in several respects 
bolder than the Treatise. For one thing, 
they made the antireligious implica-
tions of his thought more explicit, 
though they did so with tact. Hume 
included in the essays a discussion of 
miracles that he had omitted from the 
Treatise. This discussion drew on his 
analysis of probabilistic reasoning to 
argue that reports of religious miracles 
should always be disbelieved. He also 
argued that the ever- popular “design 
argument,” which infers the existence 
of God from apparent signs of intel-
ligent design in nature, jumped to an 
unwarranted conclusion. 

As always, Hume presented his impi-
ous ideas as if they were directed only 
against “false religion,” not the vague 
“true religion” to which, for the sake 
of decorum, he feigned adherence. The 
enemy, he pretended, was superstition 
and “enthusiasm”—that is, zealotry—
not religious faith itself. Hume placed 
several layers of insulation between 
himself and his attack on the design 
argument. He put his subversive ideas 
in the mouth of an unnamed friend, 
who purported to be making a speech 
on behalf of Epicurus, and with whom 
Hume pretended to disagree.

In the years between the Treatise 
and the Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding, Hume published two 
volumes of political, literary, and mis-
cellaneous essays that can to some 
extent be seen as substitutes for the 
abandoned portions of the Treatise, 
though Hume no longer presented his 
efforts as part of “a compleat system.” 
The essays brought him some renown 
as a man of letters, and a job as tutor 
and companion to one of their admir-
ers, the Marquess of Annandale, who 
turned out to be mad. After the mar-
quess dismissed him in a tantrum, and 
Hume heard that his application for a 
chair in philosophy had been turned 
down, he took up an offer to join a dis-
tant relation on a military expedition. 
The mission was originally aimed at 
Quebec, but ended up in Brittany, and 
was somewhat farcical. Voltaire ridi-
culed it in one of his historical works. 
But it afforded Hume time to write 
the Enquiry, which was followed three 
years later by a similar set of intercon-
nected essays, An Enquiry Concerning 
the Principles of Morals. 

This second Enquiry was, in Hume’s 
view, “incomparably the best” of his 
works, but the public, in both Britain 
and France, was more taken by his Po-
litical Discourses, a set of essays mostly 
on economic topics that followed a year 
later in 1752. Adam Smith wrote that 
Hume was, so far as he knew, the first 
writer to argue that manufacturing and 
commerce tend gradually to produce 
greater liberty and security for citizens. 
Hume’s economic essays were particu-
larly acute on monetary theory and 
on trade. He was insistent about the 
mutual benefits of international trade, 
wary of national indebtedness, and 
dismissive of mercantilist obsessions 
with gold. It has been said that if only 
Hume had laid out his arguments more 
systematically, the birth of modern 
economics would be recorded as 1752, 
instead of 1776, when Smith’s Wealth of 
Nations was published. 

Harris skillfully explores the back-
ground of Hume’s economic and other 

essays, and indeed all of his works, de-
scribing in some depth the debates to 
which they contributed and the influ-
ences of Hume’s own reading, espe-
cially of Bernard Mande ville, Frances 
Hutcheson, Pierre Bayle, and Cicero. 
Surprising as it may seem, Harris’s 
book does appear to be, as he claims, 
the first intellectual biography of 
Hume. As he acknowledges, readers 
who are primarily interested in Hume’s 
life should start with the biography by 
a late American scholar, Ernest Camp-
bell Mossner, which was first published 
in 1954. Mossner’s life of Hume is suf-
fused with an affection for its subject 
that, according to Harris, sometimes 
obstructs a “properly dispassionate” 
examination of the facts. 

This, arguably, is a price worth pay-
ing in Mossner’s case. Admirers of le 

bon David may want a little more en-
thusiasm, in the contemporary sense 
of the word, than Harris can muster. 
But he deserves the gratitude of Hume 
scholars for a unique achievement. No 
other work takes such pains to eluci-
date all of Hume’s multifarious writ-
ings, including his History of England, 
and to present an account of his liter-
ary career as a consistent if not unified 
whole. 

Hume had been toying for some time 
with the notion of writing a history, but 
did not begin in earnest until he was 
put in charge of the sizable library of 
the Faculty of Advocates in Edinburgh 
in 1752. After a few words on the “rude 
and turbulent” ancient Britons and 
their appalling Druids, his six- volume 
History traces England’s story from the 
arrival of Caesar to the deposition of 
James II in 1688. The inhumane effects 
of religious zealotry are a recurring 
theme. Hume’s emphasis on the harms 
to which religion can all too easily 
lead did not please many clerics. Har-
ris argues that Hume’s History should 
be reckoned as broadly philosophical 
because of its focus on general princi-
ples of social, economic, and political 
change rather than on the actions of 
individuals. It was sometimes judged—
for instance by Dr. Johnson, who did 
not intend this as a compliment—to be 
similar to the histories of Voltaire. 

Voltaire himself praised Hume for 
transcending the partisanship of pre-
vious histories in English. Hume was 
neither a royalist nor a parliamentar-
ian, wrote Voltaire, but “un homme 
équitable.” Harris shows how true this 
was, though readers will find that un-
less they are particularly interested in 
where Hume stood in relation to Whig 

versus Tory ways of looking at the Glo-
rious Revolution of 1688, there will 
sometimes be more detail than they 
need. 

Hume and Voltaire never met. By the 
time Hume moved to Paris in 1763, to 
work at the British embassy, Voltaire 
had mostly retired to his country es-
tate. Hume became close to Diderot 
and d’Alembert, the two editors of the 
French Enlightenment’s Encyclopédie, 
and spent time in the salons of his inti-
mate friend the Comtesse de Boufflers 
and of the materialist Baron d’Holbach, 
who was more or less openly an atheist. 
The unbelief of d’Holbach and some 
members of his circle was too dogmatic 
and zealous for Hume’s taste; they, in 
turn, seem to have found his variety of 
irreligion a little mild. 

Another British visitor to d’Holbach’s 
salon, Hume’s young admirer Edward 
Gibbon, reported that they “laughed at 
the scepticism of Hume,” though this 
seems to have been a good- tempered 
affair. By “scepticism” Gibbon meant 
what would now be called “agnosti-
cism.” The principles of Hume’s philos-
ophy implied that the question of God’s 
existence cannot be settled definitively 
either way, so he was in one sense an 
agnostic. However, since he does not 
seem to have entertained any belief in 
God, it is probably also fair to call him 
an atheist—just not a campaigning one.

A distinctive quality of Hume’s writ-
ings on religion is that he sought gently 
to persuade rather than to confront. 
He was careful to observe the line that 
divided authors whose writings were 
disapproved of but tolerated and those 
whose books could not be permitted in 
one’s house. In order to avoid relega-
tion to the latter class of writers, whose 
works would have fewer opportunities 
to persuade, it was enough to adopt the 
semblance of piety. It didn’t matter too 
much if some readers were wise to your 
game. 

Hume played this game most inge-
niously in his posthumous Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion (1779), to 
which he was making alterations in the 
final weeks of his life. Several friends 
who saw the manuscript, including 
Adam Smith, thought that it went too 
far, and urged him not to let it be pub-
lished even after his death, presumably 
for fear that it would ruin his reputa-
tion and make his other works less 
likely to be read. Seeking to reassure 
Smith, who he hoped would undertake 
its posthumous publication, Hume told 
him that nothing could be “more cau-
tiously and more artfully written.” 

The manuscript was indeed so art-
fully written that people who are 
unfamiliar with eighteenth- century 
conventions of “theological lying,” as it 
has been called, still sometimes think 
that Hume ended up endorsing the 
idea that design in nature points to the 
existence of a God.* In his Dialogues, 
which were closely modeled on a work 
by Cicero, Hume expanded and refined 
the criticisms he had earlier attributed 
to a fictitious Epicurean friend, this 
time putting them in the mouth of a 
character named Philo, whom the nar-
rator of the Dialogues presents as hav-

*Thus Daniel Dennett, in his Darwin’s 
Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the 
Meanings of Life (Simon and Schuster, 
1995), maintains that Hume “caved in” 
to the design argument (p. 32).

Denis Diderot
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ing lost the debate. Philo concludes 
by allowing that “the cause or causes 
of order in the universe probably bear 
some remote analogy to human intel-
ligence,” which sounds respectably like 
an endorsement of theism. But careful 
readers will notice that the analogy 
conceded by Philo is demonstrated to 
be so remote that it is in fact consistent 
with atheism. Hume once remarked in 

a letter to the Comtesse de Boufflers 
that poor Rousseau had got into trou-
ble because he neglected to “throw any 
veil over his sentiments.” This was not 
a mistake Hume was inclined to make, 
even posthumously.

When he returned to Britain from 
Paris in 1766, Hume took Rousseau 
with him, offering to help him find 
refuge and obtain a royal pension. 

D’Holbach warned Hume that this was 
unwise, since Rousseau had a habit of 
biting the hand that fed him. Hume’s 
kindness was indeed ill repaid. Rous-
seau was at this stage stumbling in 
a no- man’s- land between sanity and 
madness, and soon publicly accused 
Hume of having plotted against him. 
Hume was horrified and decided to 
publish his side of the sorry tale. Har-

ris takes him to task for this. Hume, he 
writes, should have weathered Rous-
seau’s calumny, and adopted “a more 
objective and compassionate attitude 
towards [Rousseau’s] obviously tor-
tured state of mind.” This is surely ask-
ing rather a lot of le bon David. As even 
Adam Smith acknowledged, Hume’s 
virtues went only so far as “the nature 
of human frailty will admit.” 

Crippled America: 
How to Make America Great Again
by Donald J. Trump. 
Threshold, 193 pp., $25.00

Like Hercules, Donald Trump is a 
work of fiction.1

Primed for miracles and wonders, 
Trumpsters in their thousands tilt their 
heads up toward the blue- black Florida 
sky. Behind the approaching thwack- 
thwack- thwack the electronic fanfare 
soars and above it now we hear the 
booming carnival barker’s come- on: 
“Now arriving out of the northwest sky, 
DONALD . . . J . . .TRUMP!” Thou-
sands of upturned mouths gape as the 
three floating lights, turning slowly, 
majestically resolve themselves into the 
shape of the big helicopter, the inevi-
table TRUMP in signature Akzidenz- 
Grotesk font just visible on its tail. 

Six thousand roaring voices—or is 
it seven thousand, or eight, or nine?—
crash in a wave of sound against the 
raucous electro- brass salute. The 
ear- splitting blare is the theme to 
Air Force One, a cheesy late- 1990s 
hit starring Harrison Ford as Medal- 
of- Honor- winning President James 
Marshall, whose Boeing is seized by 
terrorists. (President Marshall growl-
ing to an about- to- be- defenestrated 
terrorist: “Get off my plane!”) Can one 
imagine any other candidate using this 
as theme music? For Ted Cruz or John 
Kasich or any of the fourteen others 
who have wandered on and then off 
the stage, the irony—the lack of self- 
seriousness—would be unendurable. 
After all, they are—were—really run-
ning for president. With Trump we are 
already in the knowing half- grin world 
of reality television. All irony fits into 
the self- affirming profile of an inside 
joke. 

No accident, that: it all began as 
such. “Almost a year ago,” writes the 
former communications chief of his 
Super PAC, 

I sat in Trump Tower being told 
that the goal was to get The Donald 
to poll in double digits and come in 
second in delegate count. That was 
it. The Trump camp would have 
been satisfied to see him polling at 
12 percent and taking second place 
to a candidate who might hold 50 

percent. His candidacy was a pro-
test candidacy.2 

A protest candidacy? Like, say, Pat 
Paulsen’s? No, no: much bigger than 
that. But alike in that there was no 
thought of actually winning. A celeb-
rity making his protest run in part to 
bolster and increase his celebrity, for 
that is what celebrities do. Despite the 
hundreds of thousands of newspaper 
epithets marking him a “billionaire 
real estate magnate” or a “Manhattan 
developer,” these have not been the 
accurate or in any event the relevant 
words for at least a dozen years. I’m not 
a doctor but I play one on TV. . .

The celebrity in the distinctive 
modern sense could not have ex-
isted in any earlier age. . . .  The 
celebrity is a person who is known 
for his well- knownness.

His qualities—or rather his lack 
of qualities—illustrate our pecu-
liar problems. He is neither good 
nor bad, great nor petty. He is the 
human pseudo- event. He has been 
fabricated on purpose to satisfy 
our exaggerated expectations of 
human greatness. . . .  He is made 
by all of us who willingly read 
about him, who like to see him 
on television, who buy recordings 
of his voice, and talk about him 
to our friends. His relation to mo-
rality and even to reality is highly 
 ambiguous.3

—Daniel Boorstin, The Image

Observe the celebrity known as 
Donald Trump saunter onto the stage 
at Boca Raton, twenty minutes after 
his helicopter swoops in. The slow and 

ponderous walk, the extended chin, 
the pursed mouth, the slowly swiveling 
head, the exaggerated look of knowing 
authority: with the exception of the red 
“Make America Great Again” ball cap 
perched atop his interesting hair the 
entire passage is quoted whole cloth 
from the patented boardroom entrance 
of The Apprentice, something that does 
not escape the delirious fans, even if it 
does most journalists. If when you see 
that outthrust chin you shiver with in-
timations of Mussolini, well, you were 
never a fan. 

Legions were; The Apprentice de-
buted on NBC in 2004 with 20.7 mil-
lion viewers, ranking it seventh among 
all primetime programs. Twenty- eight 
million people tuned in to watch the 
season finale. The numbers went down 
from there but still in today’s “frag-
mented entertainment marketplace” 
those numbers are, well, huge. Week 
after week for a dozen years millions of 
Americans saw Donald J. Trump por-
traying the business magus, the grand 
vizier of capitalism, the wise man of the 
boardroom, a living confection whose 
every step and word bespoke gravitas 
and experience and power and author-
ity and . . . money. Endless amounts 
of money. The establishing low- angle 
shots of Trump Tower. The Donald 
strolling across the grass in front of his 
helicopter in his Brioni suits and signa-
ture red or blue or pink ties. In his pres-
ence or out, everyone, even the biggest 
celebrity retreads, referred to him in 
tones of reverent awe as “Mr. Trump.” 

The ability, the wisdom, the energy, 
the money. That was the theme song: 
“Money money money mon- ey. . .” 
Watch this show and see him in the 
boardroom. See how he does it, how 
he makes it. Follow him and watch him 
and listen to him and thereby do what 
we are insistently and seductively bid-
den to do by the very aura of all celebri-
ties: come to know him.

How many of the thousands pressed 
together into this sweating mass in 
Boca, wearing shorts or sweatpants, 
smiling out under “Make America 
Great Again” hats, gobbling foot- 
long hot dogs—how many have come 
to know him in this way? How many 
among the millions who gave him his 
polling leads that began with his and 
super- model wife Melania’s famous es-
calator ride down into the Trump Tower 
lobby last June and have never flagged? 

We are told again and again: his is the 
most improbable political story in de-
cades, perhaps in history. And yet that 

The Magic of Donald Trump
Mark Danner

Donald Trump

1See Stephanie Cegielski, “An Open 
Letter to Trump Voters from His Top 
Strategist- Turned- Defector,” xoJane, 
March 28, 2016.

2Cegielski, “An Open Letter to Trump 
Voters.”

3See Daniel J. Boorstin, The Image: A 
Guide to Pseudo- Events in America 
(Vintage, 1992; first edition, 1961), pp. 
57–58.
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a reality television megastar, as Trump 
might put it, could outpoll sixteen dimly 
to barely known politicians, some new 
faces, many also- rans, seems less than 
shocking. Did tens of millions ever cast 
their eyes on the junior senators from 
Florida or Tennessee or Texas, or the 
governor of Ohio, not to mention the ex- 
governors of Arkansas or Florida, or the 
ex- CEO of Hewlett Packard, before they 
chanced to mount the stage for a debate 
with Donald J. Trump last August, a 
television event that drew the unheard-
of viewership of 24 million? Those 24 
million tuned in to see Trump. Only one 
man on stage had a name as famous and 
by then it was in such disrepute that he 
had seen fit to replace it with an excla-
mation point on his campaign posters. 

Presidential elections have long been 
a windfall for television: campaigns 
raise hundreds of millions of dollars 
and then deliver that money to the 
networks in exchange for advertising. 
In the casually corrupt American po-
litical system the candidates serve as 
bagmen carrying cash from the corpo-
rations to the networks. But Trump has 
made possible another revenue stream. 
He himself is a ratings extravaganza. If 
television is the business of delivering 
audiences to advertisers, Trump has de-
livered audiences as no candidate ever 
has or could. Twenty- four million pairs 
of eyeballs mean real money. Trump 
brings those numbers, no one else. 

And if it is true that the networks 
have lavished upon him $2 billion worth 
of airtime in the jocosely named “free 
media,” then surely they’ve made it back 
and more. Television has covered him 
wall to wall, for he means money. What 
other candidate is allowed to call in to 
morning shows or the sacred Sunday 
shows for television “interviews” when-
ever he pleases? So he has advertised 
less and spent less than any other candi-
date, relying on the endless interviews 
and news pieces, and feeding the beast 
with his own unparalleled feel for the 
news cycle. He shut down his Super PAC 
so he could claim to be “self- funding.” 
Trump didn’t need it. “The lamestream 
media,” as his supporter Sarah Palin is 
so fond of calling it, is his Super PAC. 

And yet behind the money is the fas-
cination. Standing amid the thousands 
at Boca’s Sunset Cove Amphitheater, 
as he surveys the crowd—“Beautiful! 
Beautiful! We love Florida!”—I feel the 
pull. He praises his introducer, then re-
marks on the recent fracas in Chicago, 
where the supposed threat of violent 
confrontation had led him to cancel a 
rally, triggering yet another avalanche 
of coverage. His musings all begin in 
medias res, launching into the story of 
his campaign, the story of his life, as if 
we are all experiencing it together, all 
gathered together in the Donald’s mind. 

From his first words he welcomes us 
in and his very self- absorption, the nar-
cissist’s fascination with his own sweet 
self, is the secret of the alarmingly mes-
meric quality of his speeches. His one 
and only subject is himself and if he is 
frankly fascinated then so are we. We 
are all enfolded in the warm grandeur 
of his narcissism. He knows what the 
Trumpsters want, that inclusion, the 
unmediated access to the Donald and 
his vision of himself, the shtick of the 
True Donald, and he reaffirms it by re-
assuring interjections that that is pre-
cisely what they are getting:

By the way, no teleprompters, 
right? No teleprompters. No 

teleprompters. . . . No reading 
speeches. . . .  Speak from the heart, 
and from the head. Speak from the 
heart. . . .  And from the head. . . .

He takes pride in the fact that his rallies 
are almost embarrassingly entertain-
ing, a kind of guilty pleasure, and he 
tips his hat to himself as a performer, 
as he did the other day during a rally in 
Delaware: 

Hey, “being presidential” for me is 
much easier than doing this. And 
you know what, if I was totally 
presidential—we have ten thou-
sand people here or something?—
I’d have about three hundred and 
you’d be falling asleep after twenty 
minutes. Okay, we have to have 
a little. . . .  But honestly I prob-
ably wouldn’t even be  
here. . . .

He acknowledges the 
power of his own shtick at 
the same time as he empha-
sizes its verisimilitude—the 
truth of the Trump he is 
exposing—and this in large 
part relies on the carefully 
cultivated illusion that it is 
all off the cuff, that it comes 
from the heart and that on 
a given day he might in-
deed say anything—that 
anything at all could hap-
pen. The protesters, of 
course, and their sudden 
exclamations multiply this 
feeling—the sense of an 
unpredictable threatening world from 
which the Donald will protect his follow-
ers (as he will from the illegals swarming 
over the border), the sense of improvised 
solidarity in the hall—and they add ten-
sion and drama, as the showman has 
himself acknowledged from the stage; 
but the driving force of his fascination 
is his narcissism, his sheer and pure con-
viction that he is the best, the smartest, 
the most successful. Strewn about his 
campaign book one finds dollops of it:

A lot of times when I speak, people 
say I don’t provide specific policies 
that some pollster has determined 
are what people want to hear. I 
know that’s not the way the pro-
fessional politicians do it—they 
seem to poll and focus- group every 
word. But there’s nobody like me.

Nobody. 
I ask people to look at what I’ve 

done throughout my whole career. 
Look at how successful I’ve been 
doing things my way. So they have 
a choice: They can pretend some 
impossible solution is actually 
going to happen, or they can listen 
to the person who has proved that 
he can solve problems.

I started in a relatively small real 
estate company based in Brooklyn 
and made more than $10 billion. I 
now live on what is considered the 
best block of real estate anywhere 
in the world—Fifth Avenue be-
tween 56th Street and 57th Street, 
right next to Tiffany’s in the heart 
of New York City. 

It is easy to ridicule the provincial-
ism of this—the idea that there can 
even be something “considered the 
best block of real estate anywhere in 
the world” and his simple faith in the 
self- affirming fact that he lives on 

it—and easy to seize on that single- 
word paragraph, that “Nobody,” as the 
height of monomania. One can find, 
in any speech or tweet, more concen-
trated versions, for example this tweet 
on Easter Sunday: “Another radical 
Islamic attack, this time in Pakistan, 
targeting Christian women & children. 
At least 67 dead, 400 injured. I alone 
can solve.”

I alone can solve. What gives a man 
who knows little or nothing of foreign 
policy the unsullied conviction to an-
nounce to the world that only he can 
solve, well, Pakistan? Or terrorism? 
Ignorance and narcissism are joined 
together here, surely, but they are for-
tified by the very fact of the amazing 
events of the last ten months. He hired 
no pollster. He spent relatively little 
money, bought few ads. He promul-

gated few policies. He merely flew on 
his own plane from city to city, from 
arena to arena, talking about him-
self—about how the country “has big 
problems” and how only he can solve 
them—and in between he chatted with 
television correspondents and pundits, 
very often by telephone, and with a 
staff of fewer than a hundred people—
Hillary Clinton has a thousand—he 
has come within shouting distance of 
becoming the Republican nominee for 
president of the United States. Who 
is there to contradict his claim that 
“there’s nobody like me. Nobody”?

From the beginning about one in three 
Republican primary voters have agreed 
with him, have found in him the cha-
risma Max Weber famously defined as

a certain quality of an individual 
personality by virtue of which he 
is set apart from ordinary men and 
treated as endowed with super-
natural, superhuman, or at least 
exceptional powers or qualities. 
These are such as are not acces-
sible to the ordinary person, but 
are regarded as divine in origin or 
as exemplary, and on the basis of 
them the individual concerned is 
treated as a leader.

These “exceptional powers or quali-
ties” include not just the reputed busi-
ness genius—a mysterious power that 
makes the promulgation of specific 
policies redundant—but the ability to 
tell a story about why “our country is 
in big trouble” that is simple, convinc-
ing, and satisfying. “Our leaders are so 
incompetent,” he says again and again. 
Why have we lost jobs? Because “our 
leaders are terrible,” the system is cor-
rupt—he knows because he buys politi-

cians as part of his business: “No one 
knows the game better than me”—
and other countries, whose leaders 
are much smarter than ours, take ad-
vantage of us. This includes not just 
Mexico and China but the countries of 
NATO, Japan, South Korea, even Saudi 
Arabia, the fabulously rich oil autoc-
racy for protecting which “we get noth-
ing. Nothing.” 

This criticism gains credibility for 
turning on its head the entire drift of 
post–World War II American propa-
ganda that said the country acted to 
rebuild Europe and protect the free 
world not out of national self- interest 
but out of good old exceptional Ameri-
can generosity. Trump, a baby boomer 
who was born in 1946 and imbibed this 
story with his breakfast cereal, clearly 
takes this roseate version of history as 

gospel truth and regards 
any country that would act 
in such a self- sacrificing 
way as a sap. 

Anyone tempted to re-
gard these views as op-
portunistic might take a 
glance at a full- page ad-
vertisement that appeared 
in The New York Times, 
The Washington Post, and 
The Boston Globe in Sep-
tember 1987 entitled “An 
Open Letter from Donald 
J. Trump on Why America 
Should Stop Paying to De-
fend Countries That Can 
Afford to Defend Them-
selves.” The letter opens 
with the salutation, “To 

The American People,” and continues:

For decades, Japan and other na-
tions have been taking advantage 
of the United States.

The saga continues unabated 
as we defend the Persian Gulf, an 
area of only marginal significance 
to the United States for its oil sup-
plies, but one upon which Japan 
and others are almost totally de-
pendent. Why are these nations 
not paying the United States for 
the human lives and billions of 
dollars we are losing to protect 
their interests? Saudi Arabia, a 
country whose very existence is 
in the hands of the United States, 
last week refused to allow us to use 
their mine sweepers. . . .  The world 
is laughing at America’s politicians 
as we protect ships we don’t own, 
carrying oil we don’t need, des-
tined for allies who won’t help.

Twenty months later, after the attack 
on the Central Park jogger, Trump was 
back with another full- page ad, this 
one entitled “Bring Back the Death 
Penalty. Bring Back Our Police!” and 
opening with a question: 

What has happened to our City 
over the past ten years? What has 
happened to law and order, to the 
neighborhood cop we all trusted to 
safeguard our homes and families, 
the cop who had the power under 
the law to help us in times of dan-
ger, keep us safe from those who 
would prey on innocent lives to 
fulfill some distorted inner need.

The answer to this is simple, Trump 
tells us partly in all- caps: “Criminals 
must be told that their CIVIL LIBER-
TIES END WHEN AN ATTACK ON 

Donald Trump with Chewbacca and Darth Vader in a  
Star Wars–themed episode of The Apprentice, 2005
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5See Richard Rorty, Achieving Our 
Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-
Century America (Harvard University 
Press, 1998), pp. 89–90.

OUR SAFETY BEGINS!” (As he de-
clared last November about water-
boarding terrorists, “You bet your ass 
I would! . . .  It works. . . .  If it doesn’t 
work they deserve it anyway for what 
they’re doing!”) Trump’s ad continues 
with a poignant memory:

When I was young, I sat in a diner 
with my father and witnessed two 
young bullies cursing and threat-
ening a very frightened waitress. 
Two cops rushed in, lifted up the 
thugs and threw them out the door, 
warning them never to cause trou-
ble again. I miss the feeling of se-
curity New York’s finest once gave 
to the citizens of this City.

I recall rereading these pieces before 
attending a luncheon with Trump in 
1989 and finding myself struck by the 
odor of nostalgia for a stronger coun-
try emanating from that paragraph—
the need for a national restoration to 
return us to a safer, greater world we 
had lost—that certain European lead-
ers of the 1930s would have recognized. 
The sense of threat from the Other—
whether it be Mexican rapists swarm-
ing over the border or Muslim terrorists 
posing as refugees or “two young bul-
lies cursing and threatening”; the sense 
of national decline that this signals 
(“We don’t win any more . . .”); the 
clear path to a restoration of greatness 
marked by simple, autocratic solutions 
(imposing tariffs, pulling out of NATO, 
bringing back torture, “bombing the 
shit” out of ISIS)—all of it springs from 
the populist toolbox, if not the fascist 
one, and the advertisements show that 
the roots of these positions and atti-
tudes run very deep. 

Why has this “fascinating intersec-
tion of celebrity and neo- fascism”—the 
words are Carl Bernstein’s—found its 
following now? Trumpism is partly 
the child of the 2008 Wall Street col-
lapse and the vast sense of political 
corruption and self- dealing it brought 
in its wake: the sense that the country 
was looted on a vast scale and that the 
politicians of all stripes made sure the 
criminals were not punished. Many 
felt, and feel, an overwhelming sense 
that those in power betrayed them, 
“stabbed them in the back,” and this, 
added to the “very traumatic economic 
experience which is only eight years past 
us”—as Jason Furman, the president’s 
chief economist, memorably put it—ac-
counts for a feeling of pervasive distrust 
of and fury at all conventional politics 
and politicians. Furman goes on: 

Look at the Great Depression and 
the impact that that had on the 
way people thought about saving 
or the way people thought about 
inflation—in other places, hyper-
inflations. Those effects can last 
for decades and can affect the way 
you think. 

Those “other places” that Furman is 
too polite to mention include the Wei-
mar Republic, where hyperinflation did 
indeed “affect the way you think.” Set 
against four decades of stagnant wages, 
the collapse and the further fattening of 
the elite that followed brought disgust 
and desperation, and anger at and fear 
of the Other—illegal immigrants, Mus-
lim refugees, an African- American and 
possibly Muslim president who seems 

in league with both—that Trump has 
skillfully cultivated.

In doing so, as many have pointed 
out, he builds on and expresses loudly 
and clearly racist and nativist elements 
in Republican politics that have been 
central to the party’s appeal since at 
least the mid- 1960s but that its lead-
ers have preferred to signal rather than 
enunciate. Trump leaves the dog whis-
tle behind, puts his fingers to his lips, 
and screeches. Again and again when 
I asked rally-goers why they supported 
Trump I heard the word “honesty.” 
“He doesn’t slip and slide like all the 
others,” a retired accountant in his sev-
enties told me. Or else: “I see strength 
in him, power. He’s not afraid to say 
what he thinks. . . .” That he speaks 
clearly—that he is unafraid of the po-
lice of political correctness—itself 

bespeaks a power to cut through the 
corruption and the dealmaking, to fight 
and fight to get things done: to actually 
end illegal immigration, to actually re-
peal Obamacare. It suggests he has the 
sheer fighting power and energy to do 
what he says. 

We learned this of course on The 
Apprentice and even more on its spin- 
off The Celebrity Apprentice, when 
for example Vincent Pastore—bet-
ter known to viewers as “Big Pussy” 
Bonpensiero on The Sopranos—de-
manded of Trump in one tense board-
room confrontation, “Do you wake up 
in the morning and fight with people?” 
to which the Leader replied: “Yes! 
My whole life is a fight. . . . It’s no dif-
ferent than him”—he gestures toward 
former heavyweight champion Lennox 
Lewis—“except I don’t use my fists, I 
sort of use this”—pointing to his tem-
ple. “My whole life is a big, fat fight.”4

That combativeness and defiance, 
that emanation of inexhaustible en-
ergy and personal power and strength, 
is central to his appeal. He, unlike the 
other candidates—“low-energy” tools 
of the Republicans’ mendacious self- 
dealing “donor class”—will fight for 
Social Security and Medicare, he will 
fight unfair trade bills, he will build 
that wall (“Build That Wall! Build That 
Wall!” is the loudest audience chant at 
his rallies). He will actually fight for 
us. Watching him blather and mug as 
he casually leaned over the podium in 
Boca Raton, seeing him cultivate the 
applause as if directing a symphony 
and then raise his two hands in thumbs-
 up gestures as he surfed the waves of 
applause and the deafening shouts of 

“USA! USA! USA!,” I recalled a re-
mark that the philosopher Richard 
Rorty made back in 1997 about “the 
old industrialized democracies . . .
heading into a Weimar- like period.” 
Citing evidence from “many writers 
on socioeconomic policy,” Rorty sug-
gested that 

members of labor unions, and un-
organized unskilled workers, will 
sooner or later realize that their 
government is not even trying to 
prevent wages from sinking or to 
prevent jobs from being exported. 
Around the same time, they will 
realize that suburban white- collar 
workers—themselves desperately 
afraid of being downsized—are 
not going to let themselves be 
taxed to provide social benefits for 
anyone else.

At that point, something will 
crack. The nonsuburban elector-
ate will decide that the system has 
failed and start looking around for 
a strongman to vote for—some-
one willing to assure them that, 
once he is elected, the smug bu-
reaucrats, tricky lawyers, overpaid 
bond salesmen, and postmodernist 
professors will no longer be calling 
the shots. . . .

One thing that is very likely to 
happen is that the gains made in 
the past forty years by black and 
brown Americans, and by homo-
sexuals, will be wiped out. Jocu-
lar contempt for women will come 
back into fashion. . . . All the re-
sentment which badly educated 
Americans feel about having their 
manners dictated to them by col-
lege graduates will find an outlet.5

As Trump put it in Nevada, “I love 
the poorly educated!” Rorty’s words 
prophesy not only the strongman’s rise 
but his blithe refusal to let “political 
correctness” prevent him making sexist 
and bigoted remarks, and his fans’ eu-
phoric enjoyment of their hero’s revel-
ing in the pleasures of free speech. He 
says what he wants: he is rich enough, 
strong enough, to do what he pleases. 
Strength: though he has had no experi-
ence whatever in foreign affairs, polls 
consistently show he inspires the most 
confidence among Republicans when 
it comes to protecting the country. It is 
plain that Trump is highly sensitive to 
this, as he showed in this reverie about 
his campaign during a “press confer-
ence”—he took no questions from us 
though he did acknowledge the assem-
bled reporters as “horrible, disgusting 
people”—at the ornate ballroom of his 
Mar- a- Lago club in Palm Beach after 
he’d won the Florida primary:

We came down the escalator, and 
it was about trade and it was about 
borders. And what happened is 
pretty quickly after that . . . I shot 
right up, I shot up to the top of the 
polls, and have been leading in the 
polls almost from the beginning 
without fail. . . .

So we started, and something 
happened called Paris. Paris hap-
pened, and Paris was a disaster. 
There’ve been many disasters but 
it was Paris and then we had a 

case in Los Angeles, in California, 
where fourteen young people were 
killed. And it just goes on and on. 
And what happened with me is this 
whole run took on a whole new 
meaning. Not just borders, not just 
good trade deals. . . .  But it took 
on a whole new meaning. And the 
meaning was very simple: we need 
protection in our country. And 
that’s going to happen. And all of a 
sudden the poll numbers shot up. . . .

That this is a fact, and that Trump 
recognizes this fact, represents the 
greatest risk of that future that the po-
litical class still stubbornly refuses to 
take seriously: a Trump presidency. All 
odds are against it: he has made many 
enemies, particularly among groups 
(Latinos, women) that any Republican 
desperately needs to be elected. His 
“negatives” are historic for a candidate 
at this stage of the election, though his 
new campaign manager, the longtime 
lobbyist and fixer Paul Manafort, confi-
dentially assured Republican National 
Committee Members: 

When he’s out on the stage, . . . he’s 
projecting an image that’s for that 
purpose. . . .  He gets it. The part 
that he’s been playing is evolving 
into the part that now you’ve been 
expecting. . . .  The negatives will 
come down. The image is going to 
change.

Perhaps it will, though if Trump gets the 
nomination what can be counted on to 
be a very bloody general election cam-
paign fought across stark racial and class 
lines will make such a wholesale change 
in image very difficult. Even if Trump is 
“evolving” we are sure to be hearing a 
lot about “Crooked Hillary.” (“You have 
to brand people a certain way when they 
are your enemies,” he proclaimed to us 
at Boca. “You gotta brand people. . . .”) 
Trump is mercurial, unpredictable, 
and this, and his improvised ideologi-
cal heterodoxy, make him much more 
difficult to “brand” decisively than the 
arch right-winger Ted Cruz. It is possible 
that facing Hillary Clinton he could put 
in play some states that the Republicans  
haven’t won in many years.

Still, as Trump declared, “we need 
protection in this country.” A Presi-
dent Trump could likely only emerge 
as a product of our own fears, carefully 
fostered as they have been ever since 
the airliners emerged out of that bright 
September sky one morning in 2001. A 
Republican nominee Donald J. Trump 
could be carried forward on all the dis-
quiet about national decline and mili-
tary vulnerability that the Republican 
Party has promoted for decades and es-
pecially since the September 11 attacks 
and the subsequent advent of Barack 
Obama, the Kenyan Muslim usurper 
who, refusing to produce his birth cer-
tificate (in Trump’s fantasy), unaccount-
ably managed to take over the country. 

After Paris, Trump declared last fall, 
“security is going to rule.” However un-
likely Trump’s candidacy may be—and 
we have seen over the past ten months 
how the unlikely can be overtaken by 
reality television politics—such a nom-
inee, despite his negative poll numbers 
among women and minorities and all 
the other factors that, we are told, will 
make his election impossible, might 
stand only one highly telegenic terror-
ist attack away from becoming the na-
tional embodiment of all our fears.  

4See The Celebrity Apprentice, Season 
7, Episode 5.

Donald Trump
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LETTERS

SECRET DOCUMENTS  
‘WITHHELD WITHOUT  
EXPLANATION’?

To the Editors:

I’m writing to request a correction to Rob-
ert Kaiser’s article “The Disaster of Rich-
ard Nixon” [NYR, April 21]. In the third 
sentence of the concluding paragraph, Mr. 
Kaiser states, “Some of this material is still 
classified; some involves personal records 
of the Nixon family; some is being withheld 
without explanation.”

The phrase “being withheld without ex-
planation” is incorrect. The archival staff of 
the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and 
Museum (part of the National Archives’ 
Presidential Libraries system) follow a very 
clear protocol for processing and withdraw-
ing materials.

The Richard Nixon Presidential Library 
processes materials according to federal 
statutes and deeds of gift, as described here: 
nixonlibrary.gov/aboutus/processing/index 
.php. Restricted materials are identified by 
withdrawal sheets at the front of each folder. 

I believe the removal of the phrase “being 
withheld without explanation” would cor-
rect Mr. Kaiser’s article. 

Please let me know if you have any 
 questions.

Thank you in advance for your consider-
ation of my request.

Laura (Diachenko) Sheehan
National Archives Public Affairs 

Washington, D.C.

Robert Kaiser  replies:

When I received a copy of Ms. Sheehan’s 
letter, I contacted Professor Luke Nichter, 
coeditor (with Douglas Brinkley of Rice 
University) of two volumes of transcripts of 
the Nixon tapes. Nichter, an associate pro-
fessor at Texas A&M, has spent long hours 
in the Nixon Library and filed thousands 
of requests for Nixon documents under the 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). Nich-
ter was my source for the statistics in my 
essay about how many hours of Nixon tapes 
(774) and pages of Nixon White House doc-
uments (perhaps a million or more) have 
still not been released to the public. Nichter 
conveyed to me the frustration he and col-
leagues in the field experience when they 
find “withdrawal sheets” in the boxes at the 
Nixon Library that they hoped contained 
documents they were looking for.

Ms. Sheehan suggests that the existence 
of those withdrawal sheets refutes my state-
ment that many documents are still being 
withheld “without explanation.” This is a 
semantic dispute, in effect over the mean-
ing of the word “explanation.” My Oxford 
dictionary (the online edition) offers a 
straightforward definition: “A statement 
or account that makes something clear.” I 
don’t think this is Ms. Sheehan’s definition.

Readers can decide for themselves if the 
National Archives is providing explana-
tions for decisions not to release what are 
now very old documents. Professor Nichter 
has given me examples of the “withdrawal 
sheets” that he has found in the library—
for example, a batch from the boxes that 
contain the papers of J. Fred Buzhardt, a 
special counsel to Nixon during Watergate. 
Buzhardt apparently assembled his own 
archive of Watergate documents. Box 55 is 
labeled “Wiretapping,” but it is empty save 
for a great many withdrawal sheets. One 
of them lists eleven memos from J. Edgar 
Hoover, director of the FBI, to Henry A. 
Kissinger, all from the spring and summer 
of 1969, when the FBI, at Kissinger’s re-
quest, was wiretapping members of his own 
National Security Council staff. None of 
these memos was available to Nichter.

Why? The sheet says only that “release 
would violate a federal statute or agency 
policy.” It does not specify what statute or 
policy. It does not indicate which government 

agency requested that these memos remain 
secret. Nichter notes that the withdrawal sheet 
is more than thirty years old. In those years 
and earlier, the wiretapping of Kissinger’s 
staff has been the subject of extensive his-
torical writings, newspaper accounts, and 
congressional investigations, all publicly re-
ported. It seems highly unlikely there is still 
a good reason to hide these memos from us,  
if there ever was. But hidden they remain. 

The withdrawal sheets offer a list of rea-
sons why documents remain classified. Be-
sides violations of “federal statute or agency 
policy,” others are said to contain “national 
security classified information,” without 
any more detail. Releasing others “would 
constitute a clearly unwarranted invasion of 
privacy or libel of a living person,” without 
saying who or why. Other documents have 
been removed because “release would dis-
close investigatory information compiled 
for law enforcement purposes.” 

These are what Ms. Sheehan interprets as 
explanations. To my eye they do not make 
anything clear, and so I have found nothing 
to correct.

Nichter notes that in 2013, he filed a for-
mal FOIA request for these Buzhardt pa-
pers, “all over forty years old, some more 
than forty-five.” His request was acknowl-
edged years ago, but he has not received 
any substantive reply.

THE ANGRY  
AMERICAN VOTERS

To the Editors:

As an Italian and European citizen, I do 
not vote in the United States, but visiting 
New York during the presidential primaries 
I cannot but have a sense of hope founded 
on  the capacity of your political system, de-
spite some obvious absurdities, to put sub-
stantive issues at stake. First and foremost 
the growing economic and social disparities 
that resemble a sort of leap back to our 
nineteenth-century European past.

Yet I am surprised how so many distin-
guished commentators seem to miss a cru-
cial point. Until the election of Reagan, with 
a turnout of 50 to 55 percent of the citizen-
ship, the name of the game for both candi-
dates was to seize the vote of the moderate 
centrists. Since then the turnout has to vary-
ing degrees increased, to reach 64 percent 
the first time Obama was elected. Therefore 
the winner is the candidate who mobilizes 
the greatest number of citizens who other-
wise would not vote if they were not strongly 
motivated, whether they are to the right of 
the established Republicans or to the left of 
the equally established  Democrats. 

As of today the anger is such that any 
candidacy, whether Democratic or Repub-
lican, that can be targeted as a representa-
tive of the status quo is at risk because its 
prospective supporters might not vote.

Gian Giacomo Migone
University of Torino 

Torino, Italy
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PERSONAL SERVICES
THE RIGHT STUFF—Date fellow graduates and faculty of 
the Ivies, Stanford, and a few other excellent schools. www 
.rightstuffdating.com; (800) 988-5288.

EROTIC EXPLOSION. Let me blow your mind, your ulti-
mate erogenous zone. Provocative talk with educated 
beauty. No limits. (866) 540-7588.

BEAUTY & RELAXATION. Simply1618@yahoo.com. (212) 
880-0088.

SACRED EROTIC . . .with Zeus’ Darlins’. Incredible Light-
ness of Touch. Private, safe, tasteful. Greenwich Village. 
(212) 337-9665. www.zeusdarlins.com.

IS THERE SOMETHING YOU NEED TO SAY? I am a deep 
listener. www.unburden.net. 

PERSONALS

CHARMING, CARING, FIT, professional, travel, perform-
ing arts, from East Asia, resides in the outskirts of nation’s 
capital, seeking man over 58. fishpluswater@gmail.com.

GREEN-EYED EUROPEAN WOMAN, accomplished, 
well-educated, and attractive artist in her mid-50s, based 
in NYC, seeks romantic companionship with a gentleman 
of quality education who seeks to know and be known. Do 
you like sailing in the Mediterranean? Photo appreciated. 
skiaonaranthropos@gmail.com.

LOS ANGELES MAN, 72, is ready to share life. Passions: 
running, nonfiction reading. NYR Box 65300.

PRETTY WORLDLY. Petite Cambridge woman with one 
foot in tradition, the other in the new and bold. Love family, 
Words with Friends, and friends whose words matter, ven-
turing in the wider world, creating great dinner parties, and 
enjoying quiet evenings at home. I see him—a man of agile 
intellect in his 70s—reading widely, traveling, and dining 
well, exercising his physical and emotional self, and loving 
what he does—at work and at play—but loving his family 
more. prettyworldly2@gmail.com. 

WOMAN SEEKS INTELLECTUALS, 50 minimum, for 
cultural conversation exchange, (Skype...)—Paris area.  
jonquilles2016@gmail.com.

INTERNATIONAL RENTALS
PARIS. Attractive, furnished 3-room apartment, between 
Bastille and République, 11th Arrondissement, elevator 
building, kitchen and bathroom, maid weekly, €2,500 a 
month. For further information: (212) 243-1522.

PARIS ÎLE ST-LOUIS, modernized luxury triplex, circa 
1640. Quiet, light-filled, 20' original beamed cathedral ceil-
ing, wood burning fireplace, modern kitchen, washer/dryer, 
dishwasher, a/c, WiFi, TV, CD, sleeps 4, maid service, non-
smokers, photos: frenchiedoc@q.com.

PARIS (SQUARE BERLIOZ—9th arr.), WiFi, 3BR/2Bth, 
beautiful full-floor condo, 4th floor, elevator. www.parisflat 
4u.com. Tel.: (415) 922-8888.

PARIS ST. GERMAIN (6°)—lovely top floor, elevator, well 
furnished, ideal for two, max three, people. nicoletta.nicola@
tin.it.

FRANCE, DORDOGNE—Privately sited, beautifully re-
stored, 18th-century stone farmhouse. Antiques, mod-
ern amenities, saltwater pool. 28 bucolic acres of woods, 
meadow, orchards, stream. Charming nearby villages. 
Sleeps 4. Weekly. (212) 772-2030 ; judith@terrafilms.org; 
www.gaurenne.com.

EIGHT ROOMS WITH A VIEW. In the heart of Renais-
sance Florence, this large, elegant apartment overlooks 
the Arno 100 yards from the St. Regis and Excelsior hotels.  
frances.addily@aol.com.

FLORENCE, PIAZZA S. CROCE, 2BR, large kitchen, liv-
ing room, two bathrooms, fully equipped, €1,700 per month. 
For photos and details, contact p_corsi@yahoo.com.

ROME. PIAZZA DEL POPOLO. Charming furnished flat. 
2 BR (one small), large kitchen/dining room. 1 bathroom. 
WiFi, TV, dishwasher. 4th floor with elevator. Air condition-
ing. Nice view on the churches of Piazza del Popolo. €700 
weekly and €1,800 monthly For photos and details contact 
benedetta.craveri@tiscali.it.

ROOM FOR RENT
MANHATTAN PIED-À-TERRE: Ideal commuter or writer. 
Furnished, independent, own bath in quiet UWS apt. Sleeps 
one. Yearlong commitment. roomseeknyc@gmail.com.
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BOOKS WANTED

BOOKS FOR SALE
SCHOLARLY BOOKS. Frederick Bayoff Literary Books. 
Over 13,000 first editions. litbooks.com. litbooks@tc3net 
.com. 

WRITER’S SERVICES
FIRST-RATE LITERARY FICTION AUDIOBOOK narration 
by NYC actor Cap Rack. CapRackShowbiz.wordpress.com.

FURNITURE WANTED

COMMUNITY LIVING

MISCELLANEOUS
THIS COULD BE ONE OF THE MOST important websites 
you ever see: www.ecoideaman.com.

MARKETPLACE

LOOKING TO RENT
AUTHOR SEEKS HUDSON VALLEY or LONG ISLAND 
RENTAL. NYU fiction professor seeks sunny, private 
house or cottage with sunrise views for 6–12 month rental 
beginning May/June. Views (for inspiration), windows (for 
sun), and access to NYC (max 3hr drive) are essential.  
Harrington.assistant@gmail.com; (212) 863-9882.

INTERNATIONAL 
EXCHANGE

PSYCHIATRIST’S LUXE AMSTERDAM home, garden, 
Museum Quarter for 2bd. apt. MANHATTAN. July &/or  
August. E-mail: iragoldwasser@gmail.com.

INTERNATIONAL 
REAL ESTATE

FLORENCE, ITALY. Prestigious flat for sale in historic 
building in the center of Florence, first floor, “piano nobile,” 
full of light, 249 square meters (2,680 sf), on two levels 
(height 5 meters, 14 1/2 feet); small courtyard, laundry, 
large cave. Three bathrooms, two main bedrooms, ward-
robe, drawing and reading rooms, studio, 2-story library, 
large hall, dining room, fully equipped. For enquiries,  
giuochi1@yahoo.com.

REAL ESTATE
TANGLEWOOD AREA, 3 bed, 3 bath, 3,100 sq. ft., archi-
tect designed and built, unique contemp., open flr plan, 
25-ft. ceilings, immaculately maintained, one owner since 
built, hilltop home. Sunset & mtn views. 7 acres. 2 WBFPs. 
Aga stove. Elevator. 12 mins to Tanglewood. Many, many 
happy memories. Exceptional value for quality of build. 
$625K. (413) 329-1162 ; lisa@tkgre.com.

TUNBRIDGE VT—80-acre farm, 1 BR, 890 sf, 2-floor loft 
apt. in restored 1880/1930 barn w/building site for new 
home. $475K. farmvt131@gmail.com.

TUCKED AWAY IN THE WOODS of Downeast Maine, spit-
ting distance from one of the lakes in the interconnected 
Grandfalls Flowage is a fully furnished, fully equipped, two-
bedroom cottage with a garage, shed, and study area, all 
of it ready for comfortable writing. (Owner published three 
books in recent years.) Surrounded by flowers and other 
delightful intangibles, it has to be perceived. Please e-mail: 
rogler@fordham.edu. 

TRAVEL
THINKING WALKS IN PARIS: a unique coaching experi-
ence. Request information from ptdanison.coach@gmail 
.com.

PUBLISHER’S INQUIRY
DISTINGUISHED, GLOBALLY DISTRIBUTED, US-based 
small publisher of quality trade books from Europe seeks 
investment partner(s) for smart, sustainable expansion. 
EuroFiled@gmail.com.

BOOKS 
“BREAKFAST AT TIFFANY’S” meets “Mommie Dearest” 
in London, Athens, New York, and Memphis. www.default 
togoodness.com.

WE BUY MID-CENTURY FURNITURE

The Classifieds  Inquiries (212) 293-1630 or classified@nybooks.com

Promote your books in

NEW LOOK—
same affordable advertising 

opportunity for
independent presses and 
self-published authors.

The Independent Press Listing
will appear in thirteen of
twenty annual issues of

The New York Review of Books in 
2016. All titles also appear on our 
website at no additional charge: 

www.nybooks.com/ipl.

To advertise your books,
email ipress@nybooks.com,
call (212) 293-1630, or see

www.nybooks.com/ipl.

The New York Review
of Books

Workshops are for jerks. 
What you need is an editor.

FictionAtelier.wordpress.com

The world is a book,  
and those who do not travel  

read only a page. 
—Saint Augustine

SUMMER RENTALS 
Make the most of your summer—rent, sublet, or 

exchange your home! Find responsible tenants 

or idyllic summer quarters with a classified ad in  

The New York Review of Books. 

Submit your ad via e-mail to:  

classified@nybooks.com 

or online at:  

www.nybooks.com/advertising/classifieds-form.

Not in stores 610-827-2200
Athenainstitute.com

Athena Institute, Braefield Rd, Chester Spgs, PA 19425 NYB

tm

INCREASE AFFECTION
Created by

Winnifred Cutler,
Ph.D. in biology from
U. of Penn, post-doc

Stanford. Co-
discovered human

pheromones in 1986
(Time 12/1/86; and
Newsweek 1/12/87)

Effective for 74% in
two 8-week studies

Unscented
Fragrance
Additives

ATHENA PHEROMONEStm

increase your attractiveness.
Athena 10X tm For Men $99.50
10:13 tm For Women $98.50

Cosmetics Free U.S. Shipping

PROVEN EFFECTIVE IN 3
DOUBLE-BLIND STUDIES

♥ Dirk (FL) “I teach high school physics and,
shortly after I began using 10X, I was called into
the principal's office. She said, ‘You are affecting
the women teachers. There is something
about you that affects them. Can you tone it
down?’ It also did not hurt the attention my
wife gave me. She has sort of become ravenous.
Normally, I am not attacked in trains and elevators,
but she has been AT me and I am enjoying it
enormously. Thanks!”

Mailing Lists
From time to time, we make  

our subscriber list available to  
companies that sell goods and  

services by mail that we believe  
would interest our readers. If you  

would rather not receive such  
mailings, please send your current  

mailing label or exact copy to:

Attn: List Manager
The New York Review of Books

435 Hudson Street, Suite 300
New York, NY 10014-3994

e-mail: listrental@nybooks.com
fax: (212) 333-5374

REAL ESTATE & 
RENTAL ADVERTISERS:
Select a beautiful photograph of your  

property and display it above the text of  
your ad for just an additional $75!

“Not everybody trusts a painting,  
but people believe photographs.”

—Ansel Adams
Details: (212) 293-1630 or classified@nybooks.com

e-mail your ad 

classified@nybooks.com

GALLERIES 
AND 

MUSEUMS
A CURRENT L ISTING

To advert ise  a  gal lery  
or  museum exhibit ion in  

The New York Review ’ s 
Galleries  & Museums List ing, 

please contact  
gal lery@nybooks.com  

or (212)  293-1630.

Store and protect your treasured library. 
These sturdy slipcases will keep your

copies of the  neatly and attractively
organized but still within easy reach. Each 
slipcase holds a full year (20 issues) of 

. Specially designed
to fit the , in black with gold foil logo.

THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

Attn: Order Dept., 435 Hudson Street, Suite 300, 
New York, NY 10014, or phone: (646) 215-2500 

www.nybooks.com/shop

 THE CASE FOR
THE NEW YORK REVIEW

OF BOOKS

$15 each 
plus shipping



TRAVEL & SEE

Black Diaspora Art Practices 

since the 1980s

Kobena Mercer

111 color illustrations,  

paper, $29.95

“Kobena Mercer’s work here 
is no less than a discourse 
on the transformation 
from multiculturalism to 
globalization…. A phenomenal 
book.” —Kellie Jones

METABOLIC LIVING

Food, Fat, and the  

Absorption of Illness in India

Harris Solomon

Critical Global Health

12 illustrations, paper, $24.95

“Solomon’s writing is vivid, and 
he represents the dilemmas, 
resources, and popular 
cultures of contemporary India 
with sympathy, occasional 
humor, and considerable skill.”  

—Rayna Rapp

BEYOND THE 

WHITENESS OF 

WHITENESS

Memoir of a White Mother  

of Black Sons

Jane Lazarre

20th Anniversary Edition

With a New Preface

paper, $22.95

“An important affirmation 
of a white woman’s love of 
her Black sons. Jane Lazarre, 
warrior mom, has crossed 
over.”—Alice Walker

MEMORIALIZING  

PEARL HARBOR

Unfinished Histories and  

the Work of Remembrance

Geoffrey M. White

30 illustrations, paper, $26.95

“Memorializing Pearl Harbor fills 
a huge lacuna in the study of 
contemporary American memory 
and breaks new ground in its 
ethnographic depth and historical 
breadth…. It is a tour de force.” 

—Christina Schwenkel

BLACK LIVES MATTER 

EVERYWHERE

Christopher Shay, editor
An issue of  

World Policy Journal (33:1)
30 illustrations, paper, $15

CLIMATE CHANGE AND  

THE FUTURE OF CITIES

Mitigation, Adaptation, and  

Social Change on an Urban Planet

Eric Klinenberg, issue editor
An issue of Public Culture (28:2)
18 illustrations, paper, $16

TRANS/FEMINISMS

Talia M. Bettcher and  

Susan Stryker, issue editors
An issue of TSQ: Transgender 

Studies Quarterly (3:1–2)
13 illustrations, paper, $18

DIASPORA AND TRUST

Cuba, Mexico, and the Rise of China

Adrian H. Hearn

29 illustrations, paper, $24.95

INDONESIAN NOTEBOOK

A Sourcebook on Richard Wright  

and the Bandung Conference

Brian Russell Roberts  

and Keith Foulcher

24 illustrations, paper, $25.95

OBSTRUCTION

Nick Salvato

19 illustrations, paper, $24.95

BLACK FASHION

Art. Pleasure. Politics.

Noliwe Rooks, issue editor
An issue of Nka: Journal of 

Contemporary African Art (37)
72 illustrations, paper, $27

THE SPIRIT OF LUXURY

John Armitage and  

Joanne Roberts, issue editors
An issue of Cultural Politics (12:1)
17 illustrations, paper, $15

TELL ME WHY  

MY CHILDREN DIED

Rabies, Indigenous Knowledge,  

and Communicative Justice

Charles Briggs and  

Clara Mantini-Briggs

Critical Global Health

52 illustrations, paper, $25.95

AREA IMPOSSIBLE

The Geopolitics of Queer Studies

Anjali Arondekar and  

Geeta Patel, issue editors
An issue of GLQ (22:2)
4 illustrations, paper, $12

FOOD POLITICS

Michael Lerner, editor
An issue of Tikkun (31:2)
36 illustrations, paper, $5.95

THE BRINK OF FREEDOM

Improvising Life in the  

Nineteenth-Century Atlantic World

David Kazanjian

16 illustrations, paper, $26.95

MORAL ECONOMIES  

OF CORRUPTION

State Formation and  

Political Culture in Nigeria

Steven Pierce

4 illustrations, paper, $25.95
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