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CONTRIBUTORS
Gay Talese (“The Voyeur’s Motel,” p. 40)
is the author of thirteen books, among 
them “The Bridge: The Building of the 
Verrazano-Narrows Bridge” and “Frank 
Sinatra Has a Cold,” which includes 
photographs by the late Phil Stern. 

Steve Coll (Comment, p. 19), a staf writer, 
is the dean of the Graduate School of 
Journalism at Columbia.

Calvin Tomkins (“Play It Again,” p. 26) 
covers art and culture for The New 
Yorker. “The Bride and the Bachelors” 
is one of his many books.

Charles Bethea (The Talk of the Town, 
p. 20) is a freelance journalist based in 
Atlanta and a regular contributor to 
newyorker.com.

Tomer Hanuka (Cover) won an Inter-
national Manga Award for his graphic 
novel “The Divine,” a collaboration 
with the artist Asaf Hanuka and the 
writer Boaz Lavie. 

Momina Mela (Poem, p. 36) is a Paki-
stani poet based in Lahore.

Rachel Aviv (“The Cost of Caring,” p. 56) 
won the 2016 Scripps Howard Award 
for “Your Son Is Deceased,” her story 
on police shootings, which appeared in 
the magazine last year. 

James Lasdun (“Alone in the Alps,” p. 34) 
is the author of “Bluestone: New and 
Selected Poems,” which was published 
last year. His new novel, “The Fall Guy,” 
comes out in October.

Sarah Shun-lien Bynum (Fiction, p. 66) 
has published two works of fiction: 
“Madeleine Is Sleeping” and “Ms. 
Hempel Chronicles.”

Charles McGrath (Books, p. 78) is a  
former deputy editor of The New Yorker 
and a former editor of the Times Book 
Review. “John O’Hara: Stories,” which 
he edited and for which he wrote the 
introduction, will be published in  
September.

Alex Ross (A Critic at Large, p. 81), the 
magazine’s music critic since 1996, is 
working on a book entitled “Wagnerism: 
Art in the Shadow of Music.”

NEWYORKER.COM

CULTURAL COMMENT 

Sarah Larson on Beverly Cleary, and 
Joshua Rothman on men’s magazines 
and the history of manliness. 

PHOTO BOOTH

Alexandra Schwartz writes about  
a crime-photography exhibit at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

SUBSCRIBERS: Get access to our magazine app for tablets and smartphones at the  
App Store, Amazon.com, or Google Play. (Access varies by location and device.)

Everything in the magazine, and more.
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One of the most pernicious ideas in the 
world of education right now is that the 
sole function of school is to train students 
for the workplace. Professional achieve-
ment and income are not the only things 
that matter. Ventilla takes this philosophy 
to an extreme with his theory that com-
puter-based translation technology will 
make the study of foreign languages ir-
relevant. Like the study of literature, music, 
art, and other humanities, learning a lan-
guage is valuable not only in and of itself 
but also because it teaches important les-
sons about logic and how human-devised 
knowledge systems work—to say noth-
ing of the essential synergies that link  
linguistics to other disciplines such as lit-
erature and history. Learning a foreign 
language is not just about acquiring a 
profitable skill—it’s about getting to know 
other people, which is the real point of 
going to school.
Charles Morris
Treasure Island, Fla. 

Though I applaud AltSchool’s desire to 
create an educational environment that 
is both interesting and productive, the en-
deavor strikes me as geared not toward 
children but, rather, toward parents who 
are focussed on finding achievement- 
oriented systems that will create the next 
generation of leaders. When education-
alists fetishize “big data,” we lose the learn-
ing and the emotional connections that 
are fostered when children engage in un-
structured play. These activities and rela-
tionships are fundamental, and they ac-
tivate children’s imagination and curiosity, 
and inspire exploration.
Jordana Raiskin
Austin, Texas

Correction: Dana Goodyear’s “Mez-
cal Sunrise” (April 4th) misstated the 
price of Amando Alvarado Álvarez’s mez-
cal sold by Jason Cox. Bottles sell for 
thirty dollars, not three hundred.

HOW TO LEARN

I felt a pang of sadness while reading Re-
becca Mead’s piece on AltSchool, a new 
elementary school developed by Silicon 
Valley tech veterans which aims to “dis-
rupt” students’ education through data col-
lection and hyper-personalized learning 
(“Learn Diferent,” March 7th). As an  
elementary-school educator, I know that 
there is a real need for education reform, 
but by focussing on how technology can 
quantify a child’s potential we lose the es-
sence of education. AltSchool’s learning 
practices—in which schoolwork is done 
on a tablet, and then tracked and minutely 
analyzed—anchors children to their ma-
chines. Avoiding technology has now be-
come an efort for most people; schools 
should be teaching social skills, collabo-
rative work, and responsibility. We should 
be helping children develop into dynamic 
individuals, not isolating them and mak-
ing them dependent on technology.
Jessie Elliot
San Francisco, Calif.

As a veteran public-school teacher, I am 
dismayed when people with no training 
in education claim that they know best 
how schools should run. Max Ventilla, 
the founder of AltSchool,  has commend-
able goals, but his vision misses the big-
ger picture of how schools work. He sees 
AltSchool, and the technology that it’s 
developing, as a way to transform edu-
cation; in Mead’s article, one of Alt-
School’s teachers, who began her career 
working in low-income schools, says that 
she was drawn to AltSchool “because of 
its ambition to make systemic change.” 
But this is a school whose thirty-thou-
sand-dollar yearly tuition is equivalent to 
that of a year of college. The reality is 
that AltSchool and others like it, which 
cater to the élite, aren’t revolutionary at 
all. The systemic change we need is fully 
funded public schools, particularly low-in-
come ones, that can pay for highly qual-
ified teachers, provide emotional- and 
mental-health services, and connect stu-
dents to technological advancements that 
can expand their horizons.
Sara Falls
Oakland, Calif.

THE MAIL

•
Letters should be sent with the writer’s name, 
address, and daytime phone number via e-mail to 
themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be edited 
for length and clarity, and may be published in 
any medium. We regret that owing to the volume 
of correspondence we cannot reply to every letter.
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History is replete with composer-pianists and composer-violinists, but composer-harpists are rare. One 
is Hannah Lash, a professor at Yale, whose music is featured in a concert at Miller Theatre on April 7. 
Lash’s best work employs a kind of strategic patience: a simultaneous embrace of Romantic yearning and 
postminimalist stasis that can yield unexpected pleasures. Lash, on harp, will be joined by the pianist Lisa 
Moore, along with the gentlemen of the JACK Quartet and the voice-and-winds ensemble Loadbang.

PHOTOGRAPH BY SAMANTHA CASOLARI
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THE THEATRE
1

OPENINGS AND PREVIEWS

American Psycho
Benjamin Walker plays the murderous inancier 
Patrick Bateman, in Duncan Sheik and Roberto 
Aguirre-Sacasa’s musical adaptation of the Bret 
Easton Ellis novel. Rupert Goold directs. (Schoen-
feld, 236 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. In previews.)

Exit Strategy
Primary Stages presents a play by Ike Holter, di-
rected by Kip Fagan, set at a Chicago public school 
in the days before it closes. (Cherry Lane, 38 Com-
merce St. 866-811-4111. In previews. Opens April 12.)

Fully Committed
Jesse Tyler Ferguson plays nearly forty characters 
at a trendy New York restaurant, in this one-man 
comedy by Becky Mode, directed by Jason Moore. 
(Lyceum, 149 W. 45th St. 212-239-6200. In previews.)

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

Nathan the Wise
In Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s 1779 drama, 
adapted by Edward Kemp and directed by Brian 
Kulick, F. Murray Abraham plays a Jewish mer-
chant in Jerusalem in 1192. (Classic Stage Company, 
136 E. 13th St. 866-811-4111. In previews.)

Revolt. She Said. Revolt Again.
Lileana Blain-Cruz directs a play by Alice Birch, 
an exploration of the way people talk, featuring 
Daniel Abeles, Molly Bernard, Eboni Booth, and 
Jennifer Ikeda. (SoHo Rep, 46 Walker St. 212-352-
3101. In previews.)

Romeo & Juliet
The Public’s Mobile Unit performs the trag-
edy, after touring it through community ven-
ues in all ive boroughs. Lear deBessonet directs. 
(Public, 425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555. Previews 
begin April 11.)

The School for Scandal
Red Bull Theatre stages Richard Brinsley Sher-
idan’s gossip-minded comedy of manners from 
1777, directed by Marc Vietor and featuring 
Dana Ivey and Mark Linn-Baker. (Lucille Lor-
tel, 121 Christopher St. 212-352-3101. Previews begin 
April 8.)

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

Tuck Everlasting
Casey Nicholaw directs a musical adaptation of 
Natalie Babbitt’s 1975 children’s novel, about a 
family that accesses eternal life from a magi-

cal spring. The cast includes Carolee Carmello, 
Andrew Keenan-Bolger, and Terrence Mann. 
(Broadhurst, 235 W. 44th St. 212-239-6200. In  
previews.)

Waitress
Jessie Mueller stars in a new musical based on 
the 2007 ilm, about a small-town waitress who 
enters a baking contest, with music and lyrics by 
Sara Bareilles. Diane Paulus directs. (Brooks At-
kinson, 256 W. 47th St. 877-250-2929. In previews.)

1

NOW PLAYING

The Crucible
In his second Arthur Miller reinvention this sea-
son, the Flemish director Ivo van Hove (“A View 
from the Bridge”) strips the 1953 drama of its bon-
nets and buckle shoes: the set, by Jan Versweyveld, 
is a cavernous classroom, with a vast chalkboard on 
which drawings of trees become animated. Here, 
the young women of Salem, dressed like Catho-
lic schoolgirls, cause havoc when they envelop the 
town in accusations of witchcraft. (Music by Philip 
Glass sets the aguish mood.) Van Hove, immune 
to Miller’s moralizing, stages a slow-building hor-
ror story, as ohand infractions lead to seismic 
cruelties. At the center of the strong ensemble 
cast—including Saoirse Ronan, Tavi Gevinson, 
and Ciarán Hinds—are Ben Whishaw and Sophie 
Okonedo, giving powerful performances as John 
and Elizabeth Proctor, decent folks who fall prey 
to a dangerous truth: the prerequisite to injustice 
is fear. (Walter Kerr, 219 W. 48th St. 212-239-6200.)

Head of Passes
Shelah (Phylicia Rashad) tries to keep a godly 
house. She doesn’t like profanity, she doesn’t like 
disorderliness—she even disapproves of devilled 
eggs. But, in Tarell Alvin McCraney’s play, in-
spired by the Book of Job and set in a former bed 
and breakfast on the Gulf Coast, Shelah will have 
much more to contend with than unholy hors 
d’oeuvres. In the Bible, Job’s children are killed, his 
livelihood destroyed, and his own body alicted. 
Shelah sufers modern parallels yet struggles to 
hold fast to her faith. McCraney’s language—a 
blend of the poetic and demotic—always capti-
vates, but this script, directed by Tina Landau, 
seems stuck between parable and play. After a 
leisurely and mostly naturalistic opening scene, 
the tone alters abruptly, edging toward symbol-
ism. Still, it’s a tremendous role for Rashad, a for-
midable actress who rightly relishes every wail. 
(Public, 425 Lafayette St. 212-967-7555.)

Ideation
In Aaron Loeb’s drama, presented by San Fran-
cisco Playhouse, three management consultants 
and their crisply suited boss have gathered in a 
conference room for a brainstorming session. The 
whiteboard, the water bottles, and the pads and 
pencils give the meeting a humdrum air, until one 
man asks, “What are we going to do with all the 
bodies?” In an assignment only slightly less palat-
able than their usual work, they’ve seemingly been 
tasked with stopping the spread of a deadly virus. 
Or perhaps assisting a genocide. Or maybe prov-
ing their worth to some depraved higher-ups. A 
satire of corporate culture and its deceptively an-

odyne vocabulary (“optimization,” “liquidation,” 
“positive outcomes”), Loeb’s script has elements 
of comedy, thriller, and existential drama. But, de-
spite antic performances from its cast, directed by 
Josh Costello, the characters and circumstances 
remain purposefully vague, ofering more an ab-
stract thought experiment than a visceral moral 
chiller. (59E59, at 59 E. 59th St. 212-279-4200.)

Stupid Fucking Bird
Faithful to the spirit, if not the letter, of its source 
material, Aaron Posner’s irreverent adaptation of 
Chekhov’s “The Seagull” features modern dress, 
much direct address, and—as you might surmise 
from its title—more cussing than usual. The irst 
half of Posner’s version, more overtly inventive, 
answers Chekhov’s young playwright, Konstan-
tin (here, Connie), in his call for “new forms” 
with downtown tropes like dance sequences, mi-
crophones, and backchat with the audience. The 
second half cleaves closer to kitchen-sink realism, 
interweaving emotive scenes with coniding solil-
oquies. Throughout, Chekhov’s mournful themes 
arrive intact: unrequited love, the uncanny feel-
ing that we’re spectators to our own lives, and the 
discomiting awareness that art will always have 
the shapely structure that ordinary life lacks—and 
that we yearn for. We’re reminded that a well-lived 
life is the most artful iction of them all. (Pearl, 
555 W. 42nd St. 212-563-9261.)

Wolf in the River
A grubby synthesis of “Little Red Riding Hood,” 
“Tobacco Road,” and exploitative reality televi-
sion, the playwright and director Adam Rapp’s fa-
blelike drama centers on a teen-age girl trying to 
escape the horrors of her home town. Rapp has 
always enjoyed a wallow in the muck of human 
emotion and desire. This takes an unusually lit-
eral turn here. Played in the round, the action is 
largely staged on a pile of dirt. All of the actors 
are covered in ilth; a few are covered in little else. 
Rapp is a gifted writer, and there’s poetry to his 
dialogue, particularly the longer speeches. But 
much of the play—performed by the Flea’s resi-
dent acting troupe, the Bats, with more spirit than 
precision—comes across as poverty porn, degra-
dation porn, and occasionally (considering the 
panty sniing, blow-up-doll humping, and puz-
zling deicit of brassieres) porn porn. (41 White 
St. 212-352-3101.)

1

ALSO NOTABLE

Antlia Pneumatica Peter Jay Sharp. • Blackbird 
Belasco. • Boy Clurman. Through April 9. • Bright 

Star Cort. • The Color Purple Jacobs. • Disas-

ter! Nederlander. • Dry Powder Public. • Eclipsed 
Golden. • The Effect Barrow Street The-
atre. • Familiar Playwrights Horizons. Through 
April 10. • The Father Samuel J. Friedman. • Fid-

dler on the Roof Broadway Theatre. • Fun Home 
Circle in the Square. • Hamilton Richard Rod-
gers. • Hold On to Me Darling Atlantic Theatre 
Company. • The Humans Helen Hayes. • Iron-

bound Rattlestick. • King and Country: Shake-

speare’s Great Cycle of Kings BAM’s Harvey The-
atre. • Love’s Refrain La Mama. Through April 
10. • Pericles Polonsky Shakespeare Center. 
Through April 10. • The Robber Bridegroom Laura 
Pels. • The Royale Mitzi E. Newhouse. • School of 

Rock Winter Garden. • Sense & Sensibility Gym 
at Judson. • She Loves Me Studio 54. • Straight 
Acorn. • The Way West Bank Street Theatre. 
Through April 10. • YOUARENOWHERE 3LD 
Art & Technology Center. Through April 10.
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NIGHT LIFE
1

ROCK AND POP

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

in advance to conirm engagements.

Michael Hurley
This seventy-four-year-old folk musician began 
hitchhiking to New York from his home in Bucks 
County, Pennsylvania, in the early sixties. Hurley 
unsuccessfully auditioned for gigs at iconic Vil-
lage clubs like the Gaslight before recording “First 
Songs,” a strange and beautiful début album for the 
Folkways label, in 1964. Despite that achievement, 
Hurley remained an outsider in the folk scene; his 
closest connection was to another quirky eccen-
tric, Peter Stampfel, of the Holy Modal Rounders, 
whom Hurley later collaborated with on an album 
of irreverent Americana called “Have Moicy!” It is 
Hurley’s own eerie, unafected delivery, however, 
that best conveys the humor and existential lone-
liness of his songs. He now lives in Oregon; this 
two-night stand is part of an increasingly rare East 
Coast foray. (Union Pool, 484 Union Ave., Brooklyn. 
718-609-0484. April 9-10.)

Iggy Pop
After a decade of of-and-on revivals of Iggy Pop’s irst  
band, the Stooges, and its later permutation, Iggy and  
the Stooges, the sixty-eight-year-old Michigan na-
tive, who has outlived all of his original bandmates, 
recently delivered a compelling new album, “Post 
Pop Depression.” The record, which Pop has said 
may be his last, is a collaboration with the guitarist  
and Queens of the Stone Age front man, Josh 
Homme, and it débuted last week as the No. 1 rock  
album on the Billboard charts. Many of the songs here  
fuse the Stooges’ primal approach with the weird-
groove songwriting Pop pioneered with David Bowie  
on Pop’s 1977 album, “The Idiot.” What stands out 
most, though, is the combination of Pop’s sinewy, 
occasionally menacing voice and Homme’s intricate, 
hyper-precise rifs, which creates a new sound that’s 
distinct from Pop’s seventies glory days. (United Pal-
ace Theatre, 4140 Broadway. 212-568-6700. April 12.)

Sophie
On Madonna’s 2015 comeback single, “Bitch, I’m 
Madonna,” the producer Diplo’s contribution is 
clear: a mashing line of saxophone-ish dubstep 
bass carries through the B chorus and sounds like 
countless other spastic E.D.M. climaxes. But the 
staccato low pattern of Madonna’s triple-distilled 
lyrics and the soft-touch synth arpeggios are trade-
mark Sophie, the London producer who split com-
position duties with Diplo for the single and is san-
itizing club music’s hard edge one shimmering side 
at a time. His bubbly, tongue-in-cheek track “Lem-
onade” was irritating electronic purists even before 
it ended up in a McDonald’s commercial last year, 
and his shadowy work with the label PC Music is 
regarded as some of the best and most bewilder-
ing pop around, all baby-pitched vocals and kawaii 
indulgence. (Music Hall of Williamsburg, 66 N. 6th 
St., Brooklyn. 718-486-5400. April 9.)

Jozef van Wissem
Over the past few years, this enigmatic Dutch com-
poser and lutist has had a fruitful relationship with 
the downtown ilmmaker and composer Jim Jar-

musch, who plays on a handful of hypnotic col-
laborative albums. The pair claim to have met ten 
years ago on the street in New York, with van Wis-
sem ofering Jarmusch a free CD. The story may 
be apocryphal, but the collaboration has yielded 
very real results. The albums are haunting juxta-
positions of forlorn lute and smeared, searing elec-
tric guitar. Van Wissem’s music for Jarmusch’s re-
cent vampire ilm, “Only Lovers Left Alive,” won 
the prize at Cannes for best soundtrack. (Le Pois-
son Rouge, 158 Bleecker St. 212-505-3474. April 11.)

1

JAZZ AND STANDARDS

Bill Charlap
It’s been far too long between recordings, but 
the blue-chip trio of the pianist Charlap has re-
leased a new album, “Notes from New York,” a 
masterly project replete with interpretations 
of standards both familiar and obeat. Special 
guests for this celebration of Big Apple song 
fare include the vocalists Cécile McLorin Sal-

vant and Freddy Cole and the reed men Hous-

ton Person and Ken Peplowski. (Rose Theatre, 
Jazz at Lincoln Center, Broadway at 60th St. 212-
721-6500. April 8-9.)

George Coleman
The new album, “A Master Speaks,” proves 
that there’s more than enough vim and vigor 
left in this octogenarian tenor saxophonist 
to put you in mind of the brawny stylist who 
brought lustre to pivotal recordings by Miles 
Davis and Herbie Hancock in the sixties. He’s 
joined by the album’s support team: the pia-
nist Mike LeDonne, the drummer George Cole-

man, Jr., and the veteran bassist Bob Cranshaw. 
(Smoke, 2751 Broadway, between 105th and 106th 
Sts. 212-864-6662. April 8-10.)

Camille O’Sullivan
Pinning this Irish-French performer down 
to any one conining musical genre is a fool’s 
game. What can be conirmed is that she brings 
arresting theatricality and sensuality to a wide 
swath of song, touching on the work of Gillian 
Welch, Nick Cave, and others. (Irish Arts Cen-
ter, 553 W. 51st St. 212-757-3318. April 6-9 and 
April 13-16.) 

Pharoah Sanders
Mainstream he will never be, but this pioneer-
ing free-jazz saxophonist now regularly tempers 
his robust efusions with deeply soulful play-
ing that embraces the tradition without pan-
dering to it. In fact, he’s initiated a new tra-
dition; potent traces of Sanders’s ecstatic vibe 
can be detected in the music of Kamasi Wash-
ington. (Birdland, 315 W. 44th St. 212-581-3080. 
April 5-9.)

Sophie, the electronic producer Samuel Long, stirs up artiicially sweetened beats, like the 
lean, addictive jingle “Lemonade” and the pop gags he pulls o� with the PC Music label.    IL
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MOVIES
1

OPENING

The Boss Melissa McCarthy stars in this com-
edy (which she co-wrote), as an executive who, 
after serving time in prison, attempts to remake 
her life. Directed by Ben Falcone; co-starring 
Kristen Bell, Peter Dinklage, and Annie Mu-
molo. Opening April 8. (In wide release.) • Dem-

olition Jake Gyllenhaal stars in this drama as an 
investment banker trying to overcome his grief 
at the accidental death of his wife. Directed 
by Jean-Marc Vallée; co-starring Naomi Watts 
and Chris Cooper. Opening April 8. (In wide re-
lease.) • The Invitation Karyn Kusama directed 
this thriller, about guests at a dinner party that 
turns macabre. Opening April 8. (In limited re-
lease.) • Louder Than Bombs In this drama, a war 
photographer’s death compels her widower (Ga-
briel Byrne) and their sons (Jesse Eisenberg and 
Devin Druid) to confront her legacy. Directed 
by Joachim Trier; co-starring Amy Ryan and Isa-
belle Huppert. • Mr. Right A crime comedy, star-
ring Anna Kendrick as a woman who falls in love 
with a contract killer (Sam Rockwell). Directed 
by Paco Cabezas. Opening April 8. (In limited re-
lease.) • Vita Activa: The Spirit of Hannah Arendt 
A documentary about the philosopher, directed 
by Ada Ushpiz. Opening April 6. (Film Forum.)

1

NOW PLAYING

Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice
It had to happen. Anything Marvel can do, DC 
Comics can do better, or, at any rate, no worse. 
That is the supposition behind the new Zack Sny-
der ilm, which is every bit as tranquil and as un-
derstated as earlier Snyder ilms. (Think “300” 
and “Sucker Punch.”) Whereas Iron Man and his 
fellow-Avengers are gathered in amity, however, 
the tone here is one of violent discord: Super-
man (Henry Cavill), forever striving to locate 
his lost personality, comes to blows with Batman 
(Ben Aleck), who bufs and pumps himself for 
the occasion. The cause of their tif is never en-
tirely clear, but it is heightened by Lex Luthor 
(Jesse Eisenberg), whose hobbies include kryp-
tonite theft and building a homemade monster. 
The movie is two and a half hours long, yet feels 
closer to ive. The dialogue ights to be heard 
above the crunching soundtrack and, more often 
than not, loses; let us be thankful for small mer-
cies. The one bright spot is the arrival of Won-
der Woman (Gal Gadot), who, having been shut 
out of the action until the inal reel, seems in 
no mood to be messed with. On paper, the sup-
porting cast must have looked unbeatable: Amy 
Adams, Holly Hunter, Diane Lane, Laurence 
Fishburne, and Jeremy Irons.—Anthony Lane 
(Reviewed in our issue of 4/4/16.) (In wide release.)

Born to Be Blue
This bio-pic about the jazz trumpeter and singer 
Chet Baker (Ethan Hawke) focusses on two piv-
otal episodes in the musician’s career, both from 
the mid-sixties. One, Baker’s performance as him-
self in a dramatic movie about his own life, is ic-
tional; the other, a brutal beating that cost Baker 
his front teeth and forced him to rebuild his tech-
nique from scratch, actually happened. As told by 

the writer and director Robert Budreau, Baker and 
his co-star on the ilm shoot, an actress named Jane 
(Carmen Ejogo), begin a relationship that helps 
Baker kick his longtime heroin habit. Meanwhile, 
Baker is haunted by a 1954 performance at a New 
York club where his ego was delated by a lacerat-
ing word from Miles Davis (Kedar Brown); after 
recovering from the grave injury to his mouth, he 
attempts his comeback at the same venue. De-
spite Hawke’s intensely committed performance, 
Budreau gets more from the story’s sidemen, such 
as a record producer (Callum Keith Rennie), a 
probation oicer (Tony Nappo), and Baker’s fa-
ther (Stephen McHattie). The movie ofers a 
more insightful view of the music business than 
of Baker’s art.—Richard Brody (In limited release.)

Chameleon Street
The title of this 1989 independent ilm, which was 
written and directed by Wendell B. Harris, Jr., who 
also stars, refers to a real-life character, William 
Douglas Street, who, in the nineteen- seventies, 
pulled of an extraordinary series of imperson-
ations (for instance, pretending to be a doctor, he 
performed, according to Harris, thirty-six suc-
cessful hysterectomies), for which he was ulti-
mately imprisoned. Harris plays the part for com-
edy and for anger, portraying Street as a sardonic 
victim of racism who, having grown up conform-
ing to the expectations of others, becomes adept 
at itting into any role that’s thrust upon him—or 
that he chooses. As a director, Harris himself is 
something of a chameleon, joining his incisive vi-
sion to disruptive narrative techniques borrowed 
from Frank Tashlin, the French New Wave, and 
television comedy. He endows Street with his own 
vast cultural range, stretching from Orson Welles 
and Jean Cocteau to pop music and TV. The re-
sult is a disarming, disturbing, elusive, and pro-
found meditation on personal identity. Shock-
ingly, Harris hasn’t yet made another ilm.—R.B. 
(Metrograph; April 7.)

Francofonia
Years after he led us on a solemn dance through 
the Hermitage, in “Russian Ark” (2002), Alex-
ander Sokurov enters the Louvre—another ark, 
crammed with every species of art. In particular, 
he follows its fortunes during the deluge of the 
Second World War, and dramatizes the encounter 
of two civilized souls: Jacques Jaujard (Louis-Do 
de Lencquesaing), the director of the museum at 
the time, and Franz Wolf-Metternich (Benjamin 
Utzerath), the Nazi nobleman who represented 
an occupying power, but who considered it his 
duty to preserve the treasures of the occupied. 
The courteous tension between them is nicely 
caught, but, as ever, Sokurov has more than one 
tale to tell; woven around these men are other 
scraps of history, and threads of fanciful imag-
ining—Napoleon, for instance, pulling faces as 
he stalks the museum’s great galleries. There is 
even a modern section, concerning a cargo of art 
on a storm-struck ship. What binds the elements 
of the movie—and conirms Sokurov as a deter-
mined essayist, at times opaque or grandiose, yet 
never vague—is a feeling for the doubleness of 
our cultural inheritance. We cling to it, through 
the centuries, for dear life; and yet, like all lives, 
it is easily swept away. In Russian, French, and 
German.—A.L. (4/4/16) (In limited release.)

Hello, My Name Is Doris
Michael Showalter’s amiable new comedy features 
a taut setup that packs howls of anguish in its con-
trived simplicity. Doris Miller (Sally Field), a sev-
entyish bookkeeper, is a ish out of water in her 
cubicle at a hip young media company in Chel-
sea. She’s unmarried and has no children, having 
lived her entire life in a house in Staten Island 
with her mother, who, at the start of the ilm, has 
just died. Doris—whimsical, hypersensitive, so-
cially awkward—is burdened by her sudden sol-
itude when, in an elevator at work, she bumps 
into John Fremont (Max Greenield), the hand-
some and charming twentysomething new art di-
rector in her oice. She’s instantly smitten, and 
takes unusual measures—aided by Vivian (Isa-
bella Acres), the teen-age granddaughter of her 
best friend, Roz (Tyne Daly)—to insinuate herself 
into John’s life. Showalter, who co-wrote the ilm 
with Laura Terruso, keeps the tone sentimentally 
comedic, blending touches of wit (Doris’s fanta-
sies), whimsy (Doris’s excursion to a rock club in 
Williamsburg), and drama (Doris’s relationship 
with her brother). But within the perky antics is 
bewildered rage at the prospect of aging, solitude, 
and irrelevance; the best thing about the ilm is 
that it has no answers.—R.B. (In limited release.)

Joyce at 34
In this forthright and insightful documentary, 
from 1972, the ilmmaker Joyce Chopra has a baby 
and faces the conlicts between motherhood and 
her career. Chopra (working with the cinematog-
rapher Claudia Weill) starts with her own body, 
ilming the birth of her daughter, Sarah, in 1971; 
once home, she depicts the infant’s constant pres-
ence and admits the need to get away from Sarah 
in order to make a movie. Chopra’s husband, Tom 
Cole, a screenwriter, works while caring for Sarah, 
and complains about his own diiculty mixing do-
mestic tasks with writing. Chopra’s subject is the 
overcoming of inequities; she shows the new con-
licts arising from the efort to make marriage an 
equitable partnership while exposing the traditional 
prejudices that women endure. She makes star-
tlingly analytical use of home-movie footage of her 
sweet-sixteen party and ilms a discussion among 
elderly retired teachers—including her mother—
who recall their own struggles to balance work and 
family amid the rampant discriminations of their 
Depression-era employment. Chopra’s vigorous 
dialectic, in style and substance, is itself a crucial 
forebear of generations of irst-person ilmmak-
ers.—R.B. (Metrograph; April 10.)

Los Angeles Plays Itself
Thom Andersen’s nearly three-hour essay-ilm, 
from 2003, features his trenchant and polemical 
voice-over commentary accompanying an aston-
ishingly rich and alluring selection of clips from 
dramatic features shot on location in Los Angeles, 
ranging from “The Big Sleep” and “Rebel Without 
a Cause” to “Chinatown” and “Clueless.” The result 
blends a complex kaleidoscopic portrait of the city 
and a powerful work of ilm criticism with Ander-
sen’s personal story of living in Los Angeles. He 
traces the falsiication of the city’s geography and 
history in Hollywood movies to the shoddy narra-
tive and ideological conventions in run-of-the-mill 
productions; even the habitual display of architec-
tural landmarks and styles comes in for scathingly 
insightful analysis. Andersen shows that movies 
are both recording devices that display political 
perversions of civic life—including racial preju-
dice, police brutality, real-estate depredations, and 
economic inequities—and propaganda machines 
that perpetuate them. Sifting through a virtual 
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mountain of meretricious ilms alongside classics, 
Andersen concludes with a grand tribute to the 
legacy of great local independent ilmmakers who 
discovered truth by way of iction, in such movies  
as “The Exiles” and “Killer of Sheep.”—R.B. (Mu-
seum of the Moving Image; April 10.)

Midnight Special
The director Jef Nichols has a Spielbergian knack 
for working with children, and his latest fable is 
centered on an eight-year-old boy named Alton 
Meyer (Jaeden Lieberher). Alton is blessed—or 
burdened—with extraordinary powers. He can 
track the path of satellites in his head and mimic 
a radio station, word for word, without turning 
the radio on. At times, a ray of blue light blazes 
from his eyes, conveying inefable visions to any-
one on the receiving end. For years, he has been 
in the hands of a religious cult, but, as the date of 
his apparent destiny nears, he is borne away by his 
father (Michael Shannon). Together with a loyal 
sidekick (Joel Edgerton), they drive to a rendez-
vous with Alton’s mother (Kirsten Dunst), who 
hasn’t seen her son in a long while. On their trail 
are desperate members of the cult, plus the F.B.I. 
and a thoughtful fellow from the N.S.A. (Adam 
Driver), who starts out skeptical but winds up 
pleading to come along. The climax, though spec-
tacular, is something of a letdown—unavoidably 
so, given the grave tension that has prevailed thus 
far. Yet the movie, Nichols’s fourth, is a worthy ad-
dition to his studies in anxiety and dread, person-
iied by Shannon’s troubled face.—A.L. (3/28/16) 
(In limited release.)

My Golden Days
Arnaud Desplechin’s new work is a compan-
ion piece—more prequel than sequel—to his 
1996 movie “My Sex Life . . . or How I Got Into 
an Argument.” Once again, Mathieu Amalric 
plays the libidinous Paul Dédalus, now an an-
thropologist, returning to Paris in middle age. 
The homecoming touches of a long lashback 
to his younger self (Quentin Dolmaire), whom 
we follow irst on a mission of Cold War dar-
ing—nothing grand, but suiciently fraught to 
lodge in the memory—and then, as beits a Pa-
risian teen-ager, on a spree of scholarship, smok-
ing, and sex. His afair with Esther (Lou Roy- 
Lecollinet), a girl from his home town, assumes 
an intensity that still pains him decades later, and 
Desplechin honors that romantic zeal in the odd, 
misshapen structure of his movie—lingering over 
some episodes and breezing through others in a 
spirit of play. The frequent iris shots nod to Truf-
faut’s “Shoot the Piano Player” (1960): one zest-
ful chronicler of youth, you might say, winking 
at another. In French.—A.L. (3/28/16) (In lim-
ited release.)

Showman
Before making “Salesman,” their famous docu-
mentary about door-to-door Bible peddlers, the 
Maysles brothers, Albert and David, directed this 
1963 portrait of the wheeler-dealer ilm distribu-
tor and producer Joseph E. Levine, which covers 
similar ground but from the top down. After years 
as a hustling ilm booker in his native New En-
gland, Levine made a name with “Godzilla” and 
a fortune with “Hercules,” and is captured here 
at work masterminding the American release of 
“Two Women,” a ilm by Vittorio De Sica star-
ring Sophia Loren, with a similar blend of savvy 
and hucksterism—as well as with an army of reps 
equipped with a modern industrial panoply of 
facts and igures. Loren is often around (one of 
her junkets opens the ilm), and her magical al-

lure contrasts painfully with the grungy yet hard-
nosed milieu that brings it to the screen (so does 
a cameo by Kim Novak, clever, unvarnished, and 
electrifying). Proiles of Levine in this magazine 
and elsewhere bring to light a lamboyant vulgar-
ity that here, intensely aware of Albert Maysles’s 
probing camera, he keeps under wraps, but his las-
civious grin as he describes Loren’s appearance 
suggests exactly where art and commerce inter-
sect.—R.B. (Film Forum; April 8-11.)

Zootopia
Disney’s new animated ilm is about a rabbit cop, 
eager and optimistic: Thumper with a badge. 
Judy Hopps (voiced by Ginnifer Goodwin), 
raised on a peaceful farm, comes to the city to 
ight crime, undismayed by being the smallest 
mammal on the force. As in “The Lion King,” the 
world presented by the movie is entirely human- 
free, although, in this case, no friction exists be-
tween predators and the lesser beasts. In Zooto-
pia, everybody lives pretty much in harmony—a 
mushy conceit, yet the directors, Byron How-
ard and Rich Moore, take care to suggest how 
vulnerable such peace can be. Only by a whis-
ker is it preserved, thanks to Judy and her side-
kick, a hustling fox (Jason Bateman), who have 
two days to crack a diicult case; their comrade-
ship, unlikely as it sounds, is a furry sequel to 
that of Nick Nolte and Eddie Murphy, in “48 
Hrs.” There are no songs, apart from those per-
formed by a superstar gazelle (Shakira), but the 
beat of the movie barely dips, sustained by a 
steady profusion of gags. With the voice of Idris  
Elba.—A.L. (3/14/16) (In wide release.)

1

REVIVALS AND FESTIVALS

Titles with a dagger are reviewed.

Anthology Film Archives “Barthes at the Movies.” 
April 8 at 7: “The Angels of Sin” (1943, Robert Bres-
son). • April 9 at 6:45: “Le Beau Serge” (1958, Claude 
Chabrol). • April 10 at 8:45: “The Brontë Sisters” 
(1979, André Téchiné). • April 11 at 8:45: “Roberte” 
(1979, Pierre Zucca). BAM Cinématek The ilms 
of Chantal Akerman. April 9 at 2 and 7: “Je Tu Il 
Elle” (1974) and “Saute Ma Ville” (1968). • April 
12 at 7: “Tomorrow We Move” (2004). Film Forum 
“The Maysles & Co.” April 8-11 (call for show-
times): “Meet Marlon Brando” (1966) and “Show-
man.” F • April 12 at 4:10 and 9:50: “Gimme Shel-
ter” (1970). Film Society of Lincoln Center The 
ilms of Sam Peckinpah. April 7 at 4:30: “Pat Gar-
rett and Billy the Kid” (1973). • April 7 at 9: “The 
Osterman Weekend” (1983). • “Art of the Real.” 
April 8 at 9:15: “What Means Something” (2016, 
Ben Rivers). • April 9 at 6: “The Moon and the 
Sledgehammer” (1971, Philip Trevelyan). • April 
9 at 8: “Poet on a Business Trip” (2015, Ju Anqi).  
Metrograph In revival. April 7 at 3:45 and 8:30: “Cha-
meleon Street.” F • April 10 at 1: “Joyce at 34.” F 
Museum of Modern Art “Six New York Indepen-
dents.” April 6 at 1:30: “Coming Apart” (1969, Mil-
ton Moses Ginsberg). Museum of the Moving Image 
“Changing the Picture.” April 8 at 7:30: “A Sinner in 
Mecca” (2015, Parvez Sharma). • The ilms of Sid-
ney Poitier. April 9 at 2: “No Way Out” (1950, Jo-
seph L. Mankiewicz). • April 10 at 4: “The Deiant 
Ones” (1958, Stanley Kramer). • Special screen-
ing. April 10 at 5: “Los Angeles Plays Itself.” F

MOVIES
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In the Ink

Degas’s prints take center stage.

“Edgar Degas: A Strange New Beauty,” 
is wonderful but oddly inicky, as the 
Museum of Modern Art’s irst Degas 
show, ever. It makes a big deal of an un-
common printmaking medium: mono-
type, created by working in ink on a hard 
surface and then pressing paper against 
it. The one-of results are unusual, to say 
the least—going against the common- 
sense notion that a print is an image 
multiplied. This and the unfamiliarity 
of most of the works—some hundred 
and twenty monotypes, from museums 
and collections worldwide, augmented 
with more conventional pictures—make 
the show special, in both the good and 
the pejorative senses. Magnifying glasses 
are provided to let us feel like hotshot 
connoisseurs, bending in to delectate in 
the nuances. The occasion might rankle 
without its payof of a inal room of irst-
rate paintings, pastels, and drawings: 
Degas hitting on all cylinders.

On its own limited terms, the show 
does yield useful insight into Degas’s 
modernizing transition from careful 

Edgar Degas created “Ballet Scene” (ca. 1879) by applying pastel to a monotype, the one-o� print medium that’s the focus of a new show at MOMA.

to spontaneous style, starting in the 
eighteen- seventies. It underlines the 
truth that his genius was essentially 
graphic, on a historical arc of linear 
sorcery from Ingres to Picasso. You 
sense his delight, in “dark ield” mono-
types, at the efects enabled by attack-
ing spreads of wet ink with incising 
tools, rags, and his hands (see his in-
gerprints). Shapes and atmospheres 
loom in whites and textured grays from 
Stygian blackness: sculpted light, with 
a muscular feel. Those works, circa 
1876-85, from Degas’s major foray into 
the technique, are his purest monotypes, 
and by far the most exciting. Elsewhere, 
he tended to use the medium as a 
ground for pictures completed in 
opaque watercolors or pastels. Innova-
tive, perhaps, but uninspiring are mono-
types, in oil paints, of landscapes. Those 
subjects don’t much engage Degas, who 
wasn’t an outdoors kind of guy.

He liked to watch women. For a 
viewer, that characteristic—clawing at 
present-day sensitivities—may well 
interfere with aesthetic detachment, 
as the show unfolds. There are women 
ironing, bathing (lots of bathing; also 

towelling of ), performing in cafés, 
and, of course, dancing. Almost none 
of them evince a sense of being ob-
served by the artist. In seventeen sen-
sational brothel scenes, most of them 
from 1877-79, they stand, sit, or loll 
around availably naked and often 
frumpily at ease. One squats over a 
bidet. Another idly scratches one of 
her buttocks. Their milieu may seem 
a far cry from the candied glamour of 
ballet, but the two settings share the 
fact of women displaying themselves. 
Degas’s preoccupation along this line 
takes nothing away from the soaring 
quality of his works, but it helps to 
explain their intensity. Facing up to it, 
the show’s superb curator, Jodi Haupt-
man, includes in a wall text the forth-
right opinion of the great decadent 
writer J. K. Huysmans that Degas 
regarded women with “an attentive 
cruelty, a patient hatred.” That rings 
true. Certainly, there’s scant desire. 
Degas gives little sign of wanting 
women, but only of liking to subject 
them to his very particular, somewhat 
creepy gaze.

—Peter Schjeldahl W
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MUSEUMS AND LIBRARIES

Japan Society
“In the Wake: Japanese Photographers  
Respond to 3/11”
Inevitably, this exhibition of work responding to 
the earthquake and tsunami of March 11, 2011, 
which devastated northeast Japan and caused a nu-
clear meltdown, emphasizes disaster. Pictures by 
Keizo Kitajima and Naoya Hatakeyama and a pro-
jection by Rinko Kawauchi document gutted vil-
lages, shattered houses, and acres of debris, culmi-
nating in a display of more than thirteen hundred 
snapshots, which were recovered from the ruins 
and often damaged beyond recognition. These ac-
cidental images set the tone for the haunted and 
hallucinatory works that follow, some of which 
allude to the national trauma of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. Takashi Arai’s irradiated daguerreo-
types, Nobuyoshi Araki’s intentionally distressed 
prints, and Daisuke Yokota’s pale igures in dark 
landscapes evoke a distraught state of mind that 
reaches its apex in Lieko Shiga’s macabre scenes 
of people impaled by tree trunks. Through June 12.

Studio Museum in Harlem
“Rodney McMillian: Views of Main Street”
By turns dour and droll, the sculptures, videos, 
and paintings by this proliic Los Angeles art-
ist probe the weight of history, economics, and 
discrimination on the inner lives of Americans, 
whatever their race. (A concurrent show has just 
opened at MOMA PS1.) McMillian is best known 
for reworking discarded furniture. In one piece, a 
sofa has been roughly bisected and rejoined with a 
cement scar; in another, an Ikea Poäng chair is gar-
rotted by a black tube. A similar downhearted in-
scrutability recurs in the artist’s two-dimensional 
works, including a scufed, fraying, wine-dark car-
pet stretching from wall to loor. A marbled fac-
simile of the Supreme Court’s façade makes an 
infelicitous contrast, and conirms that McMil-
lian’s best art is open-ended rather than on the 
nose. That doesn’t mean there’s no room for pol-
itics: his grimly hilarious videos are proudly an-
tagonistic, and the best takes the form of a pup-
pet show in which a race-bating Ronald Reagan 
dummy is joined onstage by a velociraptor, which 
lip-synchs Erykah Badu. Through June 26.

1

GALLERIES—CHELSEA

David Claerbout
The Belgian artist’s hyperreal projections split 
the diference between still image and video, and 
between ironically banal and just plain boring. 
A photo projection of Nigerian oil workers tak-
ing shelter from the rain is composed of mul-
tiple grafted backgrounds; a 3-D rendering of 
Berlin’s Nazi-era Olympiastadion is designed 
to slowly crumble over the next thousand years. 
The facile “Travel,” in which a single tracking 
shot travels from a lush jungle to an urban park, 
has a Muzak- worthy soundtrack. A sign instructs 
viewers: “Please do not enter the installation 
during projection.” Alternate advice: Feel free, 
once you’ve entered, to leave. Through April 30. 
(Sean Kelly, 475 Tenth Ave., at 36th St. 212-239-1181.)

Barkley L. Hendricks
In the sixties and seventies, the American painter 
made a name for himself with efortlessly cool, 
colorful portraits, which have recently earned a 
new following. He’s still hard at work, although 
the brushwork in his new show can occasionally 
feel nonchalant, as when a jubilant dancer’s hair 

is rendered in indiferent squiggles. A hoodie- 
clad teenager appears in two stirring pieces, his 
face seen both times as if in the crosshairs of a 
gun. While the image recalls Trayvon Martin 
(who was shot in the chest), Hendricks makes 
no claims for either work as an explicit reference. 
Still, when one of the images is accompanied 
by the phrase “I no can breathe,” which both al-
ludes to and garbles a quote by Eric Garner, you 
may ind yourself yearning for more precision 
to sharpen the politics. Through April 23. (Shain-
man, 524 W. 24th St. 212-337-3372.)

Serge Alain Nitegeka
Born in Burundi and based in Johannesburg, this 
promising young artist creates gallery-occupying 
tangles of wooden planks and unruly paintings, 
which feature blocks of solid color, hashes of thick 
black lines, and passages of unpainted wood. (To 
underscore that these are objects, as well as pic-
tures, some of them jut out from the wall.) Ni-
tegeka relies on Constructivist ideas about space, 
and his red-yellow-and-blue palette would make 
Mondrian smile. Given that Western modernism 
owes a big debt to African sculpture, Nitegeka’s 
show serves as a lively reminder that the legacy 
of abstraction has always been global. Through 
April 23. (Boesky, 509 W. 24th St. 212-680-9889.)

1

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

John Divola
For ive years, between 2008 and 2013, Divola 
photographed an abandoned house in South-

ern California, tracking its decay and accumu-
lation of graiti, using a large-format camera 
and a scanning device developed by NASA. 
Some of the marks on the smashed plaster 
walls are Divola’s own, usually inky or sil-
very circles. They’re still points amid a riot 
of spray-painted skulls, slogans (“Kill Your 
Boss,” “Revolution With Guns!”), and fu-
rious abstractions, contributed by Divola’s 
unwitting collaborators. Some of the largest 
pictures (made with the scanner) are digital 
collages, detailed descriptions of the site that 
include occasional glimpses of the artist him-
self, spied through jagged holes in the wall, 
another interloper among the ruins. Through 
April 23. (Maccarone, 630 Greenwich St. 212-
431-4977.)

Melvin Sokolsky
The Los Angeles-based photographer made an 
indelible impression in 1963, when he posed 
a model inside a big Lucite bubble and sus-
pended her over Paris on a shoot for Har per’s 
Bazaar. (All evidence of suspending cables was 
airbrushed out.) Seen here, the images cap-
ture mid-century couture at its most fanci-
ful—moments of loopy, Lucy-in-the-sky eu-
phoria—soaring over the Bois de Boulogne, a 
sidewalk café, and a schoolyard full of curious 
children. Sokolsky revived his idea (sans bub-
ble) in 1965, for a session in which patrons of 
Parisian restaurants look amused to ind them-
selves dining below a fashion fairy tale. Through 
April 16. (Staley-Wise, 560 Broadway, at Prince St. 
212-966-6223.)

ART
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Modern Microcosm

New York gives the Aaron Copland of 
Argentina some overdue attention.

Classical-music institutions rely 
far too much on anniversary-driven pro-
gramming: they may as well put up a 
neon sign saying, “We have no ideas.” 
Sometimes, though, there are beneits. 
The centenary of the Argentinean mod-
ernist Alberto Ginastera, which falls on 
April 11, is prompting reconsideration of 
a composer who, in recent years, seemed 
ready to fade into the ranks of history’s 
also-rans. In the decades after the Second 
World War, Ginastera cut a wide swath 
through the musical world of the Amer-
icas; between 1966 and 1973, New York 
City Opera staged all three of his operas 

The dazzlingly colorful and brilliantly crafted music of Alberto Ginastera is undergoing a revival.

(“Don Rodrigo,” “Bomarzo,”  and “Be-
atrix Cenci”). Cannily navigating stylis-
tic currents, he moved from folkloric 
nationalism to serialism and on to inde-
terminacy and other avant-garde tech-
niques. A man of technocratic mien, he 
busied himself with foundations and 
associations, extracting funding from 
Cold War agendas. 

If all that makes Ginastera sound 
faceless, the music gives a diferent im-
pression. Through various transforma-
tions, his output retains a distinctive 
proile, formally taut and lit from within. 
The folkloric pieces, such as “Estancia” 
(to be presented in late April at New 
York City Ballet, with Christopher 
Wheeldon’s choreography), avoid 
neo-primitivist cliché; the serial works 

have a black-and-white, deep-focus al-
lure. Recently, audiences in Los Angeles 
and New York saw Gustavo Dudamel 
lead the Los Angeles Philharmonic and 
the pianist Sergio Tiempo in Ginastera’s 
First Piano Concerto, which exempliies 
his art of contained fury, alternating 
urban frenzy and rural mystery. Let’s 
hope that the same forces return with 
the Second Piano Concerto, which rings 
hallucinatory variations on the fearsome 
seven-note dissonance from Beethoven’s 
Ninth. The three piano sonatas, which 
Barbara Nissman plays at Spectrum on 
April 14, exercise similar fascination.

Ginastera’s strongest local advocate is 
Julian Wachner, the music director at 
Trinity Church Wall Street. Last season, 
Wachner resurrected the composer’s 
clamorous Passion oratorio, “Turbae ad 
Passionem Gregorianam”; this spring, a 
slew of Ginastera works will appear at 
Trinity, notably in the “Concerts at One” 
series, on Thursdays. On April 7, the 
Enso Quartet, which made an incisive 
recording of Ginastera’s three string 
quartets for Naxos, plays the Third Quar-
tet, which includes soprano settings of 
poems by Lorca, Juan Ramón Jiménez, 
and Rafael Alberti. That night, as it hap-
pens, the Miró Quartet traverses all three 
quartets at Lincoln Center—part of a 
welcome Chamber Music Society series 
that has also surveyed overlooked quar-
tets by Zemlinsky and Nielsen.

To hear the quartets in succession is 
to experience Ginastera’s career in mi-
crocosm. The First, indebted to Bartók, 
exhibits traces of Argentinean folk music, 
such as the loping rhythm of the gato 
dance. In the Second, folklore is ab-
stracted and reined; “rustico,” “magico,” 
and “furioso” are among the markings. 
The Third occupies its own radically 
free-loating world, and is marked by a 
melancholy that might relect Ginastera’s 
decision, in the early seventies, to go into 
Swiss exile, partly in reaction to political 
repression at home. In the ethereal inal 
movement, the soprano sings emblematic 
lines of Jiménez: “Oh what a sound of 
gold will now remain.” 

—Alex Ross B
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1

OPERA

Metropolitan Opera
In David McVicar’s riveting new production 
of Donizetti’s “Roberto Devereux,” a darkly 
handsome palace chamber becomes a makeshift 
stage, where the inal act of Queen Elizabeth I’s 
reign—a mixture of political theatre and per-
sonal heartbreak—plays out before a rapt audi-
ence of courtiers. The soprano Sondra Radva-
novsky, costumed in resplendent, ghostly white, 
ills out the awesome dimensions of the role of 
Elisabetta with lashes of brilliant coloratura and 
rafter-shaking sound. It’s a commanding perfor-
mance that brings out the best in her cast mates 
Matthew Polenzani (an emotionally fearless Ro-
berto), Elīna Garanča (an exquisitely sung Sara), 
and Mariusz Kwiecien (a robust Duke of Not-
tingham). The conductor Maurizio Benini, care-
ful never to drown out the superb singing, keeps 
the musical drama simmering with contained 
agitation. (April 8 and April 11 at 7:30.) • Also 

playing: The inal performances this season of 
Anthony Minghella’s popular production of Puc-
cini’s “Madama Butterfly” feature Kristine Opo-
lais in the title role and Roberto De Biasio return-
ing to the tenor lead, Pinkerton. Also with two 
ine house stalwarts, Maria Zifchak, as Suzuki, 
and Dwayne Croft, as Sharpless; Karel Mark 
Chichon. (April 6 and April 12 at 7:30 and April 9 
at 8.) • Bartlett Sher’s throwback, painted-lats 
production of “L’Elisir d’Amore,” one of Doni-
zetti’s most delightful comedies, features Alek-
sandra Kurzak, Mario Chang, Pietro Spagnoli, 
and Adam Plachetka; Joseph Colaneri. (April 7 
at 7:30. This is the inal performance.) • After lir-
tations with opera administration and conduct-
ing, the much admired tenor Plácido Domingo 
has hit upon a fourth career as a Verdi baritone. 
Most of his performances in the repertoire have 
met with a polite reception, but the seventy-
ive-year-old singer has found an enduring ve-
hicle in Verdi’s “Simon Boccanegra,” a sumptu-
ously scored opera about a benevolent doge in 
the twilight of his leadership. The Met has sur-
rounded Domingo with a premier team of Ver-
dians, including Joseph Calleja, Ferruccio Furla-
netto, and Lianna Haroutounian; James Levine 
is scheduled to conduct. (April 9 at 12:30.) (Met-
ropolitan Opera House. 212-362-6000.)
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ORCHESTRAS AND CHORUSES

New York Philharmonic
Manfred Honeck, who had been widely re-
ported as a leading candidate to replace Alan 
Gilbert as the orchestra’s music director, returns 
to guest-conduct, ofering the kind of musical 
menu that Philharmonic audiences would prob-
ably have gotten a lot of had he been brought on: 
Austro-German Romanticism, served straight 
up. Two cozy rustic favorites—von Suppé’s “Poet 
and Peasant” Overture and Beethoven’s Sym-
phony No. 6, “Pastoral”—surround Strauss’s 
more dynamic Oboe Concerto (with the orches-
tra’s excellent principal, Liang Wang). (David 
Ge�en Hall. 212-875-5656. April 7 and April 12 at 
7:30, April 8 at 2, and April 9 at 8.)

Orchestra of St. Luke’s
The Baroque specialist Nicholas McGegan con-
ducts the mezzo-soprano Susan Graham and the 
Orchestra of St. Luke’s in a concert of works on 
an English theme. The program draws a straight 
line through hundreds of years of music history, 
from Purcell’s “Dido’s Lament,” with its for-

mal exploration of anguished love, to Britten’s  
Baroque-tinged dramatic cantata “Phaedra,” al-
most three hundred years later. Two sympho-
nies by Haydn—No. 75 in D Major and No. 98 
in B-Flat Major, which was written speciically 
for London audiences—bookend the program. 
(Carnegie Hall. 212-247-7800. April 7 at 8.)

Juilliard415: “Terpsichore”
In a concert billed as a “Baroque dance mix,” the 
suavely persuasive violinist, head of the Juilliard 
School’s period-performance program, leads his 
students in a tour through vibrant suites from 
stage works by Purcell (“King Arthur”), Han-
del, Lully (“Thesée”), and Rameau. Dance is an 
added feature, with some pieces accompanied 
by professional dancers in period-style chore-
ography, and others by Juilliard student danc-
ers moving to modern choreography by Peter 
Farrow. (Alice Tully Hall. events.juilliard.edu. 
April 12 at 7:30.)

1

RECITALS

Recitals at the 92nd Street Y
April 6 at 7:30: The intriguing and technically 
proicient pianist Kirill Gerstein, who dropped 
out of the Y’s season-opening concert due to un-
speciied artistic diferences involving a Gersh-
win program, is fortunately returning to the 
venue, this time for a solo recital. He is leaving 
his well-known interest in jazz out of it, however, 
with sonatas by Beethoven (including No. 14,  
“Moonlight”) and Liszt (the “Dante Sonata” and 
the Sonata in B Minor) dominating a program 
that also features the New York première of a 
work commissioned by Gerstein from the dis-
tinguished British composer Alexander Goehr, 
“Variations (Hommage to Haydn).” • April 7 at 
7:30: The sensitive and soulful violinist Jennifer 
Koh and her thoughtful partner at the piano, Shai 
Wosner, ofer the inal concert in their “Bridge 
to Beethoven” project, in which they perform the 
complete sonatas for violin and piano and new 
compositions inspired by Beethoven’s master-
works. Andrew Norman, one of the most excit-
ing young composers in America, has broken the 
mold once again by writing a three-part composi-
tion, “Bridging,” the movements of which will be 
interspersed with Beethoven’s three sonatas from 
Op. 30 (in A Major, C Minor, and G Major). 
(Lexington Ave. at 92nd St. 212-415-5500.)

Emerson String Quartet
The predominant American quartet returns to 
Alice Tully Hall, kicking of a three-concert se-
ries centered on Haydn’s last complete set of 
quartets, Op. 76, and Beethoven’s irst set of 
quartets, Op. 18, which were written at nearly 
the same time. The irst light ofers the Haydn 
Quartets in G Major and B-Flat Major (“Sun-
rise”) and the Beethoven Quartets in D Major 
and C Minor. (Alice Tully Hall. 212-721-6500. 
April 7 at 7:30.)

Timo Andres and Gabriel Kahane
Two brilliant young composer-performers, each 
noted for a light, deft touch, share the stage 
for an uncommonly wide-ranging “free associa-
tive” program that inds them playing (and in 
Ka hane’s case, singing) new compositions writ-
ten for each other (Kahane’s “Works on Paper,” 
Andres’s “Mirror Songs”), as well as songs and 
piano works by Bach, Britten, Ives, Thomas Adès, 
and Andrew Norman. (Zankel Hall. 212-247-7800. 
April 7 at 7:30.)

Dover String Quartet
This outstanding young quartet, which is al-
ready carving out an individual style, stands as 
the inheritor of the Curtis Institute’s proud neo- 
Romantic tradition. For its Carnegie Hall début 
(at Weill Recital Hall), the Dover performs three 
monuments of the repertory: Dvořák’s Quartet in 
F Major, “American,” Berg’s searching Quartet, 
Op. 3, and the irst of Beethoven’s “Razumovsky” 
Quartets, Op. 59. (212-247-7800. April 8 at 7:30.)

Leif Ove Andsnes, Christian Tetzlaff,  
Tabea Zimmermann, and Clemens Hagen
Four paramount artists—on piano, violin, viola, 
and cello, respectively—gather for Carnegie 
Hall’s annual memorial concert in honor of Isaac 
Stern. The program ofers the three piano quar-
tets of Johannes Brahms, works that these musi-
cians should dispatch with both sensitivity and 
formidable technique. (212-247-7800. April 9 at 7.)

Richard Goode
The eminent New York pianist, an exceptionally 
probing and poetic veteran artist, has the right 
toolbox for playing J. S. Bach. His program at 
Alice Tully Hall is completely devoted to that 
composer, featuring two preludes and fugues 
from “The Well-Tempered Clavier,” Book II, the 
Partita No. 2 in C Minor, the “Italian Concerto,” 
and other works. (212-721-6500. April 9 at 7:30.)

“Music Mondays”:  
Ute Lemper and the Jasper Quartet
Aaron Wunsch’s free concert series has hit gold 
in this collaboration with Lemper, one of the 
great chanteuses, and an exceptional young 
string quartet for a concert celebrating the 
unique lyrical genius of Kurt Weill. The pro-
gram features a true rarity, Weill’s early String 
Quartet, Op. 8, in addition to a selection of songs 
(with such musicians as the jazz pianist Vana Gie-
rig and the clarinettist Todd Palmer sitting in) 
that includes the favorites “Surabaya Johnny” 
and “Youkali.” (Advent Lutheran Church, Broad-
way at 93rd St. April 11 at 7:30. No tickets required.)

MATA Festival
Now in its eighteenth year, MATA is New York’s 
leading showcase for talented young composers 
from around the world. Du Yun, the acclaimed 
opera composer, is curating the festival for the 
second year, a lively series that runs through 
April 16. After an opening-night concert recep-
tion at the Paula Cooper gallery, the irst formal 
program, “Ultima Thule,” takes place at Scan-
dinavia House, courtesy of Ensemble Neon, 
from Norway. Composers from six countries 
are featured, including Italy’s Alexander Kai-
ser, Ireland’s Seán Clancy (“Fourteen Minutes 
of Music on the Subject of Greeting Cards”), and 
the American Matthew Welch, whose “Comala’s 
Song” will have its world première. (58 Park Ave. 
matafestival.org. April 12 at 8.)

Roulette: “Songs from Aphasia”
“Blue” Gene Tyranny, a legend of Gotham’s ex-
perimentalist scene, and the writer Mary Griin 
are the creators of this new multimedia oratorio, 
an elaborate set of songs that take as inspiration 
the stories of “aphasians,” people who struggle 
to regain their ability to speak after strokes or 
traumatic injuries. Their collaborators include 
a string ensemble that features such musicians 
as Conrad Harris and Lev Zhurbin, along with a 
quartet of singers, the video artist Ursula Scher-
rer, and the music director Chris Berg. (509 At-
lantic Ave., Brooklyn. roulette.org. April 12-13 at 8.)

CLASSICAL MUSIC
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ABOVE & BEYOND

Antiquarian Book Fair
The Park Avenue Armory will house more than two 
hundred American and international dealers for the 
ifty-sixth annual New York Antiquarian Book Fair, 
a four-day meet-up for lovers of rare books, maps, 
manuscripts, and ephemera. The various exhibi-
tors feature a vast collection of notable titles, cov-
ering subjects such as art, medicine, literature, and 
photography, spread across the ifty- ive-thousand-
square-foot hall. Veteran collectors await this fair 
as one of the city’s best—it attracts the most prized 
hardcovers of many European dealers, the former 
Grolier Club president Eugene Flamm hints, “be-
cause it’s twice as far for them to go out to Califor-
nia.” (Park Ave. at 66th St. 212-616-3930. April 7-10.)

Brooklyn Folk Festival
Held in the borough for seven years, this festi-
val honors string-band music in a celebration of 
folk, blues, bluegrass, ska, and Irish musical tradi-
tions. Thirty bands perform across its three days; 
there will also be vocal and instrumental work-
shops, square dances and swing jams, and an in-
famous contest in which participants compete 
to see who can toss a banjo the farthest into the 
Gowanus Canal. Gloves and a rope are provided, 
tips on shot-put form are not. (St. Ann’s Church, 157 
Montague St., Brooklyn. 718-875-6960. April 8-10.)

Greek Independence Parade
You’ll stumble upon a sea of blue-and-white lags, 
as well as time-honored costumes, music, and 
food, at this celebration of Greek independence 
and culture. Pre-parade events include a lag- 
raising ceremony at Bowling Green Park and a 
traditional- dance exhibition. (64th St. at Fifth Ave.,  
through 79th St. April 10 at 1:45.)
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AUCTIONS AND ANTIQUES

The Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts, 
the verdant estate turned summer-music venue in 
Katonah, is culling its collection of antiques, cur-
rently displayed on the grounds, for an auction at 
Sotheby’s on April 12; among the oferings are Ve-
netian rococo chairs, sixteenth-century tapestries, 
and carpets galore. (York Ave. at 72nd St. 212-606-
7000.) • Fashion, architecture (interior and exte-
rior), nature, and the female form are some of the 
subjects treated in Christie’s April 6 sale of photo-
graphs, which includes an especially large number 
of prints by Hiroshi Sugimoto. (One of these is a 
portrait of Princess Diana; in it, she turns shyly 
away from the photographer, peering from under 
her famous blond bangs, hands tucked demurely 
behind her back.) On April 12, the house turns 
its attention to antiquities, mostly from south-
ern Europe and the Mediterranean, including 
Roman statues of Bacchus, marble Venuses (with 

and without arms), and Greek amphorae deco-
rated with goddesses and athletes. (20 Rockefel-
ler Plaza, at 49th St. 212-636-2000.) • Swann, a 
leader in the area of African-American art, ofers 
a wide-ranging sale (April 7) led by a monumental 
quilt by the Harlem-born artist Faith Ringgold, 
part of her “Woman on a Bridge” series, from the 
nineteen-eighties. One of these pieces—grand in 
scale, narrative in scope—is in the collection of 
the Guggenheim; another, from the collection 
of Maya Angelou, sold at the house for a record 
price last year. In this colorful tapestry, “Double 
Dutch on the Golden Gate Bridge,” a group of 
young girls jump rope high above the San Fran-
cisco skyline, as if freed from all constraints. (104 
E. 25th St. 212-254-4710.)
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READINGS AND TALKS

Brooklyn Historical Society
The path toward social progress is mapped by its de-
tours: younger generations rebel against the activism 
of past eras, approaching old causes from new angles 
that seem to reawaken and restructure political ide-
ologies overnight. Having grown up with the stories 
of sufrage movements and the myth of bra burning, 
digital natives, both men and women, have recast 
feminism as a constant cause, mainly by exposing 
sexism as a pervasive social plight through their art, 
journalism, and organizing. The discussion churns 
online, where countless diferent perspectives collide 
to shape a new pluralist vision—a necessary plasticity 
that’s only broadened the movement’s reach. A. An-
gélique Roché moderates “Not Your Mother’s Femi-
nism: Sisterhood in the Digital Age,” which aims to 
humorously examine the rise of advocacy for wom-
en’s rights among young people across the country. 
Panelists for this discussion include the writers Mal-
lory Ortberg and Heben Nigatu; the executive direc-
tor of partnerships at Feministing, Lori Adelman; 
and the nerd-culture authority Susana Polo. (128 
Pierrepont St., Brooklyn. 718-222-4111. April 5 at 6:30.)

Strand Bookstore
The art and culture critic Eunice Lipton has ex-
humed her tangled backstory across four histor-
ical memoirs. The latest, “A Distant Heartbeat: 
A War, a Disappearance, and a Family’s Secrets,” 
traces the political awakening of her uncle Dave, 
who led from their native Bronx in the nine-
teen-thirties to join the Abraham Lincoln Brigade 
in the Spanish Civil War. Through interviews and 
research, without much help from relatives, from 
whom she heard little of her uncle as a child, Lip-
ton uncovered a seventy-ive-year history to re-
construct his lost legacy. Tim Teeman, a senior ed-
itor at the Daily Beast, joins her in a discussion 
sponsored by the Abraham Lincoln Brigade Ar-
chives. (828 Broadway. 212-473-1452. April 11 at 7.)

Ballet Hispanico
For forty-ive years, the New York-based company 
has ofered a window into the increasingly varied 
arena of contemporary Latin-American and Spanish 
dance. Of the three works in its Joyce program, the 
most traditional, though not the oldest, is “Club Ha-
vana,” a feel-good suite by Pedro Ruiz set to a med-
ley of Cuban music (congas, rumbas, mambos)—a 
throwback to the glitzy nineteen-ifties Havana club 
scene. “Bury Me Standing,” by the Catalonia-born 
Ramón Oller, is more ambitious: an exploration of 
Gypsy culture set to traditional folk songs from 
southern Spain and Eastern Europe. In “Flabber-
gast,” Gustavo Ramírez Sansano evokes the desta-
bilizing experience of arriving in a new land. (175 
Eighth Ave., at 19th St. 212-242-0800. April 5-10.)

Dance Theatre of Harlem
Since its resurrection, in 2012, this beloved ballet 
troupe has been in wobbly shape, both technically 
and aesthetically, but its spirit always earns an en-
thusiastic response. This season, the company is 
doubling down on prima-facie causes for admi-
ration by commissioning female choreographers. 
The choices aren’t obvious ones. Elena Kunikova 
is Russian- trained and well respected, but not for 
choreography: she’s a teacher and stager (often for 
the all- male Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo). 
Dianne McIntyre is a veteran jazz choreographer; 
this will be her irst piece using pointe work. The 
evening program on April 9 includes a timely tribute 
to black ballerinas, with many pioneering women, 
including Debra Austin and Lauren Anderson, in 
attendance. (City Center, 131 W. 55th St. 212-581-1212. 
April 6 and April 8-9.)

FJK Dance
The work of the Iraq-born choreographer Fadi J. 
Khoury is distinguished by Middle Eastern folk-
loric inluences but also by an eclectic blend of 
ballroom and jazz. The ballroom element is prom-
inent in this season’s premières: a ballroom drama, 
“Take Two,” and “Relections,” a contemporary bal-
let with watery images and mirrorings. (New York 
Live Arts, 219 W. 19th St. 212-924-0077. April 6-9.)

“Skin Me”
The Hungarian dancers and choreographers Vik-
tória Dányi, Csaba Molnár, and Zsóia Tamara 
Vades last appeared in New York in 2012, in “City,” 
a light and amusing satire of conformity in which 
even the naked scenes were cute. They return with 
“Skin Me,” a ménage à trois set to garage-rock gui-
tar and drums, played live. It’s looser and wilder, 
trading on appealing rapport and casual irony to 
aim at easy targets like male chauvinism. (Abrons 
Arts Center, 466 Grand St. 212-352-3101. April 8-9.)

“Works & Process” / American Ballet Theatre
The company, whose spring season begins May 9 
at the Met, highlights new and recent works. These 
include a duet from Marcelo Gomes’s recent opus, 
“AfterEfect,” danced by Misty Copeland and Cory 
Stearns, along with works by Gemma Bond, a dancer 
in the corps who recently presented an evening of 
her own choreography at Danspace Project, and 
Ethan Stiefel, the former A.B.T. star who has cre-
ated a new piece for A.B.T.’s Studio Company. It’s 
also a great chance to see some truly excellent danc-
ers up close. (Guggenheim Museum, Fifth Ave. at 89th 
St. 212-423-3575. April 9-10.)
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TABLES FOR TWO

Momofuku Nishi 
232 Eighth Ave. (646-518-1919)

David Chang will not be pinned 
down. After Eater.com posted a well-
sourced rumor that his newest restaurant 
(his eighth in New York) would be a 
“Korean/Italian Mashup,” Chang balked. 
He took to his own spin room—Lucky 
Peach, the quarterly food journal he co-
founded—to give an interview along with 
the executive chef, Joshua Pinsky, about 
what Momofuku Nishi would and 
wouldn’t be. Chang insisted it was Pin-
sky’s restaurant, while admitting, “I worry 
about my stupid ego getting in there and 
fucking it up.” Over the next thousand or 
so words, he sounded of about the un-
fairly low price of most Asian food, “fu-
sion” cuisine, and what it means to make 
Italian food with non-Italian ingredients; 
Pinsky spoke twice.

Everything about Nishi ( Japanese 
for “west,” because it’s in Chelsea) is in 
lockstep with the rest of the Momofuku 
group: the dining room is loud, crowded, 
and hard to walk into past six o’clock in 
the evening. Chang claims that it’s what 
his irst restaurant, Noodle Bar, would 
be if he had opened it at age thirty-eight 
rather than twenty-six. This is also an-
other way of saying that it’s twelve years 
too late to complain about the empire’s 
now ubiquitous blond-wood backless 
benches and bar stools.

The menu includes mostly appetizers 
and pastas (noodles by another name) 
and only two rotating entrées. Hybrid-
ized dishes are annotated with footnotes 
that explain their parentage: chicken and 
dumplings is Su Jae Bi x Malfatti x 
Cracker Barrel, or Korean noodle soup 
with Italian dumplings at a Southern 
chain restaurant. For Chang acolytes, 
the most satisfying part of dining at 
Nishi is tasting the results of his eternal 
hunt for sources of umami, an extension 
of his experiments with misos and sauces 
at his food laboratory. A starter of tofu 
with smoked trout roe and rye Bonji—a 
liquid seasoning similar to soy sauce—is 
like a savory, salty panna cotta. The 
earthy walnut bagna cauda arrives al-
ready smothering crisp stalks of Ro-
maine lettuce, to create a nutty Caesar 
salad sprinkled with more walnuts, 
shaved. The coup de grâce is ceci e pepe, 
a twist on the simple classic, in which 
aged cheeses have been replaced with 
chickpea Hozon—a miso-style paste 
made from fermented legumes. 

Prices are steep, but there is no tip-
ping; the staf is paid a living wage. 
This is mature Chang, but also classic 
Chang: he doesn’t much care what we 
think as long as the food is tasty. But 
he would do well to let Pinsky, whose 
mother inspired Nishi’s most exquisite 
dessert, a pistachio Bundt cake, do more 
of the talking. (Dishes $15-$36.)

—Silvia Killingsworth

FßD & DRINK

The Up & Up
116 MacDougal St. (212-260-3000)

Descending a dank set of stairs directly below 
the inconspicuous sign—a downward arrow 
tinted sprightly green and white—patrons of this 
Village watering hole might be momentarily 
surprised to ind a neighborhood nook that, in 
keeping with its name, is unequivocally on the 
up and up. The loral wallpaper and framed ads 
from mid-century glossies may suggest your 
grand-aunt’s living room—or as one newcomer 
put it, “a dive that got a shave and put on a clean 
pair of slacks”—but the real touch of propriety 
arrives in the form of an admonition printed on 
the menu to male patrons “not to introduce them-
selves to ladies.” That could prove diicult in 
this neck of the woods: N.Y.U. territory, teeming 
with keen, inquisitive co-eds. But, as a pretty 
waitress with a nose stud and a line from “The 
Little Prince” tattooed onto her bicep sensibly 
explained, “Sometimes a girl just wants to have 
her drink instead of some sloppy nerd being like, 
‘WHAT’S UP?’—you know?” On a recent Tues-
day, a pair of friends mulled over the Peat’s 
Dragon (black-pepper tincture, Scotch, ver-
mouth) and the God’s Daisy Chain (gin, Aperol, 
sparkling wine). “Are you vibing something 
smoky or citrusy?” the barkeep asked, while 
serving shots of fernet to a man in a duckbill cap 
and his teal-haired date. The friends settled on 
the One-Star Yelp Review (Montenegro, cachaça, 
grapefruit juice), but they couldn’t come to a 
consensus on their own review. “Deliciously 
vegetal?” one mused. The other: “Ground-up 
asparagus.”—Jiayang Fan
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COMMENT

GLOBAL TRUMP

In 1967, British Prime Minister Harold Wilson gave up on 
the remnants of Pax Britannica. His Labour Government 

pulled British forces from Malaysia, Singapore, Yemen, Dubai, 
Qatar, Bahrain, Abu Dhabi, and other Persian Gulf emirates. 
Denis Healey, the Defense Secretary, explained, “I don’t very 
much like the idea of being a sort of white slaver for the Arab 
sheikhs.” He did not wish for the indebted nation and its 
armed forces “to become mercenaries for people who would 
like to have a few British troops around.” That truculent re-
treat handed responsibility for security in the Gulf and the 
Strait of Malacca to the United States. Half a century later, 
American warships still call at Dubai, Bahrain, and Singa-
pore. U.S. fighter jets fly from a massive base in Qatar. The 
inheritance has brought expense and diplomatic complica-
tions. Yet, over the decades, Republican and Democratic Pres-
idential candidates have rarely questioned the value of our 
global-defense commitments, whether in the Middle East or 
in the form of nuclear and defense guarantees to our Euro-
pean and Asian allies. 

For much of Donald Trump’s astonishing rise toward the 
Republican Presidential nomination, his main contributions 
to the foreign-policy debate have been 
to debase it, by insulting Mexico’s hun-
dred and twenty million citizens and the 
one and a half billion adherents of the 
Islamic faith worldwide. Lately, after 
eighteen primary victories, he has ofered 
more extensive insights into how he 
would proceed as Commander-in-Chief. 
Buckle up, he might have warned. “We’re 
a country that doesn’t have money,” he 
told the Times, during several long in-
terviews. “At some point, we cannot be 
the policeman of the world.” He threat-
ened to withdraw troops from Japan and 
South Korea if they didn’t pay more  
for the protection. He suggested that 
both nations might be better of with 
their own nuclear weapons, even though  
proliferation, he noted, is the “biggest 

problem, to me, in the world.” (Then again, he told MSNBC 
that he wouldn’t take nuclear weapons “of the table” for use 
anywhere, even in Europe. Trumpism is a posture, not a  
coherent platform.) He also said that nato is “obsolete.” 

Trump hasn’t indicated that he would definitely pull out of 
treaty commitments to Europe and Asia. He seems to think 
that his threats and his pleas of poverty will soften up allies 
so that, once in the White House, he can close some of those 
great deals he often talks about. For “many, many years,” he 
told the Times, the U.S. has been the “big stupid bully and we 
were systematically ripped of by everybody,” providing mili-
tary security without adequate compensation. But it’s hard to 
support a case that the U.S. is spending too much to defend 
the global order that it built after the Second World War. The 
U.S., Canada, the European Union, Japan, South Korea, and 
Australia—the rich inner circle of what used to be called the 
Free World—today constitute almost sixty per cent of the 
world’s economy. According to the World Bank, in 2014 the 
U.S. spent about three and a half per cent of its G.D.P. on the 
military. That’s down from more than five per cent during the 
late Cold War. As an investment in shared prosperity (or, if 

you prefer, global hegemony), the running 
cost of American military power may be 
one of history’s better bargains. 

The U.S. does spend more on defense 
than its European or Asian partners. France 
and Britain spend only about two per cent 
of G.D.P., Germany and Japan about one 
per cent. “Free riders aggravate me,” Pres-
ident Obama recently told the Atlantic, 

unhelpfully giving credence to Trump’s po-
sition. It would be better if those allies 
spent a little more, but it’s not obvious that 
America’s forthcoming global challenges—
such as managing China’s rise and Rus-
sia’s revanchism—would be advanced by 
more German and Japanese militarism. 
Because the U.S. military is so much larger 
and more efective than any other, and  
because militaries are so hierarchical, it is IL
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WORD OF THE DAY

STUMPED

In an election season in which the 
wisdom of pundits, pollsters, and 

elected oicials has proved to be unreli-
able, anxious voters have been turning 
elsewhere to make sense of the Presi-
dential campaigns. One unexpected 
source of insight: the dictionary. 

“During the Democratic debate on 
March 6th, ‘fracking’ and ‘incarceration’ 
trended in our word-search data,” Re-
bekah Otto, the director of content at 
dictionary.com, said recently, from the 
company’s oice in Oakland. A few days 
later, during a Republican debate, Ted 
Cruz called Donald Trump’s language 
“quite incendiary,” and “incendiary” 
(“tending to arouse strife, sedition”) shot 
up in the rankings. 

Dictionary.com has a feature called 
Word of the Day; its lexicographers 
send vocabulary words to a subscriber 
list of nineteen million. Sometimes the 
linguists appear to be editorializing. 
Last Friday, after two more town halls, 
the site ofered “ninnyhammer” (“a fool 

or simpleton”). Other recent selec-
tions, following primaries and cau-
cuses: “rabble-rouser” (“Our users love 
agent nouns like this,” Otto said), 
“rodomon tade” (“vainglorious boast-
ing or bragging”), and “skulduggery” 
(“dishonorable proceedings”). 

Otto, who is twenty-nine, and stud-
ied early Christianity and Latin at New 
York University, said that she and her 
staf have been following the campaigns 
closely. “I have a notebook next to my 
radio,” she said. “We pay particular at-
tention to debates, since the language 
used in them is on the fly, not scripted 
like a stump speech. We can get a bet-
ter sense of the words that the candi-
dates really want to use.” 

Not long ago, the site published a list 
of the twenty “most statistically signifi-
cant” words employed by each of the 
leading candidates in the televised de-
bates. The results are like political hai-
kus, exploring each candidate’s linguis-
tic essence. Clinton: systemic, children, 
seller. Sanders: speculation, tuition-free, 
cease-fire. Cruz: utterly, whatsoever, boom-
ing. Kasich: blue-collar, surplus, formula. 
Trump: nasty, sudden, tremendous.

Were there any insights to be gained? 
Otto thought so. “Bernie and Hillary 
tend to use concrete language,” she ex-
plained, “whereas the Republican con-

tenders—with the possible exception of 
Kasich—tend to use descriptive language. 
I think that’s partly why Trump’s speech 
is so resonant with his supporters: he’s 
speaking to them on an emotional plane.” 
One example might be the candidates’ 
recent speeches to AIPAC. Clinton: “If we 
look at the broader regional context, con-
verging interests between Israel and key 
Arab states could make it possible to pro-
mote progress.” Trump: “What kind of 
demented minds write that in Hebrew?”

Otto brought up an analysis by the 
language startup Textio. “They made the 
claim that Trump’s language has more 
‘feminine biased’ terms, like ‘beautiful 
family,’ ‘wonderful team,’ and ‘lasting and 
efective relationships.’ I don’t totally stand 
by that, but it’s interesting.” She went on, 
“Ted Cruz has made some noteworthy 
word choices. During the Republican de-
bate on January 28th, he used the Latin 
‘ad hominem’ when talking about the per-
sonal insults Trump is throwing around. 
We immediately saw that phrase spike 
in our data. He has also used ‘mano a 
mano,’ which many looked up.” 

Like a lot of dictionary people, Otto 
has a soft spot for President Obama, who 
continues to influence word searches, 
even if he can’t force a congressional vote 
on his Supreme Court nominee. “Incon-
trovertible” and “overt” took of during 

more eicient to defend the core alliances disproportionately, 
from Washington. In any event, defense treaties among dem-
ocratic societies are really compacts among peoples, through 
their elected governments, to sacrifice and even die for one 
another if circumstances require it. Demeaning those com-
mitments as if they were transactional protection rackets is 
corrosive and self-defeating.

The security of the European and East Asian democracies 
has been vital to American prosperity and stability for seven 
decades, and it may remain so for seven more. The Middle 
East is another story. Besides Israel, Tunisia, and an increas-
ingly illiberal Turkey, none of our allies there are democracies. 
Since 1967, U.S. forces have intervened half a dozen times in 
wars in the region, and it remains deeply violent and unsta-
ble. “Without us, Saudi Arabia wouldn’t exist very long,” Trump 
has observed. Yet his policy prescription is the same: The Sau-
dis should pay more for the “tremendous service” that our mil-
itary provides. Saudi Arabia already devotes about a tenth of 
its G.D.P. to defense, one of the highest rates in the world. 
The kingdom and some of its neighbors could aford to pay 
even more, perhaps, but that wouldn’t alter their instability or 
the toxic pathologies in their relations with the U.S., which 
have been created in part by anti-American sentiment among 
some of the region’s populations.

The temptation is to follow Harold Wilson’s example. Mid-
dle East oil matters less to us than it once did, as Trump has 
argued. But an American withdrawal from Persian Gulf bases 
could pose risks for Israel, among others. Iran and the Islamic 
State would certainly celebrate the event. Those bases also 
provide the U.S. Navy with access to the Indian Ocean, and 
bolster American air superiority from Pakistan to Egypt. As 
Pericles reportedly said of an Athenian empire, “It may have 
been wrong to take it; it is certainly dangerous to let it go.”

Trump also argues that reduced defense spending abroad 
would free up funds for investment at home. We do need to 
rebuild bridges, airports, railways, and telecommunications. 
But defense spending isn’t stopping us from doing so; the 
problem is the Republican anti-tax extremists in Congress, 
who refuse to either raise revenues or take advantage of his-
torically low long-term interest rates. In all probability, the 
U.S. can aford its global-defense commitments indefinitely, 
and an open economy, renewed by immigration and innova-
tion, should be able to continue to grow and to share the cost 
of securing free societies. The main obstacle to realizing this 
goal is not an exhausted imperial treasury. It is the collapse of 
the once-internationalist Republican Party into demagogu-
ery, paralysis, and Trumpism.

—Steve Coll





tongue!” he said. A buzzer sounded, and 
Fallon hurled a pillow from the couch. 
“Another ten minutes and I would’ve 
had it,” Levy said. 

The night before, in Toronto, “Schitt’s 
Creek,” which Levy and his son, Daniel, 
co-created, had won nine Canadian 
Screen Awards. The show is about the 
Rose family—a wealthy couple (Levy 
and O’Hara) and their feckless adult chil-
dren (Daniel Levy and Annie Murphy)—
who lose their money and move to  
Schitt’s Creek, a shabby town they once 

bought as a joke. (The town is so shabby 
that its mayor is Chris Elliott, scuzzily 
haggard, with a mullet.) Daniel Levy’s 
sister, Sarah, plays a local waitress.

Levy and O’Hara, both long married, 
have known each other for forty-four 
years, and have played a couple several 
times. Ofscreen, they are familiar and 
fond. Backstage, O’Hara, looking ele-
gantly fun—dark eye makeup, multidi-
rectional hairdo, gray dress, beige fish-
nets, pink pumps—fretted quietly to 
Levy. Levy, in a subtly patterned suit that 
a tycoon might wear, extended his arms. 
“It was fine, Catherine. Oh, come on, it 
was great.” He kissed her on the cheek. 

Outside 30 Rockefeller Plaza, they 
headed to an S.U.V. Photographers called 
their names, flashbulbs popping. The 
next stop was a “Schitt’s Creek” panel at 
the 92nd Street Y. In the car, they talked 
about their roles and the old days. Levy’s 
character, Johnny, is not the sort of leg-
endary bumbler the actor has played in 
the past. (Imagine Levy in the movies, 
and he’s pursuing a mermaid and falling 
down a flight of stairs, or singing “My 

Bubbe Made a Kishke,” or walking in 
on his son with a pie.) He said, “The in-
tention was for me to be the straight 
man. Like Jack Benny: funny people 
around him, and he just moves the story. 
‘Well, we should be going.’ ”

O’Hara’s character, Moira, is a former 
soap-opera actress with a vast collection 
of wigs. In one scene, she ransacks the 
couple’s motel room looking for a pair 
of earrings, screaming every time she 
doesn’t find them. 

“I think there has to be an anchor,” 
Levy said.

“I think I’m that,” O’Hara said. “I hold 
the family together.”

“You do . . .” Levy sounded equivocal. 
“You’re grounded at times, but you have 
your moments.”

Levy and O’Hara went on a few dates 
in the seventies. “Everyone at Second 
City tried dating each other,” O’Hara 
said. “Eugene took me out to breakfast.” 
She looked at him. “You wanted bacon 
and eggs, and you wanted me to come 
along.” 

“What’s wrong with that?” Levy said. 
Driving her home after another date, 
Levy said, he took a turn too fast, hit a 
guardrail, and messed up a car wheel. 

Early on at Second City, Levy said, 
“I had one piece in the show. My act 
was Ricardo and His Trained Amoeba. 
It was a guy with a whip. He’s making 
an amoeba do tricks. After every trick, 
he takes out his microscope, opens it, 
checks to see if the amoeba is there, and 
goes, ‘Ta-da!’ ”

O’Hara said, “The first scene I did 
with the cast, I was understudying 
Gilda”—Radner. “It was something about 
mosquitoes. All I did was slap people. 
Mainly John Candy. Slap, slap. I slapped 
his arms, I slapped his face. I thought, 
I’m just going to kill mosquitoes on this 
guy! We came backstage afterward, and 
he said, ‘Have you ever heard of fuckin’ 
mime?’ But he was sweet about it.”

Levy said, “The first thing I did, they 
said, ‘Well, we’re doing a murder scene, 
and you be the corpse.’ ” Later, he said, he 
did some scenes with Andrea Martin.

“Did you ever date her?” O’Hara asked. 
“Yes, yes,” Levy said. “We had done 

‘Cannibal Girls’ together, an improvised 
movie about women that eat men. The 
cut line on the poster was ‘These Girls 
Eat Men.’ I had a big Afro, a big mus-
tache, big muttonchop sideburns. I had 

his discussion of race on Marc Maron’s 
podcast last summer. “Grace” trended 
when he sang “Amazing Grace” while 
delivering the Reverend Clementa Pinck-
ney’s eulogy. “He thinks about the words 
that he uses and really grapples with the 
depths of their meaning,” Otto said.

She also delights in misused words. 
“I’m still waiting for a few big malaprop-
isms this election year,” she said. “The 
loudest one so far has been Sarah Pa- 
lin’s use of ‘squirmishes.’ ” (While endors-
ing Trump, Palin said, “And you quit foot-
ing the bill for these nations who are oil-
rich—we’re paying for some of their 
squirmishes that have been going on for 
centuries.”) That’s an unintentional port-
manteau, Otto explained, for “squirm” and 
“skirmish”—and “maybe something else 
in between.” When Trump announced 
his Presidential bid, he used the word 
“bigly” (“Obamacare kicks in in 2016 re-
ally bigly”). “There was a lot of specula-
tion about whether this was a word at 
all,” Otto said. “In fact, ‘bigly’ is a valid 
adverb, even though it’s very rarely used.” 

She continued, “Politicians get a lot 
of flack for their misuse of words, more 
than regular people. Going all the way 
back to Warren Harding, when he ran 
for President, in 1920—people criticized 
him for his ‘Return to Normalcy’ cam-
paign slogan.” Harding brought the  
little-known word into popular usage, 
though many thought he’d made it up. 
Otto checked her computer. “According 
to our data, people are still curious what 
‘normalcy’ means.” 

—Charles Bethea

22 THE NEW YORKER, APRIL 11, 2016

1

OLD FRIENDS DEPT.

WITHOUT A PADDLE

On a recent Monday afternoon, 
Eugene Levy and Catherine O’Hara 

were in town, taping an episode of the 
“Tonight Show” at NBC. Before talking 
about “Schitt’s Creek,” the Canadian sit-
com on which they co-star, now in its 
second season, they played Pictionary 
with Jimmy Fallon and Shailene Wood-
ley. Fallon drew a cat and a tongue. Levy 
said, “Cat, tongue. Cat, tongue.” His thick 
black eyebrows flew up. “Hold your 

Catherine O’Hara and Eugene Levy





he said, a little too loudly. “This is ex-
cellence music. This is pump-up music.” 

Homer, who is twenty-five, will need 
pumping up in August, when he fences 
in the Rio de Janeiro Olympics. (He 
also competed in 2012, when he was a 
college sophomore; he finished sixth.) 
Peter Westbrook, a retired six-time 
Olympian, is considered the Michael 
Jordan of American fencing. Keeth 
Smart, a silver medallist, is probably 
second in the pantheon. Fencers tend 
to peak in their late twenties or early 
thirties. “Daryl is definitely on track to 
be one of the all-time great American 
fencers,” Smart said the other day. No 
American man has ever won an Olym-
pic gold medal in fencing. In Rio, 
Homer might be our best shot.

Teddy Weller, a lanky redhead, en-
tered the gym. Homer greeted him 
with a light punch. “He’s my boy,” 
Homer said. “We face each other a lot 
in competition, but we’re friends. The 
irony is my family is from St. Thomas, 
and I fence for Team U.S.A., and he’s 
from Rhode Island and fences for the 
Virgin Islands.” Homer changed out 
of his warmup gear and into a white 
lamé, which looks like a cross between 
a leotard and a bulletproof vest. Lamés 
are electrically conductive; a body cord, 
connected to a scoreboard by a wire, 
registers every touch of an opponent’s 
weapon.

“You wanna ref ?” Homer asked Jef 
Spear, another fencer on Team U.S.A. 
Weller and Homer put on their chain-
mail face masks, pointed their sabres 
at each other, and crouched in on-guard 
stances. “Ready, fence!” Spear said. 
Homer scuttled backward, parrying. 

When he spied an opening, he attacked, 
leaping through the air like a fighter 
in a kung-fu movie. Alex Dvorin, a 
fencer watching from the sidelines, said 
that the move is called a flunge: “Daryl 
has probably the best flunge in the 
world.” (One YouTube video, “Daryl 
Homer: Epic Sabre Compilation,” calls 
him the move’s “undisputed master.”)

There is not much “En garde!” or 
“Touché!” at the Manhattan Fencing 
Center, but there is a lot of nonsense- 
syllable celebration. “Bo-hai-oh!” Homer 
shouted, after winning a point with a 
deft flick of the wrist. “Fuck me,” Weller 
said under his breath. Homer won, 
15–9. “Daryl’s faster than everyone else, 
and he’s incredibly precise, which al-
lows him to be aggressive and yet still 
in control,” Spear said. He faced Homer 
next, and lost almost as quickly. Homer 
was just starting to break a sweat. “I’m 
moving O.K., not great,” he said. 

Homer never met his father; his 
mother, a forensic scientist, works for 
the city, in the Oice of Chief Medi-
cal Examiner. “When I was nine, I was 
flipping through an illustrated dictio-
nary, in the ‘F’s, and I saw a guy in a 
white outfit with a sword,” Homer said. 
“ ‘Mom, this is cool! I wanna try this!’ 
She wasn’t against it, she was just—
‘Where in Williamsbridge are you gonna 
find fencing?’ ” He persisted, and they 
came across the Peter Westbrook Foun-
dation, which ofers a free after-school 
program, in the Yellow Pages. Homer 
progressed quickly. “I started training 
with this Ukrainian coach, Yury Gel-
man, who’s kind of famous,” he said. 
“We couldn’t aford him, but, luckily, he 
believed in me and he waived his fee.”

Fencers compete using one of three 
weapons—foil, sabre, or épée. “At first, 
I fenced foil, the lightest one, but it  
felt too”—he made an Errol Flynn-ish 
gesture. “I switched to sabre, which is 
more ninja-ish. Now I take my weapon 
everywhere—restaurants, the subway. 
Most people ignore me. They’ve seen 
crazier shit. One time, at a subway sta-
tion, a cop tried to stop me, and this 
lady says to the cop, ‘You know what 
that is, right?’ ” 

Homer attended St. John’s Uni- 
versity on a fencing scholarship and  
majored in advertising. After college, 
he worked at Anomaly, an ad firm in 
SoHo. “I was on the Budweiser account, 

no clue that what we were doing in front 
of the camera would one day be on a 
giant screen, and people were going to 
be looking at it. I didn’t really put that 
together.”

In the lobby of the 92nd Street Y, 
O’Hara said, “Did we come here with 
‘SCTV,’ Eugene, or am I dreaming?”

“I was here ten years ago,” Levy said. 
“A panel called ‘Why Are Canadians  
So Funny?’ ”

Onstage, with Daniel Levy seated 
nearby, he told the crowd, “There’s not 
a day I take for granted that my kids are 
in a scene with Catherine O’Hara.”

O’Hara smiled. She said, “The first 
time I looked at the two sets of eye-
brows . . . ” She trailed of. The audi-
ence laughed. Daniel Levy raised his 
thick black eyebrows above the frames 
of his glasses, and the audience laughed 
some more.

—Sarah Larson

“You think I turn a profit on the actual therapy?”

1

UP LIFE’S LADDER
TOUCHÉ

Daryl Homer says that he lives in 
Harlem because “it’s halfway be-

tween Mom and practice.” Mom lives 
in Hudson Heights, near the Bronx, 
where Homer grew up; practice is at 
the Manhattan Fencing Center, on 
West Thirty-ninth Street, where, on a 
recent Friday night, he stretched while 
listening to the new Kanye West album 
on headphones. “ ‘Ultralight Beams’!” 
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THE BOARDS

THINGS PAST

F ive years ago, Anne Washburn 
headed to the Texas Hill Country 

for a ten-day silent playwriting retreat 
at a refabbed ranch, where she cranked 
out the first draft of “Antlia Pneumat-
ica,” currently up at Playwrights Hori-
zons. The ranch’s owners, “big Beckett 
fans,” insisted that the writers stop for 
dinner, on their drive down, at a road-
side joint called Rudy’s. “It seemed like 
a good intro,” Washburn recalled the 
other afternoon, at Morgan’s Barbecue, 
in Prospect Heights. “You take a bunch 
of mostly New York playwrights and 
you drop them into Texas, which many 
of them were sort of apprehensive about. 
But the first thing is barbecue, and 
they’re kind of, like, Ooh, because bar-
becue makes people feel safe.” 

Washburn, who is from Berkeley and 
now lives in Brooklyn, gestured around 
the restaurant (Mason jars, mounted 
longhorn skull), and noted, “It was this 
sort of setup, where you smush the meat 
in the bread.”

She had left for the retreat with no 
plan for what she’d write; a lot of com-

pulling sixty-hour weeks, fencing at 
night,” he said. “I decided, If I’m gonna 
go for gold in Rio, I can’t do both.” He 
became the firm’s “athlete-in-residence,” 
a position that allows more flexibility 
for fencing.

After two hours, Homer took a 
break, having faced seven opponents 
and dispatched them all. “Post-Rio, 
Daryl is going to have fun,” he said. 
“The fall is about decompressing, see-
ing family in the Caribbean.” 

He stepped onto the strip for a final 
match. He won a point, pumped his 
fist, and shouted, “Ha-yo-ba!” 

“I knew you were going to counter-
attack,” his opponent, Andrew Mack-
iewicz, said.

“That’s like saying, ‘I knew you  
were gonna dunk on me,’ ” Homer said,  
pulling up his mask and smiling. “May-
be, but I dunked on you anyway.”

—Andrew Marantz

fort food made it in. “Antlia Pneumat-
ica” is about a group of old friends, their 
ties stretched thin by time and space, 
who reunite at a Texas ranch for the fu-
neral of one of the gang. Center stage is 
a kitchen island, around which the cast 
congregates, preparing a quantity of 
dishes—mostly pies, with artificial fruit 
and real Jify crusts—that one character 
describes as “obscene” and “grotesque.” 
As another character puts it, “Funeral 
spells food.” Washburn, who is perhaps 
best known for “Mr. Burns, a Post- 
Electric Play” (survivors of an apocalyptic 
event pass the time by trying to recon-
struct “Simpsons” episodes), has referred 
to “Antlia” as her “ ‘Big Chill’ play.” 

At Morgan’s, she ordered potato salad, 
collard greens, and sludgy pinto beans, 
and then wandered out to a sidewalk 
picnic table. Trucks roared past on Flat-
bush Avenue, and Washburn, who is pale, 
with wispy hair and tortoiseshell glasses, 
startled when they honked. She said that 
the playwright Erik Ehn, who led the 
Texas retreat, demands “a fairly sturdy 
form of silence,” even during meals. “It’s 
not just that you don’t speak. You don’t 
write notes, you don’t gesture at each 
other, you don’t particularly make eye 
contact. You don’t, like, sigh expressively.” 

As a result, in addition to snacks “Ant-
lia” is full of sound. The play begins with 
the clinking of ice cubes, the sloshing of 
lemonade, a ringing phone. Entire con-
versations between members of the as-
sembled party are piped in over a vacant 
stage. At a certain point, there’s a whoosh 
of wind, and pecans patter onto the stage 
floor (made from antique Texas heart-
pine wood). “Yeah, the Pecan Drop,” 
Washburn said, wearily. “At first, every 
performance the Pecan Drop would be 
a mysterious thing—how many would 
go? How many wouldn’t go?” 

A siren blared, and Washburn’s hand 
flew to her chest—“Oh, God!” She 
parsed a line of her grandfather’s, about 
how people used to talk about “listen-
ing” to a play, rather than “seeing” one. 
“It always stuck with me,” she said. “In 
film, you see it. In theatre, the only way 
you see something apart from what’s 
right in front of you—and no play is 
ever about only what’s right in front of 
you—is that someone says the words 
and then you see it.”

After college (Reed), Washburn re-
turned to the Bay Area, and worked 

temp jobs. She was skeptical of “play-
wright” as a career, “but I was some-
how certain that the thing to do was 
write radio plays and record them and 
send them to the BBC,” she said, with 
a laugh. So she wrote three radio plays 
about temping. She continued, “In the 
first, I think the temp may get run over 
by a car?” The second, “When the  
Tanks Break,” was based on an anec-
dote that Washburn heard about a 
temp in Port Richmond, who got 
locked out of an oice building, in a 

chemical cloud. “He had been bang-
ing on a side door for a period of time, 
kind of in the cloud, before people let 
him in,” she said. “He’d been wearing 
a trench coat with a backpack, as you 
do as a temp. And the next day the 
part of the jacket the backpack cov-
ered was fine, but the rest sort of dis-
solved.” She couldn’t remember part 
three of the trilogy.

One character in “Antlia” refers to 
those gathered as “a reassembled mem-
ory of a community.” For an early play, 
“Apparition”—ghost stories, often told 
in the dark—Washburn made up fake 
Latin, mimicking sounds semi-recalled 
from high school. When an actress dug 
up a Latin dictionary, however, she found 
that some of it was real. “There were 
things like ‘cries,’ ‘whispers,’ ‘slaughter-
house,’ ” Washburn said. She turned  
down dessert (even Morgan’s bourbon 
pecan pie), and admitted, “I have a ter-
rible memory. A thing I like about writ-
ing plays is that I discover that some part 
of my brain is retaining information.”

—Emma Allen

Anne Washburn
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“Bonjour,” a live theatre piece con-
ceived, designed, and directed by 

the Icelandic artist Ragnar Kjartansson, 
premièred last October at the Palais de 
Tokyo, in Paris. The story line is brief. 
A young woman wakes up in her sec-
ond-floor bedroom, above a café in a pic-
turesque French village. She gets dressed, 
puts a record on the old-fashioned pho-

nograph (it’s Charles Trenet, singing “La 
Mer”), brushes her hair, and pulls on 
stockings. Simulta neously, a young man 
on the ground floor of the house next 
door has been making cofee and glanc-
ing at a 1958 copy of Paris Match. The 
man goes outside to smoke a cigarette. 
Moments later, the woman comes down 
the staircase on the outside of her house, 
carrying a vase of flowers. She walks to 
the public fountain in the space between 
the two houses, sees the man, and hesi-
tates. He says, “Bonjour.” She replies, 

“Bonjour.” He watches her fill the vase 
at the fountain, turn, and walk back up 
the stairs. Just before she goes inside, 
their eyes meet again. He goes back 
into his house. After a brief pause, the 
five-minute sequence starts again. It re-
peats continuously, with diferent actors, 
working in shifts, for twelve hours a day. 

I watched the first rehearsals of “Bon-

jour” with Kjartansson, who was wearing 
a three-piece brown suit and a colorful 
silk scarf tied at the neck. After the sec-
ond run-through, he called out, jubilantly, 
“That was fucking awesome. You made 
me fall in love with both of you.” Exu-
berance is Kjartansson’s default mode, in 
directing as in life. Shorn of the reddish 
beard that he usually wears, and three 
months short of turning forty, he looked 
more robust than I remembered from our 
meeting in Reykjavík a year or so earlier. 
He gave the French actors a few sugges-

tions, in English, asking the woman to 
face in a diferent direction when she pulls 
up her stockings, and telling the man, 
“Remember, you’ve been waiting a year 
for this to happen.” The actors both spoke 
enough English to understand his rapid- 
fire, Icelandic-accented delivery. While 
they prepared to do the sequence a third 
time, he turned to me and announced, 
“All my ideas come out of nowhere, and 
they never change. This one was like the 
ultimate French cliché. I wanted to make 
a play about a moment when something 
happens and something changes.”

Kjartansson’s recent rise to promi-
nence in the art world has been based 
largely on videos, but he grew up in the 
theatre—the Reykjavík City Theatre, 
where his father directed and his mother 

starred in a wide repertoire of classical 
and modern plays. He spent much of his 
childhood backstage, watching actors 
rehearse scenes or parts of scenes again 
and again, and he likes to tell people that 
he was conceived on stage, or almost—
his mother told him that it happened a 
few hours after she and his father acted 
out a steamy sex scene for a film they 
were making. This was in 1975. Kjartans-
son often feels that he is playing the role 
of an artist, rather than being one. His 
work, which is based on repetition and 

Kjartansson, center, in a scene from his video work “World Light,” inspired by a Halldór Laxness novel.

PROFILES

PLAY IT AGAIN
How Ragnar Kjartansson turns repetition into art.
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duration, not storytelling, could be seen 
as an attempt to bridge the gap between 
performance art (filmed, videoed, or live 
performances by visual artists) and tra-
ditional theatre. In a railway station in 
St. Petersburg last year, backed by a full 
orchestra, Kjartansson sang the words 
“Sorrow will conquer happiness,” in Rus-
sian, for six hours. “Those words sound 
so magnificent in Russian,” he recalls. 
“And it’s how you feel in Russia now, 
where there is so much hopelessness.” 

Performance art, whose earliest stir-
rings on the New York art scene came 
with the “happenings” movement, in the 
late nineteen-fifties and early sixties, is 
now an international phenomenon. As 
a counterweight, or antidote, to the mar-
ket-driven art world of obscene prices 
and speculative buying, it ofers an art 
experience that reaches out to the viewer 
and demands nothing but a willingness 
to spend time with it. The form’s grow-
ing appeal to an audience of (mostly) 
younger viewers has obliged one con-
temporary museum after another to pro-
vide new spaces where it can be shown. 
Kjartansson’s brand of performance art, 
in which Nordic gloom goes hand in 
hand with non-ironic humor, has made 
him one of the busiest artists on the 
planet. His work appeared in more than 
twenty exhibitions last year, and this 
year’s schedule includes one-man shows 
at museums or contemporary-art cen-
ters in Detroit, Montreal, Berlin, Tel 
Aviv, London, and Washington, D.C. 

His subject matter is increasingly 
political. In a new piece called “Krieg” 
(“War”), at the Berlin Volksbühne, in 
March, an eighteenth-century soldier in 
a bloody uniform staggered about the 
stage for an hour, screaming continu-
ously. For his show at the Tel Aviv Cen-
ter for Contemporary Art in May, Kjar-
tansson will present a series of plein-air 
paintings he has made of houses in the 
West Bank. “The piece is called ‘Archi-
tecture and Morality,’ ” he said, smiling 
broadly. “The Israelis won’t like it, and 
the Palestinians won’t, either. It’s just bor-
ing suburban architecture, but right now 
these are the most conflicted houses on 
earth.” I asked him if he thought that 
art could change people’s minds. “No,” 
he said. “I don’t believe in the truth of 
art. As my mother says, ‘Let’s not de-
stroy a good story with the truth.’ ” 

In 2000, when Kjartansson was in 

his last year at the Iceland Academy of 
the Arts, he made a ten-minute video, 
called “Me and My Mother,” in which 
he and Guðrún Ásmundsdóttir, his 
mother, stand side by side, immobile, 
facing the camera. Every ten seconds or 
so she turns toward him and spits, ve-
hemently, in his face. The shock, confu-
sion, and uneasy hilarity of watching this 
exercise in family values are compounded 
by Kjartansson’s stoical lack of response. 
He considers this his first authentic art 
work. Mother and son have reënacted 
it every five years since 2000, and the 
four versions, which reveal subtle and 
not so subtle variations in age, stoicism, 
and saliva formation, were featured in 
his show at the Palais de Tokyo. 

“My teacher in art school, a visiting 
Dutch artist named Aernout Mik, didn’t 
like the piece at all,” Kjartansson recalls. 
“He said, ‘Ragnar, this is really bad, be-
cause it is not true. Your mother is just 
pretending—she’s half-laughing. It is 
not a strong work.’ I was kind of heart-
broken, until I realized that what he said 
about it was wrong. My mother was 
spitting on me, and she is an actress. 
She was pretending to hate me, but she 
did it badly because she loved her son, 
and that made it funny—and true. So 
I am grateful to Aernout Mik, because 
if he had not said what he said, I might 
never have discovered that.” 

K jartansson and Ingibjörg Sigur-
jónsdóttir, his fiancée, an artist and 

curator in Reykjavík, and their crew of 
Icelandic friends and assistants had come 
to Paris two weeks earlier, to work on the 
installation. They had brought Sólveig 
Katrín, Kjartansson’s five-year-old daugh-
ter from his marriage to the poet and per-
formance artist Ásdís Sif Gunnarsdóttir. 
The marriage ended in divorce four years 
ago, and they share custody of Sólveig 
Katrín. The whole group was staying in 
two rented apartments on the Left Bank. 
Kjartansson’s father and stepmother had 
arrived in Paris the day before, from Reyk-
javík. Being surrounded by people he had 
known for years seemed to boost Kjar-
tansson’s confidence; although his Palais 
de Tokyo show was opening in a few days, 
I never saw him looking frazzled or even 
minimally displeased. 

 Ingibjörg left for Basel that evening, 
for the opening of a show in which her 
work was featured, and Kjartansson and 

I dined at the famous old Brasserie Lipp, 
where he had never been. (An enthusias-
tic tourist and instant Francophile, he and 
Ingibjörg had taken Sólveig Katrín to Ver-
sailles, the Jardin des Plantes, and several 
other obligatory sites.) He ordered the 
choucroute, and we talked about “World 
Light,” one of the video works in his show 
at the Palais de Tokyo. It was based on 
the four-volume novel of the same name 
by Halldór Laxness, Iceland’s greatest 
writer and its only Nobel Prize laureate. 

Kjartansson’s father, Kjartan Ragnars-
son, had adapted “World Light” for the 
theatre, and over the years he had staged 
three versions in Iceland. For the most 
recent production, in 2009, he asked his 
son to design the set, but Kjartansson was 
representing Iceland at the Venice Bien-
nale that year, and he couldn’t do it. “I felt 
bad about that, because I thought it would 
be so great to work with my father,” he 
said. “But then, in 2014, I was asked to 
do a show in Vienna, and I had the idea 
of making a film of ‘World Light’ there.” 
Kjartansson and his crew turned the ex-
hibition space into a film studio, and for 
a month visitors could watch them build-
ing and painting sets, sewing costumes, 
rehearsing scenes and shooting them in 
high- definition video. “I had wanted my 
father to write the script, but he said, No, 
you must do it. So I wrote a script in col-
laboration with Laxness’s grandson, Hall-
dór Halldórsson, a standup comedian and 
a very good poet, and Ragnar Helgi Ólafs-
son, the son of Laxness’s publisher. And 
my father was the assistant director.”

Kjartansson had never read “World 
Light.” “I read it for the first time when 
I was writing the script,” he told me. “But 
the book was in my head, from seeing all 
those performances. It’s a book about a 
poet—not a great poet, but a poor person 
who longs to be an artist, longs for beauty. 
The book is so hilarious, and so sad, and 
so beautiful. My father cannot quote from 
it without crying.” Neither can Kjartans-
son; when I visited him in Iceland, tears 
flowed as soon as he tried to read a pas-
sage aloud. Kjartansson has described 
“World Light” as a masterpiece of irony, 
mocking the romantic spirit yet full of 
love for it. He edited the footage shot in 
Vienna into a three-hour film, which he 
decided was no good. Working day and 
night, he then put together a twenty- hour 
montage of virtually all the collected foot-
age, including retakes. This is the version 



that viewers saw in Paris last fall, on four 
large screens, in an empty room with 
cushions on the floor, so you could lie 
down and let it “wash over you,” as Kjar-
tansson advised. Halldór Halldórsson told 
him, “If my grandfather had seen this, he 
would have shot himself in the head.” 

A s a child in Reykjavík, Kjartans-
son liked girls better than boys. He 

got teased a lot in school, not so much 
because he played Barbie-doll games 
with the girls but because he was so bad 
at sports. “The coach would say, ‘Let’s 
watch Ragnar kick the ball in the goal,’ 
and I could never do it. They would all 
laugh and laugh, and I would go home 
crying and wish I was dead. But now I 
think the most glorious thing that can 
happen to you is to be bad at sports. The 
whole world opens up.” 

His parents divorced when he was four-
teen. His mother, who remembers that 
Ragnar, from the time he was three or 
four, used to listen intently to adult con-
versations, asked him whether she should 
continue with the marriage in spite of 
their diiculties. “Ragnar said, ‘No, you 
should not humiliate yourself,’ ” she told 
me. “He gave me courage.” Ragnar, who 
has no memory of this incident, has stayed 
close to both of his parents, and to an 
older stepbrother and stepsister from his 
mother’s first marriage. “My daughter is 
a celebrated actress here in Reykjavík,”  
his mother said. “My older son is a com-
puter scientist. Ragnar was the dreamer, 
the one I used to call my prince of dreams. 
He was always so much fun.”

At school, he acted in every play. “Rag-
nar was a super-funny guy, always ready 
with a humorous comeback,” Markús 
Andrésson, his best friend in high school, 
told me. In Kjartansson’s junior year, they 
played leading roles in a production of 
“Sweeney Todd.” Theatre and music were 
his main interests in school and, later, in 
college. His mother had taken him to a 
Björk concert when he was six—Björk’s 
grandmother and Kjartansson’s mother 
were sisters. He remembers his mother 
whispering, at the concert, “She has a 
voice like a cannon!” The international 
success of Björk and of the Icelandic rock 
band Sigur Rós had put Reykjavík on 
the world- music map, and for a long time 
Kjartans son dreamed of being a rock star. 

In 1995, while still in high school, he 
and Andrésson formed a band, which 

they called Kósý. Grunge was the going 
style, in fashion, in music, and in teen-
age behavior, and to buck the tide Kósý’s 
four musicians wore suits and ties, got 
short haircuts, and stuck to smooth pop 
tunes. Kjartansson played lead guitar 
and sang. “We thought being proper 
was far more abrasive at that point than 
being far-out,” he said. To their great 
surprise, they became popular. The band 
was booked to play for ladies’ fiftieth- 
birthday parties and other adult festiv-
ities, and the boys made serious money. 
Kjartansson has been in four other bands 
since then, all of them more abrasive 
than Kósý. “I was sort of famous in Ice-
land for taking my shirt of and shak-
ing my tits,” he said. “But to be famous 
there is kind of a joke. Iceland is like a 
small town, where you know everybody, 
and what they’re doing. Björk’s kind of 
fame was way out of reach.” 

Education and health care are mostly 
free in Iceland. After finishing high 
school, in 1996, Kjartansson astonished 
his friends by enrolling in the Home 
Economics School of Reykjavík, known 
to everyone as the Housewife School. 
“I was the first man to take the course,” 
he explained. “And I felt, wow, now I’ve 
actually done something with my life. 
I’ll hit the history books!” He learned 
how to cook, clean, iron, sew, make beds, 
and set the table, and enjoyed every min-
ute of it. His father worried, apparently 
for the first time, that Ragnar might be 
gay, but his mother was not concerned. 

“I was becoming used to these things,” 
she told me. The course lasted three 
months. After getting his diploma, he 
thought seriously about going to the-
atre school, which is what his mother 
wanted him to do. He and his friend 
Markús talked about it, though, and 
eventually agreed that art ofered more 
opportunities and more freedom than 
theatre or music. They both enrolled in 
art school. “We decided to go into the 
painting department,” Andrésson told 

me. “We were interested in the same ro-
mantic ideas—being a painter was some-
thing we identified with.” 

Icelandic culture has always been lit-
erary, dating back to the medieval sagas. 
Visual art was virtually unknown there 
until the nineteenth century, when a few, 
largely self-taught artists took on the 
challenge of depicting the country’s stark, 
volcanic landscape. Kjartansson’s pater-
nal grandfather was a sculptor and ce-
ramic artist. “My father learned to paint 
from him, and so did I,” he said. “We 
all have the same line.” In art school, 
Kjartansson fell in love with the roman-
tic image of Jackson Pollock and other 
macho, hard-drinking New York Ab-
stract Expressionists. He drank a lot.  
(“I stopped being a drunk when I met 
Ingibjörg,” he told me.) His drawing 
teacher gave him consistently poor 
grades, but he soon learned that art in 
New York and elsewhere, post-Pollock, 
had opened up to an unruly mix of other 
disciplines, among them photography, 
video, and performance. By the end of 
his second year, he had decided that per-
formance art was made for him. 

Allan Kaprow, Vito Acconci, Bruce 
Nauman, and the early performance 
artists had defined their work as being 
in opposition to theatre—no narrative, 
no dialogue, no costumes, no set de-
sign, no stage or curtain or realistic il-
lusions, and no willing suspension of 
disbelief. As performance art prolifer-
ated and expanded in the seventies and 
eighties, Marina Abramović and oth-
ers abandoned the “sincerity” of raw 
performance to allow for spectacle and 
rehearsed actions, but without relin-
quishing the ban on theatrical illusion. 
Kjartansson, steeped in theatre since 
early childhood, lifted the ban. 

His art-school graduation piece, in 
2001, was a shamelessly theatrical bon-
bon called “The Opera.” Using the skills 
he had learned in painting and sculp-
ture classes, he converted a small stor-
age room at the school into a rococo 
theatre, with pink walls and fake eigh-
teenth-century furniture, and for ten 
days, in a powdered white wig and an 
eighteenth-century costume, he sang 
made-up, Italian-sounding arias for five 
hours a day. The piece was funny, touch-
ing, ridiculous, and beautiful—all the 
things art students learned to avoid. “It 
was the first time I got good grades,” he 
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remembers. “The teacher who gave the 
final grades—it was not Aer nout Mik—
said, ‘This is something you can really 
work on.’ ”

John Baldessari, the California 
conceptual artist, had come to lec-

ture at the Reykjavík art school while 
Kjartansson was there, and during the 
question period Kjartansson stood up 
to say how much he admired Bal dessari’s 
decision, early in his career, to burn all 
his paintings. “Baldessari looked at me,” 
Kjartansson recalled, “and said, ‘You re-
ally should work in advertising.’ I was 
a little ofended, but then I just decided, 
O.K., I’ll do it.” 

He got a job with a Reykjavík ad-
vertising firm called Ennemm, and spent 
the next four years there. “I looked on 
it as my master’s degree in art,” he said. 
“You use all the techniques of art, ex-
cept that you’re lying.” He learned how 
to write scripts and make videos, and 
he spent a good deal of his time design-
ing posters for his latest rock group, Tra-
bant—it was named after the East Ger-
man car, one of the worst automobiles 
ever made. Because he was still plan-
ning to be an artist and making art in 
his spare time, he never asked for a raise. 
“The pay was nice, and I thought, If I 
get a raise, I’m fucked,” he said. 

Two things led him to quit, in 2005: 
an incoming boss who wanted everyone 
to work harder, and his marriage to Ásdís 
Sif Gunnarsdóttir. (Grappling with Ice-
landic patronymics really takes it out of 
you. Let ’s use first names for a while.) 
Ragnar and Ásdís had known each other 
since they were seventeen. She wrote po-
etry and made performance art, in each 
case with total dedication. Ásdís urged 
him to leave advertising for art. Ragnar 
has always admired strong women. He 
was very close to his godmother, a Dan-
ish woman named Engel Lund, who lived 
in the basement apartment of his parents’ 
house. Lund had been a popular lieder 
singer in Europe between the two World 
Wars, with a repertoire of folk songs in 
many languages. Family lore has it that 
once, in Germany, she received an invi-
tation to sing privately for Adolf Hitler. 
She sent back a one-word reply, “Nein,” 
and left Berlin on the next train. When 
Ragnar was twelve, he used to go to her 
basement apartment every day after school. 
She would give him sherry, and tell  

stories about Oskar Kokoschka, Sigmund 
Freud, and other friends or admirers.

A few months after quitting the ad-
vertising job, he was invited to be in the 
Reykjavík Art Festival, a series of art 
events held in diferent parts of the 
country. His contribution was “The 
Great Unrest,” a monthlong performance 
in an abandoned, derelict theatre- and-
dance hall in the south of Iceland, far 
from Reykjavík. He put boards painted 
to look like flames in the windows, 
dressed himself in the leather helmet 
and tunic of a medieval foot soldier, and 
played melancholy blues on his guitar 
for six hours a day. Only a few friends 
and family members showed up. “I was 
devastated,” he said. “But, somehow, it 
became sort of a legend, as the piece that 
no one saw.” Did he think people would 
come? “No, I knew they wouldn’t,” he 
said. Then why was he devastated? “Be-
cause I’m vain. But luckily my art usu-
ally goes in front of my vanity.” 

During the next few years, his per-
formance pieces, both live and on video, 
began to attract attention in Iceland and 
also in other countries. The Living Art 
Museum, in Reykjavík, commissioned 
him to do a work in 2007, and this led 
to “God,” a video featuring Kjartansson, 
in a tuxedo, with an orchestra of eleven 
formally dressed musicians, in a room 
draped from floor to ceiling with pink 
satin curtains. Swaying gently from side 
to side like a nineteen-fifties crooner, 
Kjartansson sang, in English, “Sorrow 
conquers happiness” (a slight variation 
of the words in his St. Petersburg piece 
in 2014), and kept singing the phrase at 
intervals for the next thirty minutes, with 
small fluctuations in tone and volume. 

What, in God’s name, was going on 
here? A lot of non-ironic nostalgia, with 
echoes of Frank Sinatra and Hollywood 
Technicolor musicals, but also something 
more complex. “With repetition, narra-
tive things like songs, concerts, or operas 
can lose their traditional form and be-
come static—but vibrant, like paintings 
or sculptures,” Kjartansson explained. “I 
often look at my performances as sculp-
tures and the videos as paintings.” Instead 
of following a story as it develops, the pli-
ant viewer sinks so deeply into a single 
moment that it becomes epochal. Less 
pliant observers can always walk out.

I asked Kjartansson why he had called 
the piece “God,” and his answer surprised 
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me. “I was sort of losing my religion,” he 
said. “I was so religious when I was 
younger.” He told me about going to the 
Lutheran church on Sundays with his 
mother (his father, a socialist nonbeliever, 
stayed home), and about serving, for eight 
years, as an altar boy in the Catholic 
Church. “I wasn’t Catholic, but I loved 
the rituals, and I lied my way into being 
an altar boy,” he said. “But I’d stopped 
going to church. And it was very freeing, 
somehow, to know that bad things were 
going to happen, and sorrow would con-
quer happiness, and we’re going to die, 
but that it’s all right, it’s all fine. I wanted 
a big title for this sad, reflective piece.”

Markús Andrésson, Kjartansson’s 
school friend, had decided to  

become a curator. He enrolled in the cu-
ratorial program at Bard College, the 
liberal-arts school in Dutchess County, 
New York, and for his graduation proj-
ect, in the spring of 2007, he invited 
Kjartans son and Roni Horn, an Amer-
ican artist and writer who has been spend-
ing a lot of time in Iceland since the 
nineteen-seventies, to be in a two-per-
son show that he would curate at Bard. 

 Kjartansson usually develops his the-
atrical pieces on the site. Andrésson had 
no funds to book hotel rooms, but he ar-

ranged for Ragnar to stay for three weeks 
at Rokeby Farm, a two-hundred-year-
old, forty-three-room mansion overlook-
ing the Hudson River a few miles south 
of Bard. Rokeby Farm is still occupied 
by descendants of its original owners, 
but the family money has long since run 
out, and the wallpaper in some of the 
beautifully proportioned rooms is faded 
and peeling. Richard Aldrich and his 
Polish-born wife, Ania, have devoted 
their lives to preserving it more or less 
intact. They live simply and are consid-
ered somewhat eccentric. Ania Aldrich 
is a student of shamanism. A friend of 
hers, learning that one of the Curatorial 
Fellows at Bard was Icelandic, got in 
touch with Andrésson and asked if he 
could perform a pagan ritual at Rokeby—
something involving Thor, perhaps. “I 
thought, no problem,” Andrésson told 
me. “I can Google it. That is how I got 
to know these wonderful people.” 

Kjartansson’s piece at Bard, called 
“Folksong,” consisted of him playing two 
melancholy chords on an electric guitar 
for six hours a day. A Bard trustee named 
Roland Augustine saw it and was in-
stantly captivated. “It was like Samuel 
Beckett, somehow,” he recalls. “There 
was this existential crisis in what he was 
doing, and it really hit me.” Augustine 

introduced himself, and asked if they 
could talk later. “Being raised as a so-
cialist, I would normally ignore a board 
member,” Kjartansson recalls. “But he 
said he liked my piece, so I went to meet 
him. And it slowly dawned on me that 
he was an impor tant art dealer in New 
York.” They met again a few months 
later, when Augustine took his son to 
Iceland on a fishing trip. Kjartansson in-
troduced them to some of his artist 
friends in Reykjavík. Augustine pro-
posed that Kjartansson and Andrésson 
put together a group exhibition of new 
Icelandic art, which he and his partner, 
Lawrence Luhring, would present at the 
Luhring Augustine gallery, in New York. 
The exhibition took place a year later, 
and included Kjartansson’s “God” video. 
Augustine and Luhring also invited Kjar-
tansson to join the gallery. 

It was a turning point for all three. 
Luhring Augustine would show him in 
New York, and work jointly with his 
Reykjavík dealer, Börkur Arnarson, to 
represent him worldwide and to provide 
financial backing for his new projects. 
“There’s not a lot of money to be made 
in this area,” Augustine told me. “Rag-
nar had no market and people don’t col-
lect video and performance the way they 
do paintings. But I embraced Ragnar in 
a big way.” The arrangement has worked 
well for everyone. Kjartansson makes far 
less than the top-selling painters and 
sculptors of his generation, but sales of 
his videos, in limited editions, and other 
work now bring him an annual income 
of around a hundred and fifty thousand 
dollars, which he considers a lot of money. 

Interest in his work spread rapidly 
in the next few years. He has been in 
two Venice Biennales. “Bliss,” in which 
ten gorgeously costumed opera singers 
and a small orchestra perform the bit-
tersweet, final aria of Mozart’s “The 
Marriage of Figaro,” repeatedly, for 
twelve hours, won the prize for the most 
innovative work in the 2011 “Performa 
Biennial,” RoseLee Goldberg’s perfor-
mance-art festival in New York. The 
Times’ Roberta Smith called “Bliss” a 
work in which “the audience, the per-
formers, the ingeniously recycled ma-
terial and the space itself merged into 
something that felt new and whole.” 

His breakout work came the follow-
ing summer, when he went back to 
Rokeby Farm with a group of Icelandic 

“She thinks she’s so great cause she has real celiac disease.”

• •
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friends to make a multichannel video 
called “The Visitors,” one of the very 
few artist videos I have seen that is never 
boring. When it opened, at Luhring 
Augustine in 2013, nine large video mon-
itors filled the darkened gallery. Eight 
of them showed diferent rooms in the 
nobly decaying Rokeby mansion, and 
in each room a single musician was play-
ing an instrument—acoustic guitar, elec-
tric guitar, bass, banjo, cello, piano, drums, 
accordion—playing it slowly and reflec-
tively, and periodically singing a quiet 
refrain that spoke of heartache and loss. 

Kjartansson had taken the words 
from several videos and performances 
by Ásdís. She and Ragnar had broken 
up a few months earlier. “Once again 
I fall into / My feminine ways,” Ragnar 
sings, languidly strumming an acous-
tic guitar as he lies nude in a claw-
footed bathtub full of water. A young 
woman in a filmy nightgown, Kristín 
Anna Valtýsdóttir, sits on a chair in  
another room, playing an accordion. 
“There are stars exploding around you /
And there is nothing, nothing you can 
do,” she murmurs. Sitting at a piano in 
the drawing room is Kjartan Sveins-
son, one of the original four musicians 
in Sigur Rós; he had left the band a 
year or so earlier, to work on his own 
music, and he collaborates frequently 
with Ragnar. The video images look 
like oil paintings, with deep shadows 
and harmonic color. (The cinematog-
rapher Tómas Tómasson has shot most 
of Ragnar’s videos, including “The Vis-
itors” and “World Light.”) Hints of  
absurdity (Ragnar’s guitar getting wet) 
lighten the mood of sadness and re- 
gret. The ninth screen shows the Al-
drich family and friends, sitting out-
doors on their veranda. The complete 
cycle lasts for sixty-four minutes, and 
then repeats. 

“The Visitors” was the most heavily 
attended exhibition Luhring Augustine 
has ever had. “People came back again 
and again,” Augustine said. There was 
something Pre-Raphaelite about it—a 
sense of youth and beauty and fleeting 
time. Artforum, the fount of highbrow art 
criticism, called it “deeply afecting—not 
a utopia, perhaps, and more bittersweet 
than sweet, but for that hour or so, very 
nearly ideal.” At least a dozen museums 
and galleries have presented “The Visi-
tors” since then. Luhring Augustine made 

it available in an edition of six, priced at 
a hundred and twenty-five thousand dol-
lars each, and they have all been sold—
one was acquired jointly by the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York and the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art. 

Kjartansson’s career is still in its early 
stages, and what he will do next year or 
the year after is anyone’s guess. He has 
never really abandoned the romantic 
ideal of being a painter—or acting the 
role of one. For his show at the 2009 
Venice Biennale, he set up a studio in a 
palazzo on the Grand Canal and painted 
a hundred and forty-four portraits—one 
a day, informal and fluid and a bit slap-
dash—of his friend Páll Hauker Björns-
son in a Speedo swimsuit. (They smoked 
cigarettes and drank beer throughout the 
day, as artists are meant to do.) Luhring 
Augustine later showed the whole set of 
paintings together, as a single work, and 
sold it to an Italian collector in Turin. 
He and Sigurjónsdóttir have their own 
record label, Bel-Air Glamour Records, 
to release songs by their friends in Ice-
land, and music continues to be a major 
part of everything he does. In 2013, Rag-
nar and Kjartan Sveinsson began a col-
laboration on a four-act opera without 
actors called “The Explosive Sonics of 
Divinity” (the title is from Laxness’s 
“World Light”), which premièred a year 
later, at the Berlin Volksbühne. Kjartans-
son designed the four sets, each of which 
evoked a diferent majestic and melan-
choly landscape, and a string orchestra 
and choir performed Sveinsson’s sym-
phonic, hour-long, Wagnerian score. 

Another 2013 collaboration was with 
the National, his favorite rock band, at 
the MOMA PS1 branch in Queens. Kjar-
tansson had them play one of their songs, 
“Sorrow,” continuously for six hours. “I 
think we all went into a bit of a trance,” 
Matt Berninger, the band’s lead singer, 
told me recently. “During the last hour, 
I started thinking about my daughter, 
and I completely choked up. The oth-
ers took over the singing, and then the 
audience started—the whole room was 
singing. We were all in the same ex-
hausted, milky space.” 

K jartansson’s problem right now 
is his tendency to take on too many 

projects. In Washington, D.C., in Jan-
uary, where he and Sigurjónsdóttir had 
gone to discuss his October, 2016, show 

at the Hirshhorn Museum with the di-
rector, Melissa Chiu, and several of her 
curators, much of their talk centered  
on a recent performance piece called 
“Woman in E,” which was on view at 
the Museum of Contemporary Art De-
troit and would be coming to the Hir-
shhorn. It’s a tableau vivant of a woman 
dressed in a golden gown, sitting on a 
revolving platform and playing an E-mi-
nor chord on a guitar. “I had this vision 
of a woman drenched in E minor,” Kjar-
tansson explained. Compared with “Bon-
jour” and several of the pieces in his Paris 
show, this one was relatively modest in 
scale, and Kjartansson said he liked 
that—he was tired of doing big pieces. 
Brushing aside a fall of dark brown hair, 
Ingibjörg giggled softly. “Look at her 
face,” Ragnar said. “I can tell by her face 
whether I am lying or telling the truth.” 
“You love big pieces,” Ingibjörg said. 
They are getting married on June 21st, 
in Reykjavík, a day after the summer 
solstice. His reliance on repetition as a 
structural principle may or may not be 
waning—there was very little of it in 
“The Explosive Sonics of Divinity.” “He 
has true confidence now,” Markús An-
drésson told me. “If he wants to direct 
a film, or an opera, or go into theatre 
for five years, he’ll do it.” 

He has no intention of leaving Ice-
land. “I get homesick very fast when 
I’m abroad,” he said. “In Iceland, there’s 
this idea that we don’t really belong in 
the world, this country in the middle 
of the ocean and so far from other 
countries. What I love about Iceland 
is that the only people we admire are 
poets. There are no great conquerors 
or heroes, no great industrial tycoons 
or politicians, and no respect for 
business people or material wealth. 
Many of our sagas are about outlaws—
there is even a statue of the Outlaw in 
Reykjavík, next to the National Mu-
seum—and the idea of the outlaw here 
is similar to the idea of the artist. I 
think making art comes from being a 
little allergic to society, not wanting to 
belong. Come to think of it, I am a  
really lucky bastard.” 

1

Neatest trick of the week

From the Boston Globe.

TV lights had dried out his eyes. Sitting a 
foot away from him, later, they were still red.
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SHOUTS & MURMURS

FLEEING, HYPOTHETICALLY 
BY CALVIN TRILLIN
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I may have presumed. I refer to a 
moment in 2004, a few weeks after 

George W. Bush was reëlected, when 
I found myself addressing a room 
full of people who were profoundly 
unhappy about the election results. “If 
I seem less dispirited than most of you 
here tonight,” I began, “it’s because I 
already have a house in Canada.”

I do have a house in Canada. I’ve 
lived in Nova Scotia in the summertime 
for many years. The presumption on my 
part was taking for granted that, hypo-
thetically, I would be acceptable to Can-
ada as a legal resident rather than as a 
relatively harmless and easily jettisoned 
summer person. In fact, I wouldn’t be—
and neither would many of the people 
who have been driven by the 2016 Re-
publican Presidential-nominating pro-
cess to talk about emigrating. From what 
I understand, the Canadian government 
assumes that American applicants older 
than a certain age—even American ap-
plicants who may claim to be seeking 
asylum from a country in danger of 
being taken over by an egomaniacal 
windbag—actually want to move to Can-
ada in order to take advantage of the 
single-payer health-care system that they 
have spent years disparaging.

But what if we could set aside this 
little problem with the health-care sys-
tem? I still see myself getting into some 
diiculty with the interviewer from 
Immigration Canada—even though, 

as I imagine it, I would have boned up 
before our meeting on the sort of facts 
that Canadians seem to love. The in-
terviewer has in front of him a large 
binder full of clippings and transcripts. 
Consulting it, he asks me about some-
thing I’d said a few years ago, in To-
ronto, while moderating a debate on 
whether to use the American or the 
Canadian method of signalling to a 
speaker that he’s exceeded his allotted 
time: “Under the American method, 
two large men approach the speaker, 
throw him to the ground, kick and 
pummel him, pull out 9-millimetre 
Glock automatics, and fill him full of 
lead. Under the Canadian method, I 
clear my throat and point to my watch.”

“Were you implying that Canadi-
ans are wusses?” the interviewer asks.

“Not at all,” I say. “James Naismith, 
a native of Almonte, Ontario, invented 
the game of basketball.”

“And at another such debate,” the 
interviewer says, paying no attention 
to what I thought was a pretty salient 
point about James Naismith, “when 
discussing the attacks on Danish em-
bassies after Danish newspapers pub-
lished cartoons depicting Muhammad, 
I believe that you said the following: 
‘We have to expect a strong response 
when people’s most sacred, deeply held 
beliefs are insulted. How would Cana-
dians feel if a newspaper in Pakistan 
began ridiculing recycling?’ ”

“And let’s not forget Walter Pid-
geon,” I say. “A fine actor, born and 
raised in St. John, New Brunswick.”

The interviewer ignores that. “And 
didn’t you once claim to hold the record 
for the most consecutive columns on 
a Canadian subject by an American 
columnist—at two?” he asks. “That 
sounds like a sarcastic way of saying 
that Canada isn’t all that important.”

I am quick to deal with that accu-
sation forthrightly. “Seth Rogen is from 
Vancouver,” I say. “And he’s quite a funny 
man—funnier, even, than Raymond 
Massey.” 

“And what’s this business about want-
ing to be considered one-sixth Canadian 
content because you live in Canada two 
months a year?” the interviewer says. 
“And I quote: ‘For every six Margaret 
Atwood books on the Canadian-authors 
shelf, there should be one of mine.’ ”

“A fine writer, Margaret Atwood,” 
I reply. “And how about that Alice Munro 
winning the Nobel Prize, eh!”

The interviewer pauses to consult 
his binder. The Canadian “eh” that I’d 
tossed in for efect doesn’t seem to have 
impressed him at all. I’m hoping that he 
hasn’t come across the column I wrote 
after NAFTA was implemented, in which 
I suggested that, as a matter of conve-
nience, Canada should change the date 
of its Thanksgiving Day to correspond 
with the American Thanksgiving Day. 
Just then, it occurs to me that he may 
have found the parody I published which 
used some of the actual recycling reg-
ulations promulgated by our county in 
Nova Scotia. (“To recycle telephone di-
rectories, first remove the binding glue.”) 

The interviewer is taking his time 
going through the documents that  
he has removed from the binder. I’m 
starting to panic. I say, “When the CBC 
asked viewers to name the greatest Ca-
nadian in history, they named Tommy 
Douglas, who is considered the father 
of the Canadian health-care system. It 
may interest you to know that he was 
also Kiefer Sutherland’s grandfather.”

The interviewer returns the clip-
pings and the transcripts to the binder. 
Suddenly, I hear myself saying, “I’m 
seeking asylum from a country in dan-
ger of being taken over by an egoma-
niacal windbag.” 

The interviewer closes the binder 
and walks out of the room. 





34 THE NEW YORKER, APRIL 11, 2016

The Via Alpina network of trails, established in 2002, extends for more than three thousand miles.

LETTER FROM EUROPE

ALONE IN THE ALPS
Hiking a high-altitude trail that connects eight countries.

BY JAMES LASDUN

PHOTOGRAPH BY DOMINGO MILELLA

The Dreiländereck is a popular 
lookout point in the Alps where the 

borders of Austria, Italy, and Slovenia 
were set after the First World War, and 
from which you can see all three coun-
tries. I was there in August, hiking a 
stretch of the vast trail system known as 
the Via Alpina. The Austrian sky was a 
clear pale blue. A few pufy clouds hung 
above Italy’s Friulian Mountains, to the 
south. Slovenia, to the southeast, where 
I was heading, was grayer, with the great 
wall of the Mangart Massif disappear-
ing into dark mists. 

It was drizzling when I crossed the 

Slovenian border, and by the time I 
reached Triglav National Park—Triglav 
is Slovenia’s tallest mountain—it was 
pouring. In some parts of the Alps, a few 
seconds of light rain will set in motion 
dozens of waterfalls on every slope, but 
these are porous limestone mountains, 
and the water soaks in. They loomed 
over the lodge where I was staying, vast 
and austere in the dusk. 

That night, I heard a sound like ar-
tillery from high on one of the slopes: a 
rockfall. There had been more rain than 
usual the past few weeks, and I’d been 
told that rockfalls were a hazard. I was 

already nervous about the ambitious sol-
itary hike that I’d planned for the next 
day. It had a much stifer elevation than 
anything I’d attempted so far on the 
trail—a climb of forty-five hundred 
feet—and there were no fountains or 
springs along the way, which meant lug-
ging large amounts of water. I once had 
an ignominious collapse on an Ecua-
doran volcano, from which I had to be 
rescued by an elderly woman with a mule, 
and I was worried that I might have set 
myself up for a similar humiliation. I 
didn’t want to be thinking about rock-
falls, too.

I’ve been hiking the Via Alpina on 
and of for a decade, often without re-
alizing that I was on it. Five interlocked 
trails crisscross all eight countries of the 
Alps: Austria, France, Germany, Italy, 
Liechtenstein, Monaco, Slovenia, and 
Switzerland. More than three hundred 
mountain huts are spaced at day-hike 
intervals. (It’s generally not permitted 
to camp along the trails.) Though the 
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Via is more than three thousand miles 
in length, there is something oddly elu-
sive about it, as if it didn’t quite want 
you to know that it exists. It was set up 
in 2002 under an intergovernmental 
treaty and is still partly funded by the 
European Union, which gives it a quasi- 
oicial standing. But aside from having 
a densely informative Web site, in five 
languages, the Via does little to promote 
itself. There’s not even an oicial guide-
book. Surprisingly few people know 
about this monumental endeavor to  
create an endlessly rewarding and re-
combinable series of hikes through the 
most spectacular passages of Europe’s 
mountainous heart.

The weather was better in the morn-
ing: overcast but dry and cool. A dirt 
track led from the trailhead alongside  
a glassy stream, passing plank-roofed 
cabins, pear orchards, and gardens full 
of blue cabbages. Pyramidal mountains  
rose on either side of the stream, their 
gray clifs edged with blackish green. A 
magnificent waterfall gushed straight 
out of the rock and disappeared back 
into it. A Soviet-era tractor, spindly and 
goggle-eyed, gleamed within the shad-
ows of a stone barn. 

I hadn’t been to Slovenia before, and 
knew only a few things about the coun-
try. It split of from the former Yugosla-
via in the early nineties, after a ten-day 
war, and joined the E.U. a decade ago. 
It was the birthplace of the philosopher 
Slavoj ŽiŽek. There was a dormouse- 
hunting season when dormouse delica-
cies appeared on menus. And all Slove-
nians were supposed to climb Mt. Tri-
glav at least once. That was about it.  
But my ignorance made the Slovenian 
countryside only more alluring. I liked 
the feeling of entering terra incognita. 
It ’s one of the distinctive pleasures  
of Alpine hiking. “The glamorous vast 
multiplicity, all made up of diferences, 
mediaeval, romantic diferences,” D. H. 
Lawrence wrote, in “Mr. Noon,” his 
semi-fictional account of crossing the 
Alps with Frieda Weekley after their 
elopement. 

That sense of multiplicity is still 
strong. The Rockies may ofer wilder 
wildernesses, but you don’t experience 
the pleasure of sharp cultural variega-
tion as you move from place to place. In 
the Alps, it’s still present in the shifting 
styles of church towers, village fountains, 

sheepcotes, hay barns. It’s there in the 
odd bits of language that filter through 
even if you’re an incurable monoglot like 
me. (How nice it is to learn that the  
German word for the noise cowbells 
make is Gebimmel, and that the Swiss- 
Romanche word for “boulder” is crap.) 
It’s there in the restaurant menus: daubes 
giving way to dumplings, raclette to ro-
biola; and in the freshly incomprehen-
sible road signs, which in Slovenia are 
clotted with impenetrable consonant 
clusters, as if vowels were an indulgence. 
Somewhere between Strmec and Cmi 
Vrh, I ate a pršut (prosciutto) sandwich.

The path left the stream, passing 
through woods and coming out at a dry 
riverbed on a dilapidated bridge, where 
it began climbing steeply. Two of the 
Via Alpina trails—the Red and the Pur-
ple—go through the park, and my plan 
was to switch from one to the other at 
a junction above the Soča Valley, then 
circle under the summit of Triglav to the 
mountain hut of Koča na Doliču. 

After zigzagging upward for a cou-
ple of hours—in Slovenian, a switch-
back is called a serpentina—I stopped to 
rest. Two women came along the trail: 
Germans, recently retired on state pen-
sions, spending their third summer ex-
ploring the Alps. They, too, were head-
ing for Koča na Doliču. They’d phoned 
the hut that morning and, by luck, had 
reserved the last two beds. I’d made my 
reservation weeks earlier, knowing that 
the huts can fill up in August. “But have 
you confirmed?” they asked. I hadn’t, and 
asked if they thought that there would 
be a problem. They glanced at each other. 
“Probably not.” An hour later, I passed 
them eating their lunch on a rock and 
joked—a little nervously—that I’d see 
them at the hut, “if I’m allowed in!”

The landscape became increasingly 
gaunt. Above the valley floor, the lime-
stone doesn’t support much in the way 
of grazing or agriculture, and there were 
few of the human traces you see else-
where at this altitude: no perched vil-
lages, none of the crooked-timbered hay 
barns that dot the high-summer pas-
tures in Switzerland, or the ornate dry-
stone shepherds’ shelters that you pass 
in the French Alpes-Maritimes. This 
was pure, unadorned, elemental moun-
tain: clifs, gullies, glacial moraine, mead-
ows of scrub and rubble. No sound of 
bleating or gebimmel-ing, just the wind 

and the occasional jabbing whistle of  
a marmot. 

The main object of interest was the 
path itself. Along this particular stretch 
of the Via, it was a rocky, two-foot-wide 
trail with sparse trees on either side and 
the odd dab of color from some thin-
stalked wildflowers bobbing over the 
dust. I’d begun to find these footpaths 
strangely moving. The fact that they con-
tinued to exist—spiderwebbing the re-
gion so delicately and yet on such an 
epic scale, and purely for the benefit of 
people who liked to walk—seemed faintly 
miraculous. So did the care with which 
the paths were maintained: mudslides 
cleared; fallen sections shored up by mas-
sive tree trunks; stone slabs set in the 
steepest parts to form rough stairways. 
Many stretches of the Via Alpina fol-
low paths that have been trodden for 
centuries or more: pilgrim roads, trad-
ing routes. Others are seasonal grazing 
paths that were first used by Bronze Age 
pastoralists. Earlier in the summer, in 
the South Tyrol, I’d taken the Via Alpi-
na’s Yellow trail up into the Ötztal Range 
where, in 1991, a five-thousand-year-old 
mummified body was discovered in melt-
ing ice. From the possessions found 
alongside the corpse of Ötzi the Ice-
man—as he was inevitably dubbed—it’s 
thought that he must have ascended 
from Lake Garda, south of the Italian 
Alps, on one of the routes that are still 
used for bringing sheep over the Nie- 
derjoch Pass into the Ötztal pastures. 
That linkage across time—the sense of 
being led by the tracks of others who 
were there before you—is reassuring, es-
pecially in the more remote places.

I reached the junction where the 
Red and the Purple trails divide, and 

took the fork toward Doliču. This was 
at about a mile above sea level, where 
you start to feel that you’re entering 
the realm of the high peaks. I wanted 
to stop again and enjoy the view, which 
was tremendous, but the wind was 
blowing strong, bringing in colder, 
damper air, and I had sixteen hundred 
more feet to climb. Elevation is every-
thing in this tilted landscape. Your des-
tination can be less than a mile away, 
but if it ’s a quarter of a mile above  
you it can take three or four hours to 
get there—more if you’re tired. I was 
tired. I was also concerned about my 
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reservation at the hut, and thought I 
should arrive as early as possible.

Hiking alone is a sure way to get ac-
quainted with your neuroses. In my case, 
these take the form of a steadily rami-
fying doubt that extends to every aspect 
of the journey. Half an hour past the 
junction, I started to wonder if I’d taken 
the right turn. The Via Alpina rarely 
posts its winglike insignia on the trail, 
directing you to follow local marks in-
stead. Some trails are extravagantly well 
marked, the blazes ushering you around 
turns like a parade of unctuous footmen 
anticipating every tremor of uncertainty, 
but this one was marked only where 
strictly necessary. The signs at the junc-
tion had been clear, but since then long 
stretches had gone by without any of the 
superfluous reassurance that I’d grown 
used to and now seemed to require. Had 
I zoned out and missed another junc-
tion? There weren’t any on the map, but 
I knew from past experience that hik-
ing maps were sometimes wildly inac-
curate. (Once, in Italy, I lost my wife and 
daughter for half a day after going down 
a separate path around what appeared 
on the map to be a tiny copse but turned 
out to be a forest.) Reaching a spur with 
a long downward view, I looked to see 
if the German women were coming my 
way. There was no sign of them. 

I had a compass as well as my map, 
but the path had begun twisting sharply 
along the increasingly sheer clif walls, 
and it was impossible to get my bear-
ings. I had a G.P.S. device, too, which 
I’d bought in an efort to raise my very 
rudimentary tech game. G.P.S. has long 
been touted as the future of orientation 
in hiking. No more map-reading in the 
rain or interpreting badly written di-
rections; just download the satellite coör-
dinates of your walk (which I’d done 
from the Via Alpina Web site) and make 
sure that the cursor keeps following the 
line on the screen. I’d tried the device 
out in Brooklyn, where it worked like 
a dream, tracking me from the wine 
store to the cheese store with a bread-
crumb trail of pixels. I’d wondered how 
well it would work in the more vertical 
plane of the Alps. This probably wasn’t 
the best moment to be experiment-
ing—I was cold, anxious, and drenched 
in sweat, with the numerous minor ail-
ments that beleaguer my middle-aged 
body (neuroma, neuralgia, dodgy hip) 

all starting to act up. But the answer 
was unambiguous: the G.P.S. didn’t work 
at all. I zoomed in and out, trying to 
find a readable scale, but the path 
wheeled frantically on the screen as the 
device succumbed to a kind of trigono-
metric panic. As I made the hairpin 
turn of the next serpentina, the digital 
bread-crumb trail showed me stepping 
of into the void and floating some-
where between the summits of Triglav 
and Mt. Mišelj. I shoved the thing back 
into my pack and pushed on, half-con-
vinced that I was going to be spending 
the night under a crap. 

The final stages of the ascent, where 
the mountains attenuate into their crests 
and peaks, are always the hardest. You 
think the sheer wall of rock ahead of you 
is your final trial, but, as the path snakes 
its way up, another wall appears be- 
yond, then another, each one steeper and  
more forbidding. The wind was making 
a disconcerting whine through the yel-
lowish-gray masses of bare limestone. 
Rain clouds appeared and the tempera-
ture dropped. No cause for alarm, I told 
myself. I had waterproof clothing, a hat, 
and gloves. Something—age, probably—
had made me more interested in the 
business of equipment on this trip than 
I’d been in the past. I’d bought clothes 

made of magical fabrics that breathed, 
weighed almost nothing, and were in-
destructible. I had a bamboo shirt that 
dried with uncanny speed after being 
washed, and a microfibre towel that 
packed into a pouch the size of a wal-
nut. In recent years, I’d started paying 
attention to the incidental descriptions 
of clothing in old accounts of Alpine ex-
peditions: Victorians lumbering around 
on glaciers in crinoline and tweed; Words-
worth with his “little knapsack of nec-
essaries.” The hikers in “Mr. Noon,” Gil-
bert and Johanna, sufer the fate of those 
born before neoprene and Gore-Tex: “In 
the grey, disconsolate, Alpine downpour 
they trudged on, Johanna in her burb-
erry, he in his shower coat. The cherry 
ribbon began to run streaks into Johan-
na’s Panama, whose brim drooped into 
her neck. Drops of water trickled down 
her back. Gilbert ’s trouser-bottoms 
flapped his wet ankles.” Most fascinat-
ing, to me, was the Iceman, Ötzi, whose 
Bronze Age travel gear included a wo-
ven-grass cape and a stylish black-and-
brown-striped goatskin coat, which had 
been recovered beside his body. 

I thought of him as I stopped in  
the shelter of a narrow gully to take  
out my nylon-and-polyester anorak.  
At ninety-eight hundred feet, the spot 

HOW TO TAKE OFF A SARI

He asks and I tell him     our bodies falling from an open window
first, unfasten the pallu   the fall should be swift and vacant
like the backward collapse      of a moving hawk on a windscreen
wait for the bare stomach      to procure the fatigue of renewed air
                         half breath                         half smoke
next, spin on one foot   the movement should be sexless   bad at   
    love
as you fall       
                         fall    let the system of the city swell in the base of  
    your throat
drop the petticoat              walk out of its retreating puddle
this should be mildly theatrical         depending on the sun’s humor 
measure the distortion of reflection between collarbones       bask   
    in the twisted heat
if  the blouse is hooked at the back       thrust your elbows outward
in imitation of a duck stepping into water         unclasp blouse
if  the blouse is hooked at the front  bring your hands to your heart
as if full of gratitude                  wanting to love, not knowing 
exactly how              unclasp blouse like an unstitched wound.

—Momina Mela
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where Ötzi’s body was found, on the  
Austrian-Italian border, is the highest 
point on the Via Alpina. I’d gone there 
the previous week, making a stunning 
hike up through the Tisental, with spar-
kling green meadows full of red cows 
and yellow asters which give way to the 
snow-streaked rock citadels of the Nie-
derjoch Pass. There’s an Ötzi industry 
in that part of the Alps—Ötzi pizza, 
“Bow Hunting with Ötzi” excursions—
and I had some resistance to the sub-
ject. But it was unexpectedly moving 
to see the forlorn landscape that he’d 
been crossing with his longbow and 
copper axe the day he died. Sleet had 
started falling when I reached the hut 
where I planned to spend the night, 
and, instead of pushing on another hour 
to visit the actual discovery spot, I’d 
spent the rest of the day drinking hot 
chocolate in the dining room and chat-
ting with other hikers. 

Later, I’d picked up a book about Ötzi, 
and found myself drawn in by the he-
roic pathos of this ur-Alpinist, whose 
preserved body and efects individuated 
him with eerie clarity through the vast 
tract of time since he died. It’s known 
that he had brown eyes, that he was 
alicted with fleas, that the last thing he 
ate was ibex. Whatever language he spoke 
must have had words for pouch, belt, 
tinder, awl, and tattoo. (The many tat-
toos on his body are thought to have 
been a form of acupuncture treatment.) 
The cause of his death remained a mys-
tery until ten years after his body was 
found, when X-rays revealed a flint ar-
rowhead deep in his left shoulder. He’d 
been shot, from some distance, and had 
bled to death. No motive has been firmly 
established for his murder. If it was rob-
bery, why was his valuable axe not sto-
len? If it was some kind of ritual sacrifice, 
why was he shot from afar, and why did 
he have a dagger clutched in his hand? 
Perhaps he’d been forced into exile—the 
poor state of some of his equipment sup-
ports this theory—and ran into inhos-
pitable strangers along the trail.

I moved on. By now I was at the limit 
of my strength; my muscles were pro-
testing, my hands were going numb in 
my too-thin gloves, and I had trouble 
catching my breath. (I tend to develop 
mild altitude sickness at about six thou-
sand feet.) I thought of a conversation 
that I’d had the day before with Marko 

Pretner, who runs one of the informa-
tion centers at the Triglav park. He’d 
made some criticisms of the Via Alpina. 
The stages in the park were too long for 
most hikers, he felt, and at times went 
too high into the mountains. He’d con-
trasted the Via Alpina walks to the newer, 
more popular Alpe Adria trail, which 
runs from Austria through Slovenia down 
to the Italian Adriatic, and sticks to less 
demanding valley routes. The Alpe Adria 
had a guidebook and a slick Web site 
ofering organized packages with a guar-
anteed “magic place” on every stage, and 
was marketed at what it called the “plea-
sure hiker,” a term I’d felt duty-bound 
to despise. But what was I, if not a plea-
sure hiker? A pain hiker? What was the 
point of that? 

S ince 2014, the Via Alpina has been 
the responsibility of the International 

Commission for the Protection of the 
Alps, an N.G.O., based in Liechtenstein, 
that is dedicated to sustainability and 
biodiversity. The commission is a great 
generator of newsletters and position 
papers, and it advises, lobbies, and facil-
itates various worthy projects. But, as its 
director, Claire Simon, said, “it can be a 
little abstract at times.” The ultimate goal 
is to enshrine the Via as an embodiment 
of the idea of sustainable tourism, and 
in the past two years a few showcase 
projects have been set up: an artisanal 
operation for distilling the herbal liqueur 
genepi; the conversion of a French mil-

itary barracks into a mountain hut. Much 
will depend on the fate of a funding ap-
plication that is currently under consid-
eration by the E.U. But to Simon the 
urgency is plain. With a hundred and 
twenty million visitors each year, the 
Alps are under immense ecological pres-
sure. The ski industry is a particularly 
relentless driver of development, disfigur-
ing landscapes on a massive scale, caus-
ing traic, and emitting prodigious 
amounts of carbon. If nothing else, Simon 

would like the Via Alpina to reëstablish 
the idea of the Alps as something other 
than a constellation of chic resorts. As 
she put it, “I would like it to diversify 
the unlimited ski-tourism industry with 
respectful, low-impact alternatives.”

Artisanal-liqueur operations may or 
may not be your thing, but the grand 
scale of the Via, and the breadth of the 
curatorial vision behind it, insure that 
there will always be plenty of reasons for 
hiking it. Nathalie Morelle, a French-
woman, oversaw its creation, and still 
works as its international coördinator. 
She described the criteria that she’d had 
in mind at the Via’s inception. No new 
paths were to be created, though exist-
ing ones could be refurbished. The trails 
had to feature all the major massifs, re-
gions, geologies, and sightseeing high-
lights, while also steering hikers to  
lesser-known attractions. The Via would 
connect the valleys and the high passes, 
but without any need for rock-climbing 
skills. Stretches of tarmac should be  
minimized, and cities avoided (though 
Innsbruck, Bolzano, and Trieste were al-
lowed in). Each of the three hundred 
and forty-two daylong hikes would end 
in a place to eat and sleep.

During my Slovenian ascent, the sky 
cleared in the middle of the afternoon. 
I saw a small wind turbine on a ridge in 
the distance. For a long time, it came 
and went on the horizon as the trail 
climbed crabwise toward it, but eventu-
ally the corner of a roof appeared below 
it, and at around four o’clock I dragged 
myself over the final parapet and stag-
gered toward Koča na Doliču. It was a 
metal-roofed building on the edge of a 
wind-bufeted plateau of chalky scree. 
A few Nordic poles leaned against the 
wooden walls outside. The insignia of 
the Via Alpina—the first one I’d seen 
all day—hung next to the front door. 
The Via has a slightly exasperating way 
of showing up like this, presenting itself 
in all its oicial pomp just at the point 
you feel that it has abandoned you for-
ever. I limped into the hut, shattered and 
panting, hung up my pack, changed my 
boots for a pair of slippers from a box in 
the entranceway, and went down a flight 
of narrow stairs to a low-ceilinged din-
ing room. Two teen-age boys, eagerly 
hospitable, greeted my anxious questions 
with loudly incredulous hilarity. Yes, of 
course I could have a bed! No, there’d 



been no need to confirm my reservation! 
Yes, I could get something to eat right 
away! I sat at a table, reeling as much 
from relief as from exhaustion. A plate 
of steaming goulash and polenta was 
brought over. I devoured it and, still at 
the table, I lay down on my bench (these 
places are very informal) and fell into a 
long, semi-comatose stupor. 

By the time I was rested enough to 
get up, a curious shift had taken place 
in my feelings about the day. I seemed 
to have become aware, for the first time, 
of the grandeur of the landscape I’d 
just climbed through. It was all the 
more powerful for its starkness. Stretches 
of the trail came back to me on a cur-
rent of mysterious pleasure. It was as 
if a second hike, joyous and invigorat-
ing, had begun to superimpose itself 
on the one I thought I’d taken. I’d ex-
perienced this alchemy before—the 
day’s accumulated fretfulness and dis-
comfort turning into pure exhilaration, 
though seldom this intensely.

The rooms were being cleaned, so I 
wandered outside, over the cratered pla-
teau. Battened onto its knoll, with the 
wind turbine humming beside it and the 
pale rubble scattering shadows all around, 
the hut looked like an outpost on an-
other planet. A landing pad for a sup-
ply helicopter was marked out in stones. 
Tall summits, golden in the level light, 
rose like islands over the lake of dark air 

below. I was taking a photograph of the 
wind turbine when one of the teen-age 
boys walked by. He shook his finger— 
“Not allowed to take photographs!”—
then broke into a huge grin: “Just jok-
ing!” I heard variations on the same joke 
several times in Slovenia. It was still a 
delight, apparently, to reënact the lifting 
of strictures from oppressive times. Some-
how this, too, became part of the strange 
exuberance gripping me.

The rooms were opened, and I was 
assigned a bed in an eight-person dorm. 
A young Swiss couple were already in 
there, rubbing pungent eucalyptus oil 
into their calves. One was a political sci-
entist, the other a conservationist. They 
knew about the Via Alpina, although, 
like many people, they thought it was 
just a single trail, running from Slove-
nia to Monaco. While I unpacked, we 
had a lofty conversation about the nat-
ural community of interest formed by 
the Alpine nations, versus the artificial 
alliance of the E.U. (“What, really, can 
Helsinki have to do with Athens?”) You 
never know what the arrangements are 
going to be in these huts. I’ve had twenty- 
person dorms entirely to myself, and I’ve 
shared sleeping platforms with half a 
dozen others on the same wide mattress, 
but I’ve never been uncomfortable. The 
huts are clean and well run, and a code 
of scrupulous civility prevails. 

Downstairs, the place had started  

filling up. There were families with young 
children and hard-core climbers draped 
in ropes. A raucous group from Ljubljana 
had completed an ascent of Triglav, and 
its members were toasting every new ar-
rival from their party with steins of foam-
ing lager. A Frenchwoman in her thir-
ties, tall and regal, came through the 
door and checked in. The boys asked her 
if she was hiking alone. She told them 
that she was, and they were impolitic 
enough to ask why. “Because I like to,” 
she replied, imperiously. The German 
retirees came in—they’d been walking 
at a sensible pace, unlike me—and greeted 
me like a long-lost companion. 

It’s very friendly, this high-altitude 
world. I could happily wander from hut 
to hut all year: the accommodation is 
inexpensive, the food’s not bad, and 
there’s the natural sociability of people 
who’ve been out walking all day and want 
to relax. The absence of Wi-Fi and phone 
service makes for a reminder of how 
human beings used to interact at mo-
ments of leisure: card games, board games, 
shared meals, conversations among 
strangers. I’d been thinking that, if the 
Via Alpina was having some trouble 
catching on, it was partly because the 
Alps themselves needed reframing in 
people’s imaginations. The idea of the 
Sublime had mobilized Alpine tourism 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, but images of icy peaks and yawn-
ing abysses had lost their thrill long ago, 
in a sea of jigsaw puzzles and chocolate 
boxes. Meanwhile, the region had been 
eclipsed by the Himalayas as a destina-
tion for adventure-seekers and pluto-
crats looking for a braggable challenge. 
In my still somewhat delirious condi-
tion, I felt that what was needed was 
someone to celebrate the Via Alpina’s 
vision of the good life—to sing the gou-
lash and polenta, the bunk beds and the 
benches, the inextricable joys and pains 
of the trail, the Hobbitish congeniality 
of it all—as eloquently as Shelley had 
sung the desolation of the glaciers or 
Rousseau the uplifting terror of the tor-
rents and the precipices. The Via Alpina 
was waiting for a prophet to acclaim it. 

One slight drawback about this par-
ticular hut was that, owing to the stark 
geological conditions, it lacked water. 
Bottled water was available, and a sin-
gle tap in the entranceway gave a thin 
trickle, but there were no showers or 
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washbasins, and no toilets—just two 
hole-in-the-ground latrines outside, with 
some disconcerting twig brooms propped 
next to them. All of the hut’s seventy- 
nine beds were expected to be filled, and, 
with some serious drinking already going 
on in the dining room, this was begin-
ning to strike me as problematic. Night 
was going to be a challenge; morning 
gruesome. 

I decided that the only way to han-
dle it was to get myself to sleep imme-
diately, and to clear out first thing in 
the morning. I had a sleeping pill in my 
glasses case, where I’d also stowed my 
contact-lens container. A minor mis-
hap gave the day a final farcical twist. 
Some of the lens solution had leaked, 
half-dissolving my precious narcotic. 
There was no alternative but to lick the 
residue out. I was doing this, my tongue 
buried deep in the case’s plush interior, 
when the door opened and the Swiss 
couple came in. An awkward pause fol-
lowed, in which I decided it would be 
hopeless to try to explain. They stared 
for a moment, evidently reappraising 
their high-minded roommate as some 
kind of cokehead or very specialized 
deviant, before beating a retreat. I passed 
out, mercifully quickly, to the dim roar 
of Slovenian drinking songs, and left 
before daybreak the next morning. 

Just beyond the hut, I saw something 
moving in the gray light below me: a 
shaggy animal with big horns. It was an 
ibex, though in profile it looked like a 
slightly disreputable unicorn. I took out 
my phone and filmed it as it ambled 
across the lunar scree. When I look at 
the footage now, it seems the perfect 
emblem of that place: wild and dream-
like and marvellous.

H iking the entire Via Alpina 
would take years, so after leaving 

Triglav National Park I got into a car 
and drove to other sections of the trail. 
Moving southwest, I crossed into Italy, 
where I began a walk on the Karst Pla-
teau, a rocky landscape pockmarked with 
caves and sinkholes, and ended up at 
Duino Castle. It was here, walking along 
the clif-top path above the Adriatic, 
that Rilke claimed to have heard a voice 
speak the opening line of what became 
the Duino Elegies: “Who, if I cried, 
would hear me from among the Angels’ 
orders?” The Sentiero Rilke, as the Ital-

ians call it, is surely one of the great  
approaches to any cultural pilgrimage 
site, the castle appearing across the  
Gulf of Trieste in a series of visual throbs 
like the unabashedly orgasmic build of 
Rilke’s poems. In 1912, he wrote to a 
friend, “We are in the karst, and the hard-
ened mountains forgo the efeminacy  
of any vegetation.” There’s actually quite 
a lot of vegetation around the castle  
(and only Rilke could have 
imagined the gentle slopes 
nearby to be mountains), 
but the path itself is pure 
karst: fantastical water- 
eroded stone, fissured into 
what geologists call clints 
and grykes—blocks and 
cracks—and fluted like  
cake icing or pinched into 
rigid waves like an arrested ocean.

I then headed north into Austria, and 
resumed following the Purple trail. One 
stretch of it passes near the Altaussee 
salt mine, where the Nazis hid some of 
their stolen art. I dropped down from 
pristine meadows—still emerald green 
in August—and looked at the old 
railbeds, with salt crystals glittering along 
the tunnels and a subterranean chapel 
dedicated to St. Barbara, the patron saint 
of miners. Years-old swags of fir hung 
on the walls, smelling as if they’d just 
been cut, the salt air keeping them un-
naturally fresh.

That evening, I stayed at Blaa-Alm, 
an inn along the trail. The owners, who’d 
told me they were going to be gone for 
the night, left my room key in the en-
trance. It was an old wooden building 
in the Tyrolian style, deep in the mid-
dle of silent countryside, with flower- 
hung balconies looking out on a meadow 
full of small farm buildings, and I seemed 
to have it entirely to myself. A wooden 
staircase led up to a large bedroom in 
which the walls, ceiling, and every other 
surface, including the light-switch cover, 
had been intricately panelled in the same 
butter-colored wood. It was very com-
fortable, even luxurious, if a touch sar-
cophagal. I sat out on the balcony, watch-
ing night fall and feeling as though I’d 
landed in a folktale about a traveller ar-
riving in a household under some pow-
erful enchantment. 

There was nothing sinister, exactly, 
though the tall fir trees around the 
meadow were forbidding in the dusk, 

and I got a shock when I saw the back 
of a woman, dressed in a dirndl and high-
crowned hat, exiting from what I’d 
thought was the empty downstairs, and 
disappearing into the woods. Later, on-
line, I discovered that Eichmann and his 
S.S. guards had stayed at the inn while 
fleeing U.S. troops at the end of the war. 
Gold coins that they buried under the 
huts in the meadow had been dug up 

occasionally over the years. 
If I had to choose a fa-

vorite stretch from my sam-
pling of the Via, it would 
be the part of the Blue trail 
that passes through the 
Walser villages of the Pied-
mont. The landscape was 
thickly forested, with Chi-
nese-looking crags and 

knolls scarved in fog. The villages were 
miraculous specimens of an ingenious, 
low-impact culture. There were minia-
ture funiculars for bringing in supplies 
(the streets are too steep and narrow for 
cars), Richard Scarry-like vehicles on 
caterpillar treads for the garbage and 
heavy lifting, stone houses caged in 
wooden balconies, scythes lying on the 
stone-covered roofs, chimneys shingled 
like tiny houses. The schist-rich local 
rock made everything glitter madly in 
the sunshine. The Walsers were Ger-
man-speaking refugees and migrants 
who spread south through the Alps 
during the Middle Ages, improvising a 
life style on the high terrain where no-
body else farmed or lived. It was a fru-
gal life style, constrained by the de-
mands of basic survival, but there were 
enough grace notes to make you feel 
that the inhabitants enjoyed their exis-
tence. In a little museum in Alagna, I 
admired a teaspoon carved with a hand 
holding a rose.

It’s the looping continuum of the trail 
that makes the Via Alpina what it is. It 
doesn’t take long to lose yourself in the 
rhythms of mountain travel: the morn-
ing climb and long afternoon descent, 
the dependably undependable weather, 
the never quite knowing what you’re 
going to see over the crest of the next 
high pass or who’s going to emerge from 
the mist along the trail—though, unlike 
Ötzi, you can be fairly sure the stranger 
isn’t going to kill you. He might even 
want to be your friend. We’ve come that 
far since the Bronze Age. 
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THE VOYEUR’S MOTEL 
Gerald Foos bought a motel in order to watch his guests having sex. He saw a lot more than that. 

BY GAY TALESE

I 
know a married man and father of 
two who bought a twenty-one-room 
motel near Denver many years ago 

in order to become its resident voyeur. 
With the assistance of his wife, he cut 
rectangular holes measuring six by four-
teen inches in the ceilings of more than 
a dozen rooms. Then he covered the 
openings with louvred aluminum screens 
that looked like ventilation grilles but 
were actually observation vents that al-
lowed him, while he knelt in the attic, 

to see his guests in the rooms below. 
He watched them for decades, while 
keeping an exhaustive written record of 
what he saw and heard. Never once, 
during all those years, was he caught. 

I first became aware of this man after 
receiving a handwritten special-deliv-
ery letter, without a signature, dated 
January 7, 1980, at my house in New 
York. It began:

Dear Mr. Talese:
Since learning of your long awaited study 

of coast-to-coast sex in America, which will 
be included in your soon to be published 
book, “Thy Neighbor’s Wife,” I feel I have 
important information that I could contribute 
to its contents or to contents of a future book. 

He then described the motel he had 
owned for more than ten years. 

The reason for purchasing this motel was 
to satisfy my voyeuristic tendencies and com-
pelling interest in all phases of how people 
conduct their lives, both socially and sexu-
ally. . . . I did this purely out of my unlimited 
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curiosity about people and not as just a  
deranged voyeur. 

He explained that he had “logged an 
accurate record of the majority of the 
individuals that I watched”

and compiled interesting statistics on each, 
i.e., what was done; what was said; their in-
dividual characteristics; age & body type; part 
of the country from where they came; and 
their sexual behavior. These individuals were 
from every walk of life. The businessman 
who takes his secretary to a motel during the 
noon hour, which is generally classified as 
“hot sheet” trade in the motel business. Mar-
ried couples traveling from state to state, ei-
ther on business or vacation. Couples who 
aren’t married, but live together. Wives who 
cheat on their husbands and visa versa. Les-
bianism, of which I made a particular study. 
. . . Homosexuality, of which I had little in-
terest, but still watched to determine moti-
vation and procedure. The Seventies, later 
part, brought another sexual deviation for-

ward, namely, group sex, which I took great 
interest in watching. . . .

I have seen most human emotions in all 
their humor and tragedy carried to comple-
tion. Sexually, I have witnessed, observed and 
studied the best first hand, unrehearsed, 
non-laboratory sex between couples, and most 
other conceivable sex deviations during these 
past 15 years.

My main objective in wanting to provide 
you with this confidential information is the 
belief that it could be valuable to people in 
general and sex researchers in particular.

He went on to say that although he 
had been wanting to tell his story, he 
was “not talented enough” as a writer 
and had “fears of being discovered.” He 
then invited me to correspond with him 
in care of a post-oice box and sug-
gested that I come to Colorado to in-
spect his motel operation: 

Presently I cannot reveal my identity be-
cause of my business interests, but [it] will 

be revealed when you can assure me that  
this information would be held in complete 
confidence.

After reading this letter, I put it aside 
for a few days, undecided on whether 
to respond. As a nonfiction writer who 
insists on using real names in articles 
and books, I knew that I could not ac-
cept his condition of anonymity. And I 
was deeply unsettled by the way he had 
violated his customers’ trust and invaded 
their privacy. Could such a man be a 
reliable source? Still, as I reread the let-
ter, I reflected that his “research” meth-
ods and motives bore some similarity 
to my own in “Thy Neighbor’s Wife.” 
I had, for example, kept notes while 
managing massage parlors in New York 
and while mingling with swingers at 
the Sandstone nudist commune in 
Southern California (one key diference: 

ILLUSTRATION BY EMILIANO PONZI



the people I observed and reported on 
had given me their consent). Also, the 
opening line of my 1969 book about the 
Times, “The Kingdom and the Power,” 
was: “Most journalists are restless voy-
eurs who see the warts on the world, 
the imperfections in people and places.” 

As to whether my correspondent in 
Colorado was, in his own words, “a de-
ranged voyeur”—a version of Hitch-
cock’s Norman Bates, or the murderous 
filmmaker in Michael Powell’s “Peep-
ing Tom”—or instead a harmless, if odd, 
man of “unlimited curiosity,” or even a 
simple fabulist, I could know only if I 
accepted his invitation. Since I was plan-
ning to be in Phoenix later in the month, 
I decided to send him a note, with my 
phone number, proposing that we meet 
during a stopover in Denver. He left a 
message on my answering machine a 
few days later, saying that he would 
meet me at the airport baggage claim. 

Two weeks later, when I approached 
the luggage carrousel, I spotted a man 
holding out his hand and smiling. “Wel-
come to Denver,” he said, waving in his 

left hand the note I had mailed him. 
“My name is Gerald Foos.”

My first impression was that this 
amiable stranger resembled many of the 
men I had flown with from Phoenix. 
He seemed in no way peculiar. In his 
mid-forties, Foos was hazel-eyed, around 
six feet tall, and slightly overweight. He 
wore a tan jacket and an open-collared 
dress shirt that seemed a size small for 
his heavily muscled neck. He had neatly 
trimmed dark hair, and, behind horn-
rimmed glasses, he projected a friendly 
expression befitting an innkeeper. 

After we had exchanged courtesies, 
I accepted his invitation to be a guest 
at his motel for a few days. 

“We’ll put you in one of the rooms 
that doesn’t provide me with viewing 
privileges,” he said, with a lighthearted 
grin. He added that, later on, he would 
take me up to the special attic viewing 
platform, but only after his mother-in-
law, Viola, who helped out in the motel 
oice, had gone to bed. “My wife, 
Donna, and I have been careful never 
to let her in on our secret, and the same 

thing goes, of course, for our children,” 
he said. 

He removed from his pocket a folded 
piece of stationery and handed it to me. 
“I hope you’ll not mind reading and 
signing this,” he said. “It’ll allow me to 
be completely frank with you, and I’ll 
have no problem showing you around 
the motel.”

It was a typed document stating that 
I would not identify him by name, or 
publicly associate his motel with what-
ever information he shared with me, 
until he had granted me a waiver. I 
signed the paper. I had already decided 
that I would not write about Gerald 
Foos under these restrictions. I had come 
to Denver merely to meet this man and 
to satisfy my curiosity about him. 

As Foos drove us to the motel, he 
took the opportunity to sketch out the 
story of his life for me. He explained 
that he had met Donna in high school 
in a farming town called Ault, about 
sixty-five miles outside of Denver, and 
that the two had been married since 
1960. His parents, hardworking Ger-
man-Americans, had had a farm. He 
described them as kindhearted people 
who would do anything for him—“ex-
cept discuss sex.” Every morning, he 
said, his mother got dressed in her closet, 
and he never witnessed either of his 
parents exhibiting an interest in sex. He 
said, “And so, being very curious about 
sex even as an early adolescent—with 
all those farm animals around, how could 
you avoid thinking of sex?—I looked 
beyond my home to learn what I could 
about people’s private lives.”

He did not have to look far, he said, 
steering the car toward the suburb of Au-
rora, where his motel was situated. When 
he was a child, his mother’s married sis-
ter, Katheryn, lived in the farmhouse next 
door. At the age of nine, he said, he started 
watching her. Aunt Katheryn was in her 
late twenties then. She often walked 
around nude in her bedroom at night 
with the shutters open, and he would 
peer in from below the windowsill—“a 
moth drawn to her flame”—for an hour 
or so every evening. He watched her for 
five or six years and never got caught. His 
aunt Katheryn liked to sit at her dress-
ing table with no clothes on, arranging 
her miniature porcelain dolls or her col-
lection of “valuable thimbles.”

“Sometimes her husband was there, 
“Once again, we’re boarding only our Élite Premium  

passengers at this time. Thank you.”
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my uncle Charlie, usually deep in sleep,” 
Foos said. “He drank a lot. Once, I did 
see them having sex, and it made me 
upset. I was jealous. She was mine, I 
thought.”

 I listened without comment, al-
though I was surprised by Gerald Foos’s 
candor. I had known him for barely 
half an hour, and he was unburdening 
himself to me about his masturbatory 
fixations and the origins of his voyeur-
ism. As a journalist, I do not recall 
meeting anyone who required less of 
me than he did. He did all the talking 
while I sat and listened. The car was 
his confessional.

He told me that he was a virgin 
through high school. It was only after 
joining the Navy, serving in the Medi-
terranean and the Far East, and train-
ing as an underwater demolition spe-
cialist that he enlarged his knowledge 
of sex under the guidance of bar girls. 
But he also kept fantasizing about his 
Aunt Katheryn. 

When he returned from the service, 
he started dating—and soon married— 
Donna, who was a nurse at a hospital 
in Aurora. Foos found work as a field 
auditor for Conoco. He was miserably 
employed, sitting in a cubicle all day, 
keeping records of the inventory levels 
of oil tanks. To escape this tedium, he 
said, he began to undertake what he 
called “voyeuristic excursions” around 
Aurora after dark. Often on foot, al-
though sometimes in a car, he would 
cruise through neighborhoods and spy 
on people who were casual about low-
ering their window shades. He made 
no secret of his voyeurism to Donna. 
“Even before our marriage I told her 
that this gave me a feeling of power,” 
he said. She seemed to understand. 
“Donna and most nurses are very open-
minded,” he said. “They’ve seen it all—
death, disease, pain, disorders of every 
kind—and it takes a lot to shock a nurse.” 
She even accompanied him sometimes 
on his voyeuristic excursions, and it was 
Donna, he said, who first encouraged 
him to make notes about what he saw. 

“We’re getting close to our 
motel,” Foos said, as he drove 

along East Colfax Avenue, passing 
through a neighborhood of stores, a 
trailer park, fast-food outlets, and an 
auto-repair shop. He said he had cho-

sen the single-story Manor House Motel 
as the site of his laboratory years ear-
lier because it had a pitched roof—high 
enough for him to walk upright across 
the attic floor—which would make it 
possible for him to realize his dream of 
creating a viewing platform to peer into 
the guest rooms below.

He bought the property for a hun-
dred and forty-five thousand dollars. 
“Donna wasn’t happy about giving up 
our house and living in the manager’s 
quarters of the motel,” Foos said. “But 
I promised her that we’d buy another 
house as soon as we could aford it.” 

Foos pulled into the parking area of 
the Manor House Motel, a brick build-
ing painted green and white, with or-
ange doors leading into each of its  
twenty-one guest rooms. He parked 
next to an adjacent building consisting 
of an oice and the family quarters. 
Donna, a short blue-eyed blond woman 
wearing a nurse’s uniform, greeted us 
in the oice. She was heading to the 
hospital, to work a night shift. 

On the way to my room, Foos told 
me that their son was a freshman at the 
Colorado School of Mines, and that 
their daughter, who was born with a 
res piratory ailment, had to drop out of 
high school to be treated at a special 

clinic, where she lived. He opened the 
door to my room, switched on the 
air-conditioner, and put down my lug-
gage, saying that he would collect me 
in an hour to go out to dinner. “After 
that, we can come back and take a lit-
tle tour of the attic,” he said.

After I unpacked, I began making 
notes of my impressions of Gerald Foos. 
My interest in him was not dependent 
on having access to his attic. I was hop-
ing to get his permission to read the hun-
dreds of pages that he claimed to have 
written during the past fifteen years, with 
the result that he would one day allow 
me to write about him. I knew that he 
viewed himself as a sex researcher along 
the lines of Alfred Kinsey, and I assumed 
that his account centered on what ex-
cited him sexually, but it was possible 
that he noted things that existed beyond 
his desires. A voyeur is motivated by an-
ticipation; he invests endless hours in the 
hope of seeing what he wishes to see. Yet 
for every erotic episode he witnesses he 
is also privy to hundreds of mundane 
moments representing the ordinary daily 
human routine—people channel-surfing, 
snoring, urinating, primping, and doing 
other things too tediously real for real-
ity television. 

I was intrigued by the notion of the 

“Poughkeepsie!”
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voyeur, in the course of his trespasses, 
inadvertently serving as a social histo-
rian. I had recently read a book called 
“The Other Victorians,” by the liter-
ary critic Steven Marcus. One of the 
main characters is a wellborn nine-
teenth-century Englishman who over-
compensated for his Victorian upbring-
ing by having sexual experiences, 
including voyeuristic ones, with a vast 
number of women—servants, prosti-
tutes, other men’s wives, and a mar-
chioness. He wrote a voluminous mem-
oir about his liaisons and escapades, 
which he called “My Secret Life.” He 
arranged for it to be privately—and 
anonymously—published on the Con-
tinent, and it gradually achieved noto-
riety as pirated editions circulated 
through the literary underground. In 
1966, an American edition of the book 
was legally published for the first time, 
by Grove Press. Marcus considers it a 
trove of insights into the social history 
of the period.

“In addition to presenting such facts,” 
Marcus writes, “ ‘My Secret Life’ shows 
us that amid and underneath the world 
of Victorian England as we know it . . . 
a real, secret social life was being con-
ducted, the secret life of sexuality.” As 
the anonymous author wrote in his 
memoir, “Man cannot see too much of 
human nature.” I hoped that Foos’s man-
uscript, if I obtained permission to read 
it, would serve as a kind of sequel to 
“My Secret Life.”

Foos took me to a restaurant called 
the Black Angus Steakhouse. After or-
dering a margarita and a sirloin, he 
promised that he would mail me a pho-
tocopy of his manuscript. He said he 
would send it in installments, because 
he anticipated having to photocopy it 
in the public library, a few pages at a 
time, for the sake of privacy. 

I asked Foos if he ever felt guilty 
about spying on his guests. While he 
admitted to constant fear of being found 
out, he was unwilling to concede that 
his activities in the attic brought harm 
to anyone. He said that he was indulg-
ing his curiosity within the boundaries 
of his own property, and, because his 
guests were unaware of his voyeurism, 
they were not afected by it. He rea-
soned, “There’s no invasion of privacy 
if no one complains.” Still, he took great 
pains to avoid discovery, and he wor-

ried that, were he caught, he could be 
charged with a crime.

Over dinner, he described how it 
had taken him months to fashion his 
motel’s viewing vents to “foolproof per-
fection.” He’d initially considered in-
stalling two-way mirrors in the ceil-
ings, but dismissed the idea as too 
incriminating if discovered. He then 
thought of installing the faux ventila-
tors and hired a metalworker to fabri-
cate a number of six-by-fourteen-inch 
louvred screens. Only Donna, who was 
in on the plan, could help Foos with 
the installation. She would stand on a 
chair in each of the designated rooms 
and reach up to fit a louvred screen 
into the opening in the ceiling that 
Foos had made with a power saw. As 
he lay prone in the attic, he secured the 
screen to the plywood floor and rafters 
with long flathead screws. He installed 
three layers of shag carpeting over a 
central strip of the attic floor; the nails 
that kept the carpeting in place were 
rubber-tipped, to deaden any squeaks 
from footsteps.

After the screens were in place, Foos 
asked Donna to visit each room, re-
cline on a bed, and look up at a venti-
lator as he was staring down at her. 
“Can you see me?” he would call down. 
If she said yes, he used pliers to bend 
the louvres into an angle that would 
conceal his presence while maintain-
ing a clear view of the bed and the 
bathroom door. 

“This trial-and-error process took 
us weeks,” Foos continued. “And it was 
exhausting—with me constantly going 
up and down between the attic and 
rooms, and my hands aching from all 
those adjustments with my pliers.”

Foos said he began watching guests 
during the winter of 1966. He was 

often excited and gratified by what he 
saw, but there were many times when 
what went on below was so boring that 
he nodded of, sleeping for hours on 
the shag carpeting, until Donna woke 
him up before she left for the hospi-
tal. Sometimes she brought him a snack 
(“I’m the only one getting room ser-
vice at this motel,” he told me, with a 
smile); at other times, if a particularly 
engaging erotic interlude was occur-
ring in the room below, Donna would 
lie down next to him and watch. Some-

times they would have sex up on the 
viewing platform.

“Donna was not a voyeur,” he told 
me, “but, rather, the devoted wife of a 
voyeur. And, unlike me, she grew up 
having a free and healthy attitude about 
sex.” He went on,“The attic was an ex-
tension of our bedroom.” When Donna 
was not with him on the viewing plat-
form, he said, he would either mastur-
bate or memorize what he saw and 
re-create it with his wife. 

While driving us back to the Manor 
House, Foos continued to talk. He men-
tioned that an attractive young couple 
had been staying in Room 6 for the 
past few days and suggested that per-
haps we would get a look at them to-
night. They were from Chicago and 
had come to Colorado to ski. Donna 
always registered the more youthful and 
attractive guests in one of the “viewing 
rooms.” The nine non-viewing rooms 
were saved for families or individuals 
or couples who were elderly or less phys-
ically appealing. 

As we approached the motel, I began 
to feel uneasy. I noticed that the neon 
“No Vacancy” sign was on. “That’s good 
for us,” Foos said. “It means we can lock 
up for the night and not be bothered 
by late arrivals looking for rooms.” If 
guests needed anything, a buzzer at the 
front desk would alert the proprietors, 
even in the attic, so that if Foos was up 
there viewing he could climb down a 
ladder in the utility room and arrive at 
the desk in less than three minutes.

In the oice, Donna’s mother handed 
Foos some mail and briefed him on the 
maids’ schedules. I waited on a sofa, 
under some framed posters of the Rocky 
Mountains and a couple of AAA plaques 
airming the cleanliness of the Manor 
House Motel. 

Finally, after saying good night to 
his mother-in-law, Foos beckoned me 
to follow him across the parking lot to 
the utility room. Curtains were drawn 
across the windows that fronted each 
of the guest rooms. I could hear the 
sounds of television coming from some 
of them, which I assumed did not bode 
well for the expectations of my host.

Attached to one wall of the utility 
room was a wooden ladder painted blue. 
After acknowledging his finger-to-lip 
warning that we maintain silence, I 
climbed the ladder behind him. On a 
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landing, he unlocked a door leading into 
the attic. After he had locked the door 
behind us, I saw, in the dim light, to my 
left and right, sloping wooden beams 
that supported the motel’s pitched  
roof; in the middle of the narrow floor 
was a carpeted catwalk about three feet 
wide, extending over the ceilings of the 
twenty-one guest rooms.

Crouching on the catwalk behind 
Foos, so as to avoid hitting my head on 
a beam, I watched as he pointed down 

toward a vent in the floor. Light could 
be seen a few feet ahead of us. Light also 
came from a few other vents farther away, 
but from these I could hear the noise of 
televisions. The room below us was 
quiet—except for a soft murmuring of 
voices and the vibrato of bed springs.

I saw what Foos was doing, and I 
did the same: I got down on my knees 
and crawled toward the lighted lou-
vres. Then I stretched my neck in order 
to see as much as I could through the 
vent, nearly butting heads with Foos 
as I did so. Finally, I saw a naked cou-
ple spread out on the bed below, en-
gaged in oral sex. Foos and I watched 

for several moments, and then Foos 
lifted his head and gave me a thumbs-up 
sign. He whispered that it was the ski-
ing couple from Chicago. 

Despite an insistent voice in my head 
telling me to look away, I continued to 
observe, bending my head farther down 
for a closer view. As I did so, I failed to 
notice that my necktie had slipped down 
through the slats of the louvred screen 
and was dangling into the motel room 
within a few yards of the woman’s head. 

I realized my carelessness only when 
Foos grabbed me by the neck and, with 
his free hand, pulled my tie up through 
the slats. The couple below saw none 
of this: the woman’s back was to us, and 
the man had his eyes closed. 

Foos’s expression, as he looked at me 
in silence, reflected considerable irrita-
tion. I felt embarrassed. What if my neck-
tie had betrayed his hideaway? My next 
thought was: Why was I worried about 
protecting Gerald Foos? What was I 
doing up here, anyway? Had I become 
complicit in his strange and distasteful 
project? I followed him down the lad-
der into the parking area.

“You must put away that tie,” he  
said finally, escorting me to my room. I 
nodded and wished him a good night.

When I met Foos in the oice the 
next morning, he bore no trace of 

irritation, and he did not comment on 
the fact that I was not wearing a neck-
tie. “Since we have some privacy here, I’d 
like to give you a quick look at my man-
uscript,” he said. He unlocked a desk 
drawer and removed a cardboard box 
containing a four-inch-thick stack of 
handwritten pages from yellow legal pads, 
the work of fifteen years. The penman-
ship was excellent. This was the manu-
script he called “The Voyeur’s Journal.”

He explained that he kept small pads, 
pencils, and a flashlight stashed in the 
attic. “When I see or hear something 
that interests me, I’ll scribble it down, 
and later, when I’m alone down here, 
I’ll expand on it.” 

He seemed desperate to share his find-
ings. I wondered if voyeurs crave escape 
from their prolonged solitude by unbur-
dening themselves to other people.  
Steven Marcus writes, of the Victorian 
adventurer in his book, “Had he really 
wanted to keep his secret life a secret he 
would not have put pen to paper. . . . He 
asks whether all men feel and behave as 
he does, and concludes, ‘I can never know 
this; my experience if printed may en-
able others to compare as I cannot.’ ” 

A week after I returned to New York, 
I received in the mail nineteen pages of 
“The Voyeur’s Journal,” dated 1966. The 
first entry begins: 

 Today was the fulfillment and realization 
of a dream that has constantly occupied my 
mind and being. Today, I purchased the Manor 
House Motel and that dream has been con-
summated.  Finally, I will be able to satisfy my 
constant yearning and uncontrollable desire to 
peer into other people’s lives. My voyeuristic 
urges will now be placed into efect on a plane 
higher than anyone else has contemplated. 

He described the painstaking efort 
of converting his attic into a viewing 
platform: 

 Nov. 18, 1966—Business has been great 
and I am missing observing several interest-
ing guests, but patience has always been my 
watchword, and I must accomplish this task 
with the utmost of perfection and brilliance. 

His notes become increasingly gran-
diose as he nears his goal. “These idiots 
working for this sheet metal shop are C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 T

H
E

 A
U

T
H

O
R

Foos made it clear that he regarded his voyeurism as serious research.
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dumb as radishes,” he writes. “ ‘This vent 
will never function properly,’ they say. 
If I told them what purpose it was 
going to serve they probably wouldn’t 
comprehend.”

If I had not seen the attic viewing 
platform with my own eyes, I would have 
found it hard to believe Foos’s account. 
Indeed, over the decades since we met, 
in 1980, I have noticed various inconsis-
tencies in his story: for instance, the first 
entries in his “Voyeur’s Journal” are dated 
1966, but the deed of sale for the Manor 
House, which I obtained recently from 
the Arapahoe County Clerk and Re-
corder’s oice, shows that he purchased 
the place in 1969. And there are other 
dates in his notes and journals that don’t 
quite scan. I have no doubt that Foos 
was an epic voyeur, but he could some-
times be an inaccurate and unreliable 
narrator. I cannot vouch for every detail 
that he recounts in his manuscript.

At times, I could almost picture Foos 
rubbing his hands together, like a mad 
scientist in a B movie: “I will have the 
finest laboratory in the world for ob-
serving people in their natural state, and 
then begin determining for myself ex-
actly what goes on behind closed bed-
room doors,” he wrote.

In an entry dated November 24, 1966, 
he describes using the viewing platform 
for the first time: 

 Subject #1: Mr. and Mrs. W of southern 
Colorado.

 Description: Approx. 35 year old male, 
in Denver on business. 5'10", 180 pounds, 
white collar, probably college educated. Wife 
35 years old, 5'4", 130 lbs, pleasing plump, 
dark hair, Italian extraction, educated, 37-28-37.

 Activity: Room #10 was rented to this 
couple at 7 p.m. by myself. He registered 
and I noticed he had class and would be a 
perfect subject to have the distinction of 
being #1. After registration, I immediately 
left for the observation walkway. It was tre-
mendous seeing my first subjects, for the 
initial observation, enter the room. The sub-
jects were represented to my vision, clearer 
than anticipated. . . . I had a feeling of tre-
mendous power and exhilaration at my ac-
complishment. I had accomplished what 
other men had only dreamed of doing and 
the thought of superiority and intelligence 
occupied my brain. . . . 

As I peered into the vent from my obser-
vation platform, I could see the entire motel 
room, and to my delight the bathroom was 
also viewable, together with the sink, com-
mode, and bathtub. . . . I could see the sub-
jects below me, and without question they 
were a perfect couple to be the first to per-

form on the stage that was created especially 
for them, and many others to follow, and I 
would be the audience. After going to the 
bathroom with the door closed, she sat in front 
of the mirror looking at her hair and remarked 
she was getting grey. He was in an argumen-
tative mood and appeared disagreeable with 
his assignment in Denver. The evening passed 
uneventful until 8:30 p.m. when she finally 
undressed revealing a beautiful body, slightly 
plump, but sexually attractive anyway. He ap-
peared disinterested when she laid on the bed 
beside him, and he began smoking one ciga-
rette after another and watching TV. . . .

 Finally after kissing and fondling her, he 

quickly gained an erection and entered her 
in the male superior position, with little or 
no foreplay, and orgasmed in approximately 
5 minutes. She had no orgasm and went to 
the bathroom. . . .

 Conclusion: They are not a happy cou-
ple. He is too concerned about his position 
and doesn’t have time for her. He is very ig-
norant of sexual procedure and foreplay de-
spite his college education. This is a very un-
distinguished beginning for my observation 
laboratory. . . .

 I’m certain things will improve.

Things did not improve for Gerald 
Foos with regard to the second couple 
he observed. The man and woman were 
in their thirties, and they talked about 
money, drank bourbon, and went to bed 
with the covers pulled “up to their noses.” 

The third couple, aluent-looking 
people in their early fifties, were more 
interesting. They were in town to spend 
Thanksgiving with their son and their 
daughter-in-law, whom they had not 
met before and of whom they did not 
approve. Foos writes that he observed 
them discussing their son’s marriage. He 
noted that the wife unhooked her bra by 
sliding the closure around to the front. 

She removed her shoes and sprayed the 
interior of the shoes with some sort of de-
odorant. . . . After the bath, she spent 1 hour 
preparing her hair in rollers and primping in 
front of the mirror. This is a 50 year old 
woman! Imagine the hours she has wasted 
in her lifetime. By this time her husband is 
asleep and no sex transpired tonight. . . .

 The next morning at 9 a.m., I observed 
her giving him oral sex to completion. 

After watching them for two more 
days, Foos summed up, “Conclusion: 
Educated, upper-middle-class older 
couple who enjoy a tremendous sex  
life.”

Between Thanksgiving and Janu-
ary of his first year as a motel voyeur, 
Gerald Foos spent enough time in his 
attic to observe guests perform forty- 
six sex acts, at times alone, at times 
with a partner, and, on one occasion, 
with two partners. Each time, he 
summed up his observations in a for-
mal conclusion. 

One day in December, two neatly 
dressed men and a woman came in and 
requested a single room. The more vocal 
of the two men, who had red hair, ex-
plained that his furnace at home had 
stopped working and that his wife  
was freezing. Later, Foos realized that 
when the man signed the register he 
had listed as his home address a regional 
vacuum-cleaner store.

Within minutes, Foos was in the 
attic and had positioned himself over 
their room. They were a “very polite, 
very organized couple with [a] male 
companion,” he wrote. All three imme-
diately disrobed. Then the husband 
snapped photographs as his wife and 
the other man had sex in various posi-
tions. Foos recorded the encounter in 
minute detail. When it was over, he 
wrote, “They all three laid quiet on the 
bed and relaxed, discussing vacuum 
cleaner sales.” (Foos also learned that 
the companion was a sales rep for the 
couple’s firm.)

The trio represented the first group 
sex that Foos witnessed at the Manor 
House. Within a few years, however, 
he stopped regarding additional bed 
partners as a deviation; rather, he viewed 
them as posing a financial conundrum. 
Should he charge higher room rates for 
threesomes or foursomes than he did 
for couples? 

As it was, extra charges were levied 
only on guests who checked in with 
pets; they were required to leave a 
fifteen-dollar refundable security de-
posit. Foos liked to spy on guests with 
pets, but for diferent reasons than he 
spied on couples. When a couple from 
Atlanta arrived holding the leash of a 
large hound that they referred to as 
Roger, Foos went right to the attic. 

He was disgusted to note that the 



couple bickered about money, with the 
wife complaining about having “to stay 
in this dump.” Foos was infuriated: the 
motel, he wrote, “is not first-class, but 
it is clean, and has had guests from all 
walks of life.” Foos watched with hor-
ror as the dog proceeded “to do his 
duty in a large pile behind the chair.” 
Roger’s owners cleaned up the mess, 
hoping that the chair would hide the 
soiled carpet. 

The next morning, when the cou-
ple asked for their fifteen-dollar de-
posit, Foos shocked them by escorting 
them to their room, moving the chair, 
and pointing to the spot on the rug. 
(It seems not to have occurred to him 
that this action could have given him 
away. Also, he told me, dogs, unlike 
people, often seemed to be aware that 
someone was lurking above. When 
Foos was in the attic, dogs often pointed 
their snouts up toward the vents and 
barked.) Before the couple checked 
out, Foos returned to the platform to 
eavesdrop. The woman said to her hus-
band, “He’s just a dumb-idiot manager 
who probably keeps all deposits for 
himself anyway and was just lucky in 
pointing out a particular spot on the 
carpet.” Foos’s darkly philosophical 
conclusion: 

My observations indicate that the major-
ity of vacationers spend their time in misery. 
They fight about money; where to visit. . . . 
All their aggressions somehow are immea-
surably increased, and this is the time they 
discover they are not properly matched. 
Women especially have a diicult time ad-
justing to both the new surroundings and 
their husbands. Vacations produce all the 
anxieties within mankind to come forward 
during this time, and to perpetuate the worst 
of emotions. . . . 

You can never really determine during 
their appearances in public that their private 
life is full of hell and unhappiness. . . . This 
is the “plight of the human corpus,” and I’m 
sure provides the answer that if the misery 
of mankind were revealed all together spon-
taneously, mass genocide might correspon-
dently follow. 

As time went on, Foos became in-
creasingly disenchanted with his guests, 
whose behavior prompted him to con-
front larger questions about the human 
condition as well as his own political 
convictions. Within walking distance 
of the Manor House Motel was the 
Fitzsimons Army Medical Center, 
which, during the sixties and seventies, 

served as a temporary home for injured 
Vietnam War veterans. Foos was only 
moderately against the war when he 
built his observation platform, but as 
the struggle continued he revised his 
opinion. In “The Voyeur’s Journal,”  
he wrote:

 Checked in this male who is in the Ser-
vice and had apparently lost his leg in Viet-
nam. He rented a room for five days, and has 
received a pass from the Hospital to stay with 
his wife who has come from Michigan to 
visit him. 

His artificial leg was attached just 
below the knee, the stub raw and sore. 
In the evening, Foos watched as the 
wife opened two bottles of cola, and her 
husband made a toast:

“Here’s to what makes the world go around!” 
“Sex . . . ?” She smiled. 
“No! Money! It’s the one thing people  

will do almost anything for. What do you think 
we are at war in Vietnam for. It is the god-
damned money.”

 A few years later, another wounded 
veteran—this one a paraplegic—checked 
in to the Manor House with his wife. 
Foos watched as the wife tried to help 
her husband out of his wheelchair  
and emptied his catheter bag. At one 
point, the husband asked her, “Why 
do you continue to love me when I’m 

in this condition?” The wife was afec-
tionate and supportive, and after ob-
serving the couple completing a suc-
cessful sexual encounter, Foos wrote, 
“I have had the opportunity to observe 
many of the deplorable and regretta-
ble tragedies of the Vietnam War. This 
subject is lucky. He has a loving and 
understanding wife.” 

Another time, he rented two con-
necting rooms to a pilot, his girlfriend, 
and a male friend. Foos spied on them 
and heard the pilot bragging about 
once “throwing a Vietcong soldier out 
of his gun-ship.” Foos wrote, “The sub-
ject makes me sick.” The pilot also de-
scribed “his favorite sport, which is 
chasing and shooting coyotes from his 
aircraft.” Later that night, Foos saw the 
single friend masturbating as he lis-
tened, with his ear against the connect-
ing door, to the pilot in bed with the 
girl. In his conclusion, Foos registered 
his distaste: “Their disregard for ani-
mals” and the fate of the Vietcong sol-
dier infuriated him, although he did 
add a self-serving note pointing out 
that the friend’s lascivious eavesdrop-
ping “makes a truism out of my con-
tention that all men are voyeurs to some 
degree.”

Foos liked to strike up casual con-
versations with his subjects after he’d 
observed them. If he discovered that  
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a guest lived in the Denver area, he 
would sometimes follow the person 
home after checkout.

One was a middle-aged woman who 
checked into the motel with a well-
dressed younger man. The woman 
mixed a drink, then removed her 
clothes. As the two entwined on the 
bed, the woman moaning frantically, 
the man abruptly stopped. “I’m having 
diiculty making my car payment,” he 
told her. She reached for her purse and 
handed him a hundred-dollar bill. He 
then returned his attention to her prone 
body. After satisfying her, he rebufed 
her ofer to reciprocate, then relented. 
“I need an extra fifty dollars to finish 
paying my bills,” he said. She gave him 
the money, and several minutes later 
he left. 

When the woman drove of, Foos 
followed her in his car and saw her 
enter an apartment in a retirement 
complex. He watched through her 
kitchen window. “She was in tears,” he 
wrote. Foos walked around the com-
plex and asked a neighbor about the 
woman. He learned that her husband 
had been killed in Vietnam and her 
son was away at college. In his con-
clusion, he wrote, “The tremendous 
sexual desire that some women of mid-

dle age express during these encoun-
ters is a definite tragedy.” He added 
that he had seen the same gigolo in 
his motel with men. 

In addition to collecting data on 
sexual styles and positions, foreplay, 

and pillow talk, Foos took an interest 
in his guests’ bathroom habits. He had 
installed viewing grilles in several of 
the Manor House’s bathrooms for this 
purpose. One woman sat on the toilet 
“side-saddle.” A man sat on the toilet 
backward, facing the wall. Foos noted, 
“Every imaginable position or approach 
to the commode has been observed.” 
More men than Foos could count uri-
nated in the sink. He expressed anger 
at the toilet industry for its failure to 
address the challenges men have in di-
recting their urine stream accurately. 
(“If I had my way, I’d design a house-
hold toilet that was more like an up-
right urinal,” he told me.) 

He complained about the guests 
who smoked, not because it fouled the 
room but “because the smoke rises and 
floods the vent,” impeding his view. 
He also made note of guests whose 
behavior he found weird or upsetting: 
the guy who secretly urinated in his 
date’s bourbon; the obese fellow who 

checked in with a much younger man 
and then dressed him up in a furry 
costume with horns, saying, “You are 
heavenly; I have never seen a more 
beautiful sheep-boy.” 

But more often Foos found observ-
ing his guests depressing. They argued. 
They watched too much television. (This 
was especially irksome when the guests 
were attractive and could have spent 
their time having sex instead.) After 
watching one sexual encounter, which 
he regarded as typically unsatisfying for 
the woman, he wrote: 

This is real life. . . . These are real people! 
I’m thoroughly disgusted that I alone must 
bear the burden of my observations. These 
subjects will never find happiness and divorce 
is inevitable. He doesn’t know the first thing 
about sex or its application. The only thing 
he knows is penetration and thrusting, to or-
gasm, under the covers with the lights out.

 My voyeurism has contributed immensely 
to my becoming a futilitarian, and I hate this 
conditioning of my soul. . . . What is so dis-
tasteful is that the majority of subjects are in 
concert with these individuals in both design 
and plan. Many diferent approaches to life 
would be immediately implemented, if our 
society would have the opportunity to be 
Voyeur for a Day.

As Gerald Foos reflected upon his 
“burden” as a committed voyeur, he saw 
himself as an entrapped figure. He had 
no control over what he saw and no es-
cape from its influence. 

As I read the sections of the journal 
he sent me, which covered the mid-nine-
teen-sixties through the mid-seventies, 
I noticed that his persona as a writer 
changed, gradually shifting from a 
first-person narrator into a character 
whom he wrote about in the third per-
son. Sometimes he used the word “I,” 
and sometimes he’d refer to himself as 
“the voyeur.” 

The entries become increasingly por-
tentous, and Foos starts to invest the 
omniscient Voyeur character with god-
like qualities. He appears to be losing 
his grip on reality. But only once, while 
posted in the attic, did he actually speak 
through a vent to a person below. He 
was looking down on Room 6, where 
he saw a guest eating Kentucky Fried 
Chicken while sitting on the bed. In-
stead of using paper napkins, the man 
cleaned his hands on the bedsheets. He 
then wiped the grease of his beard  
and mouth with the bedspread. Without 

“I want to travel the world, bringing home 
ugly little trinkets.”

• •



realizing what he was doing, Foos 
shouted, “You son of a bitch!”

The subject stopped eating and looked 
around the room, and then went to the win-
dow and looked out. Apparently he knew 
someone shouted S.O.B., but couldn’t deter-
mine from which direction the insult came. 
He went to the window and looked out for 
the second time and pondered the situation 
for a few minutes, and then continued with 
his animalistic eating habits.

Foos lost control on other occasions, 
each time risking exposure. One time he 
was watching a couple who were in town 
on a cattle-buying trip. After they ate Mc-
Donald’s hamburgers (wiping their hands 
on their bluejeans) and watched a rerun of 
“Gunsmoke,” they got into bed. Foos was 
eager to see the woman undressed, but the 
man turned of the lights. “I won’t stand 
for this at all,” Foos wrote in the journal. 
“I return to the ground level and park my 
car directly in front of his unit, and turn 
the lights on bright.” After going back to 
the attic, Foos was stymied once more.

 The room is lit up real well, and he be-
gins his animal-like thrusting under the cov-
ers. [After three minutes he] immediately 
withdraws and departs for the bathroom.  
I finally get to see her body when she un- 
covers to wipe the semen away on my bed-
spread. . . . She is very beautifully propor-
tioned, but probably equally stupid and dumb.

 He comes back from the bathroom and 
notes that the lights outside are still on. He 
says, “I wonder what the situation is with this 
car with the lights on.”

The journal entry ends with an exis-
tential rumination: Foos is sinking deeper 
into isolation and despair. The more I 
read, the more convinced I became that 
Foos’s stilted metaphysics were his way 
of attempting to elevate his disturbing 
pastime into something of value. 

 Conclusion: I am still unable to determine 
what function I serve. . . . Apparently, I’m del-
egated the responsibility of this heavy burden 
to be placed upon myself—never being able 
to tell anyone! . . . The depression builds, but I 
will continue onward with my research. I’ve 
pondered on occasion that perhaps I don’t 
exist, only represent a product of the subjects’ 
dreams. No one would believe my accomplish-
ments as a voyeur anyway, therefore, the dream-
like manifestation would explain my reality.

Foos made it clear to me from the 
beginning that he regarded his voy-

eurism as serious research, undertaken, 
in some vague way, for the betterment 
of society. At the end of each year, he 

tallied his observations into an annual 
report, trying to identify significant so-
cial trends. In 1973, he noted that of the 
296 sexual acts that he witnessed, 195 
involved white heterosexuals, who fa-
vored the missionary position. Over all, 
he counted 184 male orgasms and 33 
female orgasms. The following year, 
there were 329 sexual activities that he 
believed warranted recording. He also 
broke people into categories according 
to their sex drive:

 —12% of all observable couples at 
the motel are highly sexed.

 —62% lead moderately active sex-
ual lives.

 —22% are of low-drive sexually.
 —3% have no sex at all. 
In 1973, he had observed only five 

instances of interracial sex; by 1980,  
he told me, the number was closer to 
twenty-five. Foos viewed this as one  
of many examples in which his small 
motel reflected social changes through-
out the nation.

Another of Foos’s categories, and 
one of the largest, was “honest but  
unhappy people.” A great majority of 
these were out-of-town couples who, 
during their brief stays, filled his ears  
with complaints about their mar-
riages. He constantly reminded him-
self how lucky he was to have Donna 

for a wife. She was an in-house nurse, 
a co-conspirator with regard to his 
prying, a trustworthy manager of their 
family finances, and a private secre-
tary, who would take dictation in short-
hand when Foos was too tired to write 
in his journal. 

As the years passed, he became more 
preoccupied with receiving recogni-
tion for what he viewed as his pio-
neering research. By necessity, he ex-
isted in the shadows, running his 
laboratory for the study of human  
behavior. He considered his work to 
be superior to that of the sexologists 
at the Kinsey Institute and the Mas-
ters & Johnson clinic. Much of the re-
search at such places was obtained 
from volunteers. Because his subjects 
didn’t know they were being watched, 
they yielded more accurate and, to his 
mind, more valuable information.

In the late seventies, two things hap-
pened that changed the nature of Foos’s 
journal. He grew jaded about what he 
was seeing through the vents, and  
he began to realize that it was impos-
sible for him to get the scientific credit  
he felt he deserved. His writings began 
to reflect not only what he felt while 
watching other people but also how he 
felt about himself and his compulsion, 
beginning with his origins as a farm 

“This is what you get for trying to be a wit.”
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boy infatuated with his aunt Katheryn.
He started another, more biograph-

ical notebook, which he called “The 
Collector.” In it he recounted the story 
he had told me the night I met him, in 
the car from the airport. But he wrote 
about himself in the third person, as if 
he were a character in a novel:

 The youth moved silently through the 
night over the grass and across the barbed 
wire fence. . . . Shutters folded back, unsus-
pecting, letting the northwest breeze play 
through the arrangement of the bedroom. 
The youth looked in, forgot about the cold 
and rain outside, forgot about essence, for-
got about time. . . . While observing his aunt, 
she began to move toward her collectibles. 

The closest he came to admitting 
his special interest in his aunt occurred 
one day, just before his tenth birthday, 
when he confessed to his mother that 
he was envious of his aunt’s thimble 
and doll collection and wanted a col-
lection of his own. His sensible mother 
suggested that he begin collecting base-
ball cards. This started him of on a life-
long hobby, resulting in his amassing 
tens of thousands of sports cards by the 
time I met him, in 1980, when he was 
forty-five. But he always associated his 
collecting with his boyhood attraction 
to his aunt. He wrote,“The youth will 
confuse sexuality and the art of accu-
mulating objects. . . . There was a direct 
association from his aunt being nude 
and his collecting.”

In later years, he also collected stamps, 
coins, and vintage firearms, and as a  
boy he kept a stash of muskrat tails, a 
by-product of skinning the ones he and 
his father trapped—one of his chores. 
(The collection was dispersed, he says, 
when his parents complained of the 
“special odor in my room.”)

Gerald was the first of two children 
born to Natalie and Jake Foos; he was 
five years older than his brother, Jack. 
Gerald acknowledged that he was by 
nature a “loner.” When he was not busy 
with farm chores or spying on his aunt, 
he would often “look up at the sky, and 
know there was something out there 
for me.” His mother had encouraged 
him to get a library card, and he spent 
hours reading. He wrote, “I was mes-
merized by books, and what might be 
called ‘the life of the mind,’ and the  
life that was not manual labor or farm-
ing or housework, but seemed in its  

specialness to transcend these activities.” 
Some of Foos’s reminiscences ofer 

glimpses of what he would become: 
“The town was truly a rural paradise; 
even into the 1920s, some 2,000 farms 
averaging 80 acres each.” He continued, 
describing his childhood: 

I am very curious about everything and ev-
eryone I see . . . and so I have felt invisible 
also, as a child feels himself invisible, beneath 
the radar of adult supervision. The consequence 
of so much unsupervised freedom was that I 
became precociously independent. 

Foos never got over his first love, a 
high-school cheerleader named Bar-
bara White, who, along with crowds of 
onlookers, cheered from the grandstands 
after he had hit a home run or scored 
a touchdown. This was in 1953, his se-
nior year, and I saw clippings about him 
from the Greeley Daily Tribune, which 
regularly printed his picture and de-
scribed his achievements. “Foos made 
a beautiful run, escaping a couple of po-
tential tacklers at the line of scrimmage 
and plowing on after being hit again at 
the 10,” read one story. Barbara White 
broke up with Foos when she discov-
ered that he had a foot fetish.

Foos’s stint in the service produced 
few insights in his notebook because, 
as he claims, his most interesting Navy 
experiences were “top secret.” 

Years after being discharged, after 
building the viewing platform in his 

motel, he felt at times as if he were still 
in the Navy, adrift on the sea, peering 
down through the vents the way he used 
to squint through binoculars on deck 
duty, keeping a lookout for objects of 
interest. Life in the attic was humdrum. 
His motel was a drydocked boat whose 
guests endlessly watched television, ex-
changed banalities, had sex mainly under 
the covers if they had sex at all—and 
gave him so little to write about that 
sometimes he wrote nothing at all.

He also got bored with cataloguing 
his guests’ dishonesty. They sometimes 
tried to cheat him out of the room rent, 
and hardly a week passed without his 
witnessing instances of chicanery. One 
working-class couple asked him for a 
few days’ grace period to pay their bill. 
Foos spied on them the next day and 
heard the husband tell the wife, “The 
dumb guy in the oice thinks I have a 
check coming in from Chicago, and we 
will fool him the same way we did the 
motel in Omaha.” Foos locked the peo-
ple out of their room and kept their 
possessions until they paid him. 

Conclusion: Thousands of unhappy, dis-
contented people are moving to Colorado in 
order to fulfill that deep yearning in their 
soul, hoping to improve their way of life, and 
arrive here without any money and discover 
only despair. . . . Society has taught us to lie, 
steal, and cheat, and deception is the para-
mount prerequisite in man’s makeup. . . . As 
my observation of people approaches the fifth 
year, I am beginning to become pessimistic 

LEAVING THE CONTINENT

No one ever said, Right now, as I passed
the wild leeks in Leipzig on my bicycle.
No one said, That milky Alpine stream.
Of Hungary, mostly the wedding.
No one said, The children on Kalymnos,
part fish, part gods. Diving at night
for the bottom. Your lost butterfly earring.
In Tessin, the warm rocks before the waterfall.
Stopping under every bridge on the footpath
to Tübingen to sing another verse. Getting closer.
Getting there. What that old woman meant
when she shouted from her balcony.
The Danube on the way home. Watching
the dragon boats and the fog come in.
Croatian men playing bocce.
The swallows lifting from the cobblestone.
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as to the direction our society is heading, and 
feel myself becoming more depressed as I 
determine the futility of it all. 

 These experiences prodded Foos to 
concoct an “honesty test.” He would 
leave a suitcase, secured with a cheap 
padlock, in the closet of a motel room. 
When a guest checked in, he would 
say to Donna, in the guest’s hearing, 
that someone had just called to report 
leaving behind a suitcase with a thou-
sand dollars inside. Foos then watched 
from the attic as the new guest found 
the suitcase and deliberated over 
whether to break the lock and look in-
side or return the suitcase to the motel 
oice. 

Out of fifteen guests who were sub-
jected to the honesty test, including a 
minister, a lawyer, and an Army lieu-
tenant colonel, only two returned the 
suitcase to the oice with the padlock 
intact. The others all opened the suit-
case and then tried to dispose of it in 
diferent ways. The minister pushed the 
suitcase out the bathroom window into 
the bushes. 

A few years after Foos started mail-
ing me photocopies of his hand-

written journal pages, I received a large 
package from him containing a three-
hundred-page typescript of his viewing 
logs through 1978. This included the 
material in the handwritten journals 
from his early years as his motel’s voy-

eur, but a good portion of the manu-
script was new to me. It continued in 
the same vein as the earlier entries—a 
litany of undiferentiated sex acts and 
accounts of people squabbling. There 
was one entry from 1977, however, in 
which the Voyeur claimed to have seen, 
for the first time, more than he wished 
to see.

 What he saw was a murder. It oc-
curred in Room 10.

 He described the occupants as a 
young couple who had rented a room 
for several weeks. The man, in his late 
twenties, was about a hundred and eighty 
pounds. The Voyeur deduced from his 
eavesdropping that he was 
a college dropout and a 
small-time drug dealer. 
The girl was blond, with 
a 34D bust. (Foos had 
gone into the room while 
the couple was out and 
checked her bra size, 
something he says he did 
often.) Foos devoted pages 
and pages to an approving account of 
the couple’s vigorous sex life. The jour-
nal also described people coming to the 
door of Room 10 to buy drugs. This 
upset Foos, but he did not notify the 
police. In the past, he had reported drug 
dealing in his motel when he saw it, but 
the police took no action, because he 
could not identify himself as an eyewit-
ness to his complaints. 

 One afternoon, Foos saw the man 
in Room 10 sell drugs to a few young 
boys. This incensed him. He wrote in 
the journal, “After the male subject left 
the room that afternoon, the voyeur 
entered his room. . . . The voyeur, with-
out any guilt, silently flushed all the 
remaining drugs and marijuana down 
the toilet.” He had flushed motel guests’ 
drugs several times before, with no re-
percussions.

This time, the man in Room 10 ac-
cused his girlfriend of stealing the drugs. 
The journal continues: 

After fighting and arguing for about 
one hour, the scene below the voyeur turned 
to violence. The male subject grabbed the 
female subject by the neck and strangled 
her until she fell unconscious to the floor. 
The male subject, then in a panic, picked 
up all his things and fled the vicinity of the 
motel.

The voyeur . . . without doubt . . . could see 
the chest of the female subject moving, which 
indicated to the voyeur that she was still alive 
and therefore O.K. So, the voyeur was con-
vinced in his own mind that the female sub-
ject had survived the strangulation assault and 
would be all right, and he swiftly departed the 
observation platform for the evening.

 Foos reasoned that he couldn’t do 
anything anyway, “because at this mo-
ment in time he was only an observer 
and not a reporter, and really didn’t exist 
as far as the male and female subjects 
were concerned.”

The next morning, a maid ran into 
the motel oice and said that a woman 
was dead in Room 10. Foos wrote  
that he immediately called the police. 

When oicers arrived, he 
gave them the drug deal-
er’s name, his description, 
and his l icense-plate  
number. He did not say 
that he had witnessed the 
murder.

 Foos wrote, “The voy-
eur had finally come to 
grips with his own mo-

rality and would have to forever sufer 
in silence, but he would never con-
demn his conduct or behavior in this 
situation.”

The next day, the police returned and 
told Foos that the drug dealer had been 
using a fake name and had been driv-
ing a stolen car. 

I came upon this account in Foos’s 
typescript a few years after I’d visited 

Coriander fields. Spreading a cloth outside.
Dolmades, gigantes with garlic
and fresh tomatoes. Breaking loaves.
Yelling. Getting up and leaving the table
angry. We never knew it was because of this beauty.
No one said, Lou carrying baskets.
Anna’s colored skirts. The street musician
playing “Ode to Joy” every day, badly.
Arguing about tent stakes when it was really
the rosé-colored wheat. Fly-fishing on the field,
far from the river. Red poppies. The strangeness
giving in. Chasing Marion’s runaway goat
through a meadow, through an orchard.
Nearing it. Hearing it breathe. Nearing it
again. Getting so angry we lay down on the grass
and shouted through the apple blossoms, Fine
just see how well you do out there.

—Molly Bashaw



him in Aurora—and nearly six years 
after the murder. I was shocked, and 
surprised that Foos had not mentioned 
the incident to me earlier. It almost 
seemed as if he regarded it as just an-
other day in the attic. But, as I thought 
about it, his response—the observa-
tion that he “really didn’t exist as far 
as the male and female subjects were 
concerned”—was consistent with his 
sense of himself as a fractured indi-
vidual. He was also desperately pro-
tective of his secret life in the attic. If 
the police had grilled him and decided 
that he knew more than he was tell-
ing, they might have obtained a search 
warrant, and the consequences could 
have been catastrophic. 

I called Foos right away to ask about 
the situation. I wanted to find out 
whether he realized that, in addition to 
witnessing a murder, he might have, in 
some way, caused it.

He was reluctant to say more than 
he had written in his journal, and he 
reminded me that I had signed a 
confidentiality agreement. I spent a few 
sleepless nights, asking myself whether 
I ought to turn Foos in. But I reasoned 
that it was too late to save the drug  
dealer’s girlfriend. Also, since I had kept 
the Voyeur’s secret, I felt worrisomely 
like a co-conspirator. 

I filed away his notes on the murder 
along with all the other material he had 
mailed me. I now knew all that I wanted 
to know about the Voyeur. 

Over the next decades, I contin-
ued to get letters from Gerald Foos 

of Aurora, Colorado. He reported that, 
as far as he knew, investigators had 
failed to find the killer, but that the 
police had been summoned to the 
Manor House for other reasons. He 
told me that one guest had commit-
ted suicide, shooting himself with a 
pistol. A five-hundred-pound man had 
sufered a fatal heart attack, and, be-
cause his bloated corpse could not fit 
through the door, firefighters had re-
moved the room’s picture window. 

In addition to these bits of news 
were his ongoing complaints about 
the appalling examples of human be-
havior he’d witnessed, including rob-
bery, rape, and sexual exploitation. He 
had come to believe that the arrival of 
the birth-control pill, in the early six-
ties, which he’d originally celebrated, 
encouraged many men to expect sex 
on demand: “Women had won the 
legal right to choose but had lost the 
right to choose the right moment.” 
He felt that the war between the sexes 
had escalated and that sexual relations 

were getting worse, not better. (Les-
bians, whom Foos admired, were an 
exception.)

As his misanthropy deepened, the 
language he used about his motel  
clients sounded more and more like un-
intentional descriptions of his own con-
science. He wrote that he felt “over-
whelmed by the fantasy, the play-acting, 
and the game-playing of the real world.” 
He continued, “People are basically dis-
honest and unclean; they cheat and lie 
and are motivated by self-interest.” He 
claimed to have become extremely 
antisocial, and when he was not in the 
attic he avoided seeing his guests. 

It occurred to me that Foos might 
be approaching something like a men-
tal breakdown. He reminded me of the 
psychotic anchorman in the 1976 film 
“Network,” who implodes, screaming, 
“I’m as mad as hell, and I’m not going 
to take this anymore!” I also thought of 
John Cheever’s 1947 story “The Enor-
mous Radio,” in which a couple’s mar-
riage slowly sufers as their new radio 
mysteriously allows them to overhear 
the conversations and secrets of their 
neighbors; and of Nathanael West’s 1933 
novel, “Miss Lonelyhearts,” in which 
an advice columnist’s life deteriorates 
as a result of his ongoing exposure to 
his readers’ sad and empty lives. Gerald 
Foos had literary and scientific preten-
sions, but he had no self-awareness. 
Here was a snooper in the attic claim-
ing the moral high ground while pass-
ing judgment on unsuspecting people 
below. 

 Where was I in all this? I was the 
Voyeur’s pen pal, his confessor, per-
haps, or an adjunct to a secret life he 
chose not to keep completely secret. 
Several times over the years, it oc-
curred to me that I would be wise to 
discontinue our correspondence. Foos 
was not a subject I could write about, 
despite my curiosity about how it 
would end. Would he get caught? If 
he did, what would be the trial strat-
egy of his attorneys? Was he naïve 
enough to think that jurors would ac-
cept that his attic was a laboratory in 
quest of truth? Moreover, might I be 
subpoenaed to testify? 

Still, whenever an envelope from Foos 
arrived, I opened it. In March, 1985, 
after a long silence, he wrote to say that 
Donna had died. She had been in her 
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mid-forties and sufered from lupus. 
There was a new woman in his life, a 
divorcée named Anita Clark. He had 
met her one afternoon when she was 
pulling her two small children down 
East Colfax Avenue in a red wagon. 
Anita took over Donna’s duties in the 
motel oice. Like Donna, she was hap-
pily complicit in Foos’s secret life. She 
considered herself a full-fledged voyeur. 
From subsequent letters I learned that 
business was going so well that, in 1991, 
Foos bought a second motel down the 
street, called the Riviera. He installed 
four faux ventilators in the bedroom 
ceilings there, but the Manor House re-
mained his observational headquarters.

Despite this apparent success, Foos 
was still tormented. He wrote, “Voyeurs 
are cripples whom most people think 
are flawed and imperfect and whom 
God has not blessed.” 

I had not heard from Gerald Foos 
for a long time when, in July, 2012, 

I read on the front page of the Times 
that a twenty-four-year-old man, the 
son of a nurse, had fatally shot twelve 
people and wounded dozens more in 
an Aurora, Colorado, movie theatre. 
After scanning the article and seeing 
that Foos’s name was not listed among 
the victims, I called him. Bizarrely, he 
told me that he had once been inside 
the gunman’s apartment: Foos’s son had 
been an earlier tenant. “After I moved 
my son into another neighborhood,” he 
said, “this guy apparently replaced him, 
although we don’t ever recall running 
into this guy whose picture is now all 
over the news.” 

A few weeks later, Gerald Foos re-
sumed writing letters to me, and he used 
his familiar bombastic style in response 
to the movie-theatre shooting: “Haven’t 
the people of Aurora treated their fel-
low men with kindness and consider-
ation, so that the sword of Damocles 
was lowered on us?” 

He had sold his two motels in 1995, 
when arthritis in his knees made it too 
painful for him to climb the ladder  
and crawl around the attic. First,  
he’d removed the vents and patched up 
the holes in the ceilings. With the pro-
ceeds, he and Anita bought a ranch in 
the Rockies, splitting their time between 
it and a house on a golf course in Au-
rora. He missed his motels, which he 

called “that protected space, that sacred 
ground,” although he took comfort in 
the belief that the business was in de-
cline. When he began, in the sixties, 
motels thrived because of the “tryst 
trade”; guests could walk directly from 
their cars to their rooms without hav-
ing to interact with anyone in a lobby 
or elevator. Couples today, he said, seem 
less concerned with that kind of secrecy 
and discretion. 

He wrote to me of missing the power 
he’d felt as the Voyeur. He wrote about 
having dyed his hair and later feeling 
ashamed as he studied his reflection in 
the bathroom mirror: dyeing his hair 
was a form of deception that challenged 
his self-perception as a truth-teller. 

Since we last communicated, Foos 
had a new hobby. He had become pre-
occupied with government and corpo-
rate surveillance. “Almost everything we 
do is on record,” he told me over the 
phone. 

He talked about how the private 
lives of public figures are exposed in 
the media almost every day, and about 
how even the head of the C.I.A., Gen-
eral David Petraeus, couldn’t keep his 
sex life out of the headlines. He insisted 

that the media is in “the Peeping Tom 
business, but the biggest Peeping Tom 
of all is the U.S. Government,” which 
keeps an eye on our daily lives through 
its use of security cameras and its abil-
ity to track activity on the Internet, 
credit cards, bank records, cell phones, 
G.P.S., and airline ticketing, among 
other things. 

He asked me, “Perhaps you may be 
thinking, Why is this of interest to Ger-
ald Foos? Because it is possible that 
someday the F.B.I. will show up and 
say, ‘Gerald Foos, we have evidence that 
you’ve been watching people from your 
observation platform. What are you, 
some kind of pervert?’ And then Ger-
ald Foos will respond: ‘And what about 
you, Big Brother? For years you’ve been 
watching me everywhere I go.’ ” 

During the spring of 2013, thirty- 

three years after I had met him, 
Foos called me to say that he was ready 
to go public with his story. Eighteen 
years had passed since he had sold his 
motels, and he believed that the statute 
of limitations would now protect him 
from invasion-of-privacy lawsuits that 
might be filed by any former guests. He 

“See? Instead of Permanent Press, you selected Parallel Universe.”



was seventy-eight years old, he re-
minded me, and he felt that if he did 
not share his findings with the public 
now, he might not be around long 
enough to do so. He said he was dis-
solving the confidentiality agreement 
that I’d signed in 1980 and gave me 
permission to write about him and to 
use all the material he had shown me 
over the decades. (Later this year, I will 
publish a book about Foos, a large part 
of which consists of entries from “The 
Voyeur’s Journal.” For the use of his 
manuscript, he received a fee from the 
book publisher.)

I flew to Denver and met Foos and 
Anita for breakfast at an airport hotel. 
He carried a cane, and his thinning  
gray hair was ofset by a gray mustache 
and goatee. Tightly buttoned over his 
massive chest was a tweed jacket and, 
under it, an orange sports shirt. Anita 
was as he had described her in his let-
ters: eighteen years younger than Ger-
ald, she was a petite, quiet woman with 
frizzy red hair. 

He wanted to show me his collec-
tion of sports memorabilia—tens of 
thousands of sports cards that Anita 
had organized in alphabetical order. He 
explained that one of the reasons he was 
now willing to reveal himself as a voy-
eur was that he hoped the media noto-
riety might draw attention to his col-
lection, which he was eager to sell. He 
believed it was worth millions.

I was more interested in discussing 
the murder that Foos claimed to have 
witnessed in Room 10 of the Manor 
House Motel in 1977. I had let Foos 
know that, without naming him as a 
witness, I intended to contact the Au-
rora Police Department to find out if it 
had uncovered any new information 
about the homicide. Foos did not ob- 
ject, saying that he regretted his neg-
ligence in the matter. In going public 
with his story and confessing his fail-
ings, he hoped to achieve some sort of 
“redemption.” 

During our breakfast, I showed Foos 
a letter from Paul O’Keefe, then a lieu-
tenant, now a division chief, of the Au-
rora Police Department, who wrote, 
“Unfortunately, we can find no record 
of such an event.” He had checked sev-
eral cold-case databases and found noth-
ing. Two coroner’s oices had no infor-
mation, either. In subsequent phone 

calls, two former oicers said that it 
would not be impossible for there to be 
no remaining police records in a “Jane 
Doe” case such as the one I described: 
the identity of the victim was unknown, 
after all, and the crime took place be-
fore police departments kept electronic 
records. 

It is also possible that Foos made an 
error in his recordkeeping, or transcribed 
the date of the murder inaccurately, as 
he copied the original journal entry into 
a diferent format. Over the years, as I 
burrowed deeper into Foos’s story, I 
found various inconsistencies—mostly 
about dates—that called his reliability 
into question. 

“It seems as if that young woman 
just fell through the cracks,” Foos said. 
I thought he might be relieved, but he 
told me that he had talked to a lawyer. 
In publicly admitting that he had wit-
nessed a murder and had not acted to 
prevent it, he said, “I could be an acces-
sory to a crime. I might be convicted of 
second-degree-murder charges.” 

Still, Foos went on, after years of 
hiding, he was ready to come clean. “Life 
comes with risks, but we can’t be con-
cerned with that,” he said. “We just tell 
the truth.”

After the meal, we drove to the 
Fooses’ house. “I hope I’m not described 
as just some pervert or Peeping Tom,” 
he said. “I think of myself as a pioneer-
ing sex researcher.” I asked him if he 

ever considered filming or recording  
his guests.

 “No,” he said, explaining that to be 
caught with such equipment would have 
been incriminating, and using it would 
have been impractical. 

He maintained that most men are 
natural voyeurs. “But most women pre-
fer being watched to watching others,” 
he said, “which may partly explain why 
men spend fortunes on porn and women 
on cosmetics.” 

Later, I asked Foos if he had heard 

of Erin Andrews, the television sports-
caster who was secretly filmed coming 
out of the shower in her hotel room by 
a stalker who had altered the peephole 
in her door. The man, who then posted 
nude footage of Andrews on the Inter-
net, was convicted of a felony and served 
twenty months in prison. Andrews sued 
him and the hotel for seventy-five mil-
lion dollars in damages to compensate 
for the “horror, shame, and humiliation” 
she sufered. Last month, a jury awarded 
her fifty-five million dollars. 

Foos had been following the case on 
the news. His take on it did not sur-
prise me; it echoed the twisted justifi-
cations for his own behavior that he’d 
ofered over the years. “While I’ve said 
that most men are voyeurs, there are 
some voyeurs—like this creep in the 
Andrews case—who are beneath con-
tempt,” he told me. “He is a product of 
the new technology, exposing his prey 
on the Internet, and doing something 
that has nothing in common with what 
I did. I exposed no one. What this guy 
did was ruthless and vengeful. If I were 
a member of the jury, I’d unhesitatingly 
vote to convict.” He insisted that he 
had little in common with Andrews’s 
predator. 

I asked him why, since he had  
spent half his life invading other peo-
ple’s privacy, he was so critical of the 
government’s intelligence-gathering in 
the interest of national security. He re-
iterated that his spying was “harmless,” 
because guests were unaware of it and 
its purpose was never to entrap or ex-
pose anyone. He told me that he iden-
tified with Edward Snowden, the for-
mer National Security Agency con- 
tractor who illegally released govern-
ment documents alleging that, for ex-
ample, U.S. intelligence agencies were 
tapping the cell phone of Chancellor 
Angela Merkel of Germany. 

“Snowden, in my opinion, is a whistle- 
blower,” Foos said, adding that instead 
of being prosecuted Snowden should 
be praised “for exposing things that are 
wrong in our society.” 

He considers himself a whistle- 
blower, too, even though, so far, he hadn’t 
revealed anything to anyone except  
his wives and me. Asked which “things 
that are wrong” he wished to expose, he  
said, “That basically you can’t trust peo-
ple. Most of them lie and cheat and  
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are deceptive. What they reveal about 
themselves in private they try to hide 
in public. What they try to show you in 
public is not what they really are.”

 While he was on the subject of mo-
rality, I brought the conversation around 
to the murder again. 

 “If I’d known that this particular 
lady was dying, I’d have called an am-
bulance immediately,” he said. He had 
subsequently thought about how he 
might have saved the woman without 
incriminating himself. “I would have 
said, ‘I was walking by the window and 
heard a scream’—or something like that.” 

Foos recounted the night of the mur-
der once more, filling in some details 
that were not in the journal I had read 
decades earlier: When the maid found 
the body in Room 10, “I thought, Oh, 
no,” Foos said. He had Donna check 
that she was really dead. Then he called 
the police. As the coroner was loading 
the body into a van, Foos said, “I was 
sick, telling myself, ‘You know, I could 
be responsible for this.’  ” Still, even after 
acknowledging his remorse over the 
woman’s murder, he would not connect 
his behavior in the attic with serious 
wrongdoing. 

I remained perplexed about Gerald 
Foos’s motives. How could he assume 

that going public with his sinister story 
would achieve anything positive? It could 
just as easily provide evidence leading 
to his arrest, lawsuits, and widespread 
public outrage. Why did he crave 
the notoriety? Unlike the nineteenth- 
century adventurer in “The Other Victo-
rians,” who produced a lengthy confes-
sion—“My Secret Life”—but then 
withheld his name from it, Foos wanted 
to send his manuscript out into the 
world, and he was willing to acknowl-
edge his true identity, even with all the 
risks that entailed. 

It occurred to me that Foos had 
something in common with another 
American who wanted the world to 
read what he had written: Theodore 
Kaczynski, the Unabomber. In 1995, 
after he had already killed three peo-
ple and injured twenty-three others 
with homemade bombs, he promised 
“to desist from terrorism” if the Times 

or the Washington Post would publish 
his manifesto condemning industrial 
society. Kaczynski’s wish was granted, 

but he was later discovered and ar-
rested. His brother had recognized him 
by his writing style; the Una bomber 
was done in by his manuscript. 

The people who bought Gerald Foos’s 
motels in 1995 presumably never knew 
why some of the guest rooms had six-
by-fourteen-inch plasterboard patches 
in the ceilings. In 2014, the Manor House 
was sold to a real-estate partnership 
headed by a local developer named 
Brooke Banbury. The day after the trans-
action, the former owners promptly left, 
abandoning their personal belongings 
and the contents of the motel. Among 
the items found in the Manor House 
was a submachine gun with three loaded 
magazines and extra bullets. 

Banbury’s wife had hoped to donate 
the motel’s contents to a local welfare 
agency, but she couldn’t find one will-
ing to accept it all. So her husband hired 
a wrecking crew to demolish everything 
and haul it away. Within two weeks, all 
that was left of the Manor House Motel 
was a plot of flat land enclosed by a 
chain-link fence.

That is what Gerald and Anita Foos 
saw, four months later, when I paid a 
visit to the site with them. They hadn’t 
known that the motel was being razed, 

and there were tears in Anita’s eyes as 
she parked their car near the fence. 

 “Seems that everything is gone,” 
Foos said, opening the car door and, 
with the aid of his cane, stepping out. 
The couple walked arm in arm through 
the fence’s open gate. 

“I hope we can find something to 
take home,” Foos said, walking slowly, 
with his head down, searching for a me-
mento or two that might be added to 
his collections—perhaps a doorknob or 
a room number. But the demolition 
crew had pulverized everything. Finally, 
Foos bent and picked up two chunks 
of green-painted stone that had lined 
the walkway along the parking area (he 
had painted the stones himself ) and a 
strip of electrical wiring from the red 
neon sign that had spelled out the mo-
tel’s name. 

 “It’s too bad we didn’t get here ear-
lier,” he said. “We might have gotten a 
piece of that sign.”

 They walked slowly around the lot 
for fifteen minutes, keeping their heads 
down. It was a hot day, and Foos was 
perspiring.

 “Let’s go home,” Anita said.
 “Yes,” he agreed, turning toward the 

gate. “I’ve seen enough.” 

• •



After Emma realized that her white-collar job in the Philippines would never pay her enough to send her children to college, she 
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

THE COST OF CARING
The lives of the immigrant women who tend to the needs of others.

BY RACHEL AVIV

I
n Emma’s first year at San Isidro 
College, in the Philippines, she saw 
her name on a bulletin board in the 

registrar’s oice, on a sheet of paper ti-
tled “Promise List.” It showed the names 
of fifteen students who owed tuition to 
the school and the dates, long past, that 
their money had been due. Emma and 
three friends, who were part of a clique 
of seven girls known as the Ringlets, for 
the initials of their names, were shocked 
that their debts had been made public. 
The Ringlets crossed out their names 
with a pen. Within an hour, the col-
lege’s guidance counsellor had called 
Emma and her friends into her oice. 
“We only did it because we were so 
ashamed!” Emma confessed.

Emma, who grew up on a farm with 
eleven brothers and sisters, paid her debts 
by working in the college’s library during 
the day and taking classes at night. Her 
job gave her an edge, because she could 
read her assigned textbooks the mo-
ment they arrived at the library. Few 
people could aford to buy the books, 
and as many as six students would stand 
at a library table, crowding over one text. 
Although Emma majored in account-
ing, she felt that she was best at read-
ing. In her English elective, as her class-
mates got lost in flashbacks and extended 
metaphors, she could follow the plots 
of American novels. During breaks  
from work, she sat in the library read-
ing and exclaiming, “Oh my God, oh 
my God!”—a heroine had been raped 
or unjustly imprisoned. Her classmates 
couldn’t understand how her reaction 
could be so visceral. “Just read this story!” 
she urged them. 

Emma’s teacher in Personality De-
velopment, a class on manners and hy-
giene, was so impressed by her reading 
and writing that she asked Emma to be 
her assistant. Observing that Emma was 
popular and confident, the teacher joked 
that within a year she would be mar-
ried, an idea that Emma, who was sev-

enteen, found insulting. She was too 
ambitious to assume the duties of a 
housewife. But she enjoyed the com-
pany of her boyfriend, Edmund, a  
handsome student who made the other 
Ringlets jealous. “I wasn’t thinking of 
marrying,” Emma said. “It was just, Oh, 
there’s somebody who will bring an um-
brella for me when it’s raining. There’s 
somebody who will go to the movies 
with me on Saturdays.” Within a year, 
she was pregnant. Her teacher said, “Do 
you remember what I told you?” Emma 
wondered if her teacher’s prediction had 
been a kind of curse.

She married Edmund, and returned 
to school two weeks after giving birth. 
She was frightened by the size of her 
daughter, who she thought was about 
as small as a plastic bottle. She and  
Edmund moved into a two-bedroom 
wooden house with a thatched roof 
made of palm fronds in Malaybalay, the 
capital of Bukidnon, a mountainous, 
landlocked province. She made her hus-
band cofee every morning and did all 
the cleaning and ironing. She consid-
ered herself “a little lucky,” because Ed-
mund’s parents ran a restaurant, which 
relieved her of the need to cook. But 
the restaurant went bankrupt, a com-
mon fate for businesses in the Philip-
pines. Wages are low—the average  
annual salary is thirty-five hundred dol-
lars—and more than a quarter of the 
population lives in poverty.

Raised Roman Catholic, like eighty 
per cent of Filipinos, Emma knew noth-
ing about contraception. By the time 
she graduated from college, with a bach-
elor’s degree in science, she had two 
daughters. Within fifteen years, she had 
seven more children, all of them girls, 
who slept in bunk beds and on the floor. 
Emma paid two night-school students 
to care for her daughters while she 
worked for the government of Bukid-
non, in the oice of nutrition; she de-
vised policies and classes to prevent child came to New York and became a nanny.



malnourishment. She made the equiv-
alent of fifty dollars a week, which was 
barely enough to feed her own children. 
Edmund worked on his family’s farm, 
earning money only after harvests. Every 
week, Emma held a family meeting to 
discuss the household budget. After each 
daughter summarized her needs, Emma 
gave her money, but it was rarely enough. 
Emma kept asking for advances at work. 
“At some point, it just looked like I was 
begging,” she told me. 

Emma’s oldest sister, Virgie, a teacher, 
also struggled to provide for her chil-
dren, and in 1999 she moved to New 
York, where she became a nanny. With 
the money she earned, she sent her three 
children to college and bought a new 
house. Virgie was known as an O.F.W., 
an overseas Filipino worker. The label 
confers status in the Philippines, which 
receives more money in remittances 
than any other country except India and 
China. Since the nineteen-seventies, the 
government of the Philippines has pro-
moted labor exportation as a strategy 
for relieving poverty and alleviating the 
national debt. A tenth of the popula-
tion now works abroad, supporting 
nearly half of the country’s households 
and leaving some nine million Filipino 
children missing a parent. In the past 
decade, three-quarters of O.F.W.s have 
been women; former President Cora-
zon Aquino has praised them as “the 
heroes of our country’s economy.”

By the spring of 2000, Emma’s neigh-
borhood was being emptied of moth-
ers. One of the Ringlets had left for 
New York, as had Emma’s home-eco-
nomics teacher, a college classmate, and 
several members of her church. That 
year, after her two oldest daughters en-
tered college, Emma, who was forty-four, 
realized that she could never aford to 
pay tuition seven more times, so she ap-
plied for a tourist visa to America. At 

her interview, at the U.S. Embassy in 
Manila, she said that she wanted to  
go to California, to visit Disneyland. 
The oicial asked her how many mal-
nourished children she worked with in 
Bukidnon. 

Emma, who has a deep, metallic voice, 
said, “Four hundred plus.”

“O.K., four hundred,” the oicer said. 
“Then why are you wasting your money 
taking a vacation to Disneyland?”

Emma paused, flustered. “Oh, I didn’t 
think about that,” she said.

Her application was rejected. She 
waited three months and applied again. 
This time, she paid a wealthy friend to 
provide her with “show money”: the 
friend temporarily deposited half a mil-
lion pesos, roughly twelve thousand dol-
lars, into Emma’s bank account, so that 
oicials at the embassy would believe 
that she was a wealthy tourist. The friend 
owned a rice mill, and she created pa-
pers for Emma that made it appear as 
if she were the owner of the business. 
On the day of the interview, in July, 
2000, Emma fasted and prayed all morn-
ing. Her sister Nella, who accompanied 
her to the embassy, said that after the 
interview Emma ran toward her shout-
ing, “I got it!” “She was jumping,” Nella 
said. “She was so happy. I said, ‘Go, go—
before they take it back.’ ”

Emma knew mothers who were too 
ashamed to explain to their children 
why they were compelled to leave, but 
she was accustomed to discussing ev-
erything with her daughters, down to 
their menstrual cycles. When she re-
turned home, she held a family meet-
ing and told the children, “Mama is 
going to go to America for a better job.” 

Her youngest daughter, Ezreil, who 
was eleven, shouted, “No, Mama!” Her 
fifth-oldest daughter, Eunice, proposed 
that they all walk to school, rather than 
take a pedicab, to save money for tui-

tion. The older girls were more cavalier. 
“Are you going to send us plenty of 
money?” one said. “So we can buy the 
Levi jeans?” Emma said that Ezreil told 
them, “I don’t need the Levi jeans.” 

On August 21, 2000, Emma bor-
rowed two service vans from her oice 
and, with her daughters, her husband, 
and her brother-in-law, drove two hours 
to the city of Cagayan de Oro, which 
has a small airport. She took one suit-
case containing four pairs of pants, a 
sweater, two pairs of shoes, two night-
gowns, and a hairbrush. Virgie had told 
her not to take any dresses; there would 
be no occasion to wear them. In the ter-
minal, all her daughters were crying. 
They would be cared for by their father 
and two “helpers,” whom Emma had 
hired for the equivalent of twenty dol-
lars a week. Emma went to the bath-
room to weep alone in a stall. She said, 
“My conscience was telling me, ‘Don’t 
leave your kids. Don’t leave your kids. 
They are young and need you.’ ”

E mma moved into Virgie’s studio 
apartment, in Woodside, Queens, 

a neighborhood known as Filipinotown. 
More than thirteen thousand Filipinos 
live in the blocks surrounding Roosevelt 
Avenue, under the tracks of the No. 7 
subway line, which takes them to Times 
Square. The avenue has evolved to meet 
the needs of female migrants: there’s a 
shop specializing in uniforms for nan-
nies, housekeepers, and home health 
aides, and several freight and remittance 
centers, where workers send their earn-
ings and gifts to their families. In the 
seventies and eighties, most O.F.W.s 
were men, who worked in merchant 
shipping or construction, but since the 
nineties migration has become increas-
ingly female, both in the Philippines 
and throughout the world. Mothers 
and daughters leave their families so 
that they can do the type of “women’s 
work”—caring for the young, the el-
derly, and the infirm—that females in 
aluent countries no longer want to do 
or have time to do. They function as 
what María Ibarra, a professor of Chi-
cana and Chicano Studies at San Diego 
State University, calls “emotional pro-
letarians”: they “produce authentic emo-
tion in exchange for a wage.” 

Emma shared a bed with Virgie, who 
was so exhausted from work that at night “Yes?”
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she demanded that Emma, who always 
wanted to chat, be quiet. Two friends 
from their province, a nanny and a house-
keeper, slept on a pullout couch. On Em-
ma’s second day in New York, after sub-
mitting her résumé to a Filipino agency 
for nannies, she shadowed Virgie at work 
and took notes as her sister demonstrated 
how to clean the American way, with 
bleach instead of soap and water, and 
how to use an electric iron, rather than 
one heated by the kindled ashes of a co-
conut shell. On Emma’s third day, Vir-
gie told her to practice riding the sub-
way alone. Emma couldn’t understand 
why her subway car was filled with peo-
ple who appeared to be from Mexico 
and China. “Where are all the Ameri-
cans?” she asked her sister.

The agency found Emma a job as a 
nanny in Chappaqua, and she felt that 
she had discovered the America she had 
imagined. Her employers’ house resem-
bled pictures that she had seen in a cal-
endar that her father, a Second World 
War veteran, had brought home from 
duty. Each month featured an Ameri-
can mansion with a chimney or two and 
an expansive lawn.

Emma was paid three hundred and 
seventy-five dollars a week to care for 
two girls, who were one and three years 
old. She slept in a room in the base-
ment five nights a week. On her first 
day, she was confused when her boss re-
turned to the house wearing gym clothes 
after being gone for only a few hours. 
Emma called her sister to report that 
her boss didn’t even have a job. “Don’t 
ask,” Virgie said. “You’re just a helper.”

Emma fantasized about what she 
would have done with all that leisure 
time—she’d teach her children to read, 
she decided, rather than let their teach-
ers do it—until she realized that she 
would fail at her job unless she practiced 
a kind of displacement. “I told myself, 
‘It’s time to take care of these kids,’ ” she 
said. “I took my love for my own chil-
dren and I put it on these girls. I treated 
them as if they were my daughters.”

She read to them every night, en-
couraging them to elaborate on the stories 
and to repeat the sounds of the alpha-
bet. In a spiral-bound notebook, she 
wrote down the titles of the books she 
liked best. On the weekends, she bought 
them at Barnes & Noble and sent them 
to her second-oldest daughter, Roxanne, 

who had a one-year-old son. Roxanne 
was especially impressed by Cliford—
in the Philippines, children’s books didn’t 
have such glossy pages and vivid pic-
tures—but when Emma told her to read 
to her son every night she replied, “You 
didn’t do that for us.” 

During meals in Chappaqua, Emma 
sometimes felt guilty and lost her ap-
petite. “If you are a mom, you want any-
thing you eat to be shared 
by your kids,” she said. 
Sometimes, as she dressed 
the girls in the morning, 
she cried as she imagined 
her youngest children pre-
paring for school with the 
assistance of the helpers. 
One of the helpers had a 
young son. Emma asked 
her children who cared for 
the boy while his mother was at their 
house, but her daughters didn’t know. 
Emma imagined a chain of mothers 
parenting other mothers’ children around 
the globe.

Using a thirty-dollar phone card that 
she bought once a week, Emma called 
home every day for fifteen minutes and 
spoke to three daughters at a time, five 
minutes each. Sometimes she could hear 
Ezreil shouting, “I didn’t get my time to 
talk! It’s still my time—they took my 
time.” Eunice said that their father had 
told them not to report bad news on the 
phone. “We tell her, ‘Good, good—ev-
erything is good,’ ” she said. Emma loved 
to garden—she grew jackfruit, eggplant, 
okra, chili peppers, and rows of dahlias 
and red flamingo flowers—but within 
a few months her friends reported that 
nearly all her plants had died. When 
Emma worried that her children were 
keeping secrets, she called her nephew, 
a police oicer in Malaybalay, and asked 
if any of the girls were using drugs. He 
assured her that they weren’t, but he told 
her about the children of many O.F.W.s 
in Queens who were.

Emma’s daughters wrote her long 
letters to privately express their com-
plaints. “You’re the only one who de-
fends me when my sisters gang up on 
me,” Ezreil wrote. “I’m lost without you.” 
Her oldest daughter, Mae Ann, wrote 
her, “It is so lonely without a mother!” 
She also reported that their father was 
spending too much time at parties. “Do 
not keep sending money to Papa be-

cause he continues to drink,” she wrote.
Emma put Roxanne in charge of the 

bills, but the other girls said that she 
was abusing her power. “She computes 
while I am eating,” one daughter, KC, 
wrote. “Sometimes I would just push 
aside the food because she nags.” KC 
said that she was being made to feel that 
she didn’t deserve it. “I will remember 
everything that happened in our fam-

ily,” she wrote in a ten-page 
letter. “Someday, when I 
have my own family, I will 
bring this pain with me.”

Emma wanted to go 
home before her visa 

expired—the maximum 
visit was half a year—but 
she had spent so much 
money on her airfare that 

she felt trapped. In 2001, a headline in 
the Philippine Daily Inquirer read, “OFWS 
Told: Stay Abroad.” The article quoted 
President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo 
saying, “We are depending on the people 
outside the country. If you can find work 
there, and send money to your relatives 
here, then perhaps you should stay there.”

Emma persuaded two of her friends, 
Espie and Delia, whom she used to 
pray with every Saturday, to follow her to 
New York. She pretended that she was 
pleased with her new life. Espie, who 
had four young children, said that she 
had always “wanted to go somewhere—I 
don’t know where, I don’t know what. 
The only word is ‘abroad’—that’s my 
dream.” Once Espie and Delia arrived, in 
2001, they found jobs as nannies. When 
Emma’s employers went out on Saturday 
nights, Emma lounged on the living- 
room couch, talking to Espie and Delia on 
the phone. They addressed one another 
using the names of their employers. 
“Hello, Mrs. Bella!” they joked. “Good 
evening, Mrs. Schwartz, how are you?” 

On her day of, Emma went to the 
Philippine National Bank in Manhat-
tan and sent all her earnings home ex-
cept for twenty dollars, her weekly al-
lowance. Most of the money went to 
her daughters, but she also fulfilled re-
quests from her sisters, colleagues, and 
friends. “Please have mercy on me!!!” 
one sister wrote. Two friends asked her 
for “show money” so that their family 
members could work abroad, in Kuwait 
and in Italy. “Any amount, Emma,” one 
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of the friends begged. Distant acquain-
tances found circuitous ways of enclos-
ing their bank-account numbers while 
complimenting Emma’s fortitude and 
imagined wealth. “I heard that you’re 
now a millionaire,” one friend wrote. 
A former colleague told her, “I’m sure 
you’re already very beautiful with lots 
of diamonds.” 

Virgie and her friends called Emma 
“soup girl,” because for nearly all her 
meals she ate two-dollar bowls of take-
out Chinese chicken-noodle soup, which 
she considered a good deal because the 
fried-noodle crackers were free. Espie 
adopted the same approach. “We just 
put it in our minds that we need to 
sacrifice ourselves,” she told me. “That 
is the job description.”

Every month, Emma bought a card-
board box from a shipping business 
called Johnny Air Cargo on Roosevelt 
Avenue, in Filipinotown. The box was 
the size of a small refrigerator, and she 
spent several weeks filling it with cofee, 
Spam, chocolate, powdered drinks  
like Nesquik and Tang, toiletries, and 
clothes from Costco. Like nearly all 
the Filipinas she knew, she always had 
an open balikbayan, or “repatriate box,” 
in her apartment. When she could 
barely close the lid, she sent the box 
home. It cost sixty-five dollars to send, 
regardless of the weight, and took two 
months to get to the Philippines by 
container ship. The process was the 
most concrete way she knew of show-
ing her love. When her daughters said 
that she’d sent them unfashionable 
clothes, Emma told them to have a ga-
rage sale, and sent more. 

After nearly two years with the fam-
ily in Chappaqua, Emma learned of a 
housekeeping job in Long Island that 
paid fifty dollars more per week. Fifty 
dollars each week, for a year, was enough 
to put one daughter through four years 
of college. She didn’t want to leave the 
two girls, so she asked her employers 
for a raise, but they refused. 

Emma dreaded saying goodbye to 
the children. “I’d fallen in love with 
them,” she said. On Emma’s last day of 
work, her employer drove her to the 
train station with the children, who had 
been told that Emma was taking a va-
cation. Emma tried to act as if it were 
a temporary parting, but she couldn’t 
hold in her tears. “The separation was 

harder, because I’d already done it with 
my own kids,” she said. “I thought, My 
God, I don’t want to feel it again.”

Emma’s daughter Eunice said that 
her aunts advised her and her sis-

ters, “You have to be good, so that your 
mother will come back.” Eunice couldn’t 
help wondering if her mother’s long ab-
sence was the result of something that 
she and her sisters had done. She said, 
“You keep asking yourself, ‘Why did it 
happen like this? Why don’t I have a 
mother?’ ” Eunice kept thinking about an 
angry comment that her mother had 
made years earlier, when she and her sis-
ters were misbehaving: “If I have the 
chance to go to another country, I will 
not come back here.” 

When Emma’s own mother became 
ill and appeared to be dying, in late 2003, 
Emma’s daughters assumed that Emma 
would finally fly home. “If it were me 
and this happened to my mother,” Eu-
nice said, “of course I would want to see 
her for the last time.” But Emma felt 
even more bound to New York, because 
she had to pay for her mother’s medi-
cal treatment, which ultimately failed; 
the doctors couldn’t diagnose her illness. 
She and Virgie paid for their mother’s 
embalmment, the funeral, the flights of 
relatives who attended the ceremony, a 
nine-day wake, and food for the guests. 
Emma didn’t attend the funeral, because 
she worried that she would find herself 
in a situation that she and her friends 
called “A to A,” for “airport to airport.” 
Emma knew women who flew from 
Manila to the United States, but once 
their travel histories were inspected by 
New York customs oicials they were 
sent back to Manila. They ended up 
paying for two international flights and 
losing their source of income. 

To make up for lost savings, Emma 
picked up part-time work in the eve-
nings, sometimes sleeping only two hours 
a night. It was easiest to fill in for friends 
and acquaintances who worked as home 
health aides. They often called Emma 
and asked her to “take care of my lolo,” 
a Tagalog term for “grandfather.” 

Elder care is the fastest-growing oc-
cupation in the country—the number 
of Americans older than eighty-five has 
risen more rapidly than any other de-
mographic—but the salary is meagre: 
home health aides make an average of 

less than eleven dollars an hour. They 
receive little or no training. “I just read 
some books, any books,” Emma told 
me. “Oh, this is the sickness called Alz-
heimer’s. Oh, this is M.S.” A friend 
taught her how to use a colonoscopy 
bag and a Hoyer Lift, a hydraulic-pow-
ered machine that moves patients out 
of their beds. One of her clients had de-
mentia and insisted on calling her Mary. 
Sometimes, when she gave him a bath, 
he resisted, yelling “Police! Police!” or 
spitting in her face. “Don’t worry—the 
police are coming,” Emma told him. 
“They are picking up Mary.”

In 2004, Emma got a permanent 
weekend job working in Manhattan for 
a woman with muscular dystrophy, and 
she learned to dissociate herself from 
the most unpleasant aspects of the job. 
“You forget yourself,” she said. The smell 
of the woman’s body became as normal 
as her own. She felt that she’d been 
hired to love this woman, and for the 
most part she did. Emma adopted the 
woman’s favorite TV shows and her loy-
alties as a sports fan. They enjoyed sit-
ting on the couch together, watching 
the Boston Celtics, rooting for Paul 
Pierce. “Our favorite,” Emma said. The 
woman wore eye shadow and blush every 
day, and she expected Emma to do the 
same. When Emma explained that she 
didn’t have time to look pretty, she said 
that the woman responded, “The time 
that I am putting my makeup on—that’s 
the time that you put on your makeup.”

Emma kept waiting for the woman’s 
children or grandchildren to visit and 
ofer their assistance, but it gradually 
became clear that this wasn’t their role. 
One time, she became angry at the wom-
an’s demands and told her, “Even your 
kids don’t care for you!” Emma said that 
she responded, “Because my kids are 
not from the Philippines.” 

Emma’s second-oldest sister, Nella, 
the principal of an elementary school 

in Bukidnon, envied her sisters. She  
kept comparing her salary with what 
she would be making in America, until 
the process of multiplication—dollars 
to pesos—became almost compulsive, 
and she decided to join them. In 2006, 
when Nella was fifty-seven and try-
ing to put her grandchildren through 
school, she moved to New York and 
found a job as a housekeeper and a home 



attendant for a woman who was dying. 
Nella lived in an apartment in Queens 
that she shared with five other female 
former teachers, three of whom had 
taught at her school. 

Nella was impressed by Emma’s ad-
justment to American life. She had been 
alarmed when Emma had nine children 
in rapid succession (“like a staircase,” 
she said), and she used to call Emma 
Cinderella, because she was so pretty 

and harried. Nella would urge her to go 
to the beauty parlor and do something 
with her hair. Now Emma had red high-
lights, a Victoria’s Secret bra, and a ban-
gle bracelet—indulgences that she had 
decided were important for her mental 
health. “For five years, I didn’t leave any-
thing for myself,” Emma told me. “After 
all that time, I said, ‘How about me?’ ” 

In letters, Emma’s husband repeat-
edly instructed her to “always be a good 
girl” and “be a good wife,” and Emma 
wondered if his admonitions were a kind 
of projection. When Emma asked her 
children if he was seeing other women, 
they told her, “Oh, don’t think about 
that. Forget it.”

Many of Emma’s friends had hus-
bands to whom they were only nomi-
nally attached. A few had come to the 
U.S. for adventure or self-improvement, 
or to escape abusive or failed marriages—
divorce is not legal in the Philippines, 
and migration is referred to as the “Fil-
ipino divorce”—but the majority were 
here to support their children. They 
quickly became accustomed to making 
decisions without consulting their hus-

bands. “It looks like we are already fem-
inists,” Emma told me. “It looks like we 
want to be the boss.”

Emma was offended by employ-
ers who repeated their instructions, 

as if she didn’t have the mental capac-
ity to remember, or insisted that she 
wash the floor using a sponge, on her 
knees, rather than standing and using a 
mop. Nella, who called her employers 
“ma’am” and “sir,” urged Emma to be 
less vocal. “As long as they do not hurt 
you or hit you, just let it pass,” she said. 
She often repeated a Tagalog ex-
pression: “If the ganta”—a box for mea-
suring grain—“is full of rice, then you 

can talk back. Until then, be quiet.” 
Emma and Nella found that in the 

eyes of many employers Filipinas were 
at the top of the ethnic hierarchy for do-
mestic workers, as if their nationality 
had become synonymous with family 
duty and deference. Some two hundred 
thousand women are employed as do-
mestic workers in New York State, a 
number that is expected to rise in the 
next decade, owing to the aging of the 

population, the entrance of more women 
into the workforce, and the lack of pub-
licly funded services for the very young 
and old. A 2012 survey by the National 
Domestic Workers Alliance found that 
two-thirds of nannies, housekeepers, and 
home health aides were immigrants, half 
of whom were undocumented. Through 
their work, New Yorkers are free to have 
a public life, while the women working 
in their homes remain invisible: domes-
tic workers spend long hours in private 
apartments, and are often paid of the 
books, with few of the legal protections 
aforded workers in other fields.

When the first major labor laws were 
passed, in the nineteen-thirties, Southern 
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In her apartment in Queens, Emma keeps photographs of her children. She hasn’t seen them in almost sixteen years.



lawmakers fought to exclude domes-
tic work, a largely black profession, 
an omission that allowed states to main-
tain racial hierarchies and a cheap pool 
of black labor. A 1938 letter to Eleanor 
Roo sevelt signed by “Fifteen weary 
housemaids” demanded that “we girls 
should get some consideration as every 
other labor class has.” Their request 
wasn’t heeded, and within thirty years 
many African- American women had 
moved on to more lucrative positions. 
Immigrant women of color filled the 
roles they had cast of. Ai-jen Poo, the 
director of the National Domestic 
Workers Alliance, said, “A lot of these 
immigrant women are fleeing economic 
situations in their home country that 
have created an impossible set of choices. 
The women who care for our loved ones 
simply can’t take care of their own.”

New York is one of six states that 
have passed legislation to protect the 
rights of domestic workers, giving them 
a minimum wage, overtime, and pro-
tection against harassment. But few 
workers and employers know about the 
laws. Linda Oalican, the executive di-
rector of Damayan, an organization that 
advocates for the rights of Filipino do-
mestic workers, said that workers fear 
that if they take advantage of New York’s 
law, which was passed in 2010, and chal-
lenge the conditions of their employ-
ment they could be reported for work-
ing illegally, sabotage their opportunity 
for a reference letter, or abruptly lose an 
income on which their families depend.

Oalican, who became a domestic 
worker after she left the Philippines, in 
1994, thinks that the culture of remit-
tances breeds political complacency: fam-
ilies of O.F.W.s are less inclined to or-
ganize against the Filipino government 
and protest corruption, because they are 

shielded by the money sent from abroad, 
even as their communities remain im-
poverished. Oalican gets frustrated when 
she hears policymakers speak of migra-
tion as if it were always voluntary. “They 
choose to forget about the origins of 
these women and the economic and po-
litical reasons that they left their coun-
tries,” she said. Many members of Da-
mayan have doubted their decision to 
leave, especially those with young chil-
dren. “When you are a nanny, you see 
how critical the early years of childhood 
are,” Oalican told me. “They inform the 
values of the child and set the condi-
tions for their personhood.”

Oalican’s daughter, Riya, followed 
her to New York after graduating from 
college, and she now works at Damayan, 
too. Riya, who is thirty-eight, told me 
that her relationship with her mother is 
strained; they can connect only through 
discussions about politics. In the Phil-
ippines, her mother had been a lead-
ing activist against the military regime 
of Ferdinand Marcos, and when Riya 
first saw her mother at work she felt 
that she no longer knew her. “I have this 
really vivid image of her walking in front 
of me in Central Park, pushing this 
stroller with a white baby in it,” she told 
me. “It was fall, and it was a bit chilly, 
and I thought to myself, You lost your 
mother.” 

E mma’s growing comfort in 
America made the purpose of her 

journey less clear. Her goal had been to 
return home as soon as she put her chil-
dren through school. By 2013, all of her 
daughters had graduated from college, 
but four of them couldn’t find work. The 
others complained of low wages: one 
worked as an administrator in the gov-
ernor’s oice, another as a secretary for 

the commission on elections, and a third 
as a manager of a convenience store. Her 
most financially successful daughter, Eu-
nice, had become a secretary in Abu Dhabi 
and sent money to her sisters and their 
children. When Eunice asked her mother 
when she would return home, she usu-
ally said, “Soon, soon, not now,” and then 
talked about an expense that had yet to 
be paid. Emma and her daughters now 
communicated almost exclusively through 
Facebook. Her daughters uploaded pho-
tographs and videos of their weddings 
and of their newborns seconds after birth. 
On Emma’s birthday, they baked cakes 
with her name written in frosting and 
posted videos of themselves singing.

In 2014, when Emma was fifty-eight, 
she divorced her husband, so that she’d 
be free to meet American men; that was 
the only reliable way to get a green card, 
which would allow her to visit her daugh-
ters without forfeiting the chance to re-
turn. Since the nineties, a series of laws 
have made it increasingly diicult for 
low-wage workers to obtain green cards 
through employer sponsorship. Although 
her employers paid her in cash, Emma, 
like many of her friends, paid taxes, so 
that she would be in better standing if 
immigration laws were ever relaxed.

After her husband signed the divorce 
papers—the agreement was not recog-
nized in the Philippines, only in the 
U.S.—Emma went out at night more 
often, to take her mind of her grief. At 
a party she met a Filipina nanny named 
Ivy, who was thirty-seven—a year younger 
than Emma’s oldest daughter. Ivy was 
afectionate, exuberant, and highly com-
petent; at times, though, she had the air 
of an abandoned child. She seemed con-
tinually shocked to find herself stranded 
in New York. “We both feel lonely in the 
same way,” Emma said. She found Ivy’s 
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presence comforting. “Her face is like my 
daughter’s,” she told me. “It looks like we 
are family already.”

Ivy, a former midwife, was determined 
to be faithful to her husband, who lived 
in Zamboanga City, in the southwest 
Philippines. Her friendship with Emma 
helped her resist the desire for intimacy 
with other men. “My personality is that 
I get too attached to people,” she said. 
Her husband had quit his job as a nurse 
when she left for America, in 2010, and 
though he cared for their three young 
children full time, he complained of feel-
ing useless. He told her that he felt like 
palamon, the Tagalog word for “animal 
feed.” “Because he says I am feeding him 
like a bird,” Ivy said, “and he just keeps 
opening his mouth.” 

Ivy slept over at Emma’s apartment 
so often that last summer Emma invited 
her to move in, replacing one of her room-
mates. They share a twin mattress on the 
bottom of a bunk bed in a living room 
that Emma turned into a bedroom by 
installing a wooden partition from Home 
Depot. Emma’s niece, a home health aide, 
sleeps on the top bunk. When Emma 
snores, Ivy tries to make her stop by hug-
ging her. She’d used the same technique 
with her mother, with whom she’d shared 
a bed through her second year of high 
school.

Emma’s sister Nella said that Emma 
began telling people she had an “adopt ed 
daughter.” Then she stopped using the 
word “adopted.” At times, her use of the 
word prompted delighted exclamations 
from acquaintances who assumed that 
one of Emma’s daughters had got a visa. 
Emma’s daughter Eunice was surprised, 
too. On Facebook, she saw dozens of pic-
tures of Emma and Ivy labelled “Mom 
and daughter.” “She misses you guys very 
much,” Ivy assured Emma’s daughters on 

Facebook. “Thank you for allowing me 
to borrow her as my NY mom.” Although 
Eunice wished that she were the one 
“feeling that mother- image,” she was 
grateful that her mom had a loyal boarder. 
“At least there is someone there for my 
mom who is like a daughter,” she said. 
“And I think Ivy, for her part, is looking 
for a mother.”

In the Philippines, Ivy used to talk 
with her mother many times a day, even 
when she was at work, and she did the 
same with Emma. Five nights a week, 
Ivy slept in Chappaqua, in her employ-
er’s house, and she began setting her alarm 
clock for 5 A.M., so that she could call 
Emma to wake her up in time for her 
nannying job in Manhattan. “What will 
you be having for breakfast?” Ivy asked, 
as a way of urging Emma out of bed. 

At night, if Ivy went to bed before 
talking to Emma, she kept her cell phone 
by her pillow and woke up periodically 
to check for messages. “If I don’t talk to 
her one day, I’m not comfortable,” Ivy 
told me. “I feel like there is something 
missing.”

One evening, when Ivy and Emma 
were video-chatting, Ivy’s boss walked 
into the room. “This is my mommy,” Ivy 
told her employer, tilting her iPad.

“No, don’t do that!” Emma said, cov-
ering her face with her hands.

“But I want her to meet you,” Ivy told 
Emma. “I’m proud of you.”

On Valentine’s Day this year, Emma 
and Ivy went to a party hosted by 

an organization of immigrants from 
Bukidnon, Emma’s province, which rou-
tinely holds fund-raisers to send stu-
dents to college. The party was in a mir-
rored ballroom in a Filipino lounge, D 
Haven, in Queens. Twenty-five red card-
board hearts were arrayed like a picture 

frame on the wall, and bowls of floating 
rose petals were on every table. When 
guests arrived, Emma drew a rectangle 
in the air, and they handed her cash do-
nations. The oldest woman in the room 
was Emma’s fifth-grade teacher, Paz, 
who wore a red sequinned blazer and 
walked with a cane. She had been a do-
mestic worker in America for nearly 
thirty years. “She’s a workaholic,” Emma 
whispered to me.

There were about a hundred women 
in the room, a few of whom had come 
with dates; most of the men were white 
and on the wrong side of a severe im-
balance in attractiveness. Emma was 
seated next to a former roommate, Anita, 
and a man whose dying aunt Anita had 
cared for. Emma and her friends had 
been optimistic that Obama would pass 
an executive order that gave taxpaying 
immigrants the chance to get work visas. 
Once it became clear that the order 
wasn’t forthcoming, Anita and the man 
had married. “She didn’t even pay,” 
Emma told me. The going rate for a 
marriage, she said, was twenty thousand 
dollars.

“Are you in love tonight?” the presi-
dent of the organization asked. She stood 
at the front of the room, next to a sign 
that said “Beauty Full Night.”

“Yes!” Ivy screamed. 
“Only tonight?” the president said. 
“Every day!” Ivy said. “Indeed!” She 

laughed, and looked at Emma, shaking 
her head. “Crazy,” she said. 

Ivy was wearing a tight red dress splat-
tered with sequins—she had bought it 
online for fifteen dollars and was now 
sufering from some buyer’s remorse—and 
Emma wore red heels and a clingy green 
dress with a slit. After the speeches, when 
the d.j. began playing pop ballads, Emma 
and Ivy danced together, occasionally 
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twirling each other, until four other 
women joined, and they formed a circle, 
clasping hands. 

T he next morning, Ivy left Emma’s 
apartment at 5 A.M. to catch a train 

back to Chappaqua. The family she 
worked for was on a ski vacation, and she 
needed to feed their dog, cat, goldfish, 
and hamster. For a week, she would be 
the only one in the house, which resem-
bled a resort, with a pool surrounded by 
a white picket fence, a gazebo, a wine cel-
lar, and a gym with half a dozen exercise 
machines. Once she arrived, Ivy had to 
charge her phone every few hours, be-
cause she kept texting and messaging 
friends and family on Facebook. “I am 
so lonely I want to shout,” she texted 

Emma. “Shout!” Emma responded. “Your 
boss is not there!”

When I visited Ivy a few days after 
the party, she seemed transformed by the 
suburbs: she padded through the house 
in Crocs, black yoga pants, and a red 
sweatband around her forehead. Using 
her boss’s NutriBullet blender, she served 
me a smoothie in a wineglass. She dis-
played a mastery of the labyrinthine house 
that seemed to come from deep acquain-
tance with any signs of disorder. “This is 
my territory,” she said, as we walked up-
stairs to the third floor. Across from the 
laundry room, which had two sets of in-
dustrial-sized washers and dryers, was 
her large, sparsely furnished bedroom, 
the carpet freshly vacuumed. Above her 
bed, Ivy had taped a letter from the young-

est boy she nannied, whom she called her 
alaga, a Tagalog word that refers to a pet 
or a person who is cared for. “I love love 
Ivy so so much,” he had written, under a 
circle of hearts. Next to the note was a 
collage of photographs, labelled “My Fam-
ily,” with eighteen pictures of the Chap-
paqua children, their parents, and their 
grandparents, and two of Ivy’s family in 
the Philippines. The year before, at Ivy’s 
request, her family had gone to a studio 
in Zamboanga City and posed for a pho-
tographer, who had then doctored a dig-
ital image of Ivy (taken at the bar mitz-
vah of one of the boys she nannied) and 
inserted her between her husband and 
her middle son. 

Ivy told me that she had been upset all 
morning, since checking Facebook: her 
son had posted a picture of Costco choc-
olates, a Valentine’s Day gift, without ac-
knowledging that she had sent it. “You 
guys are just ignoring me,” she told her 
husband on Skype. To make herself feel 
better, Ivy thought about how her sons 
were more respectful than the children she 
nannied—they yelled at their mother as if 
it were not a big deal—but the thought 
wasn’t particularly reassuring. “I keep pray-
ing every night that one day my kids will 
appreciate what I did,” she told me. “For 
now, I know that they don’t.” 

She worried about the strength of her 
own attachments, too. The night before, 
she had rushed of the phone with her 
husband, so that she could hear Emma’s 
voice before going to sleep. “I am expect-
ing Mom’s call,” she told him. Then she 
felt guilty that her priorities were becom-
ing skewed. Ivy had been in New York 
for a third of the time that Emma had, 
and she sensed that Emma, who had pro-
gressed to a later stage of homesickness, 
didn’t need her as much as she needed 
Emma. When I mentioned that I’d seen 
Emma the day before, Ivy asked, “What 
did she say about me? Is she happy with 
me?” Emma was familiar with Ivy’s inse-
curities. She explained to Ivy, “You really 
changed my life—you support me in every 
way. But there are times when I am busy 
and can’t talk.” Sometimes Emma told 
Ivy to talk to her third daughter, Elaine 
May, who flooded her with Facebook 
messages to which she couldn’t respond 
quickly enough.

As a cure for her loneliness, Ivy had 
decided that in the spring she would  
look for a job in the city and move into 

• •
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Emma’s apartment full time. She had 
been in Chappaqua for five years, making 
a hundred and thirty dollars a day. Orig-
inally, she’d been pleased to have a live-in 
job—the solitude meant that she wouldn’t 
place herself in environments that put her 
loyalty to her husband at risk—but now 
she longed to spend the weeknights with 
Emma. As spring approached, though, Ivy 
changed her mind. “It’s very hard, because 
they treat me like family,” she said. “They 
are family. I love them.” When the young-
est boy couldn’t sleep, he sometimes crept 
upstairs and slipped into her bed. She 
said, “The oldest keeps asking me, ‘Ivy, 
do you really love me? When I’m mar-
ried, will you take care of my children?’ ”

Emma would like to return home 
in five years, when she is sixty-five, 

an idea that upsets Ivy, who feels that she 
must stay for another decade, until her 
youngest child graduates from college. 
Timing one’s departure from America is 
a precarious art. Emma, Ivy, and their 
friends speak of their return to the Phil-
ippines as a kind of afterlife, an endless 
family celebration, where they will finally 
reap the rewards of their sacrifice. The 
window for return begins once they’ve 
put their children through school—often 
their grandchildren, too—but then the 
calculation becomes more complex. 
Should they stay longer, save for retire-
ment, and risk growing ill in America? 
Or leave prematurely, run out of money, 
and be poor again in the Philippines?

Recently, one of Emma’s friends trag-
ically mistimed her return. She was given 
a diagnosis of ovarian cancer in Decem-
ber and, less than two months later, died 
without having seen her husband or her 
children in years. Emma and her friends 
raised money for “death aid.” They wanted 
to help the woman’s husband, who ran a 
poultry farm that Emma used to visit, 
pay for his wife’s body to be shipped home. 
The day after the body was flown over-
seas, I accompanied Emma to her nan-
nying job on the Upper East Side, where 
she was struggling to put the memory 
out of her mind. When she viewed the 
body, three days earlier, she was shocked 
by how thin her friend had become. 
“What kind of life is this?” Emma said. 

Emma appreciated the distraction pro-
vided by her alaga, Bowie, a two-year-
old girl who seemed unusually delighted 
to be alive. Bowie lived in a four-hun-

dred-square-foot studio apartment and 
spent much of the morning running from 
her parents’ bed to the couch and back 
again. She also enjoyed climbing onto 
the arm of the couch and riding it like a 
horse. When she tried the same move 
with the family’s English bulldog, which 
had just had a blood transfusion, Emma 
lifted her of the dog’s back. “My baby 
Bowie,” Emma said. “Not there.” When 
Emma stood up to get Bowie some or-
ange juice, Bowie followed her, position-
ing herself between Emma’s legs. “I don’t 
know why, but this is where she likes to 
be,” Emma told me, brushing a strand of 
blond hair of Bowie’s forehead.

At the playground, other nannies 
fielded texts from their bosses: they had 
to report what their alagas had eaten, the 
contents of their diapers, the timing of 
their naps, subtle vacillations in their 
moods. Emma had a loose theory that 
parents who acted like puppeteers, closely 
monitoring their nannies, tended to have 
defiant, tetchy children. Bowie’s parents 
were laid-back, and Bowie was, too. The 
only time she cried for more than ten 
seconds was when her father came home 
during his lunch break to walk the dog. 
“When Daddy and Mommy come, she 
wants to be with them,” Emma said, rub-
bing Bowie’s back. “I understand that—
my girls do that, too.”

Bowie’s parents worked as nurses and 
struggled to aford child care. More than 
once, Emma remarked that their apart-
ment was smaller than hers. Bowie slept 
in a closet separated by a curtain, and her 
parents slept in the living room, which 
overlooked an airshaft.  
“I feel like they are my 
younger brother and sis-
ter,” Emma said. “Or maybe 
my daughter and son.” 
Emma and Bowie’s mother, 
Abrah, both had to wake 
up by 5 A.M. to get to work. 
Nanny care is often repre-
sented as a rich mother’s 
indulgence, but, in a country that pro-
vides few options for afordable child 
care, the practice just as often represents 
a negotiation between two working moth-
ers, dividing their labor between work 
and parenting, and rarely succeeding com-
pletely at either. Abrah found it hard to 
justify the expense of a nanny, but she 
felt that it was important to maintain her 
identity. “If I was just taking care of Bowie 

every hour, then I might feel like I’m a 
slave to her in this house,” she told me. 
She hired Emma two days a week, and 
Bowie’s grandparents fill in on the other 
days. When Emma isn’t caring for Bowie, 
she works for four housekeeping clients, 
including one who requires that she iron 
for eight hours.

“Sometimes I just want to throw up,” 
Emma told me during Bowie’s afternoon 
nap. “It’s already been sixteen years with 
this kind of job—it’s just the same thing 
every day.” Emma had turned of the lights 
in the living room, and, after emptying 
the dishwasher and picking Bowie’s toys 
of the floor, she sat in the kitchen area 
with a booklet called “The Nonprofit 
Chief Essential: Ten Responsibilities for 
Chief Executives.” She hoped to develop 
better techniques for funding scholarships 
in Bukidnon, a project that gave her an 
opportunity to make use of her account-
ing degree. She missed her job in the 
Philippines—when she left, her supervi-
sor wrote that “things are not the same 
anymore without you, your energy and 
your super-performance”—but returning 
to her former field seemed impossible. 

Emma’s daughters and their friends 
wished to go abroad, too, if not to Amer-
ica then to Japan or Hong Kong or New 
Zealand. “I think there’s no end to the 
cycle,” Emma told me. She found it hard 
to resist the idea of her daughters join-
ing her in New York. She hasn’t seen 
them in sixteen years and still can’t dis-
cuss the separation without quietly cry-
ing. Over time, the tone of her children’s 
letters has evolved; there is less rivalry 

and more resignation.  
In the early years, the  
children kept guessing 
which holidays might be 
the occasion for Emma’s 
return. Gradually, they 
stopped asking about her 
plans. “I believe someday, 
if God permits, you can 
be with us once again,” 

her daughter Roxanne recently wrote.
Although Emma is desperate to see her 

children, she doesn’t want them to fol-
low her example. She doesn’t like the idea 
that they’d be caring for other people’s 
children and parents. “I think they will not 
be able to handle it,” she told me. “They 
are too skinny and fragile, and they don’t 
even know how to clean. I was not there 
to teach them good housekeeping.” 
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H
e watches the second car 
back out of the driveway and 
then he makes a slow lap 

around the block, careful not to step 
on the cracks in the sidewalk. From 
other houses come the sounds of dogs 
barking, and from other yards the noise 
of lawnmowers and leaf blowers. Con-
struction is happening somewhere 
down the street. After completing the 
lap he looks up at the clock on top of 
the Catholic church the next block over: 
nine-forty. He walks up the driveway 
purposefully and pushes through the 
white wooden gate, a high gate that, 
he noticed yesterday, doesn’t have  
a lock.

•
Ecola? Orkin? Idling at the inter-

section, she can’t remember for a mo-
ment the name of the company she is 
on her way home to meet. In the past 
week three men came through the 
house, one after the other, wearing 
jumpsuits and slipping disposable boo-
ties over their shoes, three men on their 
hands and knees in the attic, creaking 
overhead, tapping inquisitively at the 
beams. After collecting all the estimates, 
she consulted with her husband, who 
had only this to say: “Trust your gut.” 
Oh—Greenleaf! That’s the name. They 
cost the most, but she liked the man 
and, according to the literature, they 
use one-hundred-per-cent-organic 
materials.

•
The husband is late to work. As the 

elevator carries him up to the oices, 
he is thinking about Emmett Byron 
Diggs, Attica inmate No. 243. Diggs 
will be the first innocent man to ap-
pear on the show. When the showrun-
ner put him on the episode, he said, “I 
don’t want you to think that I’m ask-
ing you to write this one just because 
the character is black,” and he replied, 
“I don’t think that.” But now he is be-
ginning to worry about what to do with 
Emmett Diggs.

•
Two thousand one hundred and sev-

enty-five dollars: this she remembers 
exactly. After the job is done, she will 
write out the entire amount and the 
feel of the check tearing crisply along 
the perforated line will be a small, silly 
thing that pleases her. Thank you so 
much! For the first time since moving 

into the house, she is not worrying 
every minute about money. She is going 
to the gym again. She is washing  
her car on a regular basis. In her clean 
car, in her damp gym clothes, she  
drives through the bright-blue morn-
ing, feeling calm. She’s going to be right 
on time.

•
He tips back in his chair and looks 

at the whiteboard, where the story beats 
for Act I have been written in streaky 
black marker. They’re only two days 
into breaking the episode and already 
the character of Emmett Diggs is pos-
ing problems. So far the formula has 
been consistent: nineteen-sixties bad 
guy commits heinous crimes, winds up 
in solitary in Attica, travels through a 
rift in the space-time continuum, and 
pops up in present-day upstate New 
York, where he continues his crime 
spree until he is tracked down and ap-
prehended by a top-secret team of 
special agents. Which the network says 
they like; which has worked just fine 
until now; so why, on the first episode 
he’s been assigned to write, are they 
trying something diferent?

•
The back yard is a mess. Weeds up 

to his waist, cracked concrete. A tarp 
slung over a pile of stuf pushed up 
against the garage door. From the front, 
the house looked nice. Neat. Green 
lawn. Front door painted a glossy bright 
red. But back here it’s diferent. Flat-
tened cardboard boxes, dusty grill. 
Plastic playhouse bleaching in the sun. 
Shrunken lumps of shit all over the 
dead grass. He hesitates, then thinks 
of the cars that pulled out of the drive-
way: a Prius, a Mini Cooper. There will 
definitely be Apple gear inside.

•
On one side of the board, possible 

backstories for Emmett Diggs: 1. Ar-
thritic gardener’s son, recently home 
from the Army; 2. Head chef in the 
kitchen of local country club; 3. Mem-
ber of the maintenance staf at Miss 
So-and-So’s School. Behind each of 
these possibilities is the question: How 
does a black man in 1961 gain entry to 
the spaces where rich white girls live, 
so that he can fall in love with one, get 
secretly engaged, and then be accused 
of murder when she is found dead, raped 
and mutilated, on a golf course? An-

other question, asked only by the hus-
band, and only in his head: How does 
a science-fiction guy end up writing ra-
cial melodrama? Also: How do I write 
this character without making him seem 
like all the other decent, long-sufer-
ing, wrongly accused black men who 
have shown up onscreen over the years?

•
Spit. Spraying across the glass. The 

barking sudden and loud. A black dog 
at the back door, lunging at him from 
the other side of the window in the 
door. It looks big, maybe seventy-five 
pounds. It looks from its light eyebrows 
as if it might have some Rottweiler 
mixed in. The door shakes when the 
dog launches itself, its nails scrabbling 
on the glass. Through the window, be-
yond the dog, he can see the washer 
and dryer, he can see sweatshirts and 
jackets hanging from hooks, cleaning 
supplies lined up along a shelf. Not too 
far from the back door to the shelf, 
the distance no more than the length 
of his arm, outstretched. And the dog, 
now that he’s had a minute to look at 
it? Not as big as its bark makes it sound.

•
At the stop sign, she counts to five. 

She doesn’t want to get another ticket. 
And then waits a little more, because 
there’s Jessica, her neighbor, out walk-
ing Cocoa. She gives a tap on her horn 
and waves: Go ahead, cross the street. 
She isn’t in any hurry, and she’s preoc-
cupied with a relaxing and anticipatory 
sort of arithmetic. How many more 
weeks before they can talk about get-
ting some bids on the roof? Also, the 
kid needs a proper bookcase; the shelves 
in her room are starting to bow. The 
Voder-Smith family is ready to gradu-
ate from Swedish-designed particle-
board! They’ll have to plan ahead for 
property taxes, due at the beginning  
of December, but if all goes as it  
should they won’t have to ask her mother 
for help this year. And if—is even to 
think it to jinx it? Her husband is su-
perstitious about these things—if the 
show gets an order for nine more epi-
sodes, maybe they can finally tackle the 
back yard. 

•
We open on a couple, embracing in 

the dark. The grounds of a golf course 
roll away on all sides, the grass metal-
lic in the moonlight. From nearby, the 
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ticking of sprinklers, and, farther of, 
mingled voices and the clink of silver-
ware and glass, the warm commotion of 
a party. We push in on their faces, mouths 
locked, her skin almost ghostly against 
the darkness of his, his fingers black 
stripes moving through the pale waves 
of her hair. The kissing deepens, their 
bodies pressed close, she reaching up to 
slip from her shoulder the fragile strap 
of her dress, but with a single touch he 
stops her, his large hand over hers. Still 
kissing her, he cups her head lightly in 
his hands. Her eyes close; his open. A 
strangely empty stare. In an instant his 
grip tightens, his arms contracting, a sud-
den twist. The sickening crack of bone. 
He’s broken her fucking neck! Of his 
glazed look we cut to titles. “Could that 
work?” Lenny, the story editor, glances 
hopefully from the showrunner to the 
husband to the other writers sitting loose-
limbed around the table. “For the teaser?”

•
Only two blocks away from home, 

she feels her sense of well-being begin 
to sour around the edges. She’s using 
half a personal day for this. And that’s 
not including the hours she spent on-
line, clicking back and forth between 
company Web sites and sifting through 
contradictory user reviews, followed by 
even more hours imprisoned in the 
house, waiting for the men to show up 
with their slip-on booties and clipboards 
and brochures. In her heart, she sees 
Slash, the guitarist for Guns N’ Roses, 
his pet boa constrictor draped across his 
bare shoulders, staring morosely at a 
puddle spreading at the foot of his Sub-
Zero refrigerator. Years and years be-
fore, when asked by an interviewer how 
his life had changed since the success 
of “Appetite for Destruction”: “I got this 
house and my refrigerator is leaking all 
over the place and I feel comfortable 
just leaving it that way, but I can’t do 
that, ’cause this is my house.”

•
The shock of the door flying open 

makes the dog skitter backward, but soon 
enough it’s on him, snarling, his shirt in 
its teeth, its weight pulling him down, 
but look who’s got hold of the Windex. 
So there. For a streak-free shine. Right 
in the eyes, buddy. Who’s scary now?

•
What sort of crimes are commit-

ted by an unjustly incarcerated man 

who’s travelled through a rift in the 
space-time continuum? There’s not 
much for our team of special agents 
to do if Attica inmate No. 243 pops 
up in present-day New York and 
spends his days being decent. Hence 
the episode’s twist: Emmett Diggs is 
now a cold-blooded killer. Hunting 
down women who resemble his dead 
fiancée and ritualistically murdering 
them in exactly the same way that she 
was killed on the golf course. The 
husband locks his gaze on the water 
bottle sitting in front of him so that 
his eyes don’t start rolling involun-
tarily. Emmett Diggs: a saint and a 
predator. The husband can’t look at 
Lenny right now, can’t look at the 
whiteboard; he feels his insides slowly 
curdling. He’s not going to win any 
N.A.A.C.P. Image Awards for this 
script, that’s for sure. His first episode 
of network television, and he doesn’t 
want his mom and dad to watch it.

•
Oh, but there it is: Her house. Home. 

Eaten out of house and home. But not 
quite yet—help is on the way. The 
termites chittering in their tiny villain 
voices: “Foiled again!” An upwelling of 
love as she turns in to the driveway and 
sees the white gate and the red door. 
It’s the prettiest bungalow on the block. 
The Craftsman clapboard container of 
their lives. Overpriced, yes; heavily 
mortgaged and termite-infested, yes; 
but it’s theirs. The feeling of four walls 
and a roof over your head, of turning 
a big cardboard box upside down and 
cutting out a hole for a window, draw-
ing a door in Magic Marker, taking up 
residence inside. Safe! the umpire cries. 
There’s no van parked at the curb, no 
sign of Greenleaf; she’s beaten them 
home.

•
He backs the dog through the 

kitchen, then the living room, across a 
short hallway, and into the bathroom. 
Not ideal, as he’d like to take a look at 
what’s inside the medicine cabinet, but 
it ’s the only room he’s encountered 
so far where he can close the door. Or 
maybe not. The latch won’t hold. The 
door pops ajar as soon as he pushes it 
shut. Which he does, without success, 
several times in a row. And now the 
dog is barking again, insanely. He tries 
once more, not slamming it but just 

pressing it firmly in that careful way 
you have to handle old things. He pauses, 
counts to three, slowly draws his hand 
away. The door springs open. Ridicu-
lous. Now he’s going to have to ma-
neuver the dog out of the bathroom 
and into the half-furnished guest room, 
down the hall. His Windex is ready. 
But seriously: a bathroom with a door 
that doesn’t close? How do people live 
like that?

•
We open on a man sauntering down 

a quiet block, hands in pockets, whis-
tling “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” Just 
daring someone, anyone, to stop him. 
Can’t a man enjoy a stroll through a 
pleasant neighborhood in the middle 
of the day? He pulls his large hands 
from the pockets of his checkered chef ’s 
pants and wishes he’d had a chance to 
change into something sharp. The 
houses gaze back at him, cool and in-
viting. Maybe not quite as grand as 
you’d expect, only two blocks away from 
the country club. But still nice. Still 
desirable. He looks at the windows and 
imagines who’s living inside. Who 
might be brushing her hair over the 
sink, or writing in her diary. Doing 
stomach-flattening exercises in her un-
derwear. Leafing through a catalogue, 
fiddling with the radio, rinsing out a 
juice glass, all the while a man is walk-
ing by and looking at her windows. 
Why shouldn’t he look: it’s the god-
dam twenty-first century. There’s a 
brother in the White House. Any one 
of these places, Emmett thinks, could 
be mine.

•
As soon as she walks through the 

front door she hears his footsteps over-
head. “Doug? You’re still home?” She 
wonders what could possibly make him 
run so late. Because won’t that be noted? 
If he just moseys into the room after 
all the other writers are there? Her hus-
band, working so hard to get this job. 
And now he’s going to be the guy who 
shows up late.

•
With the dog yelping in the guest 

room, he takes the stairs two at a time. 
“Always start with the master” is his 
motto. But what a corny word, “motto,” 
never to be used again, not even in his 
head. And it turns out to be not much 
of a master: the ceiling sloped, the bed 



unmade, the pillows strewn sloppily 
about. He peels a pillow out of its 
sham—fuck! how does he even know 
that’s what it’s called?—and uses the 
empty case to catch the stuf he’s scoop-
ing from a jewelry box divided into a 
crazy-making number of small com-
partments. Good stuf? Bad stuf? He’ll 
sort it out later. Digging through the 
dresser drawers yields nothing. Where 
do they keep the watches? He circles 
the room pointlessly, and the floor vi-
brates slightly beneath him as the front 
door slams shut. “Doug?” a woman’s 
voice calls from below. “You’re still 
home?” He drops the sham.

•
Her husband doesn’t answer. She 

goes to the bottom of the stairs and calls 
his name again. Is he on the phone? It 
could be work-related, in which case 
she shouldn’t keep hollering in the back-
ground. She hears more footsteps and 
a man’s voice from the bedroom: “It’s 
just us. Just the cleaning crew.”

•
Cleaning crew? Where did that 

come from? More like a break-in crew. 
Break-in crew? Ha! Breakin’ crew!  
He cracks himself up sometimes, he 
really does. His whole body is shak-
ing. “Breakin’2, Electric Boogaloo.” 
“Breakin’2, Electric Boogaloo.” He’s 
going to have that shit bouncing around 
in his head all day.

•
“Oh! Hi!” She is briefly confused. 

“Did my husband let you in?” He must 
have made it to work on time. “Please 
let me know if you need anything, 
O.K.?” she calls up the stairs. “Or if 
you want something to drink?” There’s 
still soda left in the refrigerator from 
when her in-laws visited. How funny 
to say “cleaning crew”—but then again 
who would want to call themselves 
exterminators? The phone starts ring-
ing in the kitchen: either her mother 
or the dentist’s oice or the Music Cen-
ter looking for a donation. Nobody else 
calls on the landline anymore.

•
From below, a robotic murmur: 

Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep. Pause. Beep-
beep-beep-beep-beep. Fuck! Forget the 
master. Forget the pillow sham. Grab 
the laptops and go. The oice is down 
the hall from the bedroom. Keep it 
simple. In and out of the oice, down 

the stairs, through the front door, and 
you’re gone.

•
“Hello?” She picks up the handset, 

dropping her keys and gym bag on 
the counter, and notices for the first 
time that Misha isn’t in his crate. Did 
Doug put him in the back yard? She’s 
told him how many times that the dog’s 
peeing on her tomato plants—the only 
things worth saving out there—and 
can’t be left unsupervised. The woman 
on the other end of the line is saying 
that her name is Gloria. She’s asking, 
“Is this Maggie Voder, at 541 North 
Arden Boulevard?”

•
There’s Spawn, Spider-Man, Neo 

and Morpheus, the Crow. A really nice 
selection, but they’ve been taken out 
of their boxes, which is retarded, and 
arranged on a shelf above the computer 
and the desk. At least the comic books 
are stored properly: long white card-
board boxes line the walls, and he knows 
that if he lifts a lid he will find the 
books inside bagged and boarded, or-
ganized by artist or series or year. He 
would like to sit on the floor for a while 
and see what ’s in there, fingering 
through the issues, granting or with-

holding his approval, losing track of 
time. How often has he opened one of 
his own boxes, just to check on some 
small detail, the first appearance of a 
minor character, only to look up a mo-
ment later and discover that the day 
has disappeared?

•
“Yes, this is Maggie,” she says into 

the phone. She has it tucked under her 
ear and is wandering back to the foot 
of the stairs so that she can adjust the 
thermostat. She’s still sticky from the 
gym and wants to turn on the air. Glo-
ria explains that she is calling from 
Greenleaf. That she’s very sorry for the 
inconvenience but she’s just spoken to 
the technician who’s got stuck in traic 
on the 101 and should be arriving at 
541 North Arden Boulevard no later 
than— “He’s already here,” she tells 
Gloria, just as she sees him for the first 
time, coming down the staircase. She 
smiles at him. He’s African-American! 
Good for Greenleaf.

•
The front door now seems impos-

sibly far away: there’s a woman standing 
at the bottom of the staircase and beam-
ing up at him. For a moment, he can’t 
figure out who she is. She’s short, squat, 

“Hey—we just catch and release.”
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sweaty, brownish, her ponytailed hair 
frizzing around her face. The nanny? 
So where’s the woman who called up 
to him—the lady with the voice? As he 
inches farther down the stairs, he catches 
himself saying idiotically, “Just the clean-
ing crew,” like it’s the magic password 
that will get him safely out the door.

•
Who does he remind her of ? Oh, 

right—that kid from the Disney Chan-
nel who’s now competing on “Danc-
ing with the Stars.” The eyes wide set, 
the face a little too broad, the cheeks 
chubby, the smile ingratiating. That’ll 
be something to tell Violet when she 
gets home from school. She always likes 
it when her mother pays attention to 
the Disney Channel universe. You’ll 
never guess, she’ll say, who he looked ex-
actly like . . . 

•
Emmett pauses in front of a house 

that reminds him, finally, of hers. Some-
thing about the sloping lawn and the 
red front door, or maybe it’s just the 
tinging of the wind chimes and the way 
that the midmorning light makes the 
house look picture-book flat. He strides 
up the driveway. He smooths his hair. 
Without hesitating, he walks across the 
grass and goes straight to the windows 
farthest on the right—where the sew-
ing room would be—but instead of the 

little lace-covered table and the pedes-
talled fern he sees only a mattress and 
box spring, a set of barbells, a bicycle, 
and an enormous black dog, which has 
risen up on its hind legs, placed its front 
paws on the windowsill, and is barking 
at him miserably.

•
All in the same moment she hears, 

from behind the guest-room door, 
Misha barking (Why did Doug put 
him in there?) and notices, on the man 
above her on the stairs, the absence of 
a Greenleaf uniform (freelancer?), and 
sees, draped across his body, a black 
messenger bag with the name and jazzy 
logo of her new employer (Hey, what 
a coincidence) . . .

•
“Just leaving now,” he says, inching 

down the stairs.
•

She has the exact same messenger 
bag—given to her only a month ago 
by human resources on the day of her 
New Hire Orientation, and contain-
ing a huge three-ring binder holding 
the Employee Conduct Handbook as 
well as a reusable water bottle im-
printed, like the bag, with her em-
ployer’s logo. A bag that’s remained 
untouched, she must confess, since 
she dumped it in a corner of their 
home oice upon returning from the 

rather discouraging orientation. A bag 
that she hasn’t bothered to empty but 
that, she sees now, is perfectly useful.

•
He can hear a tinny voice coming 

from the telephone. “Are you still there?” 
the voice asks, as the nanny shifts the 
receiver from one shoulder to the other. 
“Hello?”

•
“That’s my bag.” The sentence comes 

out of her mouth before she even knows 
what she is saying. “That’s my bag,” she 
says again, as he squeezes past her and 
makes for the front door. The dog is 
barking. The phone is in her hand. 
“Where are you going?” she hears her-
self asking. With the other hand, she 
reaches out and takes hold of the strap. 
Everything feels both fast and slow.

•
He’s surprised by the way she asks 

it—“Where are you going?”—like it’s 
a real question. Not like, “Where do 
you think you’re going.” And not like, 
“You better not be going anywhere with 
that bag.” She asks as if she weren’t ex-
pecting him to leave, and can’t imag-
ine where in the world he could pos-
sibly be of to.

•
Let’s see: Her husband’s old lap- 

top, which Violet uses to watch movies 
when they fly. The external hard drive 
that she bought last month but still hasn’t 
taken out of the box. Her husband’s of-
brand noise-reducing headphones that 
she’s been planning to replace at Christ-
mas with a fancy pair, the real deal. All 
of it known to her and protruding from 
the messenger bag.

•
Trying to pull away from her, he says 

once again, to his own amazement, “Just 
the cleaning crew!” But she’s got a good 
firm grip on the bag, this lady, this nanny 
who’s turned out to be the lady. She’s 
grabbed hold of the bag, and some- 
how the weight of her hand on the strap 
has made it surprisingly heavy. “Ma’am, 
can you hear me?” comes faintly from 
the receiver. She ignores the voice and 
keeps looking at the bag. She doesn’t 
look at him, just at the bag, or maybe 
she’s looking at him as if he’s an exten-
sion of the bag or the bag is an exten-
sion of him and she is claiming both. 
She won’t let go. All he wants to do is 
to get out the door and up the street 

• •
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and around the corner and back to his 
cousin’s place but this sweaty woman 
gripping the strap won’t let him.

•
The husband isn’t hungry but it’s 

time now to think about lunch. The 
menu from the Mediterranean place 
is circulating around the table, along 
with the sign-up sheet to write down 
orders. He doesn’t think he can do the 
chicken panini again—it would be the 
third time this month, and the pesto 
aioli doesn’t taste as good as it used to. 
No more fries on the side, either; he’s 
starting to feel like shit. At first what 
had seemed like unbelievable bounty—
the kitchen’s always stocked with Pop-
Tarts and Mexican Coke? The show 
buys us lunch every day?—now gives 
him a constant, low-grade stomach 
ache. And, fuck it, who cares if eating 
kale is cliché. He writes down a salad, 
and Lenny, at his elbow, lets out  
a little sigh of admiration. Lenny,  
plump as a partridge, who has asked 
on several occasions about his gym 
routine. “You eat smart,” Lenny mur-
murs. “You work out smart. You’re in 
the peak physical shape that a person 
can achieve.” He shakes his head in 
wonderment as the husband hands of 
the menu, laughing.

•
With the dog still barking, Emmett 

rounds the corner of the house and 
ambles along its shady side, now and 
then glancing into a window. What is 
he looking for? He’s suddenly not sure. 
The strange sense of purpose that 
brought him up the driveway and across 
the lawn has just as mysteriously de-
serted him. He drifts from window to 
window, and a part of him understands 
dimly that this is not the house he is 
looking for, that none of them are, that 
the house he is looking for and the girl 
who lives inside it are in some pro-
found way no longer available to him. 
But he persists in his orbit of the house, 
for lack of any other direction. He 
reaches up to brush a bit of spiderweb 
from his face—the hedges are full of 
them—and when he does so is star-
tled momentarily by the warmth of his 
own hand.

•
Automatically, she does the math. 

This has become an involuntary habit. 
When she got that ticket at the inter-

section, for instance—an outrageous 
amount, a stomach-twisting sum—
she had paid it of by the time she 
reached home. By adding together the 
early-bird discount on Violet’s school 
uniforms and the first-three-months-
free promotion on their cable pack-
age and the unblemished hundred- 
dollar bill that her great-aunt still sends 
her every year on her birthday, she’d 
made the ticket disappear. Ta-da! And 
now, hanging on for dear life to the 
strap of her messenger bag, she takes 
one look at the belongings shoved in-
side and immediately assesses the dam-
age as minimal: two hundred and fifty 
bucks, tops. She can make that go away, 
no problem.

•
“O.K.,” Lenny says, squinting at the 

board. “O.K., O.K., O.K.” When he 
pitches, he can say up to a dozen O.K.s 
in a row without even noticing before 
he gets his first real word out. “O.K., 
so we start with a dead girl on the golf 
course, right? And the next morning, 
our guys, when they see the way her 
body is arranged”—he quickly con-
torts himself to illustrate—“they know 
this has gotta be one of theirs. The 
cervical fracture, the pattern of lacer-
ations, it all matches the profile. But 
they’re confused, right? Because they 
have the benefit of hindsight. They 
know that the only thing Emmett 
Diggs was guilty of was being a black 
man who dared to love a white woman 
in 1961.” He takes a gulp of air. “So 
what they can’t figure out is: Who 
butchered the blonde lying next to the 
eighth hole? They spend the first two 
acts chasing down bad leads while 
Diggs stalks and seduces and kills one 
beautiful young victim after another—” 
The husband interrupts: “Lenny.” He 
tries to find the easy tone he uses when 
giving the kid workout advice. “This 
direction we’re going in—”

•
From inside the house, he thinks he 

hears movement, voices. A conversa-
tion. There’s someone in there besides 
the barking dog, and the thought ob-
scurely comforts him. He isn’t alone, 
after all. He has somewhere to go now, 
someone to find. But he cannot sum-
mon up his whistling bravado from be-
fore; he is still hesitant and uneasy, and 
as he edges his way closer to the back 

steps he wishes he had a better idea of 
what he is supposed to do.

•
“It doesn’t make sense to me. If you 

were Emmett Diggs and you’d been rot-
ting away in Attica, wrongly convicted 
for murdering the love of your life, tor-
mented by the prison guards, and then, 
after being thrown into solitary yet again 
for something you didn’t do, you sud-
denly find yourself free and at large and 
fifty years into the future—your first 
impulse is to go pick up women at the 
nearest country club?” That sounds  
more sarcastic than he wants it to. He 
needs to go slow. “I mean, wouldn’t  
Diggs want to exonerate himself? He’d 
want justice.” But who is he kidding; 
that’s not the kind of show he’s writing 
on. “Actually, vengeance. He wants to 
avenge her death. He’s hunting down 
the real killer, whoever it was who mur-
dered his fiancée and framed him for 
it.” Lenny is nodding rapidly as if com-
pletely convinced but then asks politely, 
“Maybe that’s a more familiar take on 
it?” The co-executive producer agrees: 
“I feel like I’ve already seen that a mil-
lion times.” The showrunner gives him 
an encouraging smile. “We’re trying to 
do something diferent here,” he ex-
plains. “Our mandate is to be edgy, to 
push the envelope.”

•
She doesn’t want to let go of the bag. 

Despite knowing what the contents are, 
and of how little value, despite being 
aware that there’s nothing inside the 
bag that she wants or needs or even re-
ally likes, she won’t let go. A treacher-
ous thought occurs to her, unbidden: 
her husband must in some way be at 
fault. It all makes sense. He forgot to 
lock the door when he left for work that 
morning, which is why some guy, some 
stranger, was able to waltz into their 
house and have a look around and help 
himself to a bagful of their stuf. And 
now, like everything else concerning the 
house, she’s going to have to take care 
of it. How dare he! Just one more pushy 
person trying to take advantage of her: 
the contractors with their ridiculous 
bids, the Korean dad in the Lexus who 
has twice cut her of in the carpool lane 
at school. Don’t even get her started on 
Anne-Marie, the simpering but secretly 
ruthless head of H.R., who managed to 
chisel away at her salary requirements 



until she was left with a comprehensive 
vision plan and three weeks’ vacation 
while basically working for free. Well, 
enough is enough. They’re not going to 
get away with it. She’s sick and she’s 
tired and she’s not going to take it any-
more. Where has she heard that before? 
Somehow nothing in this moment feels 
entirely her own, from the words in her 
head to the sneakers braced on the floor 
to the hand that is holding so tightly to 
the bag strapped across the man’s body.

•
He’s running out of time. He’s only 

a few feet away from the front door. 
“Let go,” he tells her, in a voice he 
doesn’t quite recognize. Hopefully it 
sounds deep. And forceful? He’s not 
even sure she’s heard him. Her grip is 
still strong but her face has gone sort 
of blank.

•
The husband focusses on his breath, 

takes a second to regroup. He smiles 
back at the showrunner. “O.K.,” he 

says, “O.K.”—he’s starting to sound 
like Lenny, for God’s sake —“I guess 
I understand why, for purposes of edg-
iness, we want Emmett Diggs to be 
killing white women. But what’s still 
unanswered for me is how he becomes 
a killer in the first place. How does a 
man start out perfectly innocent and 
then turn into a person who’s capable 
of murdering someone?”

•
Just as he is wondering how he will 

get inside, Emmett discovers that the 
back door is already open for him. 
And not just open, in fact, but miss-
ing. The back door is lying on the 
pantry floor, wrenched from its hinges, 
and if he’s not careless he can walk 
right through the door frame with-
out getting splinters caught on the 
sleeve of his jacket.

•
She’s showing no sign of letting go. 

“I have a gun,” he tells her, no longer 
caring about his voice, and reaches be-

hind his back to draw it from the waist-
band of his pants.

•
Ha! Does she look stupid? Not just 

nice but stupid? He makes a big show 
of going for his so-called gun and when 
he lifts up his arm to reach behind him 
she sees for the first time the tattoo 
running the length of his forearm, a 
long dark tattoo that looks as if it might 
be a blade or a sword, extending from 
the inside of his elbow to his wrist, a 
tribal-looking tattoo, abstract and arty, 
the sort of tattoo you’d find on some-
one working in a cheese shop.

•
The husband almost laughs at the 

stupidity of his own question. As soon 
as it’s out of his mouth, he’s already 
thinking, Um, let’s see, where to begin: 
The legacy of Jim Crow? Mass incar-
ceration? The criminal-justice system? 
Police brutality? Underemployment? 
White flight? Redlining? Profiling? 
Misrepresentation in the mass media? 
His first episode of network television: 
at least four or five million viewers will 
be tuning in. His first episode of net-
work television: a weekly paycheck 
larger than he’s ever seen, green enve-
lopes with residual payments inside, 
Writers Guild health insurance for his 
wife and kid. His first episode of net-
work television, and he doesn’t want 
his mother and father to watch it.

•
“I have a gun.” Emmett can hear 

more clearly now that he’s inside the 
house. And emerging from the kitchen 
into the living room he sees them, and 
he thinks at first that they’re dancing 
together, or maybe the boy is helping 
the woman lift something small but 
heavy. Their bodies are that kind of 
close. Her back is toward him, so that 
when the boy raises his fist he can’t see 
what’s happening on her face but he 
can see the boy’s face and like a mir-
ror it reflects his own bewilderment. 
The face asks, What am I doing here?

•
She was right. There is no gun. She 

knew it! Just as she knows that this 
whole big windup with his arm is silly. 
Pow! Right in the kisser! He can wave 
his fist around all he wants. See how 
he lets it hang there in midair, giving 
her an even better view of his tattoo. 
Nice try; he gets points for dramatic 
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efect. Bang! Zoom! To the moon, Alice! 
She knows he’s not going to do it.

•
Something is required of him in this 

moment, he knows. Someone is scared 
and needs his help. What’s confusing 
is the question of who. Even though 
the boy is looming over her and has 
his fist cocked, they both look to him 
like they’re in trouble.

•
Arm raised, hand clenched, he sees 

it then, clearly: she thinks he’s a joke. 
He sees it in the stubborn way she holds 
her body, the blank look, the total ab-
sence of fear. He’s a lightweight. A joker. 
He’s not going to do it. Actually, he thinks, 
yes I am.

•
Bam! Pow! Right in the eye. She 

stumbles backward, nearly falling on 
her butt, letting go of the bag.

•
Lenny brightens. “Actually, I’ve been 

thinking about that! And here’s where 
we can introduce some really dark, in-
teresting stuf in the B story. You’ve 
seen ‘The Manchurian Candidate,’ 
right? O.K., so what I’m thinking is: 
the warden has been doing some crazy 
psychological experiments on the 
inmates. Including Emmett Diggs. 
They’ve made him into an assassin and 
he doesn’t even know it! Using, you 
know, radical brainwashing techniques, 
like a mixture of what they do in ‘A 
Clockwork Orange’ plus electric-shock 
therapy plus hypnosis? So what we come 
to realize is what triggers him is white 
women—” Abruptly the husband pushes 
away from the table, his chair squeal-
ing against the floor. He stands, rising 
to his full height, the sight of which 
makes Lenny pause and shoot a quick 
glance at the showrunner. “Everything 
O.K., buddy?” the showrunner asks. 
The husband looks at him evenly. “Yes,” 
he says. “I’m just getting a Coke.”

•
There’s more blood than he expected. 

The lady is holding her eye with the 
hand that was on the messenger bag, and 
he can see blood coming through her 
fingers. In her other hand she’s still hold-
ing the telephone. The person on the 
other end seems to have finally hung up.

•
The husband walks right past the 

oice kitchen and keeps heading down 

the hallway until he arrives at the el-
evator, which he takes to the lobby. 
After nodding at the security guard, 
he pushes through the glass doors. He 
stands on the empty sidewalk, squint-
ing in the sunlight, barely registering 
the traic going by. Then he slowly 
rotates to face the building. The secu-
rity guard moves to open the door for 
him, but the husband shakes his head, 
pulls his car keys from his pocket, and 
turns toward the parking garage. The 
only place he wants to go right now  
is home.

•
Emmett hangs back for a moment, 

surveying the scene. On one hand, he 
wants to go to the woman, who is sob-
bing in disbelief and dripping blood 
on the floor. But even though he has 
no way of knowing that a very good 
plastic surgeon will sew up her eye-
brow with twenty-two stitches, or that 
her husband, despite his first show 
being cancelled, will go on to write for 
a relatively popular supernatural po-
lice procedural, or that the woman, 

upon being asked by a female oicer 
as they load her into the ambulance, 
“Now, were you in any other way as-
saulted?” will feel for the first time 
afraid, or that the dog, after attacking 
a U.P.S. delivery driver, will be taken 
to a rescue organization up north that 
specializes in Australian shepherds, or 
that the daughter, having been told that 
her mother tripped at the gym and 
split her eyebrow open on a barbell, 
will grow nervous whenever the woman 
puts on exercise clothes—he somehow 
senses that regardless of the blood and 
tears his attention should be focussed 
elsewhere. The sound of the front door 
opening softly makes him look at the 
boy (a little heavyset, still wearing the 
satchel slung over his shoulder), but 
before he can cross the room and reach 
him, before he can open his mouth and 
say, “Hey, brother,” the boy has closed 
the door behind him and is gone. 

NEWYORKER.COM

Sarah Shun-lien Bynum on stories that don’t 
go according to plan.

“The emperor is naked—and he has a flabby butt!”
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

FUN AND GAMES
“Everybody Wants Some!!” and “Miles Ahead.”

BY ANTHONY LANE

Richard Linklater’s new movie is set at a Texas college. At his best, he doesn’t really direct a film so much as host it.

If you can’t think of a good way to 
kick of your movie, how about this? 

Take a handsome young buck, put him 
at the wheel of an Oldsmobile coupe, 
and have him whip along a Texas high-
way to the sound of “My Sharona,” by 
the Knack. That is what Richard Link-
later does in his latest film, “Everybody 
Wants Some!!,” and it’s hard to think 
of a brighter start. The buck in ques-
tion is Jake (Blake Jenner), and by the 
end of the song we’ve already grasped 
the unfolding shape of his life. He glides 
past groups of girls his age and parks in 
front of a house on a pleasant street. He 
has a shy smile and a box of LPs in his 
arms. Sunlight pours down like a ben-
ediction. He’s ready for anything.

Linklater has long been a champion 
of beginnings and ends. “Dazed and 
Confused” (1993) hung out with a bunch 
of kids on their final day of high school; 
“Boyhood” (2014), having tracked its 
hero, Mason, for many years, bid him 
farewell on his first day of higher edu-
cation, at once bewildered and blissed 
out. Jake, too, is at that pivotal point. A 
freshman at an unnamed college in 
southeast Texas (otherwise known, to 
moviegoers, as Linklaterland), he is more 
of a jock than Mason, and less of a 
wounded soul; whatever his past may 
have been, we learn very little about it. 
He’s like a passenger boarding a ship 
with a single suitcase. What matters is 
the surging tide of the now, and the 
camera follows him eagerly into the 
house—taking its cue from a snaking 
hose, which runs from the garden to an 
upstairs bedroom, where a water bed is 
slowly being filled. It’s that kind of place.

Jake is a pitcher, and the house is in-

habited, or infested, solely by members 
of the baseball team. His roommate is 
Billy (Will Brittain), a country boy 
mocked for his hickhood by the others. 
They include Roper (Ryan Guzman), 
another comely fellow, who spends an 
entire scene lauding his own ass in the 
mirror; the mustached McReynolds 
(Tyler Hoechlin), who loathes losing, 
even at Ping-Pong; Niles ( Juston Street), 
the resident jerk, who claims to have 
thrown a pitch at ninety-five miles an 
hour; and Dale ( J. Quinton Johnson), 
the only black guy in the house, not that 
anyone notices or cares. There are mul-
tiple flash points in this society, mostly 
to do with sporting smarts or carnal brag-
gadocio, but racial bias isn’t one of them. 
In his limber and leisurely fashion, Link-
later is glancing at a golden age.

His most cheering gift, and maybe 
the reason that he calls this movie a “spir-
itual sequel” to “Dazed and Confused,” 
is an itch to populate the frame. At his 
best, he doesn’t really direct a film so 
much as host it—keeping all his charac-
ters involved, rescuing the wallflowers, 
making sure that everyone is plied with 
lines and bits of stage business, as if he 
were topping up drinks. The obvious 
comparison is with “Hail, Caesar!,” in 
which the Coens introduced a crew of 
promising figures and then let them slide, 
half-used; the result left audiences gaz-
ing around at the end and asking, “Is that 
it?” To Linklater, no one is disposable. 
Take Nesbit (Austin Amelio), who tends 
to place unwise bets, for a few dollars, on 
fruitless daily activities; Plummer (Tem-
ple Baker), who is just of the pace when-
ever jokes are flying about; or Willoughby 
(Wyatt Russell), the in-house hippie. In 

his first scene, he holds up a copy of Carl 
Sagan’s “Cosmos” and says to Jake, “Chap-
ter 9. It’ll blow your mind.” That mo-
ment ignites our sense of him, and it 
burns through the rest of the film, reach-
ing a smoky fruition as he proves to be 
the undisputed master of the bong.

Best of all is Finnegan, played with 
a runaway charm by Glen Powell. Finn, 
as he is known, is the eloquent one, spool-
ing out his verbal rifs in a bid not just 
to catch girls but to boost the dramatic 
dash of the proceedings. “We all take 
turns being chumps around here,” he ex-
plains. “You accept your chumpification, 
and move on.” Excellent advice, in any 
field of endeavor, and a key to the lovely 
note of comic humility with which the 
natural-born bumptiousness of the stu-
dents is tempered and soothed, and the 
movie prevented from coarsening into 
a brawl. Jake and the other newbies must, 
of course, expect a dose of hazing, and 
they are duly fastened with duct tape to 
a border fence, one of them upside down, 
and peppered with baseballs struck by 
their bat-wielding teammates. I guess 
that’s part of the deal, yet the tale as a 
whole, though filthy-mouthed, is lenient 
and humane. No freshmen were harmed 
in the making of this film.

It is set in 1980, a crossroads for mu-
sical trends both coming and going. We 
get the dregs of disco, Blondie’s “Heart 
of Glass,” the Cars, Cheap Trick, and a 
burst of pustular punk. We get M’s “Pop 
Muzik,” which to my horror I remem-
ber, in pitiless detail, from 1979. And, 
courtesy of the Sugarhill Gang, we get 
“Rapper’s Delight,” chanted in angelic 
chorus, consonant-perfect, by Roper, 
Finn, Plummer, Dale, and Jake as they A
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cruise along: the finest car-based ensem-
ble since the rendition of “Bohemian 
Rhapsody” at the start of “Wayne’s 
World.” Even the movie’s title is snatched 
from a Van Halen track—and, yes, those 
exclamation marks are correct, welded 
on like twin mulers. Linklater’s aim is 
not merely to embed himself in the pe-
riod but to feed the alacrity of those who 
gyrate across the floor of his film. Led—
or led on—by Finn, they seem as con-
tent beneath a glitter ball, or in cowboy 
hats at a square dance, as they are in a 
batting cage. They never say never to 
anything: “This is the best day of my life, 
until tomorrow,” McReynolds says. Every 
tune is welcome, as a suitable soundtrack 
to their jinks. 

Is there a plot here? Only in the 
form of a running gag: dates and times  
posted in a corner of the screen, as in a 
palm-sweating thriller. “Sunday. 12.41pm. 
Class starts: 17 hr 18 min.,” and so on. 
In all, the boys have a long weekend to 
fill. For Jake, that precious span is dis-
tilled into the time that he spends with 
Beverly, a performing-arts major: the 
only female presence of any depth in 
the story, but wise beyond her years, and 
so beautifully played by Zoey Deutch 
(looking very like her mother, Lea 
Thompson, in “Back to the Future”) 
that she grants the film the breathing 
space—and the break from testoster-
one—that it needs. Linklater barely puts 
a foot wrong, and he shows that a movie 
about happiness can be cogent and ro-
bust, rather than sappy or wispy; and 
yet, for all its gambolling mischief, “Ev-
erybody Wants Some!!” leaves us with 
plenty to rue. As Jake and Beverly drift 
and chat, in a languorous dawn swim, 
we feel a hit of paradise, no sooner peak-
ing than it begins to fade, and the final 
shot of the film is not just funny and 
sleepy but touched with a melancholy 
truth, of which Jake and his compan-
ions are but dimly aware. For these young 
Americans, the past few days have been 
their waking life, cranked up to the max, 
and everything to come—the serious 
task of studying, graduating, and grow-
ing up—will be a dream.

One fair night, a dapper gentle-
man, in jacket and tie, strolls 

across a street. He approaches a woman 
in white. “I’m Miles Davis,” he says. 
“I know,” she replies. He writes his 

phone number on a twenty-dollar bill. 
“Now you don’t have to stare,” he adds, 
and she laughs. Her name is Frances 
Taylor (Emayatzy Corinealdi), and 
she will later marry him; how could 
she not, after a moment like that? The 
sequence is one of the plainest, and 
the best, in “Miles Ahead,” a new 
movie—and an unmistakable labor of 
love—by Don Cheadle. He directed 
it; he co-wrote the screenplay, with 
Steven Baigelman; and he stars as 
Miles Davis. 

The praiseworthy plan, for this film, 
is to disrupt the standard trudge of 
the bio-pic. No scarring childhood, 
no early struggles, no blaze of revela-
tion. “If you’re going to tell a story, 
come with some attitude, man,” Davis 
declares at the beginning. Aside from 
flashbacks, much of the action is set 
in the late nineteen-seventies, during 
an infamous doldrum, in which he 
pretty much sailed of the musical 
map. We see him stuck in his New 
York apartment, his features gaunt and 
despairing under a sweaty halo of hair. 
Cheadle has always been the most 
agile of actors, tough to keep up with 
as he switches from menacing still-
ness to a snapping wit; in short, he is 
made for Davis, and there’s no doubt 
that he nails his hero, down to the raw 
rasp of his speech. 

Why, then, to one’s regret, does 
“Miles Ahead” falter? Largely because 
of the plot, in which a bedraggled hack 
(Ewan McGregor) goes to interview 
the reclusive Davis, and tries to pur-
loin a reel of recorded tape. The whole 
saga, complete with shootings and a 
car chase, is cooked up for the film. 
Meanwhile, when it comes to those 
with whom Davis worked so fruitfully 
to forge what he calls “social music,” 
we get nothing of Dizzy Gillespie or 
John Coltrane, say, and only the odd 
glimpse of Gil Evans ( Jefrey Gro-
ver). Was it really worth ditching them 
for the sake of this invented folderol? 
And given that Davis’s worshipful fans 
will be pained by the lacunae, while 
the uninitiated stare at this shambles 
of a man, awash in drink and drugs, 
and wonder what the fuss was about, 
whom is this movie for? 
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BRIEFLY NOTED
At the Existentialist Café, by Sarah Bakewell (Other Press). This 
lively history of the existentialist movement makes a strong, if 
sometimes disorienting, case for the inextricability of philoso-
phy and biography, embedding dense concepts—such as “being,” 
“nothingness,” and “bad faith”—in the colorful lives and mi-
lieus of those who debated them. Though the book is in many 
ways a group study, dotted with cameo appearances by Albert 
Camus, Simone de Beauvoir, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and oth-
ers, it focusses on Heidegger and Sartre. Heidegger appears as 
oracular, hermetic, and Nazi-tainted; Sartre as intellectually pro-
miscuous and Soviet-sympathizing. Their divergent characters 
and checkered reputations lend credence to Bakewell’s view that 
“ideas are interesting, but people are vastly more so.”

Putin Country, by Anne Garrels (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). 
Most reporting on Russia is done inside the Moscow Ring 
Road; the American equivalent would be midtown Manhat-
tan or the oicial precincts of Washington, D.C. But Gar-
rels, who has been a superb reporter for NPR and ABC, sets 
her quiet but excellent book in the provincial city of Che- 
lyabinsk, just beyond the Ural Mountains, on the border of 
Europe and Asia, where the glitz of the capital is nowhere 
to be found. Her clear, patient, sympathetic portraits of teach-
ers, children, prostitutes, doctors—the whole raft of Russian 
humanity—provide a pointillist landscape and an under-
standing of the country, and its mentalities, that eludes many 
more overtly political books.

And After Many Days, by Jowhor Ile (Tim Duggan Books). 
At the opening of this début novel, the teen-age son of a 
local magistrate in coastal Nigeria goes missing. His younger 
brother examines the events that may have contributed to 
the disappearance, and the story unfolds in flashbacks across 
decades. The inhabitants of the family’s ancestral village 
are in conflict with an entity they refer to as “Company,” 
which destroys farms and homes while drilling for oil and 
later attempts to build gas pipelines through the region. 
The standof slowly builds to violence, culminating in the 
boy’s disappearance. This structure undermines suspense 
but creates opportunities for ominous foreshadowing—for 
instance, in the magistrate’s habit of asking his children, 
“Are you there?”

Winter, by Christopher Nicholson (Europa). This understated, 
tender novel imagines an elderly Thomas Hardy’s unrequited 
fascination with Gertie Bugler, the woman whose mother was 
the inspiration for the heroine of “Tess of the d’Urbervilles.” 
Hardy’s second, much younger wife, Florence, forms the other 
point of this not-quite love triangle. The plot concerns a the-
atre production of “Tess” in which Gertie plays the lead. Flor-
ence, who is thwarted in her writing dreams and acts as her 
husband’s secretary, watches his infatuation with despair. “I 
am forty-five years old and my life is in tatters,” she laments. 
Although the book’s pace is unhurried and its action sparse, 
Nicholson has created an entrancing piece of fiction.
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Sexism, and not just her husband’s, cloaked Blanche Knopf ’s achievements.

BOOKS

DESK SET
How Blanche Knopf helped make Knopf.

BY CHARLES MCGRATH
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In September, the publishing com-
pany Alfred A. Knopf celebrated its 

hundredth anniversary—a remarkable 
milestone in an industry that contin-
ues to experience upheavals, from the 
rise and fall of chain bookstores to the 
online invasion of Amazon, which 
wants to dictate the price of e-books 
and deliver the old-fashioned kind—
physical books—to our homes by drone. 
Many of the firms that were around 
when Knopf got started no longer exist, 
or else have been swallowed up by one 
of the publishing conglomerates that 
now joust over the book business like 

the competing clans in “Game of 
Thrones.” Knopf itself has been bought 
and sold several times, and now be-
longs, along with hundreds of other 
publishing imprints, to a mega-com-
pany created by the merger of Penguin 
and Random House. Yet somehow 
Knopf has held on to its identity as a 
publisher that prides itself on being 
singular—on publishing books that are 
not just good but good-looking and, 
without neglecting the bottom line, 
also caring about literary excellence. 
At last count, the company had pub-
lished twenty-five Nobel laureates, sixty 

Pulitzer Prize winners, and more than 
thirty winners of the National Book 
Award. As much as it’s a business, it’s 
now practically a cultural institution.

The company’s founder, Alfred 
Knopf, was one of the first generation 
of Jews brash enough to infiltrate the 
stufy Wasp citadel of book publishing. 
The son of a New York clothing man-
ufacturer turned salesman and bank di-
rector, he brought to a nearly ossified 
business a much needed jolt of energy 
and advertising savvy. Unlike other pub-
lishers, he made his own sales calls and 
wrote his own ads, which were broad-
cast on the radio, displayed on Broad-
way billboards, and toted around by men 
wearing sandwich boards. Knopf was 
just twenty-two when, in 1915, he started 
the business with five thousand dollars 
from his father. His assistant and only 
employee, besides an oice boy, was his 
fiancée, twenty-year-old Blanche Wolf, 
whom he married a year later and who 
worked for the company the rest of her 
life. Not always a reliable witness, she 
later claimed that they had an oral pre-
nup guaranteeing her equal partnership 
in the fledgling business. But if Alfred 
ever made such a promise he failed to 
keep it. Her share never exceeded twenty- 
five per cent, and she never received the 
credit she deserved for the success of 
the firm that bore her husband’s name. 
In 1965, when a great fuss was made 
over its fiftieth anniversary, Blanche 
Knopf was barely mentioned. 

In a new biography, “The Lady with 
the Borzoi: Blanche Knopf, Literary 
Tastemaker Extraordinaire” (Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux), Laura Claridge ar-
gues that Blanche was actually the more 
important and influential of the two 
Knopfs. That’s a stretch, but her book is 
still a long-overdue acknowledgment 
of the pioneering role Blanche played 
at a time when women were nearly  
invisible in the business world. If  
she wasn’t more important than her 
husband, she was a far more compli-
cated and interesting character: brilliant 
and ambitious, but also lonely and 
self-thwarting.

Alfred’s attention-hogging is one 
reason that Blanche Knopf ’s contribu-
tions are not better known. He was 
needier than she, a bit of a blowhard, 
and seldom let a conversation stray too 
far from his own accomplishments. He 
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didn’t like giving credit to anyone, and 
it would probably mortify him to know 
that a biography of his wife had been 
published before one of him. He made 
half a dozen stabs at an autobiography, 
all of them unpublishable (for all his 
love of books, he wasn’t much of a writer 
himself ), and in the early nineteen-sev-
enties he made Susan Sheehan, a writer 
for this magazine, his oicial biogra-
pher. After a few years, she decided 
that she didn’t really care for Alfred, 
and the job eventually fell into the 
hands of the Newsweek critic Peter 
Prescott, who died in 2004, before 
getting much beyond the note-taking 
stage. 

Blanche was also a victim of sex-
ism, and not just her husband’s. As late 
as 1965, she wasn’t allowed to join the 
Publishers’ Lunch Club, because it did 
not accept women, and in 1950, when 
she was given an award by the Brazil-
ian government for her role in pro-
moting Brazilian literature, the head-
line in the Herald Tribune read: 
“Brazil Honors Mrs. Knopf: Makes 
Publisher’s Wife a Chevalier in 
Order of the Southern Cross.” But 
she could be her own worst enemy, and 
many people, including her husband 
and her son (Alfred, Jr., known as Pat, 
who was born in 1918, was their only 
child), found her impossible to get 
along with. Sometimes known as the 
Baroness, she was flinty and imperi-
ous and did not gladly sufer fools, 
a category that included most of the 
people who worked at Knopf. They 
were terrified of her. 

In later years, she claimed her fa-
ther was a jeweller, when in fact he 
manufactured hats for babies. She 
also claimed to be an only child, de-
spite having an older brother, who ran 
a garage. Her family, who lived on the 
Upper East Side, thought they were 
superior to the Knopfs, in part be-
cause of a scandal that leaked into the 
papers: in 1896, Alfred’s mother was 
caught by her husband in an afair and, 
when he refused to forgive her, killed 
herself by drinking carbolic acid. But 
the Knopfs lived on an estate on Long 
Island, and Alfred, who was attend-
ing Columbia when he met Blanche, 
was both richer and better educated. 
Although she had a French tutor and 
took riding lessons in Central Park, 

her formal education had ended with 
the Gardner School, which was mainly 
a finishing school for Jewish girls who 
couldn’t get into Brearley or Chapin.

Her romance with Alfred was based 
on a mutual love of books, but in the 
beginning, at least, he was the driving 
force. By the time of their marriage, he 
had already worked in publishing and 
established important friendships with 
Joseph Conrad and John Galsworthy, 
who became a mentor and an unoi-
cial scout. Knopf believed that you could 
turn books into a brand and sell them 
by label alone, and to a considerable ex-
tent he succeeded. Borrowing the idea 
of a trademark from the British firm 
Heinemann, which identified its books 
with a windmill, he stamped his with a 
borzoi, a Russian wolfhound, and he 
made sure that they were distinctive- 
looking. Knopf himself was a dandy. He 
had a Hussar’s bushy mustache and wore 
Savile Row suits and ties and shirts from 
Sulka, often in daring shades of green 
and purple. And he lavished on his books 
the same care he brought to his haber-
dashery, outfitting them with colored 
endpapers, batik bindings, and typo-
graphical embellishments of every sort. 
Some said that he cared more about the 
appearance of his books than what was 
in them. 

Years later, when he had semi-re-
tired, Knopf said that when he was 
starting out he felt that a Jewish firm 
could never compete for American 
authors with established houses like 
Scribner and Harper Brothers, so he 
turned to Europe. In many instances, 
he simply imported and bound sheets 
that had already been printed by En-
glish publishers. Knopf ’s first real hit 
was a reprint of W. H. Hudson’s “Green 
Mansions,” and the list quickly grew 
to what reads like a syllabus of the 
great twentieth-century European au-
thors: Thomas Mann, Sigrid Undset, 
Knut Hamsun, D. H. Lawrence, Franz 
Kafka, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert 
Camus, Elizabeth Bowen. In retro-
spect, now that the buying and selling 
of foreign rights has become such a 
competitive part of publishing, it seems 
astonishing that, before Knopf, no 
American firm had thought to import 
these writers.

Not all Knopf ’s hunches paid of, 
of course. A book called “Tropical Fish 

and Their Care” was a dud, and so 
was “Adventures in Nakedness,” which 
he acquired thinking that nudism 
was about to catch on. His biggest suc-
cess was one he never understood, Kah-
lil Gibran’s “The Prophet,” which to 
date has sold more than ten million 
copies. “We started to advertise ‘The 
Prophet,’ and its sales slowed up,” 
Knopf recalled in the nineteen-forties. 
“So we stopped. It must be a cult, but 
I have never met any of its members. 
I haven’t met five people who ever read 
Gibran.”  

Blanche Knopf probably had bet-
ter taste than her husband. She was 

hardworking and brought to the book 
business both passion and intellectual 
fierceness. She read manuscripts, ac-
companied her husband on sales trips, 
and entertained writers at their home. 
She was more interested in fiction and 
poetry than Alfred was, and she could 
speak French, which he couldn’t. It was 
Blanche who brought Gide, Camus, 
Sartre, and de Beauvoir into the fold, 
as well as Mann, whose relocation to 
America she helped arrange. He called 
her “the soul of the firm.” And it was 
Blanche, and not her husband, as is 
often supposed, who signed up Dashiell 
Hammett, Raymond Chandler, and 
James M. Cain, establishing a tradi-
tion of publishing high-end thrillers 
that remains a Knopf hallmark. 

Alfred was always a publisher more 
than an editor, and considered edi-
tors a necessary evil at best. Unless you 
watched them carefully, he thought, all 
they did was acquire books that no-
body wanted to read, and his prefer-
ence was for books that didn’t need ed-
iting in the first place. His manner with 
writers was bluf and a little breezy. 
Blanche was more enterprising and 
more nurturing: she wooed and en-
couraged writers, and wasn’t shy about 
making suggestions. Elizabeth Bowen, 
probably the author to whom she was 
closest, said of her that she had “always 
given one that feeling of an absolute 
and reticent understanding.”

The Knopfs’ intimate life seems to 
have been pretty much a muddle. The 
honeymoon was a bungle and a disap-
pointment, according to Claridge, who 
believes that Alfred was never much 
interested in sex, or at least not with 



his wife. He took care of his needs with 
hookers, she says, and on occasion even 
shared them with his son.

By the end of the nineteen-twen-
ties, the Knopfs were openly living 
apart, he on an estate in Purchase,  
New York, and she in a stylish mid-
town apartment. She relished the  
glamorous side of publishing and, like 
her husband, became a clotheshorse, 
wearing Dior, Chanel, Schiaparelli; 
she grew her red-painted fingernails 
so long that they resembled talons. 
She gave parties where George Gersh-
win and Noël Coward entertained  
and, accompanied by the novelist and 
man-about-town Carl Van Vechten, 
was an enthusiastic visitor to Harlem 
nightspots. She also began a series of 
afairs—not with authors, as you 
might guess, but with musicians, and 
her scorecard soon grew to rival Alma 
Mahler’s: Stokowski, Hei fetz, Kous-
sevitzky, Benno Moiseiwitsch. To re-
member her by, she gave each of them 
a monogrammed Dunhill cigarette 
lighter. What she got in return was a 
brush with celebrity. The afairs seem 
less grand passions than attempts to 
assert her own importance.

In the oice, Alfred and Blanche 
vented their unhappiness with each 
other by quarrelling at editorial meet-
ings. They fought like Jupiter and 
Juno, and liked nothing better than 
an audience. On the rare occasions 
when they were alone together, she 
might complain that she was cold and 
ask him to put another log on the fire. 
He’d resist for a while, then throw on 
some more wood before marching up-
stairs to change into his bathing suit, 
which he’d wear for the rest of the 
evening. They competed over their 
friends, especially H. L. Mencken; 
over the afection and loyalty of their 
son; even over who would be first 
at the door when First Lady Eleanor 
Roosevelt came to visit the Knopf 
oice. And yet a persistent bond re-
mained. Their many letters to each 
other are often kind and afectionate, 
holding out the promise of reconcil-
iation right to the end. Four years be-
fore her death, she wrote to him, 
“Ridiculous that at our ages we (or 
I?) should have discovered how much 
we care—perhaps we were too proud, 
or whatever we were before and then 

perhaps it is better so but I do care 
and deeply.”

 What held them together was not 
so much their child—they were both 
pretty indiferent parents—as the pub-
lishing house they had created. It’s even 
likely that the business came to mean 
more to her than to her husband. Al-
fred developed other interests: he was 
a photographer, a gardener, an oeno-
phile, and after the Second World War 
he became passionate about conser-
vation and the American West. What 
Blanche had was her work, and she 
kept at it even as her health deterio-
rated and she went half blind with 
glaucoma. She was a heavy smoker and 
drinker, and for years popped diet pills 
that eventually turned her into a wraith. 
In 1963, she discovered she had cancer 
of the liver and abdomen, but almost 
until her death, in June, 1966, she con-
tinued to go into the oice and to travel 
on scouting trips, signing up new tal-
ent. She didn’t want a funeral, but her 
husband gave her one anyway. A Juil-
liard ensemble played a Haydn string 
quartet, and later Alfred published a 
collection of encomia. Their son com-
plained that it was too late, pointing 
out that “he had never given her rec-
ognition in her lifetime.”

The story is sad and fascinat-
ing—so fascinating that one wishes 

Claridge were a more careful writer. 
Her prose is clunky and a little tone-
deaf, starting with that title, which is 
both overwrought (isn’t it enough to 
be a tastemaker, without also being 
“extraordinaire”?) and a little mislead-
ing. It’s true that using a borzoi as the 
trademark was Blanche’s idea, but that 
was before she owned a pair of them. 
After a brief exposure, she declared 
that borzois were “cowardly, stupid, 
disloyal, and full of self-pity” and 
switched to Yorkshire terriers. The bi-
ography is also incorrect in places (Ford 
Madox Ford’s “The Good Soldier” is 
not, as Claridge writes, a First World 
War novel) and wadded with infor-
mation that is either self-evident or 
irrelevant. That Ho Chi Minh had 
once been a baker at Boston’s Parker 
House hotel doesn’t make the Knopfs’ 
1919 stay there any more riveting. That 
William Seabrook, at whose house  
the Knopfs met Al dous Huxley and 

his wife, was a famous eater of hu-
man flesh is not uninteresting, granted, 
but what’s the point of adding that, 
eight years after lunching with Blanche 
and Alfred, Seabrook committed sui-
cide? Nor does it greatly enlarge our 
appreciation of de Beauvoir’s “The 
Second Sex,” a book Blanche cham-
pioned, to learn that it was from its 
pages that the literary critic Jane Gal-
lop learned to masturbate.

Claridge bends over so far to make 
a case for Blanche that Alfred comes 
of mostly as a hindrance, out on the 
road all the time, living it up with book-
sellers. She largely ignores his impor-
tance as a marketer, businessman, and 
literary impresario. All along, they were 
a partnership, even if they thought of 
themselves as rivals. “It is being a 
woman that makes Blanche Knopf the 
publisher that she is,” Elizabeth Bowen 
wrote. “I mean more than that she 
complements her husband and fellow- 
publisher, Alfred: of course she does, 
and that is very important. But also, 
by what might seem the contradictions 
within her nature, she complements 
herself. Her strength, though exercised 
with a coolness which could be called 
masculine, is feminine in its fibre, nerve 
and tenacity.”

Without knowing or intending it, 
the Knopfs had stumbled on a very 
successful publishing formula: an out-
sized, public personality balanced by 
a more sensitive and thoughtful one. 
Many houses have thrived this way—
Random House under Bennett Cerf 
(he was the one always on TV) and 
the shy Donald Klopfer, for example, 
and, for a while, anyway, the British 
house owned by the glad-handing, so-
cial-climbing George Weidenfeld and 
the cautious, fastidious Nigel Nicol-
son. Maybe the best example of all, as 
portrayed in Boris Kachka’s “Hothouse,” 
was Roger Straus (in many ways a next- 
generation Alfred, right down to the 
flashy wardrobe) and Robert Gi roux, 
who by contrast was practically monk-
ish. Blanche Knopf was not as retiring 
as Giroux, but with her husband she 
played much the same role, and added 
ballast to his bluster. That they were 
so unalike was bad for their marriage, 
ultimately, but very good for business, 
where they couldn’t have suited each 
other better. 
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A CRITIC AT LARGE

ENCRYPTED 
Translators confront the supreme enigma of Stéphane Mallarmé’s poetry.

BY ALEX ROSS

After only a few lines of Mallarmé, you are engulfed in fine mist, and terror sets in.

ILLUSTRATION BY HUGO GUINNESS

A t the dawn of modernism, in 
the late nineteenth century, the 

activity of avant-garde artists often re-
sembled rival expeditions into un-
charted polar regions. The goal was 
to discover novel spheres of expres-
sion: the unspoken word, the unpainted 
image, the unheard sound. Arguably, 
the Amundsen of fin-de-siècle art—
the first to plant a flag at an outer ex-
treme of artistic possibility—was the 
French poet Stéphane Mallarmé. Upon 
his death, in 1898, he left behind a 
body of work so inscrutable that it still 
causes literature students to fall to 
their knees in despair. Such was the 
import of a note that I recently found 

in a library copy of Mallarmé’s selected 
letters: “Please pray that God would 
give me the patience and perseverance 
to get through this next week.”

Mallarmé’s revolution arrived in an 
outwardly conservative guise. Many of 
his poems take the form of sonnets, and 
many employ the twelve-syllable alex-
andrine, the meter of classical French 
tragedy. After only one or two lines, 
though, you are engulfed in fine mist, 
and a certain terror sets in. Consider the 
sonnet “Le vierge, le vivace et le bel au-
jourd’hui,” whose first version probably 
dates from the late eighteen-sixties, when 
Mallarmé was in his mid-twenties. The 
translation is by the Scottish poet Peter 

Manson, in a collection published by 
Miami University Press in 2012:

The virginal, enduring, beautiful today
will a drunken beat of its wing break us
this hard, forgotten lake haunted 

under frost
by the transparent glacier of unled lights!

A swan of old remembers it is he
magniicent but who without hope frees

himself
for never having sung a place to live
when the boredom of sterile winter was

resplendent.

His whole neck will shake of this white
death-throe

inlicted by space on the bird denying it,
but not the horror of soil where the 

feathers are caught.

Phantom assigned to this place by pure
brilliance,

he is paralyzed in the cold dream of 
contempt

put on in useless exile by the Swan.

This is actually one of Mallarmé’s more 
approachable works. By the end, a rela-
tively clear, almost Romantic picture has 
emerged: a swan is trapped in ice, unable 
to take flight. But getting there isn’t easy. 
The first sentence seems to have wandered 
in from a sunnier poem. The subsequent 
sentences are impacted and fractured,  
the jamming together of disconnected 
images presaging Dadaism. Since these 
poems were first published, many read-
ers have concluded that the efort is not 
worth it. For others, though, the diiculty 
of the path is justified by the unearthly 
beauty that hovers in the distance. 
“Fantôme qu’à ce lieu son pur éclat assigne”: 
that line has a music beyond its meaning, 
its six-syllable phrases singing out in turn. 
(The first “e” is its own syllable, accord-
ing to classical rules.) The sonnet evokes 
Mallarmé’s own sense of exile; in a strange 
way, it is a portrait of itself, embodying 
an aesthetic of submerged magnificence. 
Writing of Mallarmé, the French philos-
opher Alain Badiou observed, “What the 
poem says, it does.”

Mallarmé’s place in the English- 
speaking world is somewhat tenuous. As 
Blake Bronson-Bartlett and Robert Fer-
nandez point out in their new collection 
of translations, “Azure” (Wesleyan), he 
lacks the wide fame of Baudelaire and 
Rimbaud, who, with their drug- taking 
and other bohemian exploits, “set the bar 
for trailblazing misbehavior in philoso-
phy and the arts from the early to the 
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late twentieth century.” Mallarmé is bland 
by comparison. He taught English in 
Paris and elsewhere in France; he married 
a German woman, Marie Gerhard, and 
had two children; he presided over a 
Tuesday gathering of fellow-poets; he 
published relatively little.

Yet his influence has been immense. 
Paul Claudel and Paul Valéry moved 
in his shadow; so, to varying degrees, 
did Eliot, Pound, Joyce, and, espe-
cially, Wallace Stevens, who staged 
similar collisions of grand abstraction 
and mundane reality. Mallarmé also 
afected the visual artists of his time, 
having helped to define Impression-
ism in an 1876 essay; Manet, Whistler, 
Gauguin, and Renoir made portraits 
of him, Degas photographed him. In 
music, the advent of modernism is often 
pegged to Debussy’s 1894 composition 
“Prelude to ‘The Afternoon of a Faun,’ ” 
a meditation on Mallarmé’s most fa-
mous poem. John Cage and Pierre 
Boulez, masters of the musical avant-
garde, studied Mallarmé’s explorations 
of chance and discontinuity. Perhaps 
the most prolonged resonance was in 
French philosophy and theory. From 
Sartre and Lacan to Blanchot and Der-
rida and on to Badiou, Julia Kristeva, 
and Jacques Rancière, French thinkers 
have defined themselves through in-
terpretations of Mallarmé. If you can 
crack these poems, it seems, you can 
crack the riddles of existence. 

This prophet of the high modern 
never saw himself as a revolutionary. 
With the exception of one grand ex-
periment—the free-form poem “Un 
Coup de Dés,” or “A Throw of the Dice,” 
proofs of which he was correcting at 
the time of his death—Mallarmé per-
sisted with his sonnets and alexandrines. 
It is, however, precisely this tension be-
tween traditional form and radical con-
tent that keeps reactivating the shock 
of his writing. Sartre, in a skeptical yet 
passionate analysis, identified Mallarmé’s 
method as “the terrorism of politesse”—
civilization stylishly blowing itself to 
pieces. The poet himself said that he 
knew of no other bomb than a book.

Mallarmé took a certain pride in 
the drabness of his lineage, de-

scribing himself as the scion of an “un-
interrupted series of functionaries in the 
Administration and the Registry.” He 

was born in Paris in 1842, and had a 
lonely childhood; his mother died when 
he was five, and his sister died of rheu-
matic disease when he was fifteen. Dis-
patched to boarding school at the age 
of eight, he buried himself in books but 
irritated his teachers with his insub-
ordinate attitude. By the time he was 
twenty, he had settled on pursuing lit-
erature. He married, and decided, mis-
takenly, that a career as a schoolteacher 
would give him plenty of time to write 
on the side. He chose English as his 
subject; his interest in the language was 
sparked by a passion for Poe, whom 
Baudelaire had discovered for French 
readers.

Hoping for a position in Paris, Mal-
larmé found himself banished to the prov-
inces, where his shortcomings as a teacher 
became clear. He took little interest in 
his pupils; his methods were peculiar. 
Gordon Millan’s 1994 biography quotes 
one inspector’s report: “In the senior 
classes the teacher has them translate 
‘King Lear’ from the text. Inevitably, the 
pupils understand nothing.” As com-
plaints mounted, he was shunted from 
one school to another. In the late eigh-
teen-sixties, he underwent a psycholog-
ical crisis that he recounted in vivid let-
ters to friends. He reported that he felt 
“utterly dead”; that he had entered “the 
Void”; that he had become a “diamond, 
which reflects everything, but has no ex-
istence in itself.” Having abandoned the 
Catholicism of his childhood, he delved 
into Kabbalistic and alchemical lore. He 
spoke of creating a supreme Book, a “great 
work,” which would attempt an “Orphic 
explanation of the Earth.”

 It must have seemed that Mallarmé 
was losing his mind, particularly when 
he undertook linguistic experiments 
that flirted with gibberish. In the prose 
poem “The Demon of Analogy,” writ-
ten in 1864, he depicts a man—pre-
sumably himself—wandering the 
streets, repeating the phrase “The pen-
ultimate is dead.” He breaks the phrase 
down into its syllables, the “-nul-” re-
minding him of a taut string on an in-
strument. He has passed into what he 
calls the “void of signification”—a realm 
of the “virtual” in which language dis-
solves into a succession of sounds. The 
piece reads like the beginning of a story 
by Poe that ends in a chamber of hor-
rors. But the experience proves to be 

more liberating than terrifying. The 
protagonist keeps on walking—“strange 
person probably condemned to mourn 
forever the inexplicable Penultimate.” 
The poet has hit upon his principal 
method, which is to combine words in 
unexpected ways and thus to create a 
“new word” in their place. 

Mallarmé’s early writing is full of 
trapped, tortured figures, variations on 
the Hamlet persona. In the mid-sixties, 
he worked on two large projects: a dra-
matic poem called “Hérodiade,” related 
to the Biblical tale of Salome; and the 
extended reverie of “The Afternoon of 
a Faun.” The first conjures a proud prin-
cess in icy isolation, not unlike the swan 
in “Le vierge, le vivace et le bel aujour-
d’hui.” The decapitation of John the 
Baptist is presented as a kind of spiri-
tual ecstasy, in which the head escapes 
the “ancient discords with the body.” 
The “Faun,” first published in 1876, seems 
altogether brighter, its elusive but sen-
sually charged imagery revealing a kind 
of pagan ritual: “Inert, all burns in the 
fallow hour. . . . Then will I awaken to 
the primal fervor / Erect and alone, under 
an antique flood of light.” Yet, even as 
the title figure revels in the vision of two 
nymphs, he fears that they were merely 
a dream, flitting out of the “mass of an-
cient night.”

In 1871, Mallarmé finally obtained 
a teaching post in Paris. For a time, he 
remained a marginal presence in liter-
ary life, his name known mainly to col-
leagues and connoisseurs. Then, in the 
mid-eighties, he found sudden renown. 
Paul Verlaine featured him in his an-
thology of “poètes maudits,” and J. K. 
Huysmans’s novelistic manual of dec-
adence, “Against the Grain,” glorified 
him as the ne plus ultra of esoteric 
refinement. Although Mallarmé was 
still widely considered incomprehen-
sible—the standard joke was to request 
a translation of his work into French—
he acquired the reputation of a sage. 
Writers celebrated and unknown, from 
Oscar Wilde to the youthful Valéry, 
attended his Tuesday salon, on the Rue 
de Rome. News papers sent him ques-
tionnaires: “The Top Hat: is it ugly?” 
(Neither ugly nor beautiful, Mallarmé 
said.) He dutifully answered an influx 
of correspondence, evading cliché in 
even casual communications. 

Mallarmé’s letters, a selection of 



which were translated into English in 
1988, by Rosemary Lloyd, are a com-
plex entertainment in themselves. He 
was a master of ostensibly efusive  
notes that contain a hidden catch. When, 
in 1871, he tells Verlaine that the bold-
ness of his colleague’s first volume makes 
him regret the “vanity which makes me 
want to ofer my work only when it is 
complete and perfect,” he is hinting that 
Verlaine has published prematurely. And 
when he tells the Symbolist poet Jean 
Moréas that “you’ve succeeded in every-
thing you’ve attempted,” he is leaving 
open the possibility that Moréas hasn’t 
attempted enough. (This anticipates 
Orson Welles’s favorite evasive remark 
to actors: “You’ve done it again!”) When 
he is truly impressed, he drops his re-
serve. Among his contemporaries, he 
revered most of all Auguste Villiers de 
l’Isle-Adam, a majestically strange and 
inventive proto-Symbolist writer who 
never has had the attention in English 
that he deserves, even though his play 
“Axël” inspired the title of Edmund Wil-
son’s “Axel’s Castle.” Villiers probably 
needed little encouragement in his  
mystical flights and ironic thrusts,  
but it must have been a happy day when 
he opened a letter from Mallarmé  
and read, “The language of a god is in 
every line.”

In 1893, Mallarmé retired from teach-
ing, but his freedom lasted less than five 
years: a spasm of the larynx killed him. 
Separateness and sadness hung over him 
to the end. His life had been punctu-
ated by losses—the death of his mother, 
the death of his sister, and, most wound-
ingly, the death of his son, Anatole, in 
1879, at the age of eight, also of rheu-
matic disease. In the wake of that trauma, 
Mallarmé worked on an elegy, called 
“For Anatole’s Tomb,” which was never 
finished. There, for once, he spoke in 
terms so direct as to be brutal: “Sick in 
the springtime dead in the autumn . . . 
did not know mother, and son did not 
know me! . . . Your future which has taken 
refuge in me becomes my purity through 
life, which I shall not touch . . . O terror 
he is dead!”

Badiou, in his 1988 treatise, “Being 
and Event,” writes, “There is a cer-

tain element of the detective novel in 
the Mallarméan enigma: an empty salon, 
a vase, a dark sea—what crime, what 

catastrophe, what enormous misadven-
ture is indicated by these clues?” Mal-
larmé’s poems preserve the ordinary 
spaces of bourgeois life. We pass through 
rooms heavy with furniture: cupboards, 
armoires, beds, clocks. Lace rustles 
against windows. Outside, we gaze at 
the sun and sunsets, at stars and con-
stellations. Mallarmé liked to sail, and 
wrote often of boats and celestial nav-
igation. But in one way or another these 
settings are torn, shaken, upended. The 
image of a naufrage, or shipwreck, looms 
as an unavoidable, almost desirable even-
tuality: poetry has to be shattered in 
order to live. “Destruction was my Be-
atrice,” he wrote.

For most of the twentieth century, 
Mallarmé scholars focussed on the 
texture of his texts, on the free play of 
language. His objective, it seemed, was 
to abandon mimesis, the depiction of 
people and things. His poetics explic-
itly called for the “vibratory disappear-
ance” of reality into a pure, self-
suicient work. Even more radically, 
that work results in the “disappear-
ance of the poet, who cedes the ini-
tiative to words.” Mallarmé became 
the house god of Roland Barthes and 
the post-structuralists, who proclaimed 
the “death of the author.” Derrida’s 
1972 book “Dissemination” makes al-
most perfect sense if you come to it 
after an immersion in Mallarmé. The 
theorist’s musings on “undecidability,” 
on the “excess of syntax over mean-

ing,” are precise paraphrases of Mal-
larmé’s technique.

In recent decades, scholars have ex-
plored Mallarmé’s spiritual inclina-
tions—his rejection of organized reli-
gion and his quasi-pagan invocations 
of the sun. Damian Catani and Hélène 
Staford, among others, have empha-
sized his awareness of everyday life: 
the poems contain references to the-
atre, dance halls, arcades, fairgrounds. 
He was the flâneur in the shadows. 
Rancière, in his 1996 book, “Mallarmé: 
The Politics of the Siren,” identifies a 
political dimension in Mallarmé’s 
seemingly apolitical, hermetic writing. 
It is, Rancière suggests, a solitary pro-
test against worn-out language and 
false populist gestures, intended for 
the “greatness of a crowd to come.” In-
deed, Mallarmé once said that he was 
the one true anarchist, the demon in 
the system: “I alone create a product 
that society does not want.”

Deserving of further study are Mal-
larmé’s relationships with other art 
forms, which fuelled his ambitions. 
When he says, in a commentary on 
Manet’s “Le Linge,” that a palpable at-
mosphere is beginning to subsume dis-
tinct human figures, he not only cap-
tures the direction of Impressionist 
painting but articulates a process un-
folding in his own work. He paid close 
attention to contemporary musical de-
velopments, especially the phenome-
non of Wagnerism. In the wake of 

“Your dad and I are getting a divorce.”
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The first trio of words is clear 
enough—a metaphor for the poet as 
lonely pilot, navigating hazardous wa-
ters with his eyes fixed on the firmament. 
The translators diverge in confronting 
the word toile, which can variously mean 
“cloth,” “painter’s canvas,” or “web,” with 
the blank page on the writer’s desk also 
implied. To choose an English equiva-
lent is to eliminate the alternatives. A 
decision of meaning is forced, as on a 
multiple-choice test. To follow Badiou’s 
metaphor, the translator is the detective 
who unravels the mystery, spoiling it in 
the process.

English translators have employed 
several strategies against this intractable 
target. Some follow Mallarmé’s rhyme 
schemes, in order to preserve his dou-
ble identity as traditionalist and exper-
imenter. This is Henry Weinfield’s ap-
proach in a 1994 collection, published 
by the University of California Press. 
Weinfield’s solutions are ingenious, 
though the efort of inventing rhymes 
sometimes causes a visible strain. Oth-
ers jettison rhyme and push Mallarmé 
toward the twentieth-century verse he 
influenced so heavily. Into this camp fall 
Manson and, more provocatively, Bron-
son-Bartlett and Fernandez, who aimed 
to “create translations that worked as 
contemporary poems.” Unlike most other 
translators, they supply no French texts 
on facing pages.

The goal is laudable, the execution 
inconsistent. At times, Bronson-Bartlett 
and Fernandez supply lightly modern-
ized but generally straightforward ren-
ditions of the poems, as in their crisp, 
economical version of Mallarmé’s son-
net in honor of Poe:

As, at last, shaped into Eternity, 
The Poet rises with sword drawn,
His century aghast for having missed
That death triumphed in this strange voice! 

Elsewhere, they produce a kind of fan-
tasia on the original—less updating than 
rewriting. In the sonnet “Sainte,” Mal-
larmé describes St. Cecilia, the patron 
saint of music, as a “musician of the si-
lence” in a stained-glass window. Bron-
son-Bartlett and Fernandez introduce 
“black apples of silence” into the final 
lines, although there is no trace of ap-
ples in the poem. In the sonnet of the 
iced-in swan, the translators insert a men-
tion of the myth of Leda and the Swan, 

• •

Baudelaire’s 1861 essay “Richard Wag-
ner and ‘Tannhäuser’ in Paris,” Wagner 
became a dominant force in French lit-
erature. Mallarmé was fascinated by 
Wagner’s art of “endless melody,” and 
by the sight of crowds transfixed by its 
spell. For the journal Revue Wagnéri-
enne, Mallarmé produced an essay ti-
tled “Richard Wagner, Reverie of a 
French Poet,” praising the composer’s 
drastic renovation of decrepit theatri-
cal traditions. He also honored Wag-
ner in one of his most aggressively ob-
scure poems, the sonnet “Hommage,” 
which includes the line “The god Rich-
ard Wagner, irradiating a rite.” 

At the same time, Mallarmé saw 
Wagner as a threat and a challenge. 
The all-devouring composer was 
usurping the poet’s function as the 
mouthpiece of humanity ’s primal 
myths. And Wagner’s myths were too 
limiting, too bounded by nationhood. 
Poets, Mallarmé wrote, must “take back 
what is ours.” They must sing of he-
roes with no name—“the Figure that 
is None” (“la Figure que Nul n’est”). This 
declaration is close to the ground zero 
of modernist abstraction. Mallarmé’s 
tense negotiation with Wagner indi-
cates the degree to which artistic genres 
can spur each other onward. Walter 
Pater wrote, “All art constantly aspires 
towards the condition of music.” In 

fact, each art form aspires toward the 
condition of another, and in so doing 
surpasses itself.

All great poets are untranslatable, 
their music audible only in their na-

tive tongue. The particular problem with 
Mallarmé is not simply that his writing 
loses lustre as it moves from French to 
English; it’s that the mere act of transla-
tion erases the ambiguities that throng 
the text. Consider the sonnet “Salut,” which 
addresses a gathering of poets. Rival En-
glish translations of the last three lines—
by Manson, David Scott, E. H. and A. M. 
Blackmore, and Bronson-Bartlett and Fer-
nandez—almost form a poem in them-
selves, in the manner of Stevens’s “Thir-
teen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”:

Solitude, récif, étoile
A n’importe ce qui valut
Le blanc souci de notre toile.

solitude, reef, star
to whatever this is that was worth
the white disquiet of our cloth.

Solitude, barrier reef, star
To whatever merits most
Concerns born of our blank white chart. 

solitude, star, or rocky coast
to things of any kind deserving
of our sail’s white preoccupation. 

Solitude, reef, star
These which gathered, drew resonant
And plumped the naked canvas of our craft



 THE NEW YORKER, APRIL 11, 2016 85

which is not irrelevant but is also absent 
from the original. Particularly jarring is 
a passage from “Funeral Toast,” in which 
Mallarmé celebrates his Parnassian pre-
decessor Théophile Gautier:

Magniicent, plenary, this
Nothing sucks decorum from the breasts

of men. 
You pathetic fucks! Conirmed: We are
Frigid echoes, stony elegiac gaze of future

specters. 

In their preface, the translators say 
that the obscenity is intended to give 
readers a “frisson” such as the original 
might have elicited. Perhaps so, but they 
make Mallarmé sound like a foulmouthed 
élitist. “You pathetic fucks!” purports to 
translate “Cette foule hagarde,” or “This 
haggard crowd”—the populace that 
mourns Gautier without understanding 
him. Mallarmé may be detached from 
the crowd, but he is not contemptuous 
of it. Manson, whose translation of Mal-
larmé’s poems is probably the most ele-
gant, allows these lines to breathe more 
freely:

Magniicent, total and solitary, and such
as the bogus pride of men trembles to

breathe. 
The crowds are wild! now they announce:

We are
the sad opacity of our future spectres.

Bronson-Bartlett and Fernandez in-
clude in their collection a fairly direct 
translation of “Un Coup de Dés,” Mal-
larmé’s climactic experiment. That poem 
is also available in a slender, handsome 
volume from the Seattle press Wave 
Books, in a fine translation by Jef Clark 
and Robert Bononno. Here, Mallarmé 
leapfrogs over the most radical expo-
nents of free verse: a text of seven hun-
dred and fourteen words is scattered 
across eleven double pages, in staggered 
lines and in type of varying sizes, often 
with independent sentences juxtaposed. 
This may be Mallarmé’s ultimate re-
sponse to Wagner: the layout evokes 
musical notation, with voices rising and 
falling amid expectant silences. The cen-
tral thought, spilling in block letters 
across multiple pages, is “a throw of 
the dice will never abolish chance.” 
During his early crisis, Mallarmé had 
been shaken by the realization that lan-
guage had an element of randomness, 
that the sounds of words often failed to 
match their meaning. Poetry, pictured 
as a roll of the dice, could never elimi-

nate chance, but it could master it by 
subsuming its efects. 

On close inspection, “Un Coup de 
Dés” presents an almost theatrical scene: 
after a shipwreck, a poet, or Master, bobs 
with his head above water, holding a pair 
of dice that he hesitates to roll (on what 
surface we do not know), even though 
the act would generate a “unique Num-
ber” in which some cosmic secret might 
be hidden. The Master vanishes, and in 
his wake a siren rises, beating her tail 
against the rock that caused the wreck. 
She seems to bring about a mystical 
transmutation: 

in these indeinite regions
of the wave

wherein all reality is dissolved

At the end, a constellation of seven stars 
shines overhead—either the Big Dip-
per or the Little Dipper, both of which 
can be glimpsed in the layout of the 
final pages. Beyond these quasi-verifiable 
elements, interpretations proliferate 
wildly. “The Number and the Siren,” a 
2011 book by the philosopher Quentin 
Meillassoux, goes so far as to calculate 
the Number that may or may not have 
been thrown by the Master: it turns out 
to be seven hundred and seven. The ar-
gument is contorted, dizzying, and al-
most plausible. It seems intended less 
as a definitive solution to the mystery 
than as a virtuoso play in the endless 
exegetical game, which has a diferent 
outcome for each reader.

In the latter part of “Azure,” Bron-
son-Bartlett and Fernandez venture into 
the darkest patch of the Mallarméan 
forest—the notes that he made toward 
his projected “great work” (usually called 
the “Livre”). This is the first extended 
English translation of the notes, and 
they carry mystification to the breaking 
point. On one page, we find nothing 
but the words “genius,” “glory,” “passion,” 
“health,” and “life.” On another, we find 
jottings about seating arrangements and 
ticket prices. As the translators observe 
in their preface, one can faintly discern 
a plot: in a ruined city, a Hero poet  
prepares to overcome his Hamlet-like  
stasis and bring about the salvation of 
humanity. Almost certainly, though, 
Mallarmé did not intend these sketches 
to be read in sequence; indeed, before 
his death he asked his wife and his 
daughter to burn them.

Despite intimations of “Darkness 
Absolute,” of universal nothingness, 
Mallarmé saw himself to be airming 
truths rather than negating them. He 
aimed at nothing less than a sacred book 
for a future humanity. As Meillassoux 
writes, this incantatory text was to dis-
place conventional religious represen-
tation with a “difusion of the divine,” 
a direct emanation of godly presence. 
The project can easily be dismissed as 
ridiculous, even delusional; if so, it is a 
delusion embedded in the act of mak-
ing art. 

In October, the Paris branch of  
Sotheby’s auctioned of a portion of 

Mallarmé’s private library. Sotheby’s 
broadcast the proceedings online, and 
it was a melancholy sight. Volumes that 
Mallarmé had treasured as sacred enti-
ties—“Everything in the world exists 
to end up in a book,” he once said—
were sold to bidders across the globe. 
Then again, it was impressive to wit-
ness the intense interest that this recon-
dite author still arouses. A sustained 
battle over the autograph manuscript of 
“Un Coup de Dés” ended when it sold 
for nearly a million euros, amid loud 
applause.

Included in the auction were a num-
ber of volumes that Mallarmé’s aco-
lytes had sent him. These prompted 
little excitement on the auction floor. 
During one lull, I ventured to put in a 
long-distance bid, for about the price 
of a night at a mid-range Paris hotel. 
To my surprise, I found myself the 
owner of three books by Camille Mau-
clair, a minor writer in the Mallarmé 
circle. They are inscribed with expres-
sions such as “À mon cher Maître” in a 
serpentine hand that resembles the 
Master’s. There are no markings on the 
pages, but correspondence suggests that 
Mallarmé read them. In a letter about 
the novel “L’Orient Vierge,” he told 
Mauclair that it was “one of the new, 
free books of the epoch,” although he 
had questions about how to “hold and 
balance all of it together.”

I gave one of the books to a friend, 
the translator and singer Laurent Slaars. 
The others sit on a shelf in my library. 
They are probably the most remarkable 
things I will ever own—shards of the 
Mallarméan temple, where the word 
was god. 
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ON TELEVISION

OUT OF TIME
Remaking history on “Outlander” and “The Americans.”

BY EMILY NUSSBAUM

“Outlander” is a smart wartime drama that succeeds because it takes sex seriously.

ILLUSTRATION BY BILL BRAGG

Spoiler: in two of the best dramas 
on television, something terrible is 

going to happen. Worse, it can’t be stopped. 
In “The Americans,” set in the nine-
teen-eighties, that event is the end of the 
Soviet Union, which will ruin the lives of 
the Russian spies who are the show’s un-
likely protagonists. In “Outlander,” it’s the 
Jacobite rebellion, an eighteenth-century 
Scottish uprising that will end in a blood-
bath, two soul mates in its path.

You likely already know about FX’s 
“The Americans,” a brilliant espionage 
thriller that’s really a dark poem about 
marriage and morality, which has won 
many deserved raves. “Outlander,” on Starz, 

gets less press, probably because it’s based 
on a series of historical romance novels 
and has a supernatural element. But be-
neath its guilty-pleasure surfaces (or maybe 
kilt-y ones), the show is surprisingly anal-
ogous to “The Americans”: it’s a smart war-
time drama that’s gripping precisely be-
cause it takes sex so seriously, treating it 
as life’s deepest joy and its most terrifying 
risk, as dramatic as any act of violence.

When “Outlander” begins, just after 
the Second World War, a British nurse 
named Claire (the gorgeous Caitriona 
Balfe) is in the Scottish Highlands, try-
ing to rekindle her frayed marriage to an 
intelligence oicer. Instead, she’s thrown 

back, magically, to a period before mod-
ern medicine or parliamentary democ-
racy. As a random English lady with a 
freakish knowledge of antibiotics, Claire 
is both physically vulnerable and under 
suspicion of being a witch. She’s head-
strong and strategic; she’s also trapped 
and depressed. For protection, she winds 
up married to a virginal farm boy named 
Jamie (Sam Heughan), a situation that 
is, for viewers, a delicious fantasy, like a 
time-travel hall pass: Claire has no choice 
but to go to bed with this brawny inno-
cent who knows how to shoe a horse, a 
nice break from her mansplaining hus-
band. But the bond between Claire and 
Jamie—who has his own scars, literally 
and figuratively—slowly becomes far 
more complex, a rule-breaking love afair 
that the audience roots for on every level.

If you don’t watch shows that include 
sexual violence, please avoid “Outlander.” 
(Actually, you might rethink “The Amer-
icans,” too.) Like “Game of Thrones,” 
“Outlander” is set in a universe in which 
rape is a constant threat, and not just for 
women. There’s an incident of ultra- 
violence near the end of the first season, 
and I’m going to describe it, because it’s 
the fulcrum on which the show pivots; 
it’s also grotesque enough that fans of 
the books wondered how the show’s 
producers would handle it. They did so 
head on, with a dreamlike hyperfocus, 
for better or worse. Late in the first sea-
son, the sadistic Captain Jack Randall 
rapes Jamie, but in a way that is espe-
cially violating, since he drugs him and 
deliberately evokes memories of Claire, 
aiming to destroy not just Jamie’s body 
but his ability to feel safe with his wife.

Even for an organically kinky show, 
that’s a baroque scenario; to add to the 
intensity, the villain is played, beautifully, 
by Tobias Menzies, who also plays Claire’s 
modern-day husband. (He’s an ancestor.) 
We could argue all night about what 
it means to present near-pornographic 
sufering onscreen—it’s a fraught debate 
that hovers over much of contemporary 
television. But, admirably, once the show 
returns to its clever costume-drama in-
trigues, with Claire and Jamie shipping 
of to Paris, it doesn’t paper over the se-
riousness of what they’ve been through. 
This is not “24”: no one bounces back from 
torture. Attending Versailles-era costume 
balls, Jamie and Claire reinvent them-
selves as spies, hobnobbing with royalty 
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and conspiring to prevent the Jacobite re-
bellion from occurring. There’s catty ban-
ter and ballgowns with plunging neck-
lines; there’s a pet monkey and a brothel. 
There are graphic surgical scenes that 
make “The Knick” look prissy, and an-
other time-travel twist.

But the risk of those episodes lies in 
what’s not happening: there are none of 
the sex scenes that viewers rely on and 
almost certainly watch the show for. How-
ever many tentative, well-meaning ges-
tures Claire and Jamie make, the bridge 
between them keeps crumbling. Even-
tually, Jamie delivers a touching speech, 
in which he describes the wreckage of 
his private self, which has left him feel-
ing tiny in a dizzying, jungle landscape. 
“That ’s where I’ve been ever since, 
Claire,” he says. “Naked. Alone. Trying 
to hide under a blade of grass.” This may 
sound overwrought on the page, but on 
the screen it’s not. “Outlander” is, finally, 
as thoughtful about male vulnerability as 
it is about female desire, a rarity for tele-
vision. It’s a quality that makes the show 
appealingly romantic in multiple senses.

Jamie is a soul brother to Philip Jen-
nings, the tormented spy played with 

astonishing complexity by Matthew Rhys, 
the most underestimated actor on televi-
sion. (Put him on all the magazines! Give 
him the Jon Hamm treatment. Seriously, 
he deserves it.) When “The Americans” 
began, it was a show about a marriage 
that was, like the one on “Outlander,” an 
arrangement: in their early twenties, Philip 
and Elizabeth were “set up” by their han-
dlers. As undercover agents, they brought 
up two children, but only Philip “caught 
feelings,” as the kids say. Elizabeth was 

the family iceberg, full of secrets—but in 
the show’s pilot, when Philip found out 
that she’d been raped, at eighteen, by her 
spy trainer, it led the two, in a moving 
mutual leap, to become a real couple.

In the course of the show, however, 
it’s become increasingly clear that Philip 
is just as much a survivor of abuse as his 
wife is. Last season, “The Americans” 
emphasized with disturbing clarity ex-
actly how predatory the couple’s job is: 
when they lie to their “targets,” they re-
move any right to meaningful consent. 
Philip gets ever deeper into a second mar-
riage with a duped innocent, Martha; in 
addition, for a while he was deputized to 
seduce a teen-age girl. The assignment 
troubled him, and in a flashback we saw 
why: it dredged up memories of his own 
adolescence, when Philip was essentially 
molested by the state, trained to “make 
real” the sex he has as part of his job. He 
talked about these disturbing memories 
with Elizabeth; eventually, he also re-
vealed himself to Martha, pulling of his 
own disguise, in what may be the most 
terrifying scene in a frequently very tense 
show. A practiced fake, Philip now has a 
real wife who knows him and a real mis-
tress who loves him. No wonder he’s been 
sneaking of to est meetings.

Although the show is about the power 
of deception, it won’t let us fool ourselves 
into luxuriating in antihero escapism, the 
way many dramas might. In one of last 
season’s best episodes, Elizabeth rational-
izes her life to a motherly older woman 
(a fantastic Lois Smith) whom she’s about 
to kill: she’s committing bad acts for a 
greater cause, she says. Smith replies, in 
horror, “That’s what evil people tell them-
selves when they do evil things.” Eerily, 

a nearly identical exchange takes place in 
“Outlander,” as Claire and Jamie face the 
fact that they are harming people they’ve 
falsely befriended. “We’re doing a bad 
thing, but for a good reason,” Jamie argues. 
“Isn’t that what all bad people say?” Claire 
asks. On both shows, pulling of even the 
best-motivated con is corrosive, because, 
in the end, what even bad people crave 
isn’t power, it’s intimacy, to be known and 
accepted for who they really are. 

The Jenningses have sins blacker than 
the loving soul mates of “Outlander” 
could even imagine, among them the 
endless lies they’ve told their children. 
This season, the bomb they planted in 
their home finally goes of, after the cou-
ple’s idealistic Christian daughter, Paige, 
spills her parents’ secret to her pastor. 
The plot moves fast, crimping in terrify-
ing ways, letting us see the repercussions 
without the easy vamping that other TV 
thrillers engage in—and suggesting that 
the next teen-ager Philip corrupts might 
be Paige. She’s the same age that Philip 
was, after all, when he was first trained 
to manipulate and seduce. In spy terms, 
maybe we’re all our parents’ “assets.”

There are plenty of pleasures to be 
had in “The Americans,” from the cra-
zily varied spy wigs to the revelatory per-
formances, like that of Annet Mahen-
dru as Nina Krilova, a double agent 
serving time in a Russian prison, whose 
bleak plotline has, buried deep within it, 
something almost hopeful to say about 
moral resilience. But I’m not going to lie 
and tell you that “The Americans” is a 
fun weekly watch. It’s heartbreaking,  
provoking literal nausea, with a psychic 
hangover unlike any other show. Believe 
it or not, that’s a recommendation. 
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Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose three �nalists,  
and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this week’s cartoon, by Harry Bliss, must be received by  

Sunday, April 10th. The �nalists in the March 28th contest appear below. We will announce the winner, and the 
�nalists in this week’s contest, in the April 25th issue. The winner receives a signed print of the cartoon.  

Any resident of the United States, Canada (except Quebec), Australia, the United Kingdom, or the Republic of Ireland 
age eighteen or over can enter or vote. To do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

“I see our time is almost up.”
Sam Glantzow, Selby, S.D.

“Tell me about your childhood very quickly.”
Glen Freyer, Montclair, N.J.

“One more after this and we’ll be able to meet our deductible.”
Mark Freed, Fairield, Conn.

“Not now—I’m in the middle of a big case.”
Alice Cheng, Toronto, Ont.

CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

THE WINNING CAPTION

THIS WEEK’S CONTEST

THE FINALISTS

“
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

”






