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Twin Peaks:  
The Return
a television series created  
by Mark Frost and  
David Lynch 

1.
The first season of Twin 
Peaks aired in 1990. My par-
ents considered its suburban 
noir too disturbing for my 
suburban childhood, so I 
never watched it. At my high 
school, lurid rumors of its 
plot would surface in conver-
sations, the way Athenians 
might have once mentioned 
fragments of the Mysteries. 
Its tender title sequence, 
however, didn’t hint at the 
horrors within. “Welcome to 
Twin Peaks,” said a sign at 
a bend in the road, its sunlit 
painting of twin snowcapped 
mountains mimicking the 
more imprecise, misty moun-
tains in the background. 
“Population 51,201.” There 
were images of a wren, smok-
ing factory chimneys, ma-
chines, and waterfalls, over 
which drifted Angelo Bada-
lamenti’s dreamy synthesizer 
score. 

The sequence is so hypnotic that 
it’s a shock when, in the first episode, 
a dead girl is found washed up on the 
shore of a lake, her body wrapped in 
plastic. Her name is Laura Palmer, the 
homecoming queen, and what follows 
seems to be a police procedural, an in-
vestigation into the deceptively bland 
small town by FBI Special Agent Dale 
Cooper, played with dashingly seduc-
tive innocence by Kyle MacLachlan, 
except that this investigation grows 
more and more warped as the series  
progresses. 

“IN A TOWN LIKE TWIN PEAKS NO 
ONE IS INNOCENT,” said the poster 
for Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me, the 
film prequel that followed the original 
series. By then, the emphasis seemed a 
little unnecessary. Laura, the audience 
had discovered, was “full of secrets”—
the most shocking of which was that 
she had been murdered by her abusive 
father, Leland Palmer, after he had re-
peatedly raped her for years. But Le-
land may really only have been acting 
while possessed by Bob, a spirit of evil 
who is part of a gradually revealed, im-
perfectly understood network of spirits 
who enter this world via a White Lodge 
and a Black Lodge, which seem to be 
accessed through a Red Room that 
emerges from a sycamore grove in the 
forest: a salon of red velvet curtains, 
like an old- time cinema, where the 
usual rules of time or space no longer 
apply. 

Twin Peaks, which exposed the peach 
and beige interiors of soap opera to ter-
rible forces, was an event in the history 
of television and in the history of David 
Lynch, its cocreator and lead director. 
His first film, Eraserhead (1977), was 
a midnight movie classic. He had most 
recently made Blue Velvet (1986), in 
which MacLachlan and Laura Dern 
investigate the nature of evil, as per-
sonified by Dennis Hopper’s Frank, 
in the Americana town of Lumberton 
(just as Twin Peaks is a lumber town). 
Twin Peaks was Lynch’s first TV series. 
In 1990 he also made the film Wild at 

Heart, and followed it with Fire Walk 
With Me (1992). 

After a short hiatus, Lynch then 
emerged with three films of sustained 
brilliance—Lost Highway (1997), Mul-
holland Dr. (2001), and Inland Empire  
(2006)—interrupted by a kind of anti-
film, The Straight Story (1999). Inland 
Empire was a film of such seamless 
drifts and complications that it felt 
unlikely that Lynch would ever re-
turn to ordinary narrative again. And 
then Twin Peaks: The Return was an-
nounced in 2014—cocreated, like 
the original Twin Peaks, with Mark 
Frost, but this time entirely directed 
by Lynch: a film in eighteen episodes; 
a further venture into telenovela; and 
a giant system of infuriating, dazzling 
narrative.

I often wonder if Lynch is the era’s 
most original artist, or at least the cre-
ator of its most haunting images—the 
severed ear in Blue Velvet, the Red 
Room in Twin Peaks, the Mystery Man 
in Lost Highway—but his works feel 
too schlocky, seedy, tearful, too male, 
too white for me to want to say this 
often in conversation. His cinema is 
disreputably baroque, brimming with 
meaning that it seems to disavow. He’s 
of the same generation as Terrence Ma-
lick, Francis Ford Coppola, and Mar-
tin Scorsese, but where they now seem 
historical, Lynch still has the fragility 
of the contemporary. The greatness 
of his art seems directly linked to the 
kitsch of his materials, all the B- movie 
unheimlich maneuvers: doppelgängers, 
prosthetics, recurring numbers, dream 
sequences, animated corpses. And this, 
I think, is an enigma worth pursuing. 

The last episode of Twin Peaks’s sec-
ond—and apparently final—season  
was broadcast in 1991. In the Red 
Room, an evil double of Agent Cooper 
is created and then escapes out into the 
world, while Cooper remains trapped 
in this other dimension. There, Laura 
Palmer says to Cooper, “I’ll see you 
again in twenty- five years. Meanwhile,” 

then disappears. Almost exactly twenty- 
five years later, Twin Peaks: The Re-
turn begins with that moment. Then an 
actor we previously knew as the Giant, 
but now identified in the credits only 
as ???????, and eventually described 
as the Fireman—Lynch’s metaphysics 
demand these anxiously literal preci-
sions—plays a kind of electrical scratch 
on a gramophone to a still dapper, if 
careworn, Agent Cooper. Then the 
Giant gives Cooper more clues: “Re-
member 430. Richard and Linda. Two 
birds with one stone.” “I understand,” 
says Agent Cooper, with baffling con-
fidence. “You are far away,” says the 
Giant. Then Cooper disappears. 

What happens next is a kind of 
eighteen- hour mantra for meditation. 
Cooper’s double, Mr. C, with lank 
hair, a greasy suntan, and an unlovely 
leather jacket, has spent the last twenty- 
five years roaming America. In order 
to avoid being swapped for Cooper’s 
more angelic self, Mr. C has manufac-
tured his own double—a trippelgän-
ger!—called Dougie Jones, and it’s 
into Dougie Jones’s body that Cooper 
is eventually transferred, leaving Mr. C 
free to continue his underworld career. 
The basic plot of The Return, therefore, 
is the restoration of Cooper to himself 
and Mr. C to the Black Lodge—and 
for Cooper to continue his quest not 
only to neutralize Bob, Laura Palm-
er’s killer, but also to contend with the 
vaster cosmic forces arrayed against 
him, seemingly called Judy. Yet just as 
the investigation into Laura Palmer’s 
death in Twin Peaks became a back-
ground hum, like an air- conditioning 
unit in a lavish hotel room, so Cooper’s 
odyssey drifts in and out of focus while 
The Return crisscrosses a continent: 
no longer just the forests of Washing-
ton State but also South Dakota, Las 
Vegas, Philadelphia, and New York. 
And in refusing the audience’s crav-
ing to once again see Cooper nattily 
consuming his coffee and doughnuts, 
Lynch does something eerily perverse. 

The repeat or replica has been a de-
fining feature of Lynch’s cinema, so 

when he revives an entire 
TV show, no wonder the 
possibility of a return is also 
made woozy. He’s always 
been attentive to time’s in-
genuity of affliction, as well 
as its possible folds or rever-
sals. Many of the original 
cast were dead or dying—or 
had simply, tenderly, aged—
so the new series was always 
going to be luminous with 
nostalgia. But the most dis-
mantled character is Agent  
Cooper. In Twin Peaks, Mac-
Lachlan invented a style  
that was as much moral as 
sartorial, an attitude toward 
the universe that was sin-
cere, dharmic, courageous, 
gentle. His openness to vi-
sions and alertness to others 
was as natural as his love of 
cherry pie. But here Mac-
Lachlan is inhabited by the 
grimly punk machismo of 
Mr. C and the dazed bland-
ness of Dougie Jones. It is 
only halfway through epi-
sode sixteen, with just two 
and a half episodes left, that 
this lost version of Cooper 
is restored. And then, at the 
end, even this restored ver-
sion is subjected to a savage 

metamorphosis, in perhaps the greatest 
of Lynch’s desolate Hollywood endings. 

Cooper, finally himself, speeds to 
Twin Peaks to confront Mr. C. In the 
sheriff’s station, Mr. C is killed—and 
so is Bob. But instead of this being a 
neatly happy finale, another finale be-
gins, in which Cooper travels back in 
time in order to prevent Laura Palm-
er’s death (and therefore the entirety 
of the previous series) from occurring 
at all. He appears to do so, leading her 
away through the forest, but suddenly 
we hear the electrical stutter previously 
heard on the Giant’s gramophone, and 
the sound of Laura screaming—and 
when Cooper turns, an Orpheus to her 
Eurydice, she has disappeared. And so 
he goes in search of her again. 

Cooper—now veering, it seems, be-
tween all three of his selves—leaves 
the Red Room and meets Diane, his 
FBI assistant and true love, played by 
Laura Dern. They drive for 430 miles. 
Here, they seem to enter a new dimen-
sion. They go to a motel where they 
have silent, affectless sex. The next 
morning Diane has gone, leaving a note 
from Linda to Richard. Cooper leaves 
the motel (now a different motel) and 
drives to Odessa, Texas, where he finds 
a woman called Carrie Page, frazzled, 
exhausted—and played, like Laura 
Palmer, by Sheryl Lee. A telephone 
pole is buzzing in the road outside. 
Cooper drives Laura/Carrie back to 
her house in Twin Peaks. They arrive 
at night. But her family house is now 
inhabited by someone called Mrs. Tre-
mond, who claims that no one called 
Palmer has ever lived there. Cooper 
steps back, into the dark street. He 
looks suddenly stricken: “What year 
is this?” he says. Then Laura/Carrie 
looks up in terror and screams—hor-
rifically, metaphysically. And all the 
lights blow out. 

There follows a very long blackout. 
Then once again, as the final credits 
begin, we see Laura and Cooper in the 
Red Room, the picture now darkened, 
with Laura whispering in his ear—
just as she whispered to him earlier in 

Small-Town Noir
Adam Thirlwell

Kyle MacLachlan, Laura Dern, and David Lynch in Twin Peaks: The Return
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the episode, before she again began 
screaming and her face blurred in an-
guish and her body flew away. 

2.
What monster makes such cinema? “I 
expected to meet a grotesque,” said 
Mel Brooks after watching Eraserhead, 
“a fat little German with fat stains run-
ning down his chin and just eating 
pork.” Instead, he met a healthy Amer-
ican who buttoned his shirts to the top, 
whose verbal style was all milkshake 
and wonder. His preferred capsule bi-
ography is “Eagle Scout, Missoula, 
Montana.” It is, at least, all true. Lynch 
was born in 1946. His father worked in 
the US Forest Service, specializing in 
diseased trees and insect infestation. 
His childhood was spent following his 
father’s forestry postings. Later, he 
studied art at the Pennsylvania Acad-
emy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia, 
where he made his first short films—
after his primal vision of films as paint-
ings that could move—before entering 
the American Film Institute in Los An-
geles, which let him use some outbuild-
ings on campus to make Eraserhead: 

one of my greatest, happiest ex-
periences in cinema. And what I 
loved about it was the world, and 
having it be my own little place, 
where I could build everything and 
get it exactly the way I wanted it, 
for hardly any money.

The precise outlandishness of his 
visions and the blandness of his per-
sona have seemed to many people 
to represent some kind of koan to be 
deciphered, and this has been encour-
aged by his refusal to talk in any detail 
about his movies. He provokes manias 
in others, and one mania is for biog-
raphy. The unusually comprehensive 
series of interviews he did with Chris 
Rodley, collected as Lynch on Lynch 
(1997), has therefore acquired the aura 
of apocrypha. The most recent bio-
graphical experiments have been Den-
nis Lim’s elegant study, David Lynch: 
The Man from Another Place (2015), 
and Jon Nguyen’s documentary David 
Lynch: The Art Life (2017), in which 
Lynch—in his painting studio—talked 
about his art, at the same time offering 
a short history of his youth. As usual, 
it was pure American innocence. His 
mother was “a very warm and good 
person,” while “you really couldn’t ask 
for a better father. . . .  He was really 
pure.” Such harmony! “I never heard 
my parents argue ever, about anything. 
They got along like Ike and Mike.” 

Even the nightmares are tamed by 
repetition, like his childhood memory 
of a naked woman, bleeding from the 
mouth, emerging onto a street—“it 
was very mysterious, like we were see-
ing something otherworldly”—a vision 
he enacted in Blue Velvet, in which 
Isabella Rossellini stumbles naked and 
bleeding into a suburban garden. The 
most interesting moment was when the 
blandness warped: when he began a 
story about someone called Mr. Smith, 
a neighbor in Idaho, a story that seemed 
to promise some kind of violence, which 
Lynch broke off, unable to continue. 

It was a moment when words were re-
placed by insoluble mystery, and Lynch 
always treats this idea of mystery—so 
old- fashioned, so unphilosophical—
with careful affection. His early, aban-

doned project Ronnie Rocket had the 
subtitle “The Absurd Mystery of the 
Strange Forces of Existence,” which 
could basically summarize his filmog-
raphy. A film is a mystery, a part that is 
a clue to a permanently hidden whole. 
A film, said Lynch, “won’t tell the 
whole story, because there are so many 
clues and feelings in the world that it 
makes a mystery and a mystery means 
there’s a puzzle to be solved.” And so 
the excitement of his cinema is that it 
can create a feeling that’s exorbitantly 
incommensurate with its surface—like 
the irreparable desolation you feel at 
the final images of The Return. 

There’s something so touching in 
Cooper’s question about the year, as if 
he has simply made a miscalculation, 
and a new solution will soon emerge. 
Under the streetlights, Cooper was 
becoming his own audience, sweetly 
manic with rationality. For there 
you are, watching The Return, 
transformed into a circuit loop 
of allusion within the series, 
within Lynch’s other works, and 
within a vaster network of im-
ages and references. 

In Vertigo, Hitchcock’s 
movie of doubling and haunt-
ing, Kim Novak plays two parts, 
Madeleine and Judy, and both 
names recur in Twin Peaks, just 
as Otto Preminger’s Laura—
about a woman thought dead 
who returns—repeats itself in 
the name Laura Palmer. Or 
there’s the pattern of references 
that Dennis Lim noted in Lynch’s films 
to Duchamp’s voyeuristic masterpiece 
Étant donnés—where the viewer peers 
through a crack in a wooden door to 
see a splayed and naked woman. This 
pattern continues in The Return in the 
arranged pose of the corpse of Ruth 
Davenport, one of the series’ cen-
tral clues. Or there are the references 
to Beckett—the mouth of Not I that 
comes back as the disembodied mouth 
of Laura Palmer’s scream; and the bar-
ren tree of Godot that is now the Arm, 
and that was once a small model beside 
the bed in Eraserhead; and of course 
the structure of the entire series, which 
could have been called Waiting for 
Cooper. And Francis Bacon’s melted 
screaming popes; the fiction of Franz 
Kafka; Nabokov’s (and Kubrick’s) 
Lolita—for who else does Cooper 
see if not the ghost of Dolores Haze 
when Laura Palmer, a nymphet trans-
formed into a woman, opens her door 
to him after his road trip? Not to men-
tion Sunset Boulevard and B- movies 
like Detour and Carnival of Souls and 
shorter underground masterpieces like 
Maya Deren’s Meshes of the Afternoon 
or Bruce Conner’s Crossroads.

An anxiety consumes you as you 
watch The Return, a wildness of con-
nections—like some radio telescope 
scanning the universe for signals, or 
like Lynch’s self- portrait in The Re-
turn as FBI Director Gordon Cole, 
motionless, listening to the beeps and 
rustlings of the banked monitoring de-
vices around him. You begin to notice 
networks of names (Sonny Jim is the 
name of Dougie Jones’s son, and also 
the name of the sadistic night porter in 
The Elephant Man); or recurring mo-
tifs like telephone poles and electric py-
lons; or the resemblance of the yellow 
center line on Lynch’s highways to the 
yellow brick road of The Wizard of Oz 

(and also to the opening credits of Lost 
Highway and Detour, and that famous 
Robert Frank image of US 285 in New 
Mexico); or the Platters’ 1956 cover of 
“My Prayer,” used twice in The Return, 
with its desperate plea “to linger with 
you/At the end of the day in a dream 
that’s divine,” like Gordon Cole’s dream 
in which Monica Bellucci tells him, “We 
are like the dreamer who dreams, and 
then lives inside the dream. But who is 
the dreamer?”; or the ironies to which 
the word “home” is subjected: “You are 
here. Now there is no place to go but 
home,” Cooper is maliciously told when 
trapped in the Red Room, and yet he 
still says to Laura Palmer, after saving 
her from death, that he must take her 
home. But what possible home can this 
be? All of this is a grotesque variation 
on The Wizard of Oz’s refrain, “There’s 
no place like home.”

Stop! you want to cry to yourself. Be-
cause of course this mania is misplaced, 
or decentered—a symptom of Lynch’s 
movies’ seductive power. His aim isn’t 
the production of a single meaning. It’s 
at once grander and also simpler: world- 
creation (of course, therefore, The 
Wizard of Oz—a film about reality pro-
duction—is so often on repeat in Lynch’s 
cinema). Lynch investigates his land-
scapes and interiors so precisely—in-
cluding their acoustics and background 
hums—that other films begin to seem 
thin, as if nothing has changed since the 
backdrops of the 1930s. The cinematog-
rapher Frederick Elmes made a lovely 
observation about Blue Velvet: “The 
apartment was like a stage. David had 
imagined a space where certain things 
happen in very definite places in the 
room.” Lynch put it slightly differently: 
a set was a world. “No matter how weird 
something is, no matter how strange the 
world is that you’re making a film about, 
it’s got to be a certain way. . . .  Or it’s not 
that place anymore.”

And Lynch’s worlds always evade our 
explanations: their detail is the inexpli-
cable disguised as the unexplained. In 
them, you confront the bewildering, the 
excessive. In The Return, Lynch inserts 
small eddies (like the performances at 
the Road House of entire four- minute 
songs), moments with apparently no 
narrative strategy behind them: 

A boy runs into a diner, asking if 
anyone has seen Bing. 

A girl violently scratches a rash under 
her armpit during a conversation. 

A toddler shoots randomly from a 
car, which stops in the road. The car 
behind them, trapped, sounds its horn 
continually. The driver is a middle- 
aged woman, grotesquely frantic: “Her 
uncle is joining us. She hasn’t seen him 
in a very long while. We’re late. We’ve 
got miles to go. Please. We have to get 
home. She’s sick.” There seems to be no 
one there. Then we see a girl, supine, 

vomiting—her arms raised toward us 
like a somnambulist. 

This excessive mannerist detail 
isn’t a reality effect (the way Roland 
Barthes described the everyday details 
in Flaubert’s prose). It hints instead 
at a world’s frightening expansive-
ness, or even at a world’s slippage into 
other worlds entirely. Unreality effects! 
What Laura Dern once said of shooting 
with Lynch is also true of the viewer: 
“You’re not sure where you’re going or 
even where you’ve come from. You can 
only be in the moment.” All you can 
do is enter a world, and courageously 
move from image to image. 

3.
If I had to name one defining structure 
of Lynch’s cinema, it would be some-

thing as abstract as this idea of 
movement—of transition be-
tween two states, or selves, or 
substances, or worlds. His fa-
vorite motifs are things inhabit-
ing two states at once—plastics, 
dreams, electricity, radio, people, 
windows and walls, prosthetic 
limbs, telephone signals. The to-
pology of Lynch’s spaces is very 
specific and unnerving. Interiors 
and exteriors constantly reverse 
themselves, while interior states 
can be externalized and then 
be confused with an external 
reality—which is maybe why he 
loves to show tears and screams. 

In both, something violently interior 
reaches a bodily surface. 

In The Alphabet, his early short from 
the 1960s, letters coagulate and thicken 
and cause a girl on a bed to vomit. And 
in The Return, he intensifies a lavish 
attention paid to communication net-
works and their physical embodiments: 
intercoms, cell phones and text mes-
sages, laptops, hearing aids. His end-
ings since Lost Highway onward all 
delight in letting worlds that should be 
separate seep into each other—culmi-
nating in the absolute disorientation of 
The Return. (It is much more a sequel 
to the narrative displacements of In-
land Empire than a sequel to the soap 
opera plot of Twin Peaks.) It’s as if the 
substance from which reality is made in 
Lynch’s films is always reversible. Every 
element can change into its opposite—
a double, or a new reality. 

No one asserts with more unnerv-
ing authority a vision of such fragility. 
In his films, power of every kind is dis-
mantled. Watching The Return, I kept 
thinking about something James Bald-
win wrote in Nobody Knows My Name: 

The thing that most white people 
imagine that they can salvage from 
the storm of life is really, in sum, 
their innocence. . . .  I am afraid 
that most of the white people I 
have ever known impressed me as 
being in the grip of a weird nostal-
gia, dreaming of a vanished state of 
security and order, against which  
dream, unfailingly and uncon-
sciously, they tested and very often 
lost their lives. 

It’s one way, at least, of considering 
Cooper’s bewildered finale—his dream 
of order short-circuiting on a suburban 
street. 

But as soon as interpretation be-
comes this literary, I start to be wor-
ried. “There are things that can be said 

Kyle MacLachlan and Sheryl Lee in Twin Peaks: The Return
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with film that you can’t say with words,” 
Lynch once observed. “It’s just the 
beautiful language of cinema. And it 
has to do with time and juxtapositions 
and all the rules in painting.” Lynch is 
the filmmaker of surface, of texture. 
(“I don’t necessarily love rotting bod-
ies, but there’s a texture to a rotting 
body that is unbelievable.”) It’s useful 
to respond with a similarly abstract 
aesthetic detachment. “It is ugliness on 
one level,” he once said, “but I see it as 
textures and shapes, and fast areas and 
slow areas. . . .” His metaphysics all re-
sult from a practical investigation into 
cinema’s basic elements—the actor, the 
camera, the microphone, and, in par-
ticular, montage. 

Cinema is the medium of disconti-
nuity: the sound is separate from the 
image, and every image is separate 
from the others. That means its most 
exciting investigations often hover at 
the edges of what’s rational. Cinema 
can normalize anything. A progres-
sion can become a loop—like Cooper 
trying to escape from the Red Room. 
Or a voice can misalign with the per-
son speaking. Or a single actor can be-
come multiple people—so that when 
Cooper walks out of the Red Room to 
meet Diane, and they ask each other 
“Is it r eally you?,” the sadness is that 
they, and we, can never know. In Mul-

holland Dr., Lynch built the Club Si-
lencio to make this power literal: “No 
hay banda,” announced its MC to the 
audience, as an invisible band played. 
“There is no band. . . .  This is all a tape 
recording. No hay banda, and yet we 
hear a band.” For really the audience 
had entered the new reality of film. 

The uncanny, in the end, is a cinema 
effect. Lynch has a specific repertoire of 
camera moves, all of which reconfigure 
Hollywood film syntax and make it un-
nerving, based on what a character can 
see from a specific location. He likes 
tight close- ups, tunneling into holes 
or darkness, handheld point- of- view 
shots, movement that hovers around 
corners. He has taken the standard 
shot/reverse shot routine for conversa-
tions and made it terrifying, because in 
Lynch’s reversible multiverse a charac-
ter may not see the same person he or 
she saw a moment before (for me his 
most shocking image was in Lost High-
way, where Bill Pullman looks back at 
Patricia Arquette in bed, to discover 
that she now has Robert Blake’s geisha 
face); or the viewer and the viewed may 
turn out to be identical—like the mo-
ment in The Return’s finale when Laura 
Dern, sitting in a car parked in a motel 
forecourt, in another world entirely, 
sees herself standing in the forecourt,  
blankly returning her own gaze.  

Joey Arias at Jackie 60, 1997

The disposition of her arms 
Is a case of

Nothing ventured, nothing 
Gained. Her violet ear 

Makes sense if 
Something wicked is 

Being said. The angle 
Of her nose is a challenge, 

A crime against nature. Her 
Throat a fine line. Lover 

Where have you been?
Mistakes come back to her 

Like wrong notes, a clarinet 
Of echoes. You can take the boy 

Out of Dubuque . . . Nothing 
Like bourbon 

To make her sing 
A slow tune: downcast 

Eyes, hands swaying 
Just so. The catch 

In her voice like a rusty key 
Turned. A hundred 

Nights blurred together 
Like an ink blot 

Smeared—her long fall 
Of hair saying No no no.

  —Jane Yeh

A SHORT HISTORY OF STYLE

“Stamm sets up the psychological territory  
with such quiet precision that the reader  

succumbs at once… So thoughtfully  
put together, so gently and subtly observed

…it draws us towards this  
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—T H E  G U A R D I A N

“An ingenious and beautiful creation” 

— F I N A N C I A L  T I M E S

“A moving work  
about freedom and wanting.” 
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Man Booker International Prize  
nominee PETER STAMM explores  

what it means to be in the middle  
of nowhere, in mind and in body



November 9, 2017 9

See our e-books at 
press.princeton.edu

The Fate of Rome
Climate, Disease, and the End of an Empire
Kyle Harper

“ The Fate of Rome is a genuine milestone in the study 
of the Roman world—exciting, innovative, even 
revolutionary. Drawing on a wide range of scientific 
evidence, from ancient climate to DNA records, and 
skillfully merging it with more conventional historical 
sources, Kyle Harper firmly guides Roman history 
into the twenty-first century.” 
— Walter Scheidel, The Great Leveler: Violence and 

the History of Inequality from the Stone Age to 
the Twenty-First Century
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Protestants Abroad
How Missionaries Tried to Change the 
World but Changed America
David A. Hollinger

“ Writing with eloquence and confidence, Hollinger 
convincingly argues that the Protestant U.S. 
missionary experience had a surprisingly large and 
pervasive impact on American culture, politics, and 
society in the middle decades of the twentieth 
century. This is a much-needed book, with many 
masterful insights.” 
— Ian Tyrrell, author of Reforming the World: The 

Creation of America’s Moral Empire

Cloth  $35.00

Insomniac Dreams
Experiments with Time by  
Vladimir Nabokov
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“ Nabokov’s actual accounts of his dreams . . . are 
fantastic, and show in raw form the wit, facility, and 
inherent discipline of language easily recognizable 
as Nabokov’s handiwork. The author’s fans will be 
fascinated by the obsessions, fears, preoccupations, 
and minutiae revealed without filter or guard. . . .  
The note cards alone . . . will fortify Nabokov 
scholars for years to come.” 
—Publishers Weekly
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Good Fortune and the Myth of Meritocracy
Robert H. Frank

“ An earnest argument that all of us—even the rich—
would be better off recognizing how luck can lead 
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 “ A deep and stimulating book.” 
—Tyler Cowen, Marginal Revolution 

 “ Well reasoned, coherent, and compelling—Frank is 
one of the great writers of economics.” 
—Choice
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“ Rarely does one read something both so old and, 
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with their originality. The poems are immediately 
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—Thomas Lux
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The Burr Conspiracy
Uncovering the Story of an  
Early American Crisis
James E. Lewis Jr.

“ Lewis has produced a masterful and insightful 
account of the Burr Conspiracy that brilliantly 
redirects our focus from the events to the robust 
spin that participants and observers placed on 
the episodes from the beginning. By shifting from 
actions to interpretations, he offers the best take we 
are likely ever to have on the supposed conspiracy.” 
— Alan Taylor, author of American Revolutions:  
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Economics for the Common Good
Jean Tirole
Translated by Steven Rendall

“ Jean Tirole is that rare exception, a Nobel laureate 
who believes he has a social responsibility to talk 
clearly and responsibly about the topics on the 
minds of noneconomists. This is an exceptional 
book. It shows the value of careful economic 
thinking on topics from unemployment to global 
warming. Required reading for policymakers, but 
also for anybody else who wants to understand 
today’s economy.” 
— Olivier Blanchard, former Chief Economist of the 
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Radioactive Starlings
Poems
Myronn Hardy

“ Filled with ecstatic moments, the poems in 
Radioactive Starlings are supreme examples of lyric 
restraint as well as lush, colorful precision. This 
compelling collection makes a powerful case for 
claiming Hardy as one of our finest lyric poets.” 
— Khaled Mattawa, author of Tocqueville: Poems
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Speaking as a...
Jonathan Rauch

The Once and Future Liberal: 
After Identity Politics
by Mark Lilla. 
HarperCollins, 143 pp., $24.99

I owe my marriage to identity politics. 
In 1960, I was born into a world where 
openly homosexual Americans were 
legally banned from federal employ-
ment, informally banned from much 
private employment, terrorized on the 
streets, persecuted by police, pathol-
ogized by psychiatrists, reviled from 
the pulpit, and made to live a lie. Fifty 
years later, in 2010, I married a man. 
In order for me to stop being a crimi-
nal, a sinner, and mentally ill—and in 
order for same- sex marriage even to be 
conceivable—homosexuality first had 
to become an identity.

If you were asked to name twentieth- 
century America’s single most powerful 
force for social improvement, identity 
politics would be a good choice. Its suc-
cess in transforming American society 
for the better has been breathtaking. 
In that respect, now seems an odd mo-
ment to launch a polemic against iden-
tity politics, as Mark Lilla has done, 
and to ask American liberals to move 
on to “after” it.

A reckoning with the politics of iden-
tity, however, seems inevitable. For all 
their social triumphs, liberals are in 
the political wilderness. Over the eight 
years of Barack Obama’s presidency, 
Democrats lost, on net, more than one 
thousand elected offices, including 
thirteen Senate seats, sixty- nine House 
seats, twelve governorships, and more 
than nine hundred state legislature 
seats. Republicans dominate Congress 
and state governments, and Donald 
Trump is president. The left’s embrace 
of identity politics is receiving some 
of the blame. Steve Bannon, Trump’s 
arch- nationalist former chief strate-
gist, recently said of the Democrats 
(in an interview with The American 
Prospect, a liberal journal) that “the 
longer they talk about identity politics, 
I got ’em. I want them to talk about rac-
ism every day. If the left is focused on 
race and identity, and we go with eco-
nomic nationalism, we can crush the 
Democrats.”

Although Lilla, a self- described lib-
eral Democrat, may cringe to receive 
support from such a quarter, he thinks 
Bannon is basically right on this point. 
Lilla’s new book, The Once and Fu-
ture Liberal: After Identity Politics, is 
an expansion of a widely noticed New 
York Times opinion piece published 
shortly after the election. The book 
is very short, very sharp, and, at least 
on the left, very controversial. (A New 
York Times reviewer called it “trolling 
disguised as erudition.”) Nonetheless, 
progressives would make a mistake in 
waving aside its two core arguments, 
which are challenging and powerful.

“Identity politics” is a hard term to 
pin down, but a reasonable working 
definition would be: political mobili-
zation organized around group char-
acteristics such as race, gender, and 
sexuality, as opposed to party, ideol-
ogy, or pecuniary interest. In America, 
this sort of mobilization is not new, 
unusual, un- American, illegitimate, 
nefarious, or particularly left- wing. My 
parents’ and grandparents’ generations 

took it for granted. My mother used to 
reminisce about watching the St. Pat-
rick’s Day parade in New York with her 
schoolgirl friends in the 1940s. From 
a safe distance on the sidelines, they 
would adopt exaggerated brogues and 
sing a ditty whose lyric began: “O! the 
Irish are the bravest/When the Jews 
are not around!” 

Lilla, a historian and professor of 
humanities at Columbia University, ac-
knowledges that identity- based social 
movements “have made this country 
a more tolerant, more just, and more 
inclusive place than it was fifty years 
ago.” His complaint is with two aspects 
of the way many left- of- center activ-
ists and intellectuals practice identity 
politics today. First, he argues, they de-
fine identity in a way that drives away 
support. Second, too often they don’t 
 really do politics at all. 

As Lilla tells the story, progressive 
social reformers, battered by the con-
servative counterrevolutions of Ronald 
Reagan and Newt Gingrich and dis-
appointed by the cautious centrism of 
Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, grew 
discouraged with electoral politics and 
turned to the courts and regulatory 
agencies to bring about social change. 
They won battles there, but as they 
came to rely more on lawyers and bu-
reaucrats and less on political organiz-
ing, they lost touch with the blue- collar 
workers and white populists of their 
original New Deal base.

Meanwhile the New Left, with its 
sharper- edged style and more radical 
ideology, fixed upon universities as 
platforms for activism. As early as 1962, 

Students for a Democratic Society, in 
its landmark Port Huron statement, 
criticized unions as too “quiescent” 
and civil rights groups as “too poor and 
socially slighted” to carry forward a 
radical agenda. Instead, the statement 
identified the university as a “perma-
nent position of social influence” and 
a place where “an alliance of students 
and faculty. . . must wrest control of 
the educational process from the ad-
ministrative bureaucracy” and “con-
sciously build a base for their assault 
upon the loci of power.” Over time, the 
left won the battle for the soul of the 
university—but again, at a cost, Lilla 
argues: entrenched behind ivy- covered 
walls, “the retreating New Left turned 
the university into a pseudo- political 
theater for the staging of operas and 
melodramas.” 

Lilla’s brisk account leaves out a lot 
of nuance, but the endpoint is right: 
liberals lost their common touch. What 
had been a problem became a crisis 
in 2016, when Republicans command-
ingly added working- class whites to 
their coalition. According to tabula-
tions by the Pew Research Center, 
Trump won whites by almost exactly 
the same margin as Mitt Romney won 
them in 2012. He did about as well 
among women as Romney did, and he 
improved among men, but only by five 
percentage points. In other words, not 
much changed in the racial and gender 
composition of the vote. What won the 
election for Trump was an earthquake 
among voters without four- year college 
degrees: a twelve- point net increase 
in the Republicans’ margin among 
all non- college- educated voters com-
pared with 2012, and an increase of fif-

teen points, no less, in the Republican 
margin among non- college- educated 
whites. “Trump’s [thirty- nine- point] 
margin among whites without a col-
lege degree is the largest among any 
candidate in exit polls since 1980,” Pew 
reported.

Many liberals hope to win blue- 
collar and middle- class support with 
jobs programs and skills training and 
health insurance and child care. They 
argue that there is no need to downplay 
the concerns of minorities in order to 
appeal to whites without college de-
grees. Lilla’s rejoinder is bold: today’s 
version of identity politics is framed in 
a way that inherently restricts its appeal 
and marginalizes its influence. Adding 
more programs and policies to the doz-
ens, even hundreds, proffered in 2016 
by Hillary Clinton may be good policy, 
but it cannot by itself repair the Dem-
ocratic Party’s shattered credibility 
among working- class whites.

Politics in America is about story-
telling more than policy, and the narra-
tives that tend to be the most politically 
attractive—Roosevelt’s Four Free-
doms, for instance—tell stories about 
making Americans better off individu-
ally and nationally. The benefits of the 
New Deal may not have been extended 
equally to all Americans, but the lib-
eral rhetoric of that period spoke of 
the national good and the need to build 
broad electoral coalitions. In their 
campus redoubts, Lilla argues, liberals 
forgot how to talk that talk. They began 
to conceive of and practice politics not 
as a common struggle for national im-
provement but as a diverse set of quite 
distinct struggles against specific forms 
of oppression. 

Writing last year for a Nation maga-
zine symposium on identity politics, 
Walter Benn Michaels remarked, “The 
defensible heart of identity politics is 
its commitment to opposing forms of 
discrimination like racism, sexism, 
and homophobia.” Discrimination is of 
course a good thing to be against; but 
what is identity politics for? Programs 
and policies like affirmative action and 
equal pay and police reform and hu-
mane immigration rules, yes; but what 
it hasn’t yet arrived at, Lilla argues, “is 
an image of what our shared way of life 
might be.” 

Here, I think, Lilla has a point. On 
campuses especially, today identity 
groups are more often invoked to divide 
people from one another than to unite 
them around a shared cause. When I 
give talks on college campuses about 
free speech, the question students most 
commonly ask is how to cope with the 
“check your privilege” mic drop: the 
claim that color or class or some other 
personal characteristic disqualifies 
them from discourse. Behind this claim 
is the belief that viewpoints judged of-
fensive or intolerant shouldn’t even be 
heard. In a statement published this 
past spring, students at Middlebury 
College argued that they “mustn’t be 
required to ‘hear both sides’ when one 
side seeks to undermine the core values 
of a free, democratic society.” 

Shutting down conversation across 
lines of color or gender or class builds 
moats, not bridges. “Over the past  

Mark Lilla, New York City, October 2011; photograph by Dominique Nabokov
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decade,” Lilla writes, “a new, and very 
revealing, locution has drifted from 
our universities into the media main-
stream: Speaking as an X. . .” That for-
mulation, he cautions, is not “anodyne.” 
On campus, “it sets up a wall against 
questions, which by definition come 
from a non- X perspective.” By con-
stantly reminding ourselves and others 
of the constraints of our viewpoints, 
we are, in a sense, constantly declaring 
our inability to empathize with any-
one outside of them. “I am not a black 
male motorist and never will be,” Lilla 
writes. “All the more reason, then, that 
I need some way to identify with one  
if I am going to be affected by his expe-
rience. And citizenship is the only thing 
I know we share. The more the differ-
ences between us are emphasized, the 
less likely I will be to feel outrage at his 
mistreatment.” 

Mainstream liberals, including Hil-
lary Clinton, have expended no little 
effort searching for a persuasive story 
about national betterment. If Lilla is 
right, however, no amount of effort will 
suffice until liberals remove the iden-
titarian blinders that impede their vi-
sion. Similarly, progressives can offer 
job training and day care and health 
insurance, but until they frame their 
calls for minority rights and social jus-
tice within a story of common uplift, 
they will fail to fire moral imaginations 
in ways that consistently win elections. 
That failure is costly not only politically 
but also substantively, for if ever there 
were a time when progressives had rea-
son to make common cause with less- 
educated white men, that time is now. 

Women have entered the workforce 
in large numbers since the 1970s, but 
for reasons that are unclear, working- 
class men have exhibited a very dif-
ferent trend: they have dropped out of 
the labor market in unprecedented and 
alarming numbers. In the 1970s, 90 per-
cent or more of men aged twenty- five to 
sixty- four were working, regardless of 
their education level. In 2011, 90 per-
cent of men with college diplomas were 
still working—but almost a quarter of 
men with only high school diplomas 
had dropped out of the workforce, as 
had a third of men without high school 
diplomas. That may be partly because 
wages for less- skilled men plummeted: 
the inflation- adjusted earnings of men 
with only high school degrees fell by 
about a fourth, and men who didn’t fin-
ish high school fared even worse. Edu-
cation is today’s great divide between 
haves and have- nots, and it is widening 
rapidly.

That is not to say that women and 
black Americans don’t still fare worse 
economically than men and whites, 
on average. The median income of 
black Americans in 2016 was 40 per-
cent lower than whites’, and less than 
half of Asians’. But liberals’ preoccu-
pation with the historically marginal-
ized has desensitized too many of them 
to the plight of many of the currently 
marginalized. 

Lilla’s second complaint is his deep-
est and strongest, I think. The biggest 
problem for movement liberalism, he 
believes, is not that it has embraced 
identity but that it has eschewed poli-
tics. The political machines of yore 
in New York City (Irish), Providence 
and New Haven (Italian), the District 
of Columbia (African- American), and 
others like them were steeped in iden-

tity politics and did not shrink from 
ethnic favoritism. Lilla’s critics are 
right to point out that identity politics is 
something whites have practiced since 
the dawn of the republic, invariably to 
their own advantage.

Lilla responds by making a distinc-
tion. The identity politics of urban ma-
chines and ethnic blocs was concerned 
with competition for influence in poli-
tics. It was about power. In Lilla’s view, 
liberal intellectuals and activists, as 
they retreated to universities, lost touch 
with power politics. They decided, he 
writes, “that if you want to be a po-
litical person you should begin, not by 
joining a party, but by searching for a 
movement that has some deep political 

meaning for you.” As the 1970s flowed 
into the 1980s and beyond,

movement politics began to be 
seen by many liberals as an alter-
native rather than a supplement to 
institutional politics, and by some 
as being more legitimate. That’s 
when what we now call the social 
justice warrior was born, a social 
type with quixotic features whose 
self- image depends on being un-
stained by compromise and above 
trafficking in mere interests. 

In Lilla’s view, the most serious dam-
age done during this period was not 
to liberals’ conception of justice but to 
their conception of politics. “The six-
ties generation,” he writes, “passed on 
to students a particular conception of 
what politics is, based on its own idio-
syncratic historical experience” (his 
italics). Instead of preparing students 
to concentrate on winning elections and 
governing, the academic left “trained 
students to be spelunkers of their per-
sonal identities and left them incurious 
about the world outside their heads.” 

Conservatives, in contrast, made 
a priority of taking over the Republi-
can Party. An example that Lilla does 
not use, but might have, is the differ-
ence between Occupy Wall Street, an 
ephemeral protest movement that cap-
tured headlines but had no decisive ef-
fect on electoral politics, and the Tea 
Party, which held its share of rallies 
but also concentrated, very effectively, 
on challenging Republican moderates 
in primaries and establishing an influ-
ential presence (the Freedom Caucus) 
in Congress. Or consider an example 
Lilla does use, Black Lives Matter. Its 
cause—fairer policing and an end to 

police brutality toward black Ameri-
cans—is morally unimpeachable and 
by rights should be widely appealing, 
but the movement’s accusatory rhetoric 
alienates moderates who are sympa-
thetic to cops as well as to the victims 
of police brutality. 

“We need no more marchers,” Lilla 
concludes. “We need more mayors.” 
The only way, he argues, that liber-
als can effectively improve the situa-
tion of marginalized groups—whether 
by passing criminal justice reform or 
preserving voting rights or welcom-
ing immigrants—is to gain political 
representation. The obvious rejoinder, 
not missed by Lilla’s critics, is that the 
left needs more marchers and more 

mayors. Lilla, however, wants to force 
the issue. He wants movement liber-
als to rebalance their priorities, and 
he believes their conception of politics 
prevents them from doing that. “The 
paradox of identity liberalism is that it 
paralyzes the capacity to think and act 
in a way that would actually accomplish 
the things it professes to want.” 

The argument here is, again, bold: 
that the outward- looking, compromise- 
seeking perspective that brokers mul-
tifaction deals in Congress and swings 
crucial congressional districts in the 
Midwest and South is incompatible with 
the kind of thinking behind much of 
the current discourse over race, class, 
gender, and sexuality on the left. Liber-
als won’t win suburban swing voters by 
seeming anti- cop, and (here is the nub 
of Lilla’s argument) they must choose. 
Movement liberals’ way of thinking, he 
argues, is more sacramental than politi-
cal. He concludes: “Identity liberalism 
has ceased being a political project and 
has morphed into an evangelical one. 
The difference is this: evangelism is 
about speaking truth to power. Politics is 
about seizing power to defend the truth.” 

What to make of this audacious cri-
tique? As a generalization about all of 
liberalism, or even about all of iden-
tity liberalism, it fails. The dominant 
figures in the Democratic Party, from 
Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer and 
Tom Perez on down, think intensely 
about how to win swing districts. The 
party’s presidential nominees for four 
decades, from Jimmy Carter to Hillary 
Clinton, have been consensus- seeking 
pragmatists. Liberal interest groups 
like the Human Rights Campaign and 
EMILY’s List count votes for a living, 

Black Lives Matter supporters at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade,  
New York City, November 2014
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and do it shrewdly. Barack Obama, 
well aware of the dangers of sectari-
anism, devoted his acceptance speech 
at the 2012 Democratic convention to 
the theme of citizenship, sounding ex-
actly the way Lilla wants liberals to 
sound. The most galvanizing voice in 
the Democratic Party today, Senator 
Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts, 
talks about corporations and monopo-
lies and economic fairness in ways that 
would quicken the heart of any New 
Dealer. Even Bernie Sanders, an ideo-
logue and outsider, has a populist mes-
sage, not an identitarian one.

Still, Lilla is onto something, in two 
respects. First, he is right that over the 
past half- century progressive priorities 
drifted too far from power politics, with 
too little investment by activists and in-
tellectuals in the sort of organizing and 
messaging that swings state legislatures 
and influences congressional redistrict-
ing. Obama, let it be said, also deserves 
a goodly portion of blame: by building 
his campaigns largely outside the Demo-
cratic Party organization and neglecting 
party- building as president, he weak-
ened the party’s institutional capacity 
and denuded its bench. A stronger party 
organization probably could have pulled 
Hillary Clinton across the finish line. 

Second, Lilla is correct to regard 
the academic wing of progressivism 
as neurotic and out of touch, and con-
sequentially so. He is a creature of 
the academy and perhaps exaggerates 
its influence. Still, his claim that uni-
versities encourage students to think 
dogmatically and naively about social 
reform—thus handicapping them when 
they move out of school and into poli-
tics—seems plausible. 

The academic left has also power-
fully shaped the way the culture per-
ceives liberalism. Headlines about 
censorious students and radical profes-
sors suggest to millions of centrist and 
conservative Americans that liberalism 
is hostile to their values and perhaps to 
their liberty. Most liberals who read the 
newspapers acknowledge that backlash 
against political correctness had an im-
portant part in propelling Trump from 
preposterous to president. Something 
Lilla implies, without quite saying, is 
probably true: to regain relevance and 
credibility the Democratic Party will 
have to reform, repudiate, or at least 
distance itself from its campus wing.

From the perspective of today’s left, 
our previous two Democratic presi-
dents had checkered records. In the 
early 1990s, Bill Clinton promised to 
“end welfare as we know it” and placed 
crime fighting at the center of his domes-
tic policy, and the Democratic Leader-
ship Council (which he chaired in 1990 
and 1991) repudiated minimum- wage 
increases in favor of tax credits for low- 
wage workers. Obama marginalized 
the identitarian left: he promised to 
transcend party and ideology by find-
ing and implementing the best ideas of 
both sides. But critics of Clinton’s crime 
policies and Obama’s health care com-
promises should not forget that Clinton 
delivered not only the presidency but 
also income gains for lower- income 
and middle- class Americans (median 
income rose 17 percent under Clinton, 
the fastest rate since the 1960s, and in-
come in the bottom quintile rose even 
more), and Obama delivered not only 
the presidency but also health coverage 
to twenty million additional people. 

Liberals surely made more gains 
under Obama than they will under 
Trump, or for that matter than they 
would have under President Romney. 
Lilla is asking them to change their 
strategy and rhetoric, yes; but more im-
portantly, he also wants them to change 
their style of thinking. He wants them 
to integrate practical politics into their 
conception of social justice, rather than 
treating politics as a distraction or an 
afterthought. 

To a remarkable degree, in just the 
brief time between the November 2016 
publication of Lilla’s New York Times 
article and the August 2017 publica-
tion of his book, progressives have re-
engaged with practical politics. For the 
left, Trump’s election was a wakeup 
call. Liberals have responded as never 
before in my adult lifetime: not just 
with rallies (though there have been 
big ones), but with organizing. After 
the election, when EMILY’s List put out 
a call for pro- choice women to run for 
office, an astonishing 17,000 women re-
sponded. As of August 2017, Indivisible, 
a progressive startup that did not even 
exist in 2016, boasted more than 6,100 
local affiliates, an average of fourteen 
in every congressional district. Equally 
impressive, it was organizing in deep- 
red areas, not just in comfortably blue 
ones. I could cite many more examples.

When I asked Ezra Levin, an Indi-
visible cofounder still in his early thir-
ties, what accounted for the explosion 
of local activism, he said: “This has 
spread not because it’s easy but be-
cause it’s hard. I’m absolutely amazed 
by the leadership being demonstrated 

by these groups, and what they’re 
building, and how dedicated they are. 
And they’re motivated by all the right 
reasons. They want to take control of 
their country on their home turf and be 
good citizens.”

Though diverse in their aims and 
strategies, and in many cases quite 
ideological, progressivism’s emerging 
organizers have in common their im-
plicit recognition that principles count 
for little if you can’t win an election. 
That is good news for the likes of Mark 
Lilla. It is also good news for conser-
vatives, or at least for conservatism. 
Although I am not a progressive, I’m 
thrilled to see the left reengage with 
workaday politics. The left’s impotence 
has cleared the way for some of the 
worst people in America to take over 
the Republican Party and vandalize 
the conservative movement. In safe Re-
publican districts and states across the 
country, liberals cannot compete, and 
so they effectively cede the election to 
any right- wing extremist who manages 
to win a Republican primary. The best 
hope of restoring sanity to the right is 
by restoring competitiveness to the left.

Critics who charge Lilla with analyti-
cal imprecision, programmatic thin-
ness, or overgeneralizing are not wrong, 
but his book is by design a polemic, not 
a sociological study or a comprehensive 
history or a policy brief. Its slap- in- the- 
face approach should be judged by the 
standards of, say, a behavioral interven-
tion rather than academic scholarship. 
By that measure, Lilla could not have 
chosen a better moment or a more use-
fully provocative message. Thankfully, 
the fever he diagnoses may  already be 
breaking. 
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Toscanini: Musician of Conscience
by Harvey Sachs. 
Liveright, 923 pp., $39.95

Biographers are understandably 
tempted by the idea of revisiting their 
subjects. In the years after a life story is 
completed, doors open and new details, 
clarifications, and documents become 
available. Myths are dispelled and mys-
teries solved—or deepened. As time 
and reflection leave their marks, we 
feel there may be something else to say. 

When Harvey Sachs’s Toscanini was 
published in 1978, it was greeted as the 
most serious portrait of the conductor 
that had yet appeared, a judgment that 
has largely remained unchallenged. But 
an enormous amount of material about 
Toscanini has come to light in the past 
four decades, including roughly 1,500 
personal letters as well as numerous 
tape recordings of him in private con-
versation with friends and relatives. 
Previously underexamined archives 
at La Scala, the Metropolitan Opera, 
and the New York Philharmonic—
places where he reformed musical stan-
dards—have been opened to Sachs, as 
have the papers of the Mussolini gov-
ernment in Fascist Italy, which recog-
nized the conductor as an implacable 
enemy early on and kept voluminous 
notes on him. “In short,” Sachs writes 
in his preface to Toscanini: Musician of 
Conscience, 

this book is a completely new bi-
ography, not a revision or an ex-
panded version of the earlier book. 
Apart from quotations from other 
sources, I don’t believe that a sin-
gle entire sentence from the old 
book is to be found in this one. I 
have examined new sources, re-
examined old ones, and produced 
what I hope is a close-to-definitive 
account of a long life filled with 
artistic, personal, and political 
drama. . . .

Toscanini’s was a ninety-year 
life that began before the invention 
of the phonograph and the incan-
descent light bulb and ended at the 
dawn of the space age; an eighty-
year musical immersion that began 
before Wagner and Verdi had writ-
ten their final masterpieces and 
that ended in the era of Boulez and 
Stockhausen; a sixty-eight-year 
career, carried out in twenty Euro-
pean, North and South American, 
and Middle Eastern countries; and 
a private existence that was torn 
between love of family and erotic 
restlessness. 

Sachs’s lifelong studies (his fascina-
tion with the conductor dates from 
his teens and he is now in his seven-
ties) have paid off in his gigantic and 
extraordinary new book. Indeed, I 
cannot think of another biography of 
a classical musician to which it can be 
compared: in its breadth, scope, and 
encyclopedic command of factual de-
tail it reminds me of nothing so much 
as Robert A. Caro’s The Power Broker. 
I once described Caro’s book jokingly 
as “1,366 pages about the man who built 
the Cross-Bronx Expressway” (among 
the book’s multiplicity of tales about 
Robert Moses, the sixty-some pages 

devoted to that unfortunate construc-
tion stand out in their horrible fascina-
tion). But The Power Broker attracted 
a passionate group of readers who never 
suspected that they were interested in 
city planning, public transportation, 
New York politics, or the development 
of Long Island until Caro transformed 
these subjects into something epic and 
thrilling. 

Those who read Toscanini: Musi-
cian of Conscience will be rewarded in 
much the same way, with stories about 
everything from the history of Italy and 
the rise and fall of fascism to sexual 
experiences and backstage opera gos-
sip from one hundred years ago. But 
a master narrator is required to make 
them come to life, and that is what 
Sachs has now proven himself to be. 
For example, here is his description of 
Toscanini’s first home in New York, a 
famous building that still stands today: 

He was housed, at his own expense, 
in a suite in the four-year-old 
Beaux Arts–style Ansonia, one 
of the newest and most luxurious 
residential hotels in the world, lo-
cated on Broadway between West 
Seventy-Third and West Seventy-
Fourth Streets in what was then a 
relatively quiet section of town. It 
contained tearooms, restaurants, 
a ballroom, Turkish baths, and a 
lobby fountain with live seals. Each 
apartment was high-ceilinged and 
elegantly turned out, with bay win-
dows that provided grand views 
either along Broadway or across 
the Hudson River. There were sev-
eral bedrooms, a parlor, a library, 

and a dining room in every suite 
and each of the eighteen-story 
building’s residential floors had a 
central kitchen with connecting 
“serving kitchens”: the residents’ 
personal cooks could use the cen-
tral kitchen and then serve meals 
in their bosses’ own apartments. 

A page later he writes of Toscanini’s 
first rehearsal at the Met in 1908:

The players had heard stories 
about Toscanini’s memory, but 
there was general astonishment 
when he began to rehearse Wag-
ner’s gigantic work [the four-hour 
Götterdämmerung] in detail with-
out consulting the score. And the 
astonishment grew as the new con-
ductor began to hear and correct 
errors in the musicians’ printed 
parts that well-known German 
conductors had never detected. 
Still more impressive was the way 
in which he immersed his co-
workers in the very substance of 
the music; at one point, the orches-
tra spontaneously broke into ap-
plause, bravos and a fanfare.  

Sachs seems to know everything 
about his subject and his times, and 
there are marvelous, learned asides 
such as “Nietzsche, who had been liv-
ing in Turin, would almost certainly 
have heard Toscanini conduct Carmen 
there in the spring of 1889 had he not 
lost his sanity and collapsed on the 
city’s streets the previous January.” 
And there is never any doubt that he 
has chased his stories as far as they will 
lead. “The [1906–1907 La Scala] sea-
son was to have closed with the local 

premiere of Massenet’s recent Le Jon-
gleur de Notre-Dame; when this proj-
ect fell through, for reasons no longer 
known, a remounting of Cavalleria 
Rusticana was scheduled in its stead.” 
“For reasons no longer known”—we 
can be sure that Sachs has looked for 
them. 

Toscanini had been the first cellist 
of a traveling Italian opera company 
in 1886; when the group’s conductor 
suddenly quit, the nineteen-year-old 
was asked to take over Aida in Rio de 
Janeiro. He saved the tour: over the 
next six weeks, he led twenty-six per-
formances of twelve operas, all of them 
from memory. He returned to Italy, 
and to the cello, for the world premiere 
of Verdi’s Otello in 1887. In 1896, he 
conducted the first performance of 
Puccini’s La Bohème (he would live to 
record the work fifty years later) and 
then became the principal conductor 
at La Scala, Italy’s leading opera house 
then as now, where the aesthetic that 
would guide him for the rest of his life 
took hold. Sachs sets the scene: 

In Toscanini’s youth, opera was 
hugely popular in Italy: in the 
northern half of the country and in 
many parts of the south virtually 
every town big enough to have a 
weekly farmers’ market also had a 
theater. But quality was uneven, to 
put the matter mildly, and notwith-
standing the battles that Verdi and 
some of his contemporaries had 
waged to make opera a convinc-
ing combination of music, poetry 
and drama, the form remained, for 
the general public, essentially an 
arena for the display of vocal tech-
nique. Singers told the conductor 
how they wanted their arias done, 
although they might change their 
interpretations from one perfor-
mance to another, and the orches-
tra was rehearsed just enough to 
ensure that the musicians would 
stay more or less together and play 
in the same key, since transposi-
tions were frequent. 

And so the young conductor banned 
virtually all encores, ensuring more 
unified performances but depriving 
star singers of additional moments to 
shine. (He was once challenged to a 
duel for his trouble.) He insisted that 
the musicians who played in the re-
hearsals be the same ones who played 
the actual performances, and they 
were paid accordingly. “Toscanini de-
cided that the status quo was not good 
enough,” Sachs writes. 

The more experience he gained, 
the less willing he was to accept 
complacency. He could rehearse 
patiently for hours if he sensed 
that his musicians and singers were 
working at maximum capacity, 
but if he suspected otherwise he 
would become a fury, breaking ba-
tons, screaming obscenities, tear-
ing up scores, knocking over his 
music stand, and hurling insults at 
the offenders. Singers sometimes 
emerged from his coaching ses-
sions in tears, and orchestra play-

The Perfectionist
Tim Page

Arturo Toscanini conducting his last concert with the NBC Symphony Orchestra,  
April 1954
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ers left rehearsals wrung out from 
tension and exhaustion. 

Yet no one could convincingly 
accuse him of carrying on as he 
did purely out of self-interest or 
vanity. Here was a conductor who 
did not make exaggerated gestures 
to impress the public, who seemed 
to want to run away from applause, 
who spent his days in coaching 
sessions, staging rehearsals, cho-
rus rehearsals, orchestra rehears-
als, and ensemble rehearsals, and 
who stayed up nights absorbing 
new scores or trying to penetrate 
deeper into old ones. Many people 
resented, even detested, this su-
perdemanding young conductor, 
but others realized that the tension 

and exhaustion of the struggle to 
achieve an artistic goal were far 
better than the anesthetizing bore-
dom of mediocrity.

Most of the repertory Toscanini 
conducted was then new, and Sachs 
explores the works of the “verismo” 
composers who dominated the Italian 
opera houses of the time and whose 
works are still popular today. He re-
members that Ruggero Leoncavallo, 
best known for his Pagliacci, wrote his 
own La Bohème, too—and he has even 
listened to it. He speaks knowingly of 
the obscure operas Mascagni wrote 
after Cavalleria Rusticana and of the 
music of Umberto Giordano, Fran-
cesco Cilea, Ermanno Wolf-Ferrari, 
and Toscanini’s beloved mentor, the 
short-lived Alfredo Catalani, who is re-
membered now mostly for a single rapt 
aria, “Ebben! Ne andrò lontana,” from 
his opera La Wally. 

But Toscanini also looked to the past 
for works that might be revived, thereby 
helping to establish the present- day rep-
ertory. “Turn-of-the-twentieth-century 
audiences at major Italian theaters like 
the Regio [in Turin] and La Scala con-
sidered themselves too sophisticated 
for mid-nineteenth-century Verdi stan-
dards like Rigoletto, Il Trovatore, and 
La Traviata,” Sachs explains. “Tunes 
from the old ‘stock operas’ were played 
by street-corner hurdy-gurdy grinders, 
sung by drunks in taverns, and mim-
icked in vaudeville acts; catchphrases 
from their stilted libretti were used 
jokingly in everyday conversation; and 
forty or fifty years before the Marx 
Brothers wreaked havoc on Il Trova-
tore in A Night at the Opera (1935), the 
work was already an object of satire in 
Italy.” As the conductor Tullio Sera-
fin put it: “When Toscanini decided to 
bring Trovatore back to La Scala, where 

it hadn’t been done for some time, the 
great concern was to make sure that the 
audience didn’t laugh.” 

Unlike many artists and musicians, 
Toscanini met the grave political chal-
lenges of his day bravely and head-on. 
He refused to conduct the Fascist an-
them “Giovinezza” at a concert in Bo-
logna in 1931, after which he was beaten 
by some of Mussolini’s thugs and tem-
porarily deprived of his passport. He 
left Italy in 1938 and did not return 
until after World War II. Although he 
had been the first non-German to con-
duct at the Bayreuth Festival, he broke 
off all relations with Richard Wagner’s 
temple of self-worship in 1933 to pro-
test its coziness with the Hitler regime, 
and he never conducted again at the 
Salzburg Festival after Germany an-
nexed Austria in 1938. 

Toscanini was civil to most of his 
fellow conductors, even when he did 
not approve of their methods of mak-
ing music. One notable exception was 
Leopold Stokowski, whom he consid-
ered a “great charlatan” (one senses 
that Sachs, too, disapproves). He was 
generous with younger musicians, in-
cluding Guido Cantelli, Carlo Maria 
Giulini, and Leonard Bernstein, the 
last of whom once had the temerity to 
suggest that there were irreconcilable 
tempo differences between Toscanini’s 
live and recorded versions of Berlioz’s 
Roméo et Juliette. The older conductor 
thought about the question, listened 
to the performances again, and then 
agreed with Bernstein, sending him a 
charming note.*

In the United States, Toscanini was 
best known for his performances of 
symphonic music: indeed, he never 
conducted a staged performance of any 
opera here after he left the Met in 1915. 
In 1934, some nine million people—
over 7 percent of all American men, 
women, and children—tuned in to his 
New York Philharmonic concerts on 
Saturday nights. After his eight-year 
tenure with the Philharmonic ended in 
1936, he was invited to present concerts 
on the radio with the newly formed 
NBC Symphony Orchestra, and these 
are the source of most of his familiar 
recordings. 

And then, in 1948, he began a series 
of live TV concerts, where he suffered 
from the heat and blinding brightness 
of the floodlights (some of the players 
wore dark glasses). It was a time when 
only one in ten Americans had even 
seen a television set, but the telecasts 
gave a sense of new possibilities to the 
medium, and they have been easily 
available for home viewing since the 
early 1990s. They are both invigorat-
ing and—for anybody who has ever 
played or sung under any conduc-
tor—more than a little discomforting. 
After a brusque, awkward acknowledg-
ment of the applause, Toscanini sets to 
work, fiercely attentive. His eyes roam 
over the musicians incessantly, and are 

quick to flash disapproval if anything 
goes awry. The most subtle signal to 
slow down or play more quietly is re-
flexively obeyed. We feel his firm con-
trol sixty years after his death. 

Toscanini has been portrayed as a 
strict Puritan, ferocious in his fidelity 
to the score. The word most often used 
to describe his philosophy of conduct-
ing is “literalist”—yet what literalist 
would invariably summon the entire 
cello section of any orchestra he con-
ducted to expand the great solo pas-
sage that opens Rossini’s William Tell 
Overture? There was also a legend that 
he conducted everything briskly, yet as 
Sachs observes, much of his only re-
corded performance of Mozart’s Die 
Zauberflöte might almost be described 
as contemplative, and his Parsifal at 
Bayreuth was one of the slowest in the 
festival’s history. 

Yet it is true that he was infuriated 
by indulgences that were not carefully 
considered—whether that meant a 
tenor holding a high note longer than 
requested or a string section slipping 
and sliding from one note to another. 
He demanded that scores, whether or 
not they were always obeyed in every 
detail, at least be taken seriously and 
that all their elements be played as part 
of a larger whole. Toscanini only heard 
Maria Callas sing at the beginning of 
her career and was not especially im-
pressed. Still, he would have applauded 
her didactic response to a hapless stu-
dent who made a hash of a passage 
from Il Trovatore and defended her 
transgression by explaining that the 
passage was a “cry of despair.” “It’s not 

a cry of despair,” came the withering 
reply. “It’s a B-flat.” 

Sachs is a passionate advocate of Tos-
canini’s interpretative philosophy, as  
one would expect. His criticisms are 
mostly gentle, but they are perceptive. 
He rightly acknowledges that Tosca-
nini’s recording of La Traviata is gen-
erally too fast, that the casting of some 
others among his complete operas is 
curious and sometimes unsatisfying, 
that the acoustics in NBC’s Studio 8H 
are dry and unforgiving (the orchestra’s 
move to Carnegie Hall helped matters 
enormously), and even that one of his 
Beethoven recordings has a “break-
neck” tempo. (He makes no comment 
on the Haydn “Surprise” Symphony, in 
which the third movement is so abrupt 
and clattering as to be almost comical.) 

Some of us will always prefer our 
Beethoven, Schubert, and Brahms con-
ducted in a more spacious and leisurely 
manner, imbued with what the Ger-
mans call Innigkeit (inwardness), than 
was Toscanini’s norm. So be it: one of 
the great merits in Sachs’s criticism 
is its lack of dogmatic insistence. He 
is not here to win old arguments, but 
rather to state his considered thoughts, 
generously and thoroughly, and let the 
reader take it from there.  

“Whatever you may think about 
Toscanini’s interpretation of a spe-
cific work,” the Cleveland Orchestra’s 
George Szell once observed, “that he 
changed the whole concept of conduct-
ing and that he rectified many, many 
arbitrary procedures of a generation of 
conductors before him, is now authen-
tic history.” This is certain, and never 
before has that history been told so 
well.  

*It should be remembered that Tosca-
nini was one of Berlioz’s great champi-
ons, at a time when the composer was 
known almost exclusively for one piece, 
the Symphonie Fantastique. In fact, 
Tos canini never performed it in full, 
though he left meticulously controlled 
but deeply passionate performances of 
Roméo and Harold in Italy. One can 
only imagine what he would have done 
with Les Troyens.
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At first it was just a thin white line, 
seemingly painted far out onto the 
eastern horizon between the sky and 
the sea. But then the line steadily thick-
ened and raced closer and closer to 
shore, until all too swiftly it was trans-
lated into the onrushing tsunami of 
March 11, 2011. The contorted coastal 
topography of this part of the Tohoku 
coast of northeastern Japan divided it 
into filigrees that licked lethally—as 
many as seven times, some said—into 
and out of the fjords, at the head of one 
of which stood the small town of Mina-
misanriku. The succession of gigantic 
torrents of Pacific Ocean water utterly 
wrecked the community’s heart, killed 
hundreds, and all but erased it from the 
map.

But this town, like many others 
nearby, is now being energetically 
rebuilt, and the best way to view its 
reconstruction is from the sea that de-
stroyed it. So I went a mile or so out 
into the bay with a cheery local fisher-
man named Yoshiki Takahashi. Once 
we were bouncing gently on the waves 
above his oyster beds he pointed back 
at the immense construction site that 
has temporarily replaced the town in 
which he grew up. 

Dominating the scene, as though 
painted onto the western horizon be-
tween the mountains and the sea, was 
a thin white line again, a reflected 
memory of that devastating wave of six 
years before. But while that line of 2011 
had been made of water pregnant with 
destructive power, this line of 2017 is 
made of enormous concrete hexagons, 
heavy with boulders and cemented tons 
of riprap. It is the shiny new municipal 
seawall, sloping up to forty feet high, 
which the town is building fast to en-
sure—and to hope—that those who 
live here now and in the future can be 
protected from the occasional seismic 
fury to which all Japan is prey and to 
which its people have become neces-
sarily accustomed.

Nineteen thousand people died in 
the 2011 catastrophe, a third as many 
more were injured, and a swath of rock-
ily indented coastline, with some three 
hundred fishing villages like Minamis-
anriku and a scattering of deepwater 
ports—and the now infamous Fu-
kushima atomic power station—was 
wrecked. Because the tsunami and the 
earthquake that caused it hit an ad-
vanced and prosperous industrialized 
country, and one that has a sophisticated 
actuarial perspective on such events, it 
is singled out as probably the costliest 
disaster in world history—an estimated 
$300 billion for the rebuilding. 

Other natural events have been 
far more lethal, however. The Indian 
Ocean tsunami of December 2004 
killed more than a quarter of a mil-
lion people, mostly poor—not unlike 
in this respect the similar numbers who 
died during China’s Tangshan quake of 
1976 or the immense Bengal storms of 
1970. Natural disasters that affect the 
developing world are all too swiftly 
forgotten. Those who are most able to 
afford—financially, spiritually, psycho-
logically—to deal with them have the 
added advantage of having their suffer-
ings memorialized in writing and imag-
ery for decades, maybe centuries. 

So we can thank Voltaire for al-
lowing us to remember Lisbon’s great 
earthquake of 1755, and Jack London 
for making the 1906 destruction of 
San Francisco a permanent fixture in 
many readers’ imaginations. Tangshan, 
though a vaster tragedy, has on the other 
hand been all but forgotten; the Indian 
Ocean catastrophe is fast becoming lit-
tle more than a distant blur of wreckage 
and flotsam. But Japan’s Great Tohoku 
Earthquake of 2011, affecting people 
who used iPhones and drank cappuc-
cinos and took airplanes and knew the 
market price of salmon roe and fresh 
oysters, is set in stone already. 

That memory of this disaster en-
dures is thanks in no small measure 
to books like Ghosts of the Tsunami, 
a lively and nuanced narrative by the 
British journalist Richard Lloyd Parry, 
the longtime and widely respected cor-
respondent in Tokyo for the London 
Times. Though in part he presents vivid 
accounts of what was a very complex 
event, with this book he wisely stands 
back—after what is now a decent in-

terval—to consider the essence of the 
story, the manner in which the earth-
quake might have in some way effected 
a change of sorts upon Japan. 

He does so by way of one especially 
charged and poignant event: the fate of 
a single ill-starred primary school just 
a few miles south of Minamisanriku, 
most of whose students were drowned 
or crushed by the waves—and, appall-
ingly, most of whom could obviously 
have been saved. 

All Japan remembers the sorry de-
tails: there was a hill behind the school 

up which the children, waiting outside 
in freezing limbo after the earthquake 
but before the arrival of the waters, 
could easily have fled to safety. Some 
mothers who had arrived to collect 
their children were told to go home, the 
staff saying it was safer for the young-
sters to remain at the school. And then 
a teacher panicked, the children were 
told to stay where they were and obe-
diently, they never moved—until the 
waves tore in and swept them away on 
the flood. Dozens of small bodies were 
dug out of the thick black mud, days 
and weeks later.

The dreadful consequence of the 
dithering incompetence of the more 
culpable of the staff at the Okawa Pri-
mary School makes for heartbreaking 
reading. What happened next—the 
smoldering anger and eventual furious 
reaction from the bereaved parents, 
then a near-unprecedented commu-
nal lawsuit that resulted in a victory 
of sorts for them (a substantial payout, 
and a formal judicial scolding of the 
authorities)—might serve to reinforce 

what a less curious Western journalist 
might hope for: that Japan is currently 
a society in some kind of ferment, and 
that the sheer size of the earthquake 
acted as a catalyst for a shuddering so-
cietal change. For within this saga there 
were indeed behaviors quite alien to a 
widely admired cliché about the Japa-
nese people—their dignified stoicism, 
their endless patience, their trust and 
respect for those in command. 

But in his account Parry is careful 
not to suggest that anything akin to a 
major change is in the works, or that 
the Japanese are, as a result of so huge 
a disaster, at last becoming comprehen-

sively distempered and litigious—are 
becoming a little more like us, in short. 

To be sure, public anger has erupted on 
many occasions in Japan, but even pro-
tests are often more polite and ritualis-
tic than in other countries. The morning 
I left for Tohoku the Tokyo streets were 
filled with noisy demonstrators furious 
at some policy decision. But after the 
courteous intervention of the police the 
crowds wheeled around and marched 
sullenly away. This was certainly no  
Occupy! movement in the making. 

Parry does however recognize, and 
shrewdly, that something is in the 
wind—that some kind of behavioral 
shift might be taking place, even if not 
necessarily the profound one many less 
measured observers might prefer. He 
quotes a local man named Takahiro 
Shito, the father of a child who died 
at the school, and who perhaps best 
summed up the exasperation with Ja-
pan’s customary attitude of complacent 
acceptance: “If they don’t take this 
opportunity, even now when so many 
people have died, you can’t ever expect 

A destroyed section of the Japanese coastal city of Kesennuma, in Miyagi Prefecture,  
the day after the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, March 2011
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them to change the way they think or 
act,” the grieving father tells Parry. 

That’s why we are pursuing the 
real cause of the tragedy. If they 
consider this disaster, but refuse to 
look into its core, the same tragedy 
could be repeated. But that’s how 
Japan functions, which the na-
tional government can do nothing 
to change.

And yet just who, in this brief harangue, 
was the “they” that Shito accused? 
Parry has little doubt. “The Shitos were 
victims,” he writes, “but the shame was 
theirs too. ‘They’ meant ‘us,’ meant ev-
eryone. The tsunami was not the prob-
lem. Japan was the problem.”

Such a remark, even as merely a ca-
sual aside, gives pause, for by making it 
Parry hints at an all-too-common trope 
among Western writings about Japan. 
Here is the detached Western observer, 
gazing down with cool intelligence at a 
shattered Eastern people exposed as in 
a petri dish, and declares their social 
system to be “a problem.” Might not 
a Japanese reader detect the slight-
est essence of condescension here? Or 
does it go deeper? For all must surely 
admire and envy the manner in which 
Japan, so crowded and so beset by nat-
ural risk, organizes itself so efficiently. 
Once in a while there is a stumble —a 
teacher panics, a tragedy ensues, the 
seamless fabric tears a little. How ex-
actly do we then feel upon pointing this 
out? Melancholic? Sympathetic? Or 
something rather less kindly? 

A small clue is offered by Parry’s ear-
lier book about Japan, People Who Eat 
Darkness (2012), which told—and like 
Ghosts, told very well—a story that is 
somewhat similar, if not in the details, 
then in allowing for critical puzzlement 
at the perceived behavior of many in 
this country. The tale, lurid enough 
to whip the British tabloid press into 
a frenzy, told of the disappearance in 
2000 of a young blond Englishwoman, 
a former airline flight attendant be-
come Tokyo bar hostess, who turned 
out to have been chloroformed, killed, 
dismembered, and buried by one of her 
customers. 

The Tokyo police, xenophobic to the 
core, were initially entirely unsympa-
thetic, though they bowed eventually 
to pressure from the press and from the 
missing woman’s father. In the book, a 
long pursuit through the seedy side of 
Roppongi life ensues: awful perversions 
are described, several villains are found, 
one suspect of consuming strangeness is 
arrested, a trial takes place, a verdict is 
announced. All of this is grist for Par-
ry’s vividly unrolling narrative, which 
served not just to render suitably ex-
otic what was a particularly grotesque 
murder, but also to reinforce the notion 
among all too many unschooled West-
erners that even within the prevailing 
strangeness of the East in general, the 
Japanese had, and still apparently have, 
a particular penchant for sheer oddness. 

And Parry, offering the same kind of 
casual aside as we find in his tsunami 
book, regrettably betrays some sym-
pathy with this view. He speculates, 
for instance, on the eventual victim’s 
initial puzzled reaction to Tokyo, won-
dering (and the italics are mine) at “the 
demeanor of the people on the street 
and in the cars and the trains—unob-
trusive but purposeful; neat, courte-

ous, and self-contained but intent, as if 
following secret orders.”

What is thus implied, whether in mat-
ters criminal, or tragic, or in ordinary 
life, is that the Japanese behave differ-
ently. Oddly. Are following secret or-
ders. Are behaving in ways that can be 
described as disturbing. Such plays well 
in many Western minds. And Western 
journalists are generally content to pro-
mote it, not least because the normally 
well-oiled running of Japanese life pro-
duces all too few of the kinds of stories 
that are the common coin of the popu-
lar foreign press. 

Before the tsunami destroyed it, 
Minamisanriku had been a prosperous 
and well-oiled fishing port, if declin-
ing slowly in population and impor-
tance. Though it stood at the head of a 
large sheltered bay, few of its fishermen 

troubled to venture out into the Pa-
cific Ocean itself. There was no need. 
Just beyond the headland cliffs the 
 commingling of two marine currents, 
one warm, the other cold, created a 
marine environment that was amply 
suited to a wide variety of harvestable 
sea creatures.

The local fishermen farmed oysters 
and scallops, octopus and salmon, and 
a peculiarly ugly creature called hoya, 
or “sea pineapple,” which has some-
thing of a following among the more 
adventurous Tokyo chefs. The bounty 
would be put on the evening train to 
the junction at Sendai, and then onto 
one of the southbound expresses to the 
city, two hundred miles away: bidders 
at the Tsukiji morning market would 
buy it for good prices. Minamisanriku 
was in consequence well off, contented, 
and settled—though eternally aware of 
the ocean beyond the cliffs and the vio-
lence it could do. Considerable damage 
had already been done by a tsunami in 
1960; since it had been caused by an 
earthquake in Chile the Japanese chose 
an Easter Island moai as an additional 
town mascot, to act as co- talisman with 
the more venerable figure of the town 
octopus.

In no more than one hour on Fri-
day, March 11, 2011, everything that 
had for so long been so settled about 
Minamisanriku was rendered into 
splintered driftwood, twisted iron, and 
broken and drowned bodies. Though 
outwardly similar violence wrecked a 
score of communities up and down the 
Tohoku coast, Minamisanriku did have 
its own peculiar poignancy, a tragedy 
in kind if not in scale like that of the 
Okawa school. A twenty-five-year-old 

woman named Miki Endo was em-
ployed to warn the community of tsu-
nami dangers, and on that cold March 
day she remained dutifully at her post 
in the town’s Crisis Management Cen-
ter as the freezing floods rose around 
her. Just as with the musicians on the 
Titanic, she carried on sounding the 
sirens and playing her warning music 
and broadcasting details of the incom-
ing waves’ heights and locations over 
the municipal loudspeakers, until the 
water shorted the power supply and 
they went dead.

Film clips show the waters climbing 
higher and higher up the center’s three 
stories, until figures can be seen gather-
ing out on its flat roof, then a few of them 
clamber up the radio antennas until 
only one or two remaining men can be 
seen, holding on grimly, for hours, until 

the waters begin to drop. Behind them 
in one scene immense gray waterfalls 
are gushing through the upper windows 
of the town hospital, as apocalyptic a 
vision as it is possible to imagine. But 
there is silence from the loudspeakers, 
a lack of sound that tells of the fate of 
Endo, who remains the town’s local her-
oine today, for shouting out the warn-
ings until she drowned.

The rust-red iron frame of the build-
ing in which she was entombed still 
stands. There is currently a vigorous 
debate about whether it should stay to 
remind, like the Dome at Hiroshima. 
Many locals want it torn down. The 
town has yet to decide. 

Endo was but one of some 1,200 who 
died at Minamisanriku, out of a total 
population of 17,000. The steep hills 
surrounding the fishing port provided 
sanctuary for many thousands who ei-
ther lived there among the pine and 
cedar forests, or else drove frantically 
up roads that normally require tire 
chains in the icy weather—and it did 
snow that afternoon, though mercifully 
only a little. From up high they watched 
helplessly as their community was in-
undated by the seven great wave fronts 
and was methodically wrecked beyond 
recognition. But then they all came 
downhill, and by all accounts patiently 
and uncomplainingly they cleared up 
the mess, and got back to work.

The survivors buried their dead and 
mended their own injuries and—gen-
erally away from the blinding lights 
of publicity, since most outside were 
rather more interested in the Fuku-
shima reactor disaster and the irradi-

ated landscape it had left behind—they 
developed a plan for recovery and 
reconstruction. This involved, in the 
main, abandoning the center of town as 
a place for habitation—people would 
now be compelled to live in the hills 
above—and building instead a new 
commercial center in its place that 
would be amply protected from any fu-
ture assaults from the sea. 

Accordingly an entire mountain to 
the north of the town was razed; the 
detritus was moved to the old town cen-
ter and sculpted into a brand-new zone, 
thirty feet higher than the old. A new 
town was, in other words, being cre-
ated on top of the ruins of the old. Great 
ziggurats of new earth are now rising 
on all sides, and cranes and excavating 
machinery roar day and night. The new 
seawall was built around it all, that great 
line of white I could see from  Yoshiki 
Takahashi’s little fishing boat, a mile out 
over his newly reseeded oyster beds.

Takahashi-san is a well-known fig-
ure around town, a somewhat chubby, 
invariably chortling figure who had 
long recovered, at least outwardly, 
from a disaster that had killed dozens 
of his friends and fishing partners. He 
had contributed a brief essay to a pri-
vately published book of photographs 
of the aftermath,1 and locals had gen-
erally applauded his sentiments. For he 
had asked, with more candor than was 
usual, just why it was that society was 
still compelling him each working day 
to display the quality of ganbaru, of un-
complainingly doing his best? 

Ganbaru is widely regarded as one 
of the most admirable qualities of the 
Japanese people, whose entire exis-
tence is subject to challenge—pitiless 
geological whim being just one of them. 
From northern Hokkaido to the tropi-
cal islands south of Okinawa, Japan 
is an endlessly mobile roil of seismic 
instability: Japanese people are said 
to suffer this reality with an ancient, 
inbred silence, to deal with such chal-
lenges bravely and boldly and without 
complaining. Except, asked this most 
cheerful fisherman, and not just rhetor-
ically, why so? Why should I not com-
plain at my lot? Why may I not howl 
with despair instead?

Michael Ignatieff, the Canadian his-
torian and politician, has lately become 
fascinated by the Japanese concepts of 
ganbaru and its often-remarked-upon 
sister concepts of gaman and shoga-
nai, which roughly translate, respec-
tively, as toughing it out and accepting 
your fate. He embarked on a Carnegie   
Endowment–sponsored journey to a 
succession of troubled places with the 
idea of looking closely at local passions, 
to inquire into the existence or other-
wise of a globalized system of ethics, to 
ask whether there might be something 
that one could call a universal moral 
language. His venturing took him to 
Brazil and South Africa, to Bosnia 
and Burma, to Jackson Heights in New 
York and to South Central Los Ange-
les—and brought him as well to what is 
broadly called the Tohoku region, the 
legendarily ghost-infested coastline of 
northern Japan that bore the brunt of 
the 2011 earthquake. 

Ignatieff tried here to take stock of 
how the local people had dealt with, or 

Yoshiki Takahashi on his fishing boat off the coast of Minamisanriku, August 2017
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1See 22 Stories from People of Mina-
misanriku Who Survived the 3.11 
Earthquake and Tsunami, edited by 
Masako Takahashi (Tokyo: Tankobon, 
2012).
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had come to terms with, what he saw 
as a trifecta of the unimaginable—the 
immense earthquake, the vastly de-
structive tsunami, and then the nuclear 
accident that spread radioactivity over 
much of the consequent ruin. In The 
Ordinary Virtues, he ruminates use-
fully on the three features that, taken 
together, illustrate the necessary resil-
ience of a people who are constantly 
being tested by natural forces of far 
greater power than can be imagined 
or countered. But is this resilience, he 
asks, a passive phenomenon of submis-
sion to divine will, or is it an active elas-
ticity that permits the tested—whether 
they are human or inanimate—to spring 
back to their original condition after 
the stress is removed?

Ignatieff’s conclusion, after much lis-
tening and a considered examination of 
the complex subtleties of the Japanese 
language, makes for illuminating read-
ing. Most surprising, most illuminat-
ing, is his belief that the use of words 
like gaman and ganbaru during a cri-
sis can in fact “become an exercise in 
moral cruelty,” since in his view they 
tell the volunteers, or the survivors, or 
the victims—or men like Takahashi-
san—not so much that they are heroic 
in their stoicism, but that they are on 
their own, are left to their fates, while 
leaving time and space for “the un-
harmed to wash their hands.”

Far better, Ignatieff reckons, is for 
those who are accustomed to bear the 
unbearable to prepare and prevent 
and imagine the unimaginable, to 
learn from experience and minimize 
the possibility of it causing harm and 

debility ever again. And yet if such 
disaster does occur, then to deal with 
it in a spirit of hope and enthusiasm, 
rather than with customary fatalistic 
acceptance. Such qualities, he writes, 
are in fact all recognized components 
of the global moral code that his world-
wandering convinces him does exist—
along with tolerance, forgiveness, and 
trust. It would take only a slight shift 
to incorporate such kinds of resilience 
into the domestic social code of Japan, 
and to leave shrug-shouldered fatalism 
behind as an example of worthless in-
stitutionalized backwardness. 

Why do I have to display an end-
less supply of ganbaru? wails our 
Minami sanriku fisherman. I suspect 
that Ignatieff would readily agree that 
Takahashi- san is accepting that there 
is no true virtue in such acceptance, no 
real use, and no real future in doing so. 
But even by questioning it in his brief 
essay he has already crossed the line, 
and is probably all the better for it. His 
endless good cheer is testament. Indeed, 
the prudent rebuilding of Minamisan-
riku hints that on this occasion, and 
in the community at large, something 
more than simple stoicism is at work.

Japan has developed in recent years 
a reputation for expertise in the mak-
ing of objects of unyielding precision: 
lenses immaculately ground and pol-
ished, cameras fashioned to tolerances 
unattainable by most other manufac-
turers, engines and measuring devices 
and space rockets and mechanical 
watches of a quality envied by all oth-
ers—the Germans and the Swiss most 
notably—for whom precision is a by-
word, is part of the national religion. 
But there is a difference, a singular 

quality that uniquely marks Japan out. 
And it has some relevance here, I be-
lieve. For while there is a national rev-
erence in this country for the precise, 
there is also a formal recognition of the 
inestimable value to society of crafts-
manship, of the true worth of the hand-
made and the flexibly imprecise. 

A very visible manifestation of this 
reverence for the nonexact, or work-
ing with natural materials, is the con-
cept of the Living National Treasure, 
a corps d’élite of men and women, usu-
ally of considerable age, who have over 
their lifetimes developed and honed 
skills in such defiantly imprecise arts as 
lacquerware and ceramics and wood- 
and metalwork, and who are officially 
accorded honored status in society. 
Their art, in a way, celebrates imper-
manence. To be sure, firms like Canon 
and Nikon and Mitutoyo and Seiko, 
for whom ultra-precision is essential to 
their commercial success, are revered 
also. But few other societies make it 
so abundantly and officially clear that 
equal weight, respect, and admiration 
must be accorded both to the precise 
and to its opposite—to titanium on the 
one hand, and on the other to that most 
classically Japanese plant, bamboo. In-
deed, many Japanese suggest that their 
reverence for so flexible a material, 
one that bends with nature rather than 
seeking to dominate it, lies at the heart 
of the longevity, stability, and, yes, the 
success of their society. 

And as illustration—what, one might 
ask, remains standing today, beside the 
ruins of a town like Minamisanriku, 
and in the three hundred other little 
fishing ports that are dotted, recovering, 
around the fjords of Tohoku? Precious 

little, for certain, that had been made of 
titanium, or steel, or glass. Ships were 
wrecked, cars were tossed like chaff, 
electronics failed, and buildings like 
Miki Endo’s were torn apart and left 
to rust. The evidence of the imperma-
nence of the precise was everywhere.

The imprecise, though, was still 
there. In the forests around the town 
there still were the groves of bamboo, 
growing in abundance. The cedars had 
gone, splintered to shreds. The pines 
were devastated. Bamboo, much used 
in art,2 is technically a grass, though 
it appears most commonly as a strong 
and fast-growing tree. It is always cer-
tain to grow back and to flourish—and 
then to be useful to mankind for a myr-
iad of purposes—no matter how many 
more tsunamis may be inflicted upon it. 
It bends, it springs back, and it grows 
again. It is a plant at once mathemati-
cally imperfect and yet quite perfectly 
useful. 

As with bamboo trees, so with Japan 
and her people. Pliable and resilient, 
with for the most part an attitude of 
ganbaru of their own. Perhaps others of 
the fishermen are beginning to wonder 
at the value of stoicism, but I daresay 
that most in Minamisanriku, with the 
new white line of their grand riprap 
seawall offering them a layer of com-
forting protection, still see themselves 
as a pliable and resilient people, busily 
preparing for the time when yet another 
seismic catastrophe arrives to challenge 
them, as it surely one day will.  

2“Japanese Bamboo Art: The Abbey 
Collection,” an exhibition at the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, is on view 
until February 4, 2018.

EMILIO 
 AMBASZ

EMERGING 
NATURE

Precursor of  
 Architecture and Design

Essays by 
Barry Bergdoll
Peter Buchanan
Kenneth Frampton
Peter Hall 
Fulvio Irace
Dean MacCannell
Lauren Sedofsky

Interviews with 
Hans Ulrich Obrist
Michael Sorkin
James Wines

This comprehensive volume documents the work of the 

exceptional architect and designer Emilio Ambasz, whose 

main concern is to integrate nature and con struction  

into architectural design. Ambasz is regarded as one of  

the most important pioneers of Green Archi tecture.  

In his work a combination of landscape and architecture 

emerges, in which his respect for the environment and  

ecological sus tain abil ity becomes clear. Ambasz, a native  

of Argentina as well as a Spanish citizen by special grant  

of 2004, is also well known for his industrial and graphic 

design accom  plish ments, which are of immense scope  

and astounding variety. 

Available from good bookstores and from www.lars-mueller-publishers.com

21 × 29,5 cm, 8 ¼ × 11 ¾ in 
312 pages 
 160 illustrations
paperback
2017 
ISBN 978-3-03778-526-3 
English 
39.00 US$�35.00 €



20 The New York Review

High-Wire Act
Hilary Spurling

Calder: The Conquest of Time: 
The Early Years: 1898–1940
by Jed Perl. 
Knopf, 687 pp., $55.00

Alexander Calder—Sandy to all who 
knew him—was deceptively easygoing: 
a bulky, lumbering, slow-spoken figure 
with big, capable hands and a sleepy 
smile. Poise, balance, and equilibrium 
were his priorities, and he could be 
ruthless in their pursuit. You get some 
idea of his disruptive potential from the 
strict rules laid down by Pierre Matisse 
before he agreed to mount a first show 
of Calder’s elegant, austere abstrac-
tions in his New York gallery: “There 
won’t be any wall cracking or floor nail-
ing, or ceiling bursting and I have to be 
sure that my carpet is not going to be 
eated [sic] up by your wild menagerie.”

Sandy was the third Alexander 
Calder, son and grandson of émigré 
sculptors, stern Scottish forebears ap-
parently descended from a tombstone-
cutter in the granite city of Aberdeen. 
His Calder grandfather made the mas-
sive bronze statue of William Penn that 
presides high above Philadelphia on 
top of the dome of City Hall. His grand-
mother (who came from Glasgow) said 
that each of her six sons was the result 
of rape. One of them was Sandy’s father, 
Alexander Stirling Calder, who married 
a painter called Nanette Lederer, a sec-
ular Jew, which made their two children 
technically Jewish. Sandy and his elder 
sister posed for their portraits at home 
in stone and on canvas from infancy, 
“bewitched,” as Jed Perl quaintly puts 
it, “drawn into art’s magic circle from 
which neither of them ever strayed.” 

Sandy started off as he meant to go 
on, energetic and experimental. At the 
age of seven he was catching horned 
toads and racing them, harnessed to 
matchbox chariots. A year or two later 
he made himself a suit of armor—
shield, breastplate, sword, lance, and 
helmet—so he could ride out as Sir 
Tristram, one of King Arthur’s Knights 
of the Round Table. At nine he got his 
first set of tools and a workshop of his 
own in the cellar. A self-portrait in 
crayon from around about this time 
shows him at work with fretsaw, drill, 
hammer, and pliers. “I was never satis-
fied with them,” he said of his toys. “I 
always embellished and expanded their 
repertoire with additions made of steel 
wire, copper, and other materials.” 

His movements were as clumsy as his 
fingers were skillful. He was the kind of 
boy who couldn’t catch a ball but had 
no problem drawing a perfect curve. A 
Dog and a Duck, cut with shears from 
a brass sheet when he was nine or ten, 
show an impressive degree of stylized 
sophistication. As a teenager he criss-
crossed his bedroom with strings for 
opening the window, switching the 
lights on and off, pulling up or lowering 
the shades. On cleaning day, “a stormy 
scene always followed Sandy’s return 
from school,” said his sister: “a crucial 
bit of string had been removed from 
his doorknob, or wire from the chair. 
Mother sympathized, but felt obliged to 
maintain a minimum of domestic order.”

He was fifteen when his father got 
a job in San Francisco, overseeing the 
production of sculpture in bulk for an 
international exposition to celebrate 

the opening of the Panama Canal in 
1915. Forty-four sculptors posted off 
miniature models of their work to be 
enlarged and manufactured in Stir-
ling Calder’s workshop. He himself 
produced ninety casts of a mighty iron 
maiden, wearing a star on her head 
and balancing barefoot on a ball, to 
be set up as his trademark all over the 
exposition. Other prodigies symbol-
izing America’s view of its future in-
cluded a giant telephone, a typewriter 
so big it weighed fourteen tons, and 
Stirling’s own Fountain of Energy, “an 
allegorical lollapalooza” in the shape 
of a colossal horseman surmounting 
the globe attended by Fame and Glory, 
one on each shoulder, represented as 
little fairy figures on tiptoe with wings 
spread as if about to take off. 

Sandy, always more practical as well 
as more imaginative than his father, 
made a wire fork with a trigger ejector 
for exterminating slugs. What fasci-
nated him more than almost anything 
else at the Panama-Pacific exposition 
was the pointing machine, used to scale 
up the forty-four small maquettes into 
monumental statues by means of paral-
lel needles and two turntables rotating 
through sprockets and a bicycle chain. 
Two years later the young Calder en-
rolled in a college of technology to 
study engineering. Although he came 
later to feel that his training as an en-
gineer had proved a dead end, it made 
him alert to invisible physical forces 
and adept at manipulating them in 
ways beyond the reach of most artists. 

After graduation he drifted through 
a series of odd jobs and short-term as-
signments, finally enrolling at New 
York’s Art Students League, where he 
supported himself more or less by pro-

ducing sketches for various journals, 
becoming a regular contributor to the 
National Police Gazette. Much of his 
time was spent drawing and painting 
the life of Manhattan: building sites, 
city traffic, excavations, prize fights, 
people on the sidewalk or in Central 
Park. Spools of wire crammed his 
pockets on these expeditions, along 
with pliers, hammer, and nails, all as 
essential to him as his tubes of paint. 
He stuck it out as an art student for 
just over a year before following the 
standard career path for any ambitious 
young American painter or writer and 
sailing for Paris in July 1926. 

Sandy took with him a specially made 
suit of bright-yellow striped tweed de-
signed to make him stand out on the 
streets of Montparnasse, though it 
must have been cruelly hot in the broil-
ing temperatures of a Parisian summer. 
He tried one or two art schools without 
enthusiasm, but Paris—or the freedom 
it gave him, and the proximity of other 
artists of the same caliber—released 
something in him. From then on he 
turned back increasingly to his child-
hood medium of wire, bending, twist-
ing, and shaping it to dash off lightning 
sketches with a cartoonist’s concision 
and power: humorous, observant, ex-
pressive wire figures suggesting, as Perl 
puts it, “rapidly executed line draw-
ings leaping into the third dimension.” 
One of the few to survive from his first 
months in Paris is a masterly portrait 
of the dancer Josephine Baker, whose 
raucous grace and nerve Calder laconi-
cally translates into loops, lines, and 
coils: “Baker’s spiralling breasts and 
belly and curlicue private parts define 
a new kind of rococo comedy.” 

Over the next three or four years he 
made a series of absurd, astute carica-
ture heads of young movers and shak-

ers on either side of the Atlantic: the 
comedian Jimmy Durante, the dealer 
and curator Carl Zigrosser, the painter 
Marion Greenwood, and the ubiqui-
tous Kiki de Montparnasse. Parisians 
nicknamed Calder “the Wire Man,” al-
though, as Kiki said, “there was noth-
ing wiry about his build. The artist . . .
resembles a lumberjack in his striped 
sweater, corduroys and heavy shoes.” A 
burly man in mustard-colored sweaters, 
orange socks, and eye-catching tweeds, 
riding a bicycle with wire horses and 
wooden cows crammed into the basket 
or slung from the handlebars, Calder 
at this point produced much the same 
effect in life as in his work: a one-off 
American cross between the French 
Surrealists and cranky English hu-
morists like Edward Lear or William 
Heath Robinson.

What seems to have clarified his 
intentions and focused his mind was 
his Circus, a disconcerting work-in- 
progress that preoccupied him from 
his first days in France. He gave perfor-
mances in his hotel room or in friends’ 
houses, squatting on the ground with a 
tiny circus ring marked out beside him. 
Small jerky dogs jumped through hoops. 
Pint-sized people shot from catapults 
onto horses’ backs. There were clowns, 
and a bearded lady, and trapeze artists 
who leapt and swung in elaborate aerial 
duets. Audiences watching the Cirque 
Calder found it impossible to classify or 
explain. Clearly it was neither a toy nor 
a puppet show, and certainly not a con-
juring trick, although everyone who saw 
it agreed its impact was magical.

Word spread around Paris. Jean 
Cocteau dropped in on a performance 
(Calder disliked him on sight), and 
Isamu Noguchi worked the record 
player. When Calder visited England a 
few years later, the London avant-garde 
art world, headed by Ben Nicholson 
and Barbara Hepworth, sat on the floor 
in the Mall Studios with mugs of beer 
in their hands to watch him manipulate 
“his marvelous little creatures made 
of wire, wood and rag. They seemed 
incredibly alive as they pranced, pirou-
etted and clowned, more real than the 
real tinsel thing. It was enchanting.” 

The Circus, probably the best known 
of all Calder’s works, evolved over 
many years alongside his character-
istically loopy, lolloping animals—
Goldfish Bowl, Copulating Pigs—and 
figures like the Trick Cyclist, and the 
Shot-Putter (“all the sculpture’s con-
siderable impact centered on the reach 
of the arm, the tiny waist and the 
shot-putter’s strong legs”). These wire 
pieces were mostly around a foot high, 
but some—Hercules and Lion, for in-
stance, and the famous Brass Family—
were up to five times as big. The lanky 
figure of Spring is almost eight feet tall. 
Elements of risk and danger, and the 
improvisation involved in performance 
art, evidently suited Calder. On a brief 
return to America he was invited in 
January 1930 to exhibit with Harvard’s 
Contemporary Art Society by Lincoln 
Kirstein, then an enterprising under-
graduate who was taken aback when 
his guest turned up at the railroad sta-
tion with his standard baggage of wire 
and pliers, plus a good many wood 

Alexander Calder and Margaret French dancing while Louisa Calder  
plays the accordion, Farmington, Connecticut, 1936
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blocks, but no paintings or sculpture. 
Back at the dorm,

Sandy took off his shoes and socks 
and changed into pajama bottoms. 
Using a big toe as anchor, he bent, 
turned, and twisted his seventeen 
promised pieces, each affixed 
to its wooden base. There was a 
quivering Hostess with her shaky 
lorgnette; a cow with four spring 
udders and a coil on the floor rep-
resenting “cow pie.” 

There had always been humor in 
pieces like the portrait of Carl Zigrosser 
with his comical piecrust hairline, but-
ton chin, and “wide fruit-slice-shaped 
smile,” or the head of Edgar Varèse 
made from what looks like a single 
length of wire outlining with minimal-
ist economy the composer’s receding 
hairline, grizzled eyebrows, and baggy 
pouches under his eyes. These wire 
portraits seem to have functioned as 
a kind of transitional activity before, 
during, and after his shift to pure ab-
straction, precipitated by the shock of 
Calder’s first visit to Piet Mondrian’s 
studio in Montparnasse in October 
1930. He was galvanized by Mondrian’s 
strange, bare, white-painted interior—
full of empty space, bright light, and 
straight lines—and by his even stranger 
paintings, composed on a white ground 
from square and rectangular blocks 
of pure color outlined or contained 
within thick black lines. When Calder, 
apparently thinking in terms of works 
he hadn’t yet invented, suggested mak-
ing the rectangles oscillate, Mondrian 
replied sternly that there was no need: 
“my painting is already very fast.”

Calder felt as if he’d been hit, “like 
the baby being slapped to make his 
lungs start working.” For a long time 
he had, in Perl’s words, been “backing 
his way into modernism.” The Circus, 
initially intended perhaps to deflate or 
sidestep the derisive incomprehension 
that greeted so much contemporary 
art at the time, played a crucial part 
in this realignment. What Perl calls its 
“mobile calligraphy” was at the core 
of the exhibition Calder held in Paris 
a year after he met Mondrian, at which 
he showed pieces stripped of all extra-
neous detail, designed to explore the 
tensions controlling lines and shapes 
suspended in space. Fernand Léger 
wrote in the catalog: “Looking at these 
new works—transparent, objective, ex-
act—I think of Satie, Mondrian, Mar-
cel Duchamp, Brancusi, Arp—these 
unchallenged masters of unexpressed 
and silent beauty. Calder is of the same 
line. He is 100 percent American.” 

The show’s first visitor, even before 
the doors officially opened, was Pi-
casso. For his next exhibition a year 
later, Calder fitted motors, gears, and 
belt drives to his pieces to make them 
move (a mechanical experiment al-
most immediately abandoned in favor 
of natural motion powered by currents 
of air). When he asked Duchamp what 
to call them, the answer was “mo-
biles.” Abstraction remained virtually 
unheard-of in Paris, but the show was 
an immediate sensation. Already these 
works have a purity and simplicity that 
mark them as unmistakeably Cal der-
ian. His mobiles, and later his stabiles, 
correspond to some kind of basic need 
easier to grasp than to articulate. When 
he first showed them in New York, a 

baffled reporter queried the point of 
a piece called Two Spheres. “This has 
no utility and no meaning,” Calder 
said, giving the best and most succinct 
definition of abstract art that I’ve ever 
heard. “It is simply beautiful. It has a 
great emotional effect if you under-
stand it. Of course if it meant anything 
it would be easier to understand, but it 
would not be worthwhile.” 

In 1933, impelled by an increasingly 
sinister atmosphere as political, social, 
and economic unrest spread across 
Europe, Calder left Paris to settle per-
manently in the US. He was married 
by this time to a girl he met on one of 
many transatlantic crossings, Louisa 
James, a great-niece of the novelist 
Henry James, who would surely have 
approved of the match. Along with 
many others in Montparnasse, the 
Calders had come to feel “that modern-
ism could be reimagined in Manhattan. 
What nobody could as yet imagine was 
how many. . . creative spirits . . .would 
be forced in the next few years . . . to re-
invent themselves in New York.”

The couple found a semi-derelict 
farmhouse in Roxbury, Connecticut, 
and set about restoring it. Calder’s ho-
rizons expanded as if America lifted an 
internal block or restriction. Perl sees 
his response as the impact on an essen-
tially urban imagination of the great 
spaces and high wide skies of New 
England. The summer after the move 
Calder commandeered an old icehouse 
for his studio and made Steel Fish, a gi-
gantic composition of curving shapes, 
straight lines, and angles suspended 
from a single slender upright. Set on 

a hilltop, outlined against the sky, as 
responsive to the slightest breeze as 
to tearing winds, Steel Fish embodies 
the energetic change of perspective that 
American artists brought to the Euro-
pean tradition. Calder had eliminated 
almost everything from his work except 
the boldness and openness already im-
plicit in Josephine Baker. The potency 
of this new piece comes less from its 
scale—Steel Fish is just under ten feet 
tall and broader than it is high—than 
from the exhilarating precision of its 
strict linear geometry. “There’s some-
thing rawboned, loose-limbed, frank, 
and unrestrained about Steel Fish,” 
writes Perl, pinning down the quality 
that makes it quintessentially American. 

The Roxbury house filled up with 
friends and fellow artists. Two daughters 
were born in the next few years. The more 
ascetic Calder’s work became, the more 
flamboyant his feats as a handyman. He 
brought the same exuberance to every-
thing he made, from his soap dish, toilet 
roll holder, and the machine for tickling 
his wife in the next room to a wild profu-
sion of kitchen gadgets, grids, grills, spat-
ulas, strainers, slicers, and skimmers. He 
manned the boiler and drove the car. 
The style of the hospitable household 
is nicely conveyed by Saul Steinberg’s 
drawing of Calder and his younger 
daughter Mary seated in the family’s 
ancient open-topped touring limo with 
some sort of ship’s rigging mounted 
above it and countless objects dangling 
below: horns, lamps, hooters, sprin-
klers, knobs, cogs, contraptions of every  
sort with wire festooned all over them. 

Calder started showing his work 
at this point at Pierre Matisse’s in-
creasingly prestigious gallery in New  
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York. It was a prickly relationship, 
evenly matched on both sides: “two 
wily egotists engaged in a genial bat-
tle,” writes Perl. “Calder was the bull 
in the china shop. But it was Matisse’s 
shop.” However infuriating Calder’s 
rumbustiousness, his terrible puns, and 
his irrepressible earthiness, his work 
had a magnetic force Matisse could 
not withstand. He set aside his misgiv-
ings, as purists commonly did on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Virgil Thom-
son described much the same process 
when Calder designed strange moving 
scenery for a production of Erik Satie’s 
symphonic drama Socrate, based on 
the dialogues of Plato. The decor se-
duced audiences in spite of themselves, 
“so majestic was the slowness of the 
moving, so simple were the forms, so 
plain their meaning.” 

If the French saw Calder as entirely 
American, his compatriots found him 

indefinably French, and he was one of 
very few artists who have managed to 
capitalize on a dual allegiance instead 
of being marginalized by it in both 
countries. Although his grasp of the 
language always remained rudimen-
tary, by the time he left France Calder 
had become, according to Perl, the 
only American to be accepted on equal 
terms by artists of his radically innova-
tive generation in Paris.

Calder: The Conquest of Time is an 
immensely erudite work, meticulously 
thorough, painstakingly researched, 
and lavishly illustrated. Its grasp of 
detail and breadth of knowledge, es-
pecially of the American art scene, 
would be hard to match, but even the 
most conscientious catalogue raisonné 
does not make a biography. When it 
comes to the emotional, imaginative, 
and psychological complexities that 
are the biographer’s province, Perl 
seems altogether more cursory, too 
often dismissing them out of hand with 
a rhetorical question: “What were the 
origins of Calder’s originality?” “Was 
Calder a mama’s boy?” “Was Calder 
actually in love with anyone before he 
met . . . the woman who would become 
his wife, in 1929?” “Was Sandy Calder 
open-minded?” “Who can doubt that 
this snippet of poetic fun was also a cry 
for help?” 

Perl’s response to the incessant ques-
tions he asks himself is always a variant 
on the same theme: “There is no way 
to know.” But the purpose of biography 

is precisely to address this kind of con-
cern. Perl is too scrupulous a historian 
and too good a writer with too sharp 
an eye to be perpetually dodging issues 
central to his subject’s life. He makes 
little or no attempt to characterize 
Louisa Calder, who, once married, be-
comes a cipher solely intent on further-
ing her husband’s intentions, endorsing 
his beliefs, and bolstering his career. 
For all his brilliance and scrupulosity, 
Perl has curious lapses into superficial-
ity, his evasiveness at important points 
matched by exaggerated attention to 
peripheral or nonexistent influences 
like the Uruguayan toys of Joaquin 
Torres-García or the stage designs of 
Cleon Throckmorton. 

A judicious and exhaustive survey 
of his subject’s access to modernism 
includes an account of Léonide Mas-
sine’s ballet Mercure, which Calder 
could not have seen, to music com-

posed with characteristic humor by 
Satie, whom he never met, and sets by 
Picasso that suggest “a link of which 
Calder was entirely unaware.” Or as 
Perl writes rather patronizingly at the 
end of a lengthy essay on the historical 
and philosophical origins of Circus: “Is 
all this too much of a burden to place 
on the Cirque Calder? Weren’t Calder’s 
intentions much lighter? Didn’t he sim-
ply aim to amuse?” 

This book is 687 pages long and 
takes Calder to 1940, when he was just 
over halfway through his life. Alfred 
Barr had already shown his work at the 
recently founded Museum of Modern 
Art in New York and commissioned 
an enormous mobile to hang over the 
entrance, which led to a Calder retro-
spective at MoMA in 1943 (it should 
make a spectacular start to Perl’s sec-
ond volume). Nearly forty years later 
I spent a summer in Aix-en-Provence 
in a house borrowed from the son of 
Calder’s old friend the painter André 
Masson. I have many memories of that 
time in Aix—blazing blue sky, orange 
rocks, sweet ripe red mulberries from 
the great shady tree on the terrace—
but the best was indoors in the salon: a 
Calder stabile that we carried out to set 
on the table when we sat talking after 
dinner with friends in the evenings. 
The stabile was, as Léger said, trans-
parent, objective, and exact. Above all 
I remember its subtle equipoise, the in-
tense pleasure it gave us, and the calm-
ing power of its presence on those long, 
hot Provençal nights under the mul-
berry tree.  

Alexander Calder: Medusa, wire, 12 1/4 x 17 1/4 x 9 1/2 inches, circa 1930
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A Very American Endeavor
Kaya Genç

Notes on a Foreign Country:  
An American Abroad  
in a Post- American World 
by Suzy Hansen. 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux,  
276 pp., $26.00

Suzy Hansen was twenty- nine when, 
in 2007, she was awarded a fellowship 
to study in Turkey. Before leaving New 
York City for Istanbul, she had led a 
rather comfortable life as a reporter 
for The New York Observer, interview-
ing Woody Allen, covering the Re-
publican Convention, and poking fun 
at conservative grandees. But Hansen 
was restless in New York. Though she 
spent most of her time in their circles, 
she was disenchanted by what she saw 
as the narcissism of the city’s young in-
telligentsia. She found, to her surprise, 
that September 11 had made people 
around her—novelists, writers, and in-
tellectuals of a liberal and progressive 
bent—in most cases indifferent to the 
effects of America’s invasions of Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. There was at first 
no genuine protest against the war, and 
no concerted effort to imagine or em-
pathize with the experiences of Afghan 
and Iraqi citizens. In Hansen’s view, 
progressive American intellectuals 
failed to ask themselves the question 
that had puzzled her in the six years 
following September 11: Why do they 
hate us? 

It is this question that Hansen 
pursues in her passionately argued, 
if somewhat frustrating, first book, 
Notes on a Foreign Country. In Is-
tanbul, Hansen lived, by and large, 
in Beyo lu, the district of artists, hip-
sters, and dissidents. From the first 
moment, she adored Istanbul. The col-
orful old houses, many built by Arme-
nians and Greeks, were cheap to rent; 
a deserted hill in her neighborhood of-
fered views of the Bosphorus, and she 
would go there at night to look upon 
the misty Asian continent beyond the 
sea. Her first apartment had no heat, 
and the century- old building featured 
broken windows and a dilapidated en-
trance, but Hansen’s enthusiasm did 
not diminish. Like so many expats 
before her, including her favorite au-
thor, James Baldwin, who had traveled 
to Istanbul in the 1960s in search of a 
more liberal atmosphere (Turkey had 
never criminalized homosexuality), 
she found refuge from what she consid-
ered the oppressive American realities 
of the time. 

Hansen instantly fell in love with 
Turkey, its people, and its customs. 
Turkish women in veils did not irritate 
her; she was more annoyed by her own 
previous ignorance of their religious 
values. She watched Turkish Muslims 
savoring the religious freedoms they 
had gained under the Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP), which came 
to power in 2002, only a year after it 
was founded: she was “consumed” by 
the country’s “cultural revolution,” 
which allowed conservative women to 
wear headscarves in public. She also 
observed how many pious Turks felt 
“spiritually redeemed and politically 
enfranchised” by the rise of Islamist 
politics. Moreover, she enjoyed seeing 
money pour into Turkey in an atmo-
sphere of economic liberalization.

Indeed, the country’s economy was 
booming under AKP rule, and Han-
sen greatly admired the party’s char-
ismatic leader, Recep Tayyip Erdo an, 
who was “pro- business” and “ably used 
words like ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy.’” 
Her ears weren’t fully open to the 
criticisms of secularists who disliked 
Erdo an’s religious values and high- 
handed political style, and were uneasy 
about his rapidly growing voter base. 
She was struck by how closely the so- 
called White Turks, the city’s elites, 
resembled Islamophobes in America. 
In the luxurious sections of Istanbul, 
in gated communities full of Lambor-

ghinis and Ferraris, rich people openly 
expressed their hatred for Islam and 
veiled women, naively confiding in a 
New Yorker who they thought would 
sympathize with their concerns. In-
stead she was appalled, shocked by the 
bigoted views that they held and articu-
lated despite growing up in an Islamic 
country as Muslims. Later she wished 
she had listened more carefully to their 
criticisms of Turkey’s Islamists.

In 2009, Hansen’s fellowship came 
to an end. The market for magazine 
writers in Manhattan was shrinking. 
Istanbul was cheap and, despite the 
global financial crisis, still economi-
cally sound. I first met her in 2011 for 
a coffee, in a restaurant overlooking Is-
tanbul’s Gezi Park. She struck me as a 
friendly and rather earnest bookworm. 
She listened to what I had to say about 
Turkey, and told me that she had or-
dered numerous scholarly monographs 
about my country from Amazon. I 
found her an intriguing figure, and 
wondered which ones she was poring 
over in her apartment. Most American 
correspondents come to Istanbul for a 
few years. Some look carefully at Turk-
ish realities; others pass their time at 
the house parties of other foreign cor-
respondents; few learn the language. 
Hansen was different. She mastered 
Turkish and took the time to navigate 
the culture. For her, Turkey was not just 
a short- term assignment. 

Two years before I met her, Han-
sen experienced a period of disillu-
sionment and self- scrutiny when she 

started traveling outside of Cihangir, 
our bohemian neighborhood, to re-
port on Turkish affairs for American 
outlets. She realized that her favorable 
view of Erdo an’s leadership (which, in 
those years, dominated the coverage of 
Turkey in most leading Western publi-
cations) ignored the underlying threat 
of authoritarianism. She decided she 
had confused Turkey’s forceful and re-
lentless Americanization with democ-
ratization. Indeed, Istanbul’s creative 
industries were receiving increased fi-
nancial support and liberals discussed 
Turkey’s democratization at rooftop 
parties. At the same time, however, 

journalists, intellectuals, and soldiers 
critical of their country’s relations with 
America were being taken from their 
beds in dawn operations conducted by 
Turkish cops. A major target of their 
criticism was Erdo an’s alliance with 
the Gülenists—a group of religious 
Muslims led by Fethullah Gülen, a self- 
exiled cleric living in Pennsylvania. 

Since the mid-1980s, Gülen had com-
manded a media empire of newspapers, 
television channels, and radio stations 
that were funded partly by himmet, or 
charity money, collected from move-
ment members. For a politician, sports-
man, author, artist, or any public figure 
in Turkey, support from Gülen’s media 
meant better career prospects in their 
respective fields, thanks to the move-
ment’s exertion of influence on both 
the upper echelons of political power 
and on the hundreds of thousands of 
Turks who followed the teachings of 
Gülen. 

Gülenist prosecutors allied with the 
AKP imprisoned writers, military per-
sonnel, and politicians critical of the 
deals between the country’s govern-
ment and Gülen, considered by some 
as linked to the CIA. Those trials, “Er-
genekon” (2008), “Sledgehammer” 
(2010), and “OdaTV” (2011), were 
unfair, based largely on fabricated evi-
dence. The main trial, Ergenekon, con-
cluded with consecutive life sentences 
for three and aggravated life sentences 
for eleven others. Erdo an supported 
these trials and seemed happy to watch 
Turkey’s old guard—the Kemalists, 
the hard left, and nationalist republi-
cans—put out of action. But in 2013, he 

cut ties with Gülen and started making 
the same accusations about him that 
the Turkish leftists had used before 
their imprisonment in those trials. In 
2016, he accused Gülen of planning 
an attempted coup from his residence 
in Pennsylvania; in those days, leftists 
reminded him of their warnings about 
Gülen and the CIA.

Hansen was aware of the Gülenists 
and in fact was studying the interna-
tional activities of the Gülen move-
ment, with its large network of charter 
schools based in dozens of cities includ-
ing Kabul, Mexico City, and Washing-
ton, D.C. She writes about how “few 
editors were curious about Gülen. . . . 
One told me that he couldn’t see why 
the Gülen movement, being peaceful 
and nonthreatening, had anything to 
do with American interests.” In 2012 
The New York Times hired Hansen 
as a contributing writer for its Sunday 
magazine; a year later she reported 
from Gezi Park where the Turkish po-
lice burned the tents of activists who 
were protesting against the building 
of a shopping mall. Eight people died 
during those protests, more than eight 
thousand were wounded, and almost 
five thousand arrested. Those who 
were observing Turkey were surprised: 
they never expected that young Turks 
would fight the government. The pro-
tests vaguely resembled the Occupy 
Wall Street movement; the slogan 
was “Occupy Gezi.” Hansen admired 
those young people fighting against the 
power of finance, gentrification, and 
modernization. 

In 2014 she visited a town in the Ae-
gean region of Turkey called Soma, 
where a mining disaster had killed 301 
workers. This proved to be the life- 
changing story for Hansen: it opened 
her eyes to America’s influence on 
Turkey. She writes about how “the two 
longest periods of American imperial 
history—the cold war and the age of 
neoliberalism—finally came together 
for me, in a coal mine, in Turkey.” The 
local labor union Türk- , founded in 
1952, was allied with the government, 
helping to quell worker agitation con-
cerning unsafe conditions at the mine. 
Türk-  was founded by conservative 
union leaders and was accused by left- 
wing unions of being an American tool 
that preached anti communism to Turk-
ish workers. 

The more Hansen learned about 
Turkish- American ties, the more pro-
foundly she questioned her underlying 
assumptions and prejudices, and her 
identity as an American abroad. In the 
1950s, as part of the Marshall Plan, the 
US had helped Turks build a colossal 
road connecting dozens of Anatolian 
cities, and in ways large and small as-
sisted Turkey in its modernization. 
Conrad Hilton, the hotel magnate, 
opened hotels in Turkey with an eye 
toward creating “little Americas”; his 
Turkish Hiltons offered the best burg-
ers and American architecture to the 
country’s upper middle classes. 

Politicians in Turkey who resisted 
this American influence fared poorly. 
In the 1970s, when struggling to cut 
New York’s heroin supplies, the Carter 
administration had applied pressure 

Suzy Hansen in the Beyo lu district of Istanbul, August 2017
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on Turkey’s left- nationalist leader, Bül-
ent Ecevit, to halt his country’s poppy 
production. But for Ecevit, a poet and 
a translator of Rabindranath Tagore, 
poppy was the lifeblood of thousands 
of farmers in rural Turkey and he felt 
that needed defending. American dis-
like for such populist politicians con-
tinued during the 1980s. “We admire 
the way in which order and law have 
been restored in Turkey,” said Presi-
dent Reagan’s secretary of defense, 
Caspar Weinberger, a few months after 
the 1980 military coup that resulted in 
the arrest of Ecevit and the torture of 
tens of thousands of Turks. 

Even the rise of Erdo an’s conser-
vative politics was partly fueled by the 
US Republicans’ preference of Islam 
over communism (another example of 
which was witnessed in Afghanistan): 
after the coup, Turkish students were 
taught a “Turkish- Islamic synthesis” 
that emphasized the importance of 
Islam to the formation of their national 
identity. In the aftermath of September 
11, Turkey’s combination of Islam, de-
mocracy, and capitalism was presented 
by the White House as a role model for 
the Muslim world.

Many Turks, especially those in the 
middle classes, did not seem averse to 
Turkey’s Americanization, and many 
even welcomed it. They were attracted 
to the entrepreneurial spirit. In 1950, a 
local grocer in the small Turkish town 
of Balgat told a group of American 
scholars that Hollywood was his ave-
nue to the wider world of his dreams. It 
was an American film that gave him the 
first idea of “what a real grocery store 
could be like.” A great many Turks felt 
the same way. When the USS Missouri, 
one of the US Navy’s most powerful 
battleships, arrived at an Istanbul port 
in 1946, the mahya, or message, spelled 
out in lights strung between the mina-
rets of the Blue Mosque sent Ameri-
cans a message in their own language: 
Welcome. 

And yet Hansen’s research on Amer-
ican influence on Turkey led her to self- 
examination. She realized she was “of 
the place that exerted power over [the 
Turks]” and understood that asser-
tion of power necessarily came with 
prejudice. She found fault with her own 
worldview, her American innocence, 
and the life she had led up to that point 
of discovery in 2009: 

Once you realize that the way you 
have looked at the world—the way 
you viewed your country, your his-
tory, your life—has been muddled, 
you begin a process of shedding 
layers of skin. It’s a slow process, 
you break down, you open up, but 
you also resist, much like how the 
body can begin to heal, only to fall 
back into its sicker state. 

Notes on a Foreign Country is not 
just a memoir of living in Turkey or 
an overview of its American- inspired 
modernization. Hansen tries to tell a 
larger and more expansive story about 
US foreign policy after 1945. Unfor-
tunately, however, this large section 
of the book, which looks at Greece, 
Egypt, Afghanistan, Iran, and Paki-
stan (countries that Hansen visited on 
journalistic assignments) through the 
perspective of American responsibility, 
too often lacks nuance; it may remind 
many readers of the heavy- handed 
works of Noam Chomsky. Others will 

find her canvas too large, and certain 
parts of it not properly textured. These 
chapters pale in comparison to those 
on Turkey, the country she knows best.

As Hansen travels outside Turkey, 
she is constantly reminded of Ameri-
can interventions past. She is appalled 
by the level of poverty in Cairo, which 
she visits in 2012, and is surprised that 
a country receiving more American aid 
than any other besides Israel could be 
so poor. American support for Hosni 
Mubarak fills her with shame, and she 
feels “wholeheartedly that America 
was me, and I was it. This recognition 
did not feel like a form of guilt at all, 
something that can be indulged, regret-
ted, and forgotten.” In Kabul, Hansen 
meets a group of American contrac-
tors, entrepreneurs in a war- torn land 
who remind her of “Wall Street guys at 
a strip club, hedge funders launching 
into a round of steaks.” She is irritated 
by the way American officials “always 
spoke to grown men in foreign coun-
tries as if they were children.” 

In grocery stores in Kabul she sees 
vitamin supplements, condoms, and 
stacks of The Economist, but the city 
has no proper roads. To her driver she 
expresses “surprise that ‘we’ hadn’t 
even bothered to fix the roads of our 
imperial city in nine years.” In Athens, 
Hansen hears about the fate of George 
Polk, the American journalist who 
questioned Truman’s policy of support-
ing the right- wing government during 
the Greek civil war. Polk’s murder in 
1948 by Greek thugs had, in Hansen’s 
words, been “covered up with the as-
sistance of American embassy staff, 
high- ranking CIA officials, and even 
American journalists.” Hansen does 
not bring anything new to the story that 
Kati Marton’s The Polk Conspiracy 
(1990) told.

Hansen devotes many pages to the 
roots of the US “empire,” with passages 
on Woodrow Wilson, scholars who cre-
ated modernization theory (their view 
of modernization, as a transition from 
traditional, immature societies to mod-
ern, mature ones, still defines Ameri-
can perceptions of the world, according 
to Hansen), and journalists who toed 
the official line about the necessity of 
America’s bringing underdeveloped 
nations to maturity. Specialists will 
find these pages too familiar; nonspe-
cialists may find them too tendentious. 

Hansen is not just critical of govern-
ment officials and scholars. She is also 
disappointed by the American people, 
who tend to care more about their bank 
accounts and property values than 
about what their government has done 
to other countries in their name. She 
blames American television and radio 
for cold war propaganda; she also fo-
cuses on highbrow cultural institutions 
that helped to shape the American 
mind during the cold war. 

As part of her indictment, she draws 
attention to the Iowa Writers’ Work-
shop, which she feels pushed American 
writing toward the mundane and away 
from international concerns. She takes 
issue with intellectual magazines she 
finds complicit in this state of disinter-
est. Even John Hersey’s classic New 
Yorker reportage about Hiroshima 
does not satisfy her. She admiringly 
quotes Gore Vidal’s critique, repeat-
ing his claim that objective American 
journalism “avoided the larger politi-
cal questions surrounding the bomb’s 
discharge.” In her view, this “raises the 
question of whether the American style 

of journalism merely records history, 
rather than reckoning with it.” A writer 
can, of course, favor the analytical over 
the descriptive, but prose of this sort is 
a disservice to Hersey.

After learning about American in-
terventions around the world, Hansen 
characterizes the transformation of her 
mind in dental terms: “My brain expe-
rienced the acquisition of such knowl-
edge like a cavity filling: something 
drilled out, something shoved in, and 
afterward, a persistent, dull ache and 
a tooth that would never be the same.” 
Notes on a Foreign Country at times 
reads like a chronicle of an American 
trying to get rid of the rotten tooth of 
her identity and struggling to replace 
it with something healthier. But the ef-
fect can be awkward; shame is not nec-
essarily a useful organizing principle 
for a nonfiction book.

Why so much angst? Perhaps she 
feels guilty about her initial support 
for the AKP, or for her early belief in 
American goodness, but that guilt, I 
think, drives her toward an angrier 
and cruder critique of American for-
eign policy than is necessary. Hansen 
learned about America’s interventions 
in her early thirties; one wonders why 
it took her so long to reflect on Amer-
ica’s behavior abroad. And not all 
Americans are as ignorant of the world 
as Hansen’s intellectual friends in New 
York: in 2014, Arabic was the fastest- 
growing foreign language studied in 
the US; in 2015 the Modern Language 
Association announced that college 
students taking Arabic courses tripled, 
to more than 32,000, from 2002 to 
2013. 

A more pervasive problem concerns 
the way Hansen presents people living 
under American influence in countries 
such as Turkey. They are not as victim-
ized as Hansen wants us to believe. In 
every free election held in Turkey since 
1950, Turks have elected the party that 
offers an American- style modernizing 
agenda that combines capitalist and re-
ligious freedoms, even though they are 
well aware of American intervention 
during the cold war. Turkey’s Com-
munists and Marxists (many of whom 
were jailed and killed in the 1970s 
and 1980s) may have the moral high 
ground in their critiques of American 
imperialism, but there is little popu-
lar support for them, at least at the  
ballot box. 

Hansen finds, by the end of Notes 
on a Foreign Country, an answer to 
the question Why do they hate us? But 
the real question, the question that 
has not been properly asked, is one 
that Hansen herself ends up ignoring: 
Why do they love us? Most people pre-
fer to buy American consumer goods 
rather than books and films about Ja-
cobo Árbenz, Mohammad Mossadegh, 
Salvador Allende, and other victims 
of America’s cold war foreign policy. 
Svetlana Alexievich, in Secondhand 
Time, describes how Russians became 
obsessed with Western- style blue jeans 
after communism fell; in Turkey, too, 
despite considerable hostility toward 
American interventions in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, there is still love for the 
American way of life. 

Nineteenth- century American visi-
tors to Istanbul were more interested in 
the city’s natural beauty and exoticism 
than its people. In 1867, Mark Twain 
wrote extensively about Istanbul’s stray 
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Mercies in Disguise: 
A Story of Hope, a Family’s  
Genetic Destiny, and the  
Science That Rescued Them
by Gina Kolata. 
St. Martins, 262 pp., $25.99

In screening for genetic muta-
tions that can cause disease, the 
line between useful and damag-
ing knowledge is hard to draw. 
We can in many instances find 
out who will fall victim to con-
ditions for which no treatment 
exists. Huntington’s chorea is 
caused by a single mutation 
that can easily be identified. So 
is cystic fibrosis. Everyone who 
has the mutation will develop 
the disease unless he or she dies 
of something else first. No one 
who does not have the mutation 
will develop the disease. But 
though the etiology and devel-
opment of both these afflictions 
are well understood, there is no 
way to prevent either of them.1 
Hereditary prion diseases—ge-
netic neural conditions caused 
by misfolded proteins—are 
rarer, but likewise play out with 
grim reliability. No treatment 
can slow the inexorable prog-
ress toward an agonizing death.

Bioethicists disagree on 
whether diagnoses of such diseases 
should be postponed until symptoms 
develop or should be made much ear-
lier, even in infancy. More and more, 
clinicians argue that diagnosis before 
the onset of symptoms can benefit pa-
tients. It can circumvent an exhausting 
investigative odyssey; it can inform re-
productive decisions; it can help a pa-
tient to plan; it can allow him or her to 
connect with others with the same con-
dition, which is not only reassuring for 
the patient but also helpful to research 
scientists. But it can also cause despair. 
To what extent is information about an 
unpreventable genetic disease that has 
not yet caused any symptoms a gift and 
to what extent is it a burden? 

This double- edged sword of genetic 
testing hangs over Gina Kolata’s Mer-
cies in Disguise. Kolata, a well- known 
reporter on science and medicine 
for The New York Times, is a gifted 
storyteller. Her account of the Bax-

leys of South Carolina, a family with 
Gerstmann- Sträussler- Scheinker dis-
ease (GSS), is both engrossing and dis-
tressing. GSS is a rare hereditary prion 
disease symptomatically similar to Alz-
heimer’s mixed with Parkinson’s. All 
those who test positive for the mutation 
will develop the disease unless they die 
younger of other causes. The age of 
onset is between thirty- five and fifty- 
five, and once the disease sets in, the 
average survival period is five years, 
though some people live longer. 

Those affected lose their sense of 
balance; they develop constant shak-
ing; they become unable to walk and 
ultimately to control their movement at 
all; their speech becomes slurred, then 
incomprehensible; they find themselves 
unable to chew and swallow food; they 
cease to recognize their spouses and 
children; and finally, they become wild- 
eyed and fully demented. In postmor-
tem examination, the cerebral cortex 
of a GSS patient is riddled with micro-
scopic holes, making it spongiform, and 
the sheaths that should protect cerebral 
nerves are significantly abraded. A few 
treatments mitigate symptoms tempo-
rarily, but none can delay their onset; 
there is no cure; there is little promis-
ing research. 

Mercies in Disguise introduces us to 
the family patriarch, Bill Baxley, and 
follows his descent into misery, then 
death; we see two of his children, Billy 

and Buddy, succumb; and we learn that 
GSS will affect at least one of Bill’s 
grandchildren, Amanda, whose story 
frames Kolata’s account. The book 
opens with Amanda waiting to find 
out whether she has tested positive for 
GSS, and it ends with the story of how 
her life changes after she finds out that 
she has the mutant gene. She grapples 
with the question of whether to have 
children, and ultimately opts for pre-
implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD), 
a procedure to test embryos created in 
vitro so as to select those that are free 
of the GSS mutation.

The Baxleys are deeply devout 
Southern Baptists, and Amanda’s 
choice seems wrong to her sister, Holly, 
who declines to test for GSS in herself 
or to consider PGD. She says, “That is 
not the way I want to live as a Chris-
tian. . . . God has a purpose in not creat-
ing us with the ability to know our end. 
I choose to trust Him.” Kolata explains: 

Holly was married and had a son 
when she learned her father had 
GSS, but she and her husband de-
cided that Holly’s risk of getting ill 
herself and of passing on the gene 
was not going to deter them from 
having more children. . . . Instead 
of dwelling on the uncertainty of 
GSS, she would concentrate on her 
children’s relationship with God, 
on their eternal life. 

Nor are Amanda’s parents 
supportive of PGD. Her doc-
tors want a cheek swab from 
her father to confirm that she 
and he share a single mutation, 
but he refuses to assist her, and 
her mother will not intervene 
on Amanda’s behalf. Holly 
argues, “That idea carries 
with it the potential to create 
a medically induced genocide 
with the murdering of preborn 
children as a way of manipulat-
ing the gene pool and produc-
ing a utopia. Humans with too 
much knowledge are danger-
ous.” She seems unwilling to 
consider that God might have 
created our capacity for such 
knowledge, that this “unnatu-
ral” insight itself comes from 
our nature. Kolata relates how 
Holly worries that “in a medi-
cal family, science often be-
comes god instead of God.” 

Amanda herself agonizes 
over the procedure even as 
she goes forward with it. “She 
had allowed those embryos to 
be destroyed as if they were 
meaningless. It was as if she 
had pointed to them, one by 
one, and said, ‘You’re sick. 
You have to go.’” Yet in choos-
ing PGD, Amanda says firmly 

of GSS, “It stopped with me.” Mercies 
in Disguise can be read as a skirmish 
in the ongoing American conflict be-
tween science and faith. 

Kolata has been dogged for many 
years by accusations that her reporting 
promotes conservative beliefs.2 In Mer-
cies in Disguise she shows sympathy for 
Holly’s religiosity, writing admiringly:

From the start, Holly had been a 
light in both her parents’ lives. She 
was tall and beautiful and could al-
ways be counted on to stay out of 
trouble. She was an exemplary stu-
dent, too. . . .  In her early twenties, 
already married for three years 
to a man she had met in college,  

Fatal Genes
Andrew Solomon

dogs, beggars, and palaces, but not 
much about its ordinary folk. Others 
savored aspects of the city that seemed 
strange to them. Ernest Hemingway, 
when he worked in Istanbul as a for-
eign correspondent, was mesmerized 

by the muezzin and noted how his voice 
“soars and dips like an aria from a Rus-
sian opera.” 

But Hansen writes from inside the 
culture. Notes on a Foreign Country 
provides a kind of absolution and re-

demption for one thoughtful and sensi-
tive US citizen. 

This is indeed a very American en-
deavor in another sense. Amid her strug-
gles to accept and analyze responsibility 
for her country’s interventions around 

the world, Turkey in the end recedes, and 
becomes a palimpsest for a Westerner’s 
self- discovery. To a non- Western reader, 
this exercise is all too familiar, even when 
conducted by an insightful writer with  
remarkable powers of observation. 

Vicki Reed: The Nest, 2015; from ‘What We Leave Behind,’ a series of lifesize cyanotype portraits  
on fabric that Reed made of her parents, in their late eighties and suffering from memory loss and dementia, 

before their move to a nursing home
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Handelman, “Act Up in Anger,” Roll-
ing Stone, March 8, 1990; Mark Dowie, 
“What’s Wrong with the New York 
Times’s Science Reporting?,” The 
Nation, July 6, 1998; Michael Shap-
iro, “Pushing the ‘Cure’: Where a Big 
Cancer Story Went Wrong,” Colum-
bia Journalism Review, July/August 
1998; Paul Scott, “Diet Wars Turn 
Family Feud,” Columbia Journalism 
Review, July 31, 2012; and David Bol-
lier, “Did Commercial Journals Use 
the NYT to Smear Open Access?,”  
www.davidbollier.org, April 11, 2013.



26 The New York Review

Holly had developed what she de-
scribes as “a closer relationship 
with Christ.” . . .When [her brother] 
Buddy got that letter [containing 
his genetic diagnosis], she and her 
husband already had one child, a 
baby boy. His life, she trusted, was 
in God’s hands. She was not going 
to worry about whether she or her 
baby had inherited her father’s 
 illness. 

Elsewhere, Kolata’s value judgments 
come through clearly. She explains 
in relation to PGD: “Whether or not 
they believe life begins at conception, 
few can see a human embryo as just a 
clump of cells, no different in kind than 
a piece of skin scraped off a knee. And 
no one—not even people who work in 
fertility clinics . . . —finds it easy to dis-
card those balls of cells.” In fact, many 
people who work in fertility clinics find 
it deeply meaningful to help a family 
select for healthy children, and they do 
not execute their work with ambiva-
lence or regret. 

In many of her Times articles and in 
Flu: The Story of the Great Influenza 
Pandemic of 1918 (1999), Kolata has 
shown herself adept at translating sci-
entific language for inexpert readers, 
but her prose sometimes grows mawk-
ish and manipulative: 

There was a remote chance that 
Bill had a condition called normal 
pressure hydrocephalus; they knew 
about it from their medical studies, 
but the neurologists they’d con-
sulted had seemed uninterested—
it took too much time to test for 
it and the chance that Bill had it 

really was remote. But Buddy and 
Tim had time for the test—Bill was 
their father, after all. They could 
make time. 

Later, when Tim, one of the Baxley 
boys, learns that his aunt has trou-
bling symptoms, “his heart began to 
pound as it had when he heard about 
his grandfather.” Soon he “felt the cold 
sweat of certainty. . . . He barely noticed 
the sun coming up.” Robert Edwards, a 
progenitor of IVF, is “flamboyant”; so, 
a page later, is the Russian geneticist 
and embryologist Yury Verlinsky. Ko-
lata’s attempts to be colorful can drain 
her prose of authentic color.

The subtitle of the book is “A Story of 
Hope, a Family’s Genetic Destiny, and 
the Science That Rescued Them.” Ko-
lata tends to take an upbeat, even cel-
ebratory tone, but Amanda is looking 
at an early deterioration and horrific 
death, which doesn’t exactly constitute 
a story of hope or a rescue by science. 
And what of Holly and her children, 
who may well be marching toward a 
similar agony? Kolata writes that “sci-
ence presented the Baxley family mem-
bers with a responsibility they’d never 
asked for or anticipated—but that each 
took on in their own daring way.” Yet 
she does not show that anyone other 
than Amanda took on the challenge in 
a particularly daring way. She calls her 
book “a story of how a horrific disease 
taught a family forbearance and the 
ability to find hope even as the daunt-
ing circumstances threatened to ex-
tinguish it,” but many members of the 
family don’t seem to have achieved for-
bearance or hope. “This is the story of 
disrupting destiny,” Kolata claims, but 

the destiny to which she refers seems 
not to have been much disrupted. 

Interspersed with the story of the 
Baxleys is the story of prions. Kolata 
recounts how the physician Daniel 
Carleton Gajdusek came to study the 
neurodegenerative disease kuru, which 
causes a loss of coordination and con-
trol over muscle movements, in the Fore 
people of Papua New Guinea. Through 
follow- up work with chimpanzees, he 
demonstrated that this frightening dis-
ease was transmissible, then linked it 
to the Fore’s rituals of funerary canni-
balism. Gajdusek ultimately connected 
kuru with many other diseases: scrapie 
(in sheep), Creutzfeldt Jakob disease 
(CJD), mad cow disease, fatal familial 
insomnia, and GSS, theorizing that the 
problem resulted from a “slow virus.” 
He won a Nobel Prize in 1976 for his 
work. 

Stanley Prusiner proceeded from 
Gajdusek’s research but rejected the 
virus theory, observing that none of 
these related neurodegenerative condi-
tions triggered any immune response. 
Prusiner knew these diseases were 
transmissible, but not contagious. In 
a radical departure from biological 
norms, he proposed that they were 
caused by proteins that could replicate 
themselves. “The idea of a protein that 
somehow reproduces itself,” Kolata 
writes, “seemed like asserting that a 
cup of egg whites—pure protein—on 
the kitchen counter could somehow 
start growing, and overflowing the cup, 
taking over the kitchen like slime in a 
horror movie.” 

But Prusiner persisted, and in the 
early 1980s he coined the term “prion” 
for a class of proteins that can misfold. 
Contact between a normal prion pro-
tein and a misfolded one, he hypothe-
sized, causes the normal one to misfold, 
too. That prion goes on to misfold fur-
ther proteins. These misfolded pro-
teins bond into dense amyloid plaques 
somewhat like those that develop in 
Alzheimer’s and effectively drill little 
holes in the cerebellum, eventually 
causing the onset of symptoms.

Prion diseases can be inherited; 
they can occur through new mutations 
that may subsequently be passed on 
to the next generation; they can also 
be acquired (in less than one percent 
of cases) if a healthy brain is directly 
exposed to misfolded prions, as hap-
pened among the cannibalistic Fore, or 
as might happen through surgical con-
tamination. Prusiner’s protein hypoth-
esis, which earned him a Nobel Prize 
in 1997, is now widely accepted. Kolata 
clearly admires Prusiner; oddly, how-
ever, in her scientific history she does 
not mention the work of Tikvah Alper 
and John Stanley Griffith, who had 
proposed fifteen years before Prusiner 
that spongiform diseases might be 
transmitted by proteins, and whose 
work strongly influenced him.3

The number of illnesses such as GSS 
that are inevitably caused by a single 
mutated gene is small. In the debates 

about genetic testing that now roil 
bioethics, the primary concern is with 
genes that confer only an increased 
risk of developing particular medi-
cal conditions. For some of them, the 
preventative measures are straightfor-
ward. Some 5 to 10 percent of colorec-
tal cancers are known to be hereditary. 
About four out of five people who carry 
the gene for hereditary nonpolyposis 
colorectal cancer (HNPCC) will go on 
to develop the disease; even those who 
do not carry a known cancer- causing 
gene but have a family history of the 
disease are encouraged to have regular 
colonoscopies for early detection and 
treatment. People at risk for heredi-
tary cardiomyopathies—diseases that 
affect the heart muscle—can regulate 
their diet and exercise to significantly 
reduce the likelihood of early death. 
It seems like common sense to do so, 
though research indicates that infor-
mation from genetic tests is not a pow-
erful motivation for people to change 
their behavior.4

When the risk conferred by a gene is 
lower and the preventative measures for 
the potential condition are more dras-
tic, deciding whether or not to take ad-
vantage of them is more difficult. More 
than fifty hereditary cancer syndromes 
have been identified. Mutations of the 
tumor- suppressing genes BRCA- 1 and 
BRCA- 2 cause some 5 to 10 percent of 
all breast cancer, and about 15 percent 
of all ovarian cancer. While only about 
one in eight women develops breast 
cancer, more than half of those with 
BRCA mutations develop it; while only 
one of every hundred women develops 
ovarian cancer, more than one third of 
those with BRCA mutations do so.

Such statistics help women appre-
hend the seriousness of the risks, but 
do not make it easy to decide how to 
respond. We do not understand genetic 
and environmental factors well enough 
to predict who will succumb and who 
will not. Some women with BRCA mu-
tations have had preemptive double 
mastectomies, hysterectomies, or both. 
Such procedures vastly reduce the risk 
of developing these cancers, but they 
are extremely invasive responses to a 
mutation that for many would never re-
sult in illness. 

This confusion can only escalate as 
companies such as 23andMe offer, for 
a modest fee, to analyze genetic infor-
mation from a cheek swab. Consumers 
can get information about their vulner-
ability to a variety of diseases for which 
the genetics are well understood—in 
the form of statistical likelihoods rather 
than definitive outcomes. 23andMe 
now offers testing for vulnerability to 
Alzheimer’s through the ApoE4 gene, 
as well as for the genetic risk of Par-
kinson’s and celiac diseases. What is 
someone to do with this knowledge? 
“People clearly want information about 
themselves,” said Anne Wojcicki, the 
chief executive of 23andMe. “There is 
a demand.”

In a 2016 STAT- Harvard poll, a ma-
jority of respondents said they would 
want to have genetic testing for Alz-
heimer’s or cancer (for each of which 
genetic links have been found), and 
eight out of ten who had had genetic 

3See, for example, Tikvah Alper et 
al., “Does the Agent of Scrapie Repli-
cate Without Nucleic Acid?,” Nature, 
Vol. 214 (May 20, 1967); and John S. 
Griffith, “Nature of the Scrapie Agent: 
Self- replication and Scrapie,” Nature, 
Vol. 215 (September 2, 1967).

4See Gareth J. Hollands et al., “The 
Impact of Communicating Genetic 
Risks of Disease on Risk- Reducing 
Health Behaviour: Systematic Review 
with Meta- analysis,” The BMJ, Vol. 352 
(March 15, 2016).
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testing were glad to have done so. The 
same study found that doctors took 
a much dimmer view of the process. 
Understanding the results of genetic 
analysis often requires the assistance 
of counselors who can interpret prob-
abilities and risks, and there are too 
few such specialists to go around. As 
Mildred Z. Solomon, president of the 
Hastings Center, a bioethics research 
institute, told me, “There is a great 
chance to introduce enormous confu-
sion among both prospective parents 
and the public more broadly.” 

Both confidentiality and exposure of 
the results of such testing can be dan-
gerous. The utilitarian argument would 
calculate burden against benefit for an 
entire society and acknowledge that 
mandatory genetic testing best protects 
public health by providing statistical 
information on untreatable conditions; 
enabling PGD for families who carry 
genes for serious illnesses; and allow-
ing people whose conditions respond to 
lifestyle changes or medical treatments 
to access them efficiently. The liber-
tarian argument would propose that 
individuals have sole jurisdiction over 
their physical selves and medical infor-
mation.5 Along with Amanda Baxley’s 
right to know goes Holly Baxley’s right 
not to know. 

A screening shortly after birth for 
sickle cell disease, which can be treated, 
is mandatory in all US states so that af-
fected children can get care. For most 
other genetic defects, the choice to 
know rests squarely with the person at 
risk or, for juveniles, with their parents. 
23andMe has a databank of information 
about a broad range of people—more 
than a million at this writing—and has 
made some of it available to researchers 
working on the demographics of par-
ticular diseases. Many Americans have 
expressed concern that any medical test 
may enter the public record, and worry 
that people with certain genetic liabili-
ties would suffer from bias in matters 
of employment and insurance. Cases 
alleging such discrimination have al-
ready come before the courts, includ-
ing an ongoing suit brought against the 
Palo Alto school district by the parents 
of a boy who, they allege, was removed 
from his class because a test showed 
that he had genetic markers associated 
with cystic fibrosis. 

There are instances in which some-
one has been tested but does not wish 
to tell family members, some of whom 
cannot be trusted to maintain confi-
dentiality, about troubling results. Any 
such circumstance provokes a moral 
conundrum for a doctor. K. G. Fulda 
and Kristine Lykens have argued in 
the Journal of Medical Ethics that “the 
physician’s decision not to inform fam-
ily members simply removes any pos-
sibility of delaying or ameliorating the 
onset of symptoms. Consequently, the 
public policy function of public health 
may need to resolve these counter-
vailing interests of individuals.” One 
court has held that a doctor must take 

“reasonable steps . . . to assure that the 
information reaches those likely to be 
affected or is made available for their 
benefit.”

In 1983, the President’s Commis-
sion for the Study of Ethical Problems 
in Medicine and Biomedical and Be-
havioral Research recommended that 
disclosure be required when efforts to 
elicit voluntary disclosure have failed; 
when there is a high probability of 
harm, which intervention might avert; 
and when prospective harm is serious. 
The commission confirmed that this in-
formation should be shared even with-
out the primary patient’s consent if not 
disclosing the information could lead to 
harm. Some ethicists advise that physi-
cians should notify patients prior to ge-
netic testing about their own stance on 
information- sharing—what one writer 
has called a “genetic Miranda warning.” 

Genetic information is pertinent to 
the person whose genome is being ex-
amined but also, as the Baxley story 
clearly illustrates, to his or her off-
spring, and the interests of parent and 
child may not coincide. Soon, scientists 
will be able to scan a full fetal genome 
with a simple maternal finger-prick test. 
This process, an early version of which 
is already used to diagnose trisomy- 21 
(the mutation that leads to Down syn-
drome), will yield a huge amount of 
information. Prospective parents may 
feel pressure to abort on the basis of 
information that reveals their child will 
be born with a disease that is expen-
sive to manage. Pennsylvania passed 
Chloe’s Law in 2014, requiring health 
care providers to give information 
about treatment and support services 
to women who receive a prenatal diag-

nosis of trisomy- 21, and several other 
states have passed similar measures. 

These decisions about selective 
termination are extremely variable; a 
risk that does not trouble one person 
may terrify another. Is there any argu-
ment for terminating a pregnancy once 
a BRCA marker is found? What about 
doing PGD to weed out fetuses that 
carry a mutated BRCA gene? Some 
people have made these choices, but the 
shadow of eugenics always looms over 
them. Kolata asks what a couple should 
do if one of them carries a gene that cre-
ates a 50 percent chance of a midlife 
heart attack. What, too, would we do if 
we were to find gene combinations that 
increase the likelihood of autism, ho-
mosexuality, or deafness? Would we as-
pire to screen for traits as significant as 
intelligence or gender, as trivial as hair 
color, as socially loaded as complexion, 
as socially stigmatized as obesity? What 
about selecting for genes that appear to 
be linked to athletic prowess (which have  
been extensively but futilely sought)? 

We might undertake PGD to cull em-
bryos, for example, with a 50 percent 
risk for a condition likely to shorten life 
by more than ten years, or a 75 percent 
risk for a condition that would cause a 
lifetime of physical pain. Any attempt 
to standardize these choices would feel 
random, a decision about a life we can-
not fully imagine. As for- profit compa-
nies do scans for a widening range of 
characteristics for those seeking pre-
implantation genetic diagnosis, such 
prenatal knowledge may become some-
thing of a luxury commodity. Kolata’s 
book raises crucial questions about 
knowledge that can be both vital and 
fatal, both palliative and dangerous.  

5For comparison of the utilitarian and 
libertarian perspectives on genetic 
testing, see K. G. Fulda and K. Lykens, 
“Ethical Issues in Predictive Genetic 
Testing: A Public Health Perspective,” 
Journal of Medical Ethics, Vol. 32, No. 
3 (March 2006).
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What Are We Doing Here?
Marilynne Robinson

I have been reading lately about the 
rise of humanism in Europe. The old 
scholars often described themselves as 
“ravished” by one of the books newly 
made available to them by the press, 
perhaps also by translation. Their lives 
were usually short, never comfortable. 
I think about what it would have been 
like to read by the light of an oil lamp, 
to write with a goose quill. It used 
to seem to me that an unimaginable 
self- discipline must account for their 
meticulous learnedness. I assumed 
that the rigors and austerities of their 
early training had made their discom-
forts too familiar to be noticed. Now 
increasingly I think they were held to 
their work by a degree of fascination, 
of sober delight, that we can no longer 
imagine. 

John Milton said, “As good almost 
kill a man as kill a good book.” He 
was arguing, unsuccessfully, against 
licensing, the suppression or censoring 
of books before publication. This was 
usual in the pre modern and early mod-
ern world, of course. How many good 
books were killed outright by these 
means we will never know, even grant-
ing the labors of printers who defied 
the threat of hair- raising punishments 
to publish unlicensed work, which oth-
ers risked hair- raising penalties to own 
or to read. 

To put books into English, the vul-
gar tongue, the language of the masses, 
was once radical. Teaching literature 
written in English is a recent innova-
tion, historically speaking, and was 
long regarded in the more renowned 
institutions as a lowering of standards. 
It is still the case in some countries that 
the work of living writers is excluded 
from the curriculum, perhaps a sign of 
lingering prejudice against the vernac-
ular, against what people say and think 
now, in the always disparaged present. 
In America this scruple is gone and for-
gotten. Writers not yet dead, in many 
cases only emerging, are read and pon-
dered, usually under a rubric of some 
kind that makes them representative of 
gender or ethnicity or region, therefore 
instances of some perspective or trend 
often of greater interest to the profes-
sor than to any of the writers. 

These categories, woman or black or 
immigrant, can be encumbrances from 
the writers’ point of view, obstacles to 
the reading of their work as something 
more than sociological data. If there 
are courses explicitly attentive to white 
men as a subgroup I have never heard 
of any. Male and white is still the de-
fault where literature is concerned, in 
the academy, at least. This is not the 
fault of any of these men, and they 
should not be undervalued or misread 
on this account. But knowing what 
a book costs any writer, in years not 
least, I hope for the day when all good 
books can be read as speaking in as 
broad a voice, engaged with the Great 
Questions. 

However, I am too aware of the 
ragged beast history has been to fret 
over the fact that its manners are not 
perfect yet. I think it is most excellent 
that so many voices are being heard, 
and that the ongoing life of this end-
less human work is acknowledged as 
it is being written. This has supported 

the teaching of writing that is so wide-
spread in American universities. These 
same living writers come into the uni-
versities to lecture and teach, as the 
great literary figures whose writing is 
consecrated by time could not do, even 
if they wished. This is in effect a sys-
tem of patronage that leaves no one 
beholden, and that makes thousands of 
students aware that writers are not so 
unlike themselves—a valuable stimu-
lus to aspiration. 

All this works rather well. It has given 
me an interesting life, allowing me all 
the time a novel requires and every 
resource for following the questions 
that arise as I work. I have enjoyed the 
company of young writers, and I have 
learned from them. I know that one is 
expected to bemoan the present time, 
to say something about decline and the 
loss of values. O tempora, o mores! But 
I find a great deal to respect.

That said. It is a familiar irony that 
prohibition and deprivation can make 
things potent and ravishing, and that 
plenty very often dulls our taste for 
them. There is a great deal of question-
ing now of the value of the humani-
ties, those aptly named disciplines that 
make us consider what human beings 
have been, and are, and will be. Some-
times I think they should be renamed 
Big Data. These catastrophic wars that 
afflict so much of the world now surely 

bear more resemblance to the Hun-
dred Years’ War or the Thirty Years’ 
War or the wars of Napoleon or World 
War I than they do to any expectations 
we have had about how history would 
unfold in the modern period, otherwise 
known as those few decades we call the 
postwar. 

We have thought we were being cyni-
cal when we insisted that people uni-
versally are motivated by self- interest. 
Would God it were true! Hamlet’s ru-
mination on the twenty thousand men 
going off to fight over a territory not 
large enough for them all to be buried 
in, going to their graves as if to their 
beds, shows a much sounder grasp 
of human behavior than this. It ac-
knowledges a part of it that shows how 
absurdly optimistic our “cynicism” ac-
tually is. President Obama not long ago 
set off a kerfuffle among the press by 
saying that these firestorms of large-
scale violence and destruction are not 
unique to Islamic culture or to the 
present time. This is simple fact, and it 
is also fair warning, if we hope to keep 
our own actions and reactions within 
something like civilized bounds. This 
would be one use of history. 

And here’s another. We might stop 
persuading ourselves of the truth of no-
tions that are flatly implausible in light 
of all we know, or could know if we 
cared to. Then we would be less con-
fident in imposing our assumptions on 
behavior, including our own, that they 

cannot help us interpret. The aversion 
to history shelters some very important 
errors, and sometimes does so aggres-
sively. A society is moving toward dan-
gerous ground when loyalty to the truth 
is seen as disloyalty to some supposedly 
higher interest. How many times has 
history taught us this?

In the realm of contemporary poli-
tics, someone who has a certain aware-
ness of history, the president, for 
example, is expected to speak as if he 
did not. He is expected to have mastery 
of an artificial language, a language 
made up arbitrarily of the terms and 
references of a nonexistent world that is 
conjured out of prejudice and nostalgia 
and mis-  and disinformation, as well as 
of fashion and slovenliness among the 
opinion makers. Any dialect becomes 
second nature to those who live among 
its speakers, and this one is pervasive 
in ordinary educated life. Anyone who 
has wandered now and then into the 
vast arcana of what we have been and 
done is prone to violating the dialect’s 
strict and narrow usage, and will be 
corrected. 

I am not speaking here of the usual 
and obvious malefactors, the blow-
hards on the radio and on cable televi-
sion. I am speaking of the mainstream 
media, therefore of the institutions 
that educate most people of influence 
in America, including journalists. Our 
great universities, with their vast re-
sources, their exhaustive libraries, look 
like a humanist’s dream. Certainly, 
with the collecting and archiving that 
has taken place in them over centuries, 
they could tell us much that we need 
to know. But there is pressure on them 
now to change fundamentally, to equip 
our young to be what the Fabians used 
to call “brain workers.” They are to be 
skilled laborers in the new economy, in-
tellectually nimble enough to meet its 
needs, which we know will change con-
stantly and unpredictably. I may simply 
have described the robots that will be 
better suited to this kind of existence, 
and with whom our optimized work-
ers will no doubt be forced to compete, 
poor complex and distractible crea-
tures that they will be still.

Why teach the humanities? Why 
study them? American universities are 
literally shaped around them and have 
been since their founding, yet the ques-
tion is put in the bluntest form—what 
are they good for? If, for purposes 
of discussion, we date the beginning 
of the humanist movement to 1500, 
then, historically speaking, the West 
has flourished materially as well as 
culturally in the period of their influ-
ence. You may have noticed that the 
United States is always in an existential 
struggle with an imagined competi-
tor. It may have been the cold war that 
instilled this habit in us. It may have 
been nineteenth-century nationalism, 
when America was coming of age and 
competition among the great powers of 
Europe drove world events. Whatever 
etiology is proposed for it, whatever 
excuse is made for it, however rhetori-
cally useful it may be in certain con-
texts, the habit is deeply harmful, as it 
has been in Europe as well, when the  
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ISBN 978-1-945402-31-9 C/$125

On Christian Iconography: 
Selections from The Art of 
Painting (1649)
Francisco Pacheco

In this translation by Jeremy Roe 
et al., the writings on religious 
painting by the Spanish artist 
Francisco Pacheco are for the first 
time made available to an English-
speaking readership.
Pub Aug 2017. 7 x 10 in. 

340 pp. index. 123 color images. 

Saint Joseph’s 

ISBN 978-0-91610-189-3 C/$75

BIOGRAPHY

Stewart L. Udall: Steward of 
the Land 
Thomas G. Smith 

This book, the first biography of 
Udall, introduces his work to a 
new generation of Americans con-
cerned with the environment. 
Pub Sept 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

432 pp. 24 halftones. 

University of New Mexico Press 

ISBN 978-0-8263-5775-5 C/$34.95

EDUCATION

Knowledge for Social 
Change: Bacon, Dewey, 
and the Revolutionary 
Transformation of Research 
Universities in the Twenty-
First Century
Lee Benson, Ira Harkavy,  
John Puckett, Matthew Hartley, 
Rita A. Hodges, Francis E. John-
ston, and Joann Weeks

Argues for and proposes concrete 
means to radically transform re-
search universities to function 
as democratic, civic, and com-
munty-engaged institutions.
Pub Jul 2017. LC 2016050224. 6 x 9 in. 

210 pp. 1 f igs. notes. index. 

Temple 

ISBN 978-1-4399-1519-6 P/$14.95

MLA Handbook, 8th edition
MLA 

The Modern Language Asso-
ciation, the authority on research 
and writing, takes a fresh look 
at documenting sources in the 
eighth edition of the MLA Hand-

book. Shorter and redesigned for 
easy use, this new edition guides 
writers through the principles be-
hind evaluating sources for their 
research. It then shows them how 
to cite sources in their writing and 
create useful entries for the works-
cited list.
Pub May 2016. LC 2015040898. 6 x 9 in. 

146 pp. Includes bibliographical references 

and index.  

MLA. ISBN 9781603292627 P/$15

Promoting the Educational 
Success of Children and 
Youth Learning English: 
Promising Futures
Committee on Fostering School 
Success for English Learners: 
Toward New Directions in Policy, 
Practice, and Research; National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineer-
ing, and Medicine

Educating dual language learners 
(DLLs) and English learners (ELs) 
effectively is a national challenge 
with consequences both for indi-
viduals and for American society. 
Promoting the Educational Success of 
Children and Youth Learning Eng-
lish: Promising Futures examines 
how evidence based on research 
relevant to the development of 
DLLs/ELs from birth to age 21 
can inform education and health 
policies and related practices that 
can result in better educational 
outcomes. 
Pub Feb 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

528 pp. National Academies Press 

ISBN 978-0-309-45537-4 P/ $89.00
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“A Road to Peace and 
Freedom”: The International 
Workers Order and the 
Struggle for Economic Justice 
and Civil Rights, 1930-1954
Robert M. Zecker

Mining extensive primary sourc-
es, Robert Zecker gives voice to 
the workers in “A Road to Peace and 
Freedom.” He describes the group’s 
economic goals, commitment to 
racial justice, and activism, from 
lobbying to end segregation and 
lynching in America to defeating 
fascism abroad.
Pub Jan 2018. 6 x 9 in. 

366 pp. 14 halftones. notes. index. 

Temple 

ISBN 978-1-4399-1516-5 P/$34.95

Medical Bondage: Race, 
Gender, and the Origins of 
American Gynecology
Deirdre Cooper Owens

Even as they were advancing med-
icine, pioneering doctors such as 
John Peter Mettauer, James Mar-
ion Sims, and Nathan Bozeman 
were legitimizing, for decades to 
come, groundless theories related 
to whiteness and blackness, men 
and women, and the inferiority of 
other races or nationalities. Medi-
cal Bondage moves between the 
plantation South and the urban 
North to reveal how 19th-century 
American ideas about race, health, 
and status inf luenced doctor-pa-
tient relationships.
Pub Nov 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

184 pp. 10 b&w illus.  

University of Georgia Press 

ISBN 978-0-8203-5135-3 C/$48.95

GENERAL INTEREST

Abducted in Iraq: A Priest in 
Baghdad
Saad Sirop Hanna, with Edward 
S. Aris. Foreword by David Alton.

“Abducted in Iraq is Saad Hanna’s 
riveting account of his captiv-
ity in Iraq among Muslim ex-
tremists. The story Hanna tells 
will leave readers breathless.” 
— Gabriel Said Reynolds, au-
thor of The Emergence of Islam. 
“The book is poignant in describ-
ing and lamenting the destruc-
tion of Iraqi culture.” — Publishers 
Weekly.
Pub Sept 2017. LC 2017024224. 5.5 x 

8.5 in. 

184 pp. Notre Dame 

ISBN 978-0-268-10293-7 C/$25

Grave Landscapes: The 
Nineteenth-Century Rural 
Cemetery Movement
James R. Cothran and Erica 
Danylchak

This beautifully illustrated vol-
ume features 150+ historic pho-
tographs, stereographs, postcards, 
maps, engravings, and contem-
porary images that illuminate 
the inspiration for rural cemeter-
ies, their physical evolution, and 
the landscapes they inspired. Ex-
tended profiles of rural cemeteries 
reveal the cursive design features 
of this distinctive landscape type 
prior to the Civil War and later 
evolution.
Pub Jan 2018. 9 x 12 in. 

304 pp. 110 color and 51 b&w illus. 

University of South Carolina Press 

ISBN 978-1-61117-798-5 C/$49.99

HISTORY/AMERICAN

The Suffragents: How 
Women Used Men to Get the 
Vote
Brooke Kroeger

The untold story of how some of 
New York’s most powerful men 
formed the Men’s League for 
Woman Suffrage. “Among the 
pleasures of Kroeger’s carefully 
developed storyline is the view of 
how important political figures 
such as Theodore Roosevelt and 
Woodrow Wilson came around 
to accepting the idea that women 
deserved the vote… A vigorous, 
readable revisitation of the events 
of a century and more ago but 
with plenty of subtle lessons in the 
book for modern-day civil rights 
activists, too.” — Kirkus Reviews
Pub Sept 2017. LC 2016044034. 7 x 10 in. 

372 pp. notes. index. illus. 

SUNY Press 

ISBN 978-1-4384-6630-9 P/$24.95 

ISBN 978-1-4384-6629-3 C/$80

Making an Antislavery 
Nation: Lincoln, Douglas, 
and the Battle over Freedom
Graham A. Peck

When political battles over slavery 
transformed the country. “Sure to 
interest anyone looking for a fine-
grained account of pre-Civil War 
politics.” — Publishers Weekly

Pub Sept 2017. 6 x 9 in.  

280 pp. 8 maps.  

University of Illinois Press 

ISBN 978-0-252-04136-5 C/$34.95 

The Rise and Fall of the 
Associated Negro Press: 
Claude Barnett’s Pan-African 
News and the Jim Crow 
Paradox
Gerald Horne

Publisher, diplomat, activist—the 
astonishing story of the first Afri-
can American press baron.
Pub Aug 2017. 6.125 x 9.25 in. 

272 pp. illus.  

University of Illinois Press  

ISBN 978-0-252-08273-3 P/$24.95

HISTORY/EUROPEAN

Teaching Representations of 
the First World War 
Edited by Debra Rae Cohen and 
Douglas Higbee

The catalyst for huge political and 
social changes, the First World 
War was in part shaped through 
propaganda, film, photography, 
poetry, memoir, and music. These 
artistic realms, in turn, inf luenced 
gender roles, the fate of empires, 
extreme political movements, and 
new aesthetic formations. The es-
says in this volume offer method-
ological maps for negotiating this 
complex pedagogical terrain of 
modernism, myth, music, nostal-
gia, transnationalism, colonialism, 
gender roles, f ilms, and inf luenza. 
Pub Aug 2017. LC 2017016895. 6 x 9 in. 

378 pp. Includes bibliographical references 

and index.  

MLA. ISBN 9781603293051 P/$29

HUMANITIES

PMLA: Publications of 
the Modern Language 
Association of America 
Edited by the MLA 

Five times a year. The leading 
journal in literary studies for more 
than a century, PMLA reaches 
over 24,000 subscribers and more 
than 1,600 libraries—the larg-
est circulation of any scholarly 
journal in the humanities. Visit  
www.mlajournals.org for more 
information. 
MLA. ISSN 0030-8129  

Library inst. $215 (electronic only); $235 

(electronic and print). Single copy: $12

INTERDISCIPLINARY 
STUDIES

Griff ith Review 57: 
Perils of Populism
Edited by Julianne Schultz

Quarterly. Griffith Review is the 
leading Australian literary fo-
rum for new writing, culture and 
ideas. Perils of Populism examines 
the populist moment gripping the 
globe. Leaders promise to respond 
to the voice of people who are ag-
grieved and resentful, feeling the 
sting of inequality and uncertain-
ty. This timely collection of essays 
from Australian and international 
writers provides insightful com-
mentary on these perilous times.
griffithreview.com
Text Publishing ISBN 9781925498417 

Annual Overseas Subscription: 

Indiv. AUD$143; Digital AUD$60;  

Inst. Upon inquiry. Single copy: AUD$28 

Single digital copy (ePub or PDF): 

AUD$18.50. 
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INTERDISCIPLINARY 
STUDIES/ 

SOUTHEAST ASIA

The Lisu: Far from the Ruler
Michele Zack

“You don’t need to be fascinated 
already by the Lisu to be fasci-
nated by Michele Zack’s spectacu-
lar new book about the Lisu. You 
just need to start on page 1, travel 
with Zack into the Lisu world, 
and succumb to her remarkable 
evocation of this little-known but 
endlessly interesting people. If you 
cannot live years of your life with 
the Lisu, this is the book to read, 
at once a rigorous ethnography, a 
lively travelogue, and a beautifully 
written memoir. The best books 
are the products of love: this book 
is the product of a passion endur-
ing decades.” — Mischa Berlinski, 
author of Fieldwork and Peacekeep-
ing: A Novel
Pub Dec 2017. LCCN 2017021816. 6 x 

9 in. 

304 pp. 32 color, 85 b&w photographs. 

University Press of Colorado 

ISBN 978-1-60732-603-8 P/$27.95

INTERDISCIPLINARY 
STUDIES/SPANISH

Memory Battles of the 
Spanish Civil War: History, 
Fiction, Photography
Sebastiaan Faber

The ability to forget the violent 
twentieth-century past was long 
seen as a virtue in Spain, even a 
duty, but that has changed as an 
increasing number of Spaniards 
want to know what happened, 
who suffered, and who is to 
blame. Faber shows how histori-
ography, fiction, and photogra-

phy have shaped our views of the 
1936-1939 war and its long, pain-
ful aftermath.
Pub Jan 2018. 7 x 10 in. 

256 pp. 21 illustrations. references. index. 

Vanderbilt  

ISBN 978-0-8265-2179-8 P/$34.95

LGBT STUDIES

Accidental Activists: Mark 
Phariss, Vic Holmes, and 
Their Fight for Marriage 
Equality in Texas
David Collins

In 2015, Mark Phariss and Vic 
Holmes—together for eighteen 
years and deeply in love—won the 
right to marry deep in the heart of 
Texas. But the road they traveled 
was never easy.
Pub Aug 2017. LC 2017017751. 6 x 9 in.  

480 pp. 55 color photos.  

North Texas  

ISBN 978-1-57441-692-3 C/$29.95 

ISBN 978-1-57441-703-6 E/$23.96

LITERARY CRITI-
CISM/COMPARATIVE 

LITERATURE

The Subversive Art of Zelda 
Fitzgerald
Deborah Pike

Pike rehabilitates the literary 
and artistic status of Fitzgerald, 
reassessing her work in light of 
previously unpublished sources.
Pub Sept 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

264 pp. 22 illus. notes. index. 

Missouri  

ISBN 978-0-8262-2104-9 H/$45

LITERATURE/ 
FICTION

God, the Moon, and Other 
Megafauna
Kellie Wells

“A vibrant collection of 15 the-
matically linked stories shaped 
by surrealism, narratives seem-
ingly ref lected in a fun-house 
mirror… Wells is a writer like 
no other. Prepare for magic al-
lusive and illusive, intelligent and 
innovative.” — Kirkus Reviews 
Richard Sullivan Prize in Short 
Fiction.
Pub Aug 2017. LC 2017025413. 6 x 9 in. 

192 pp. Notre Dame 

ISBN 978-0-268-10226-5 P/$20

The Essential Fictions
Isaac Babel. Translated from the 
Russian by Val Vinokur.

“Vinokur’s lucid translation bril-
liantly conveys the vivid precision 
and the emotional edge of Isaac 
Babel’s prose to the English-lan-
guage reader.” — Anya Ulinich
The Essential Fictions offers con-
temporary readers seventy-two 
short stories by one of twentieth-
century Russia’s premier story-
tellers, Isaac Babel. This unique 
volume, which includes Babel’s 
famous Red Cavalry series and his 
Odessa Stories, is translated, edited, 
introduced, and annotated by Val 
Vinokur, a 2008 Guggenheim 
Fellow in Translation.
Pub Nov 2017. 6 x 9 in.  

232 pp. Northwestern University Press 

ISBN 978-0-8101-3595-6 P/$34.95

Lock and Load: Armed 
Fiction
Edited by Deirdra McAfee and 
BettyJoyce Nash 

This masterful and thought-pro-
voking collection moves beyond 
the polarized rhetoric surround-
ing firearms to spark genuine dis-
cussion. 
Pub Oct 2017. 6 × 9 in. 

264 pp. 

University of New Mexico Press 

ISBN 978-0-8263-5908-7 P/$24.95

 LITERATURE/ 
POETRY

Among Ruins
Robert Gibb

“Hailing from Homestead, Penn-
sylvania, not far from Pittsburgh, 
the man makes poetry from ore 
and fire, slag and steel: from boy-
hood memories of small-city 
America to the middlish, late years 
of the twentieth century—the 
length of time it takes for a pros-
perous city to go through hell and 
begin a climb back.” — ForeWord 
Reviews. Ernest Sandeen Prize in 
Poetry.
Pub Aug 2017. LC 2017025415. 6 x 9 in. 

90 pp. Notre Dame 

ISBN 978-0-268-10210-4 P/$18

MEDICAL SCIENCES

Integrating Clinical Research 
into Epidemic Response: The 
Ebola Experience
Committee on Clinical Trials 
During the 2014-2015 Ebola 
Outbreak; National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine

When the World Health Orga-
nization declared the 2014-2015 
Ebola epidemic in western Africa 
a public health emergency of in-
ternational concern, several teams 
began conducting formal clinical 
trials in the affected countries. 
Integrating Clinical Research into 
Epidemic Response: The Ebola Expe-
rience assesses the value of the clin-
ical trials held during the epidem-
ic and makes recommendations 
about how the conduct of trials 
could be improved in the context 
of future international emerging 
or re-emerging infectious disease 
events.
Pub Apr 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

342 pp. National Academies Press 

ISBN 978-0-309-45776-7 P/$79

MUSIC AND DANCE

Road to Sweet’s Mill
Evo Bluestein

A look into the development of 
the folk scene in the 1960’s and 
‘70s.
Pub Jun 2017. 9x12 in. 

172 pp. index. biography. oral histories, 

interviews, live music CD of various folk 

songs, black & white and color images. 

The Press at California State University, 

Fresno

ISBN 978-0-912201 54-2; P/$40
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NATURAL SCIENCES

A New Basis for Animal 
Ethics: Telos and Common 
Sense
Bernard E. Rollin

The culmination of forty years of 
theorizing about the moral status 
of animals, Rollin explicates and 
justif ies society’s moral obligation 
to animals in terms of the com-
monsense metaphysics and ethics 
of telos. Rollin uses this concept to 
assert that humans have a respon-
sibility to treat animals ethically. 
We understand what an animal is 
by what it does. This is the nature of 
an animal, and helps us understand 
our obligations to animals.
Pub Sept 2016. 6 x 9 in. 

208 pp. index. Missouri 

ISBN 978-0-8262-2101-8 C/$40

PHILOSOPHY/ART

Unsettled Boundaries: 
Philosophy, Art, Ethics East/
West
Edited by Curtis L. Carter

Contemporary Chinese and west-
ern philosophers—Noël Carroll, 
Cheng Xiangzhan, Stephen Da-
vies, Peng Feng, Garry Hagberg, 
Liu Yuedi, Richard Shusterman, 
Wang Chunchen, Jason Wirth, 
and Mary Wiseman—ref lect 
on Philosophy, Art, and Ethics. 
Noteworthy throughout is how 
the authors mutually attempt to 
integrate ideas from Chinese and 
Western æsthetic theories and art 
practices into their respective con-
temporary theories. 
Pub Jul 2017. 5.5 x 8.5 in.   

178 pp. index. illustrated. 

Marquette University Press   

ISBN 978-1-62600-608-9 P/$20

PHILOSOPHY/ 
GERMAN STUDIES

The Worker: Dominion and 
Form 
Ernst Jünger. Edited by Laurence 
Paul Hemming

“This excellent translation of Ernst 
Jünger’s most important book is a 
signal event for scholars of twen-
tieth century European literature, 
culture, politics, and philoso-
phy.” — Michael E. Zimmerman.  
Written in 1932, just before the 
fall of the Weimar Republic and 
on the eve of the Nazi accession to 
power, Ernst Jünger’s The Worker: 
Dominion and Form articulates a 
trenchant critique of bourgeois 
liberalism and seeks to identify the 
form characteristic of the modern 
age. Jünger’s analyses, written in 
critical dialogue with Marx, are 
inspired by a profound intuition 
of the movement of history and 
an insightful interpretation of Ni-
etzsche’s philosophy.
Pub Aug 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

368 pp. Northwestern University Press 

ISBN 978-0-8108-3617-5 P/$39.95

 PHILOSOPHY/ 
RELIGION

Freedom from Reality: The 
Diabolical Character of 
Modern Liberty
D. C. Schindler

“Schindler’s book is a brilliant 
tour de force of political and mor-
al reasoning. A most timely and 
stringent analysis of modernity’s 
confused and calamitous disso-
ciation of freedom and the good, 
Schindler’s book will be ranked 
with similarly intentioned, high-
ly inf luential works by Polanyi,  

MacIntyre, and Gadamer.”     —
Thomas Pfau, Duke University.
Catholic Ideas for a Secular World.
Pub Dec 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

488 pp. Notre Dame. 

ISBN 978-0-268-10261-6 C/$55.00

POLITICAL SCIENCE/
PUBLIC AFFAIRS 

American Oligarchy: The 
Permanent Political Class 
Ron Formisano

Shows how the corrupt culture of 
the permanent political class ex-
tends down to the state and local 
level, exacerbating the dangerous 
instability of an American democ-
racy divided between extreme 
wealth and extreme poverty.
Pub Sept 2017. 6.125 x 9.25 in. 

288 pp. University of Illinois Press 

ISBN 978-0-252-08282-5 P/$19.95

In Pursuit of Peace in Israel 
and Palestine
Gershon Baskin

A visionary road map out of the 
world’s oldest conf lict by the initi-
ator of the secret back channel be-
tween Israel and Hamas that led to 
the release of Israeli soldier Gilad 
Schalit. During the many cycles 
of peace negotiations, Baskin has 
served both as an outside agitator 
for peace and as an advisor in the 
inside of secret talks.
Pub Dec 2017. 7 x 10 in. 

296 pp. notes. index. 

Vanderbilt 

ISBN 978-0-8265-2181-1 C/$27.95

PSYCHOLOGY/ 
PSYCHIATRY

Complementary and 
Integrative Treatments in 
Psychiatric Practice
Edited by Patricia L. Gerbarg, 
M.D., Philip R. Muskin, M.D., 
and Richard P. Brown, M.D.

Its unrivaled scope, ease of refer-
ence, and clinical relevance make 
Complementary and Integrative Treat-
ments in Psychiatric Practice ideal for 
physicians, psychiatric residents, 
medical students, psychologists, 
nurses, and others who seek up-
dated, practical advice on how 
to prioritize and combine CAIM 
treatments. Individuals with 
mental disorders and their family 
members will also appreciate this 
timely and informative text.
Pub Jun 2017. 7 x 10 in. 

425 pp. illustrations: 15 f igures, 22 tables. 

American Psychiatric Association 

APPI ISBN 978-1-61537-031-3 P/$65

Stranger in the Mirror: The 
Scientif ic Search for the Self
Robert V. Levine

Cutting-edge research with fas-
cinating anecdotes exploring our 
ever-changing selves.
Pub Aug 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

297 pp. index. bibliographical references. 

The Press at California State University, 

Fresno

ISBN 978-0-912201-55-9 P/$16.00

REGIONAL STUDIES

Cityscapes of New Orleans
Richard Campanella

“Campanella understands that 
New Orleans is a city of distinct 
and f lavorful neighborhoods, and 
in this book he captures their es-
sence. By combining history, ge-
ography, and architecture, he is 
able to convey the rich culture of 
the city. This is a fascinating and 
loving book that will delight both 
natives and visitors.” — Walter 
Isaacson
Pub Nov 2017. LC 2017008826. 6.125 x 

9.25 in. 

408 pp. bibliography. index. illus. 

LSU Press  

ISBN 978-0-8071-6833-2 C/$29.95

Tortillas, Tiswin, and 
T-Bones: A Food History of 
the Southwest
Gregory McNamee 

In this entertaining history, Mc-
Namee explores the many ethnic 
and cultural traditions that have 
contributed to the food of the 
Southwest. 
Pub Oct 2017. 6 × 9 in. 

256 pp. 33 halftones. 

University of New Mexico Press 

ISBN 978-0-8263-5904-9 P/$24.95
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unexpected sight: the practitioners 
of a century-old custom—often 
dismissed as bizarre—adjusting in 
real time to the challenges of the 
new millennium.
Pub Nov 2017. 6x 9 in. 

University of Tennessee Press 

ISBN 978-1-62190-375-9 P/$24.95

SOCIAL 
ORGANIZING

Engagement Organizing: The 
Old Art and New Science of 
Winning Campaigns 
Matt Price

What separates campaigns that 
win from those that don’t?  
Engagement Organizing shows how 
to combine old-school people 
power with new digital tools and 
data to win campaigns today. Over 
a dozen case studies from NGOs, 
unions, and electoral campaigns 
highlight this work in practice. At 
a time of growing concern about 
what the future holds, this book 
is an indispensable guide for sea-
soned campaigners as well as those 
just getting started. 
Pub Jul 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

176 pp. UBC Press 

ISBN 978-0-7748-9016-8 P/$22.95

THEATER

Ellen Stewart Presents: 
Fifty Years of La MaMa 
Experimental Theatre
Cindy Rosenthal

A stunning visual chronicle of 
New York’s iconic performance 
venue.
Pub Oct 2017. 8.5 x 11 in.  

208pp. 133 illustrations.

University of Michigan Press 

ISBN 978-0-472-11742-0 C/$45

Ten Thousand Nights: 
Highlights from 50 Years of 
Theatre-Going
Marvin Carlson

Relives essential moments and 
remarkable achievements in mod-
ern theatre, from the 1960s to the 
present.
Pub 2017. 6 x 9 in. 

296pp. 6 illustrations. 

University of Michigan Press 

ISBN 978-0-472-13050-4 C/$44.95

 RELIGION/ 
GENERAL INTEREST

The Light of Christ:An 
Introduction to Catholicism
Thomas Joseph White, OP

The Light of Christ provides an ac-
cessible presentation of Catholi-
cism that is grounded in tradi-
tional theology, but engaged with 
a host of contemporary questions 
or objections. Fr. Thomas Joseph 
White presents major doctrines of 
the Christian faith that is compre-
hensible for non-specialists; serves 
as an excellent introduction for 
young professionals who are in-
terested in learning more about 
Catholicism, or as an introduction 
to Catholic theology. It will also 
serve as a helpful text for theology 
courses in a university context.
Pub Aug 2017. 5.5 x 8.5 in. 

328 pp. Catholic 

ISBN 978-0-8132-2971-3 P/$19.95

RELIGIOUS STUDIES

In the House of the Serpent 
Handler
By Julia C. Duin

In the House of the Serpent Handler 
looks at the latest generation of 
Pentecostal believers who “take 
up” venomous snakes in religious 
faith. Focusing on preachers in six 
Appalachian states, Julia Duin ex-
plores the impact that social media 
and reality television have had on 
obscure rituals. Duin’s sympathet-
ic reporting and lively style bring 
the church services she witnessed 
vividly to life.  She also gives the 
reader a close-up view of how a 
journalist pursues a story and en-
counters difficulties along the way. 
These elements construct a most 

THEATER/FILM/
PHOTOGRAPHY

Wes Anderson
Donna Kornhaber

Covering Anderson’s entire 
oeuvre and including an inter-
view with the director, Wes Ander-
son is an entertaining look at one 
of our most beloved and polar-
izing filmmakers. Contemporary 
Film Directors series.
Pub Aug 2017. 5.5 x 8.25 in. 

194 pp. Illus.  

University of Illinois Press  

ISBN 978-0-252-08272-6 P/$22

WOMEN’S STUDIES

Gross Misbehavior and 
Wickedness: A Notorious 
Divorce in Early Twentieth-
Century America
Jean Elson

“[A] fascinating true story… this 
meticulous contextualizing of 
divorce from a woman’s point of 
view in the early twentieth cen-
tury also has contemporary ap-
plications regarding gender rela-
tionships… This is a moving and 
captivating book.” —Elizabeth 
Ettorre, University of Liverpool 
and author of Autoethnography as 
Feminist Method: Sensitising the 
Feminist “I”
Pub Jun 2017. LC 2016050529. 6 x 9 in. 

336 pp. 13 halftones. notes. index. 

Temple 

ISBN 978-1-4399-1391-8 P/$34.95
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competition involved the claiming and 
defending of colonies, as well as milita-
rization that led to appalling wars. 

The consequences of these things 
abide. We see and feel them every day. 
The standards that might seem to make 
societies commensurable are essen-
tially meaningless, except when they 
are ominous. Insofar as we treat them 
as real, they mean that other consider-
ations are put out of account. Who died 
in all those wars? The numbers lost as-
sure us that there were artists and poets 
and mathematicians among them, and 
statesmen, though at best their circum-
stances may never have allowed them 
or us to realize their gifts. 

What was lost to those coloniza-
tions? The many regions that bore the 
brunt of them struggle to discover a so-
cial order they can accept as legitimate 
and authoritative, with major 
consequences for the old colo-
nizers and the whole world. Who 
loses in these economic compe-
titions? Those who win, first of 
all, because the foot soldiers of 
those economies work too much 
for meagre, even uncertain pay 
and are exposed to every insult 
this cheapening of fundamental 
value visits on the earth and the 
air. How many artists and sci-
entists ought there to be among 
those vast legions? And among 
their threatened children? There 
is a genius for impoverishment 
always at work in the world. And 
it has its way, as if its proceed-
ings were not only necessary, but 
even sensible. Its rationale, its 
battle cry, is Competition. 

A great irony is at work in 
our historical moment. We are 
being encouraged to abandon 
our most distinctive heritage—
in the name of self- preservation. 
The logic seems to go like this: 
To be as strong as we need to be we 
must have a highly efficient economy. 
Society must be disciplined, stripped 
down, to achieve this efficiency and to 
make us all better foot soldiers. The 
alternative is decadence, the eclipse of 
our civilization by one with more fire in 
its belly. We are to be prepared to think 
very badly of our antagonist, whichever 
one seems to loom at a given moment. 
It is a convention of modern literature, 
and of the going- on of talking heads 
and public intellectuals, to project what 
are said to be emerging trends into a 
future in which cultural, intellectual, 
moral, and economic decline will have 
hit bottom, more or less. 

Somehow this kind of talk always 
seems brave and deep. The specifics 
concerning this abysmal future are 
vague—Britain will cease to be Brit-
ain, America will cease to be America, 
France will cease to be France, and so 
on, depending on which country hap-
pens to be the focus of Spenglerian 
gloom. The oldest literature of radical 
pessimism can be read as prophecy. 
Of course these three societies have 
changed profoundly in the last hundred 
years, the last fifty years, and few with 
any knowledge of history would admit 
to regretting the change. What is being 
invoked is the notion of a precious and 
unnamable essence, second nature to 
some, in the marrow of their bones, 
in effect. By this view others, whether 
they will or no, cannot understand or 
value it, and therefore they are a threat. 

The definitions of “some” and “oth-
ers” are unclear and shifting. In Amer-

ica, since we are an immigrant country, 
our “nativists” may be first- or second-
generation Americans whose parents 
or grandparents were themselves con-
sidered suspect on these same grounds. 
It is almost as interesting as it is dis-
heartening to learn that nativist rheto-
ric can have impact in a country where 
precious few can claim to be native in 
any ordinary sense. Our great experi-
ment has yielded some valuable re-
sults—here a striking demonstration of 
the emptiness of such rhetoric, which 
is nevertheless loudly persistent in cer-
tain quarters in America, and which 
obviously continues to be influential in 
Britain and Europe.

Nativism is always aligned with an 
impulse or strategy to shape the culture 

with which it claims to have this privi-
leged intimacy. It is urgently intent on 
identifying enemies and confronting 
them, and it is hostile to the point of 
loathing toward aspects of the society 
that are taken to show their influence. 
In other words, these lovers of country, 
these patriots, are wildly unhappy with 
the country they claim to love, and are 
bent on remaking it to suit their own 
preferences, which they feel no need to 
justify or even fully articulate. Neither 
do they feel any need to answer the ob-
jections of those who see their shaping 
and their disciplining as mutilation.

What is at stake now, in this rather 
inchoate cluster of anxieties that ani-
mates so many of us, is the body of 
learning and thought we call the hu-
manities. Their transformative emer-
gence has historically specifiable 
origins in the English and European 
Renaissance, greatly expedited by the 
emergence of the printing press. At 
the time and for centuries afterward it 
amounted to very much more than the 
spread of knowledge, because it was 
understood as a powerful testimony 
to human capacities, human grandeur, 
the divine in the human. And it had the 
effect of awakening human capacities 
that would not otherwise have been 
imagined.

Alexis de Tocqueville, an early and 
enduring interpreter of American civi-
lization, published his great Democ-
racy in America, in two volumes, in 
1835 and 1840. He was interested in the 
new society for its implications for civi-
lization in Europe, especially France. 

His treatment of it is equable and 
perceptive, though he does have his 
doubts. Speaking in his introduction of 
the effects of the spread of learning in 
the countries of the West, he says:

From the moment when the exer-
cise of intelligence had become a 
source of strength and wealth, each 
step in the development of science, 
each new area of knowledge, each 
fresh idea had to be viewed as a seed 
of power placed within people’s 
grasp. Poetry, eloquence, mem-
ory, the beauty of wit, the fires of 
imagination, the depth of thought, 
all these gifts which heaven shares 
out by chance turned to the advan-
tage of democracy and, even when 
they belonged to the enemies of 
democracy, they still promoted 

its cause by highlighting the 
natural grandeur of man. Its 
victories spread, therefore, 
alongside those of civilization 
and education. Literature was 
an arsenal open to all, where 
the weak and the poor could 
always find arms. 

This passage provides a sense 
of what became newly available 
to respect and admiration as 
knowledge spread through the 
populace—poetry, eloquence, 
wit, imagination, depth of 
thought—where they would not 
have been seen or acknowledged 
in earlier generations. The old 
humanist joy in what people are 
still abides in Tocqueville, and 
he draws a humanist conclusion 
about the brilliance of people 
simply as such. Walt Whitman 
wrote, “I celebrate myself, and 
sing myself, /and what I assume 
you shall assume,/For every 
atom belonging to me as good 

belongs to you.” Any excellence, while 
it is given by heaven, more or less at 
random from the world’s perspective, is 
testimony to the fact that human beings 
are endowed with a capacity for excel-
lence, whatever form it takes in any in-
dividual case. Their natural grandeur, 
which is overturning the old order, is 
not a matter of political or economic 
power, which according to Tocqueville 
are a consequence of the emergence of 
these gifts and secondary to them. The 
splendor of the gifts themselves, as they 
are liberated by new areas of knowl-
edge, by fresh ideas, makes the case for 
democracy. 

It is to be noted that these gifts are 
highly individual. There is no talk here 
of the folk, or the masses, though the 
transformation of society Tocqueville 
describes has potential for a radical, 
progressive overturning. There is no 
suggestion that those who are rising 
can or should be shaped or led to-
ward participation in a benign new 
order foreseen either by them or for 
them. The social order is forming itself 
around change brought about by these 
individual expressions of a collective 
grandeur. Tocqueville sees something 
like inspiration sweeping through the 
West as knowledge spreads and science 
advances. Crucially, there is no men-
tion of competition, no implication of a 
hierarchy of abilities or gifts. Every ex-
cellence, every achievement, enhances 
the general wealth of possibility for yet 
more excellence. 

And it is interesting to note that for 
Tocqueville there is no simple notion 

of utility. This awakening of minds and 
spirits is a sunlight that falls across the 
whole landscape of civilization. The 
questions being put to us now—What 
good are the humanities? Why are they 
at the center of our education?—might, 
for all history can tell us, be answered 
decisively by this vision of the effects 
of learning, which took hold and flour-
ished as the study of ancient poetry, 
philosophy and language, Scripture 
and theology, and of history itself, by 
means of the printing press and the rise 
of vernacular languages, long before 
science and technology even began to 
come abreast of them.

Is Tocqueville describing something 
real? He stood at a place in the evolu-
tion of culture where there would be 
both a continuously new, because incre-
mental, expansion of literacy and learn-
ing, and a vast population they had not 
yet touched. John Keats, briefly Toc-
queville’s contemporary, was moved by 
an Elizabethan translation of Homer: 
“Then felt I like some watcher of the 
skies/When a new planet swims into his 
ken.” What was it that Keats took from 
this encounter? What “wild surmise”? 
Keats holds such a rarefied place in lit-
erature now that it is hard to believe he 
was once ridiculed as one of “the Cock-
ney School of Poetry.” But his sonnet is 
expressing that old humanist privilege, 
of being “ravished” by a book, and of 
finding that it has a suggestive power 
far beyond its subject, a potency the af-
fected mind itself might take years to 
realize. I talked once with a cab driver 
who had spent years in prison. He said 
he had no idea that the world was some-
thing he could be interested in. And 
then he read a book.

In the history of the West, for all its 
achievements, there is also a persisting 
impatience with the energy and origi-
nality of the mind. It can make us very 
poor servants of purposes that are not 
our own. A Benthamite panopticon 
would have radically reduced the vari-
eties of experience that help to individ-
uate us, in theory producing happiness 
in factory workers by preventing their 
having even a glimpse of the fact that 
there could be more to life. Censor-
ship, lists of prohibited books, restric-
tions on travel, and limits on rights of 
assembly all accomplish by more prac-
ticable means some part of the same 
exclusions, precluding the stimulus 
of new thought, new things to won-
der about. The contemporary assault 
on the humanities has something of 
the same objective and would employ 
similar methods. Workers, a category 
that seems to subsume us all except 
the idlest rich, should learn what they 
need to learn to be competitive in the 
new economy. All the rest is waste and 
distraction. 

Competitive with whom? On what 
terms? To what end? With anyone 
whose vigor and good fortune allows 
her to prosper, apparently. With any-
one who has done a clever thing we 
did not think of first. And will these 
competitors of ours be left to enjoy 
the miserable advantage of low wages 
and compromised health? And is 
there any particular reason to debase 
human life in order to produce more, 
faster, without reference to the worth 
of the product, or to the value of the 
things sacrificed to its manufacture? 
Wouldn’t most people, given an hour 
or two to reflect, consider this an  

Walt Whitman
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intolerably trivial use to be put to, for 
them and their children? Life is brief 
and fragile, after all. Then what is this 
new economy whose demands we must 
always be ready to fill? We may assume 
it will be driven by innovation, and by 
what are called market forces, which 
can be fads or speculation or chicanery. 
Oh, yes, rowdy old capitalism. Let it ply 
its music. 

Then again, in the all- consuming 
form proposed for it now, it is a little 
like those wars I mentioned earlier. It is 
equally inimical to poetry, eloquence, 
memory, the beauty of wit, the fires of 
imagination, the depth of thought. It is 
equally disinclined to reward gifts that 
cannot be turned to its uses. The ur-
gency of war or crisis has been brought 
to bear on our civil institutions, which 
is to say, on the reserves and resources 
of civility we have created over many 
generations.

One of our recent presidential can-
didates called for an attack on the 
“cartel . . . of universities,” by which 
he means our system of public higher 
education. The phrase is startling, 
considering that these institutions 
are in effect great city- states, shaped 
by their regions and histories, largely 
supported by their alumni, variously 
specialized around faculties that are 
attracted by distinctive areas of ex-
cellence. Recently, despite their enor-
mous contributions to science and 
technology, they have been losing the 
support of many state legislatures, first 
on the pretext of austerity, and then on 
the grounds that they were properly 
understood as burdens on the public, 
rather than as public assets. As state 
financing fell, tuitions rose, involving 
many students in burdensome debt. 
For generations people had, in effect, 
prepaid their children’s and grandchil-
dren’s tuition and underwritten the 
quality of their education by paying 
taxes. Suddenly the legislatures de-
cided to put the money to other uses, or 
to cut taxes, and families were obliged 
to absorb much higher costs. For this, 
blame has fallen on the universities. 
And since the new cost of university 
is weighed against potential earnings, 
students and families being so bur-
dened, the humanities are under great 
pressure to justify their existence. As 
it happens, the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology has a fine music school, 
and Rensselaer Polytechnic  Institute 
gives its students prizes for fiction and 
poetry. These schools might know 
something about nurturing the techni-
cal mind. 

But there is an impulse behind the 
recent assaults on great institutions 
that is historically expressed as social 
engineering. The ideal worker will not 
have a head full of poetry, say the neo- 
Benthamites. It is assumed, of course, 
that he or she will be potentially omni -  
competent in service to the ever- 
changing needs and demands of the 
new economy—highly trained, that is, 
to acquire some undescribed skill set 
that will be proof against obsolescence. 
We await particulars. But the object is 
clear—to create a virtual army out of 
the general population who will com-
pete successfully against whomever 
for whatever into an endless future, at 
profound cost to themselves. All this 
differs from military engagement in 
one great particular. The generals are 
always assumed to be free to abandon 
their armies and go over to the other 
side, if there is profit in it.

The United States is in many ways a 
grand experiment. Let us take Iowa 
as an example. What would early 
nineteenth- century settlers on the 
open prairie do first? Well, one of the 
first things they did was found a uni-
versity, which is now 170 years old. 
Agriculture became, as it remains, the 
basis of the state economy. How did the 
university develop in response to this 
small, agrarian population? It became, 
as it remains, a thriving and innova-
tive center for the arts—theater, music, 
painting, and, of course, creative writ-
ing. The medical school and the pro-
fessional schools are fine, as well. The 
sciences are very strong. But the arts 
are the signature of the place and have 
been for generations. Let us say that 
these old Iowans did not invest their re-
sources and their youth as wisely as they  
might have. Or let us say that, the 
world lying open to them, they 
had the profound satisfaction of 
doing what they wanted to do, at 
cost to themselves in the opinion 
of mercenaries, with immeasur-
able returns in the opinion of 
humanists. Their university has 
been a great nurturer of Ameri-
can letters. If Tocqueville was 
right, it has nurtured a great deal 
more besides.

What are we doing here, we pro-
fessors of English? Our project is 
often dismissed as elitist. That 
word has a new and novel sting 
in American politics. This is odd, 
in a period uncharacteristically 
dominated by political dynasties. 
Apparently the slur doesn’t stick 
to those who show no sign of edu-
cation or sophistication, no mat-
ter what their pedigree. Be that 
as it may. There is a fundamen-
tal slovenliness in much public 
discourse that can graft hetero-
geneous things together around 
a single word. There is justified alarm 
about the bizarre concentrations of 
wealth that have occurred globally, and 
the tiny fraction of the wealthiest one 
percent who have wildly disproportion-
ate influence over the lives of the rest 
of us. They are called the elite, and so 
are those of us who encourage the kind 
of thinking that probably does make 
certain of the young less than ideal re-
cruits to their armies of the employed. 

If there is a point where the two 
meanings overlap, it would be in the 
fact that the teaching we do is what in 
America we have always called liberal 
education, education appropriate to 
free people, very much including those 
old Iowans who left the university to 
return to the hamlet or the farm. Now, 
in a country richer than any they could 
have imagined, we are endlessly told 
we must cede that humane freedom to 
a very uncertain promise of employ-
ability. It seems most unlikely that any 
oligarch foresees this choice as being 
forced on his or her own children. I note 
here that these criticisms and pressures 
are not brought to bear on our private 
universities, though most or all of them 
receive government money. Elitism in 
its classic sense is not being attacked 
but asserted and defended.

If I seem to have conceded an impor-
tant point in saying that the humanities 
do not prepare ideal helots, economi-
cally speaking, I do not at all mean to 
imply that they are less than ideal for 
preparing capable citizens, imaginative 
and innovative contributors to a full 
and generous, and largely unmonetiz-

able, national life. America has known 
long enough how to be a prosperous 
country, for all its deviations from the 
narrow path of economic rationalism. 
Empirically speaking, these errancies 
are highly compatible with our flour-
ishing economically, if they are not a 
cause of it, which is more than we can 
know. The politicians who attack public 
higher education as too expensive have 
made it so for electoral or ideological 
reasons and could undo the harm with 
the stroke of a pen. They have created 
the crisis to which they hope to bring 
their draconian solutions. 

Neo- Benthamism stands or falls 
with our unquestioning subservience 
to the notion of competition, which 
 really comes down to our dealing with 
the constant threat on the part of these 
generals to abandon their armies, and, 

of course, with their demonstrated 
willingness to act on the threat. Does 
anyone who cares for such things owe 
them those great and ancient pleasures 
of life—poetry, eloquence, memory, 
the fires of imagination, the depth of 
thought? Do the pressures to compete 
with China or Russia deprive us and 
the world of gifts the Chinese or the 
Russians would bring to it? We know 
these cultures have been rich and bril-
liant in ways that are no longer visible 
to us, at least. If we do have this effect, 
is there one thing good about it, for us 
or for them? If the vastness of the Rus-
sian imagination, the elegance of the 
Chinese eye and hand, were present 
to us to admire without invidious com-
parison, of them to us, or us to them, 
wouldn’t the world be richer for us all? 

If the rise of humanism was a sunrise, 
then in this present time we are seeing 
an eclipse. I take it to be a merely tran-
sient gloom, because the work of those 
old scholars and translators and print-
ers, the poets and philosophers they 
recovered and the poets and philoso-
phers who came after them, the habit of 
literacy and the profound interest in the 
actual world and the present time, have 
all taken hold, more profoundly than 
we know. We have not lost them. We 
have only forgotten what they mean. 
We have forgotten to understand them 
for what they are, a spectacular demon-
stration of the capacities of the human 
mind, always renewed in our own ex-
perience, igniting possibilities no one 
could have foreseen. Tocqueville may 
be no more than conventional in speak-

ing of them as “gifts which heaven 
shares out by chance.” 

And it may be that the convention of 
ascribing our gifts to a divine source, a 
convention that comes down from the 
earliest humanists, gave him and them 
a language able to capture something 
our truncated philosophies cannot ac-
commodate. I never hear the phrase 
“human grandeur,” though many a 
planet has swum into my ken, though I 
know the rings of Saturn in detail. Step 
back and consider that, more or less 
hidden from sight, uniquely on this tiny 
planet there was a cache of old books 
and scrolls, testimonies to human 
thought that, when opened, opened 
the universe to us—six hundred years 
on, of course, which is not a heartbeat 
in cosmic time. An amazing tale, cer-
tainly. We deal in disparagement, and 

feel it proves we are freer of il-
lusion than earlier generations 
were. Tocqueville had seen the 
French Revolution, the Napole-
onic Wars, but what of that? 

We are, as we have always been, 
dangerous creatures, the enemies 
of our own happiness. But the only 
help we have ever found for this, 
the only melioration, is in mutual 
reverence. God’s grace comes to 
us unmerited, the theologians say. 
But the grace we could extend to 
one another we consider it best to 
withhold in very many cases, pre-
sumptively, or in the absence of 
what we consider true or sufficient 
merit (we being more particular 
than God), or because few gra-
cious acts, if they really deserve 
the name, would stand up to a 
cost- benefit analysis. This is not 
the consequence of a new athe-
ism, or a systemic materialism that 
afflicts our age more than others. 
It is good old human meanness, 
which finds its terms and pretexts 

in every age. The best argument against 
human grandeur is the meagerness of 
our response to it, paradoxically enough.

Then how to recover the animating 
spirit of humanism? For one thing, it 
would help if we reclaimed, or simply 
borrowed, conceptual language that 
would allow us to acknowledge that 
some things are so brilliant they can 
only be understood as virtuosic acts of 
mind, thought in the pure enjoyment 
of itself, whether in making a poem or 
a scientific discovery, or just learning 
something it feels unaccountably good 
to know. There is an unworldliness in 
the experience, and in what it yields, 
that requires a larger understanding 
than our terse vocabularies of behav-
ior and reward can capture. I have had 
students tell me that they had never 
heard the word “beautiful” applied to 
a piece of prose until they came to us 
at the workshop. Literature had been 
made a kind of data to illustrate, sup-
posedly, some graceless theory that 
stood apart from it, and that would 
be shed in a year or two and replaced 
by something post-  or neo-  and in any 
case as gracelessly irrelevant to a work 
of language as whatever it displaced. I 
think this phenomenon is an effect of 
the utilitarian hostility to the humani-
ties and to art, an attempt to repackage 
them, to give them some appearance 
of respectability. And yet, the beauti-
ful persists, and so do eloquence and 
depth of thought, and they belong to 
all of us because they are the most 
pregnant evidence we can have of what  
is possible in us.  

John Keats
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Homage to Catalonia?
Omar G. Encarnación

The Struggle for Catalonia:  
Rebel Politics in Spain 
by Raphael Minder.  
London: Hurst, 355 pp., £15.99 (paper)

Writing in the Journal of Contempo-
rary History, in 1991, the historian 
Stanley Payne noted that “Spanish na-
tionalism is weaker than ever and has 
for all practical purposes disappeared.” 
Payne attributed this to the national-
ist excesses of Generalissimo Fran-
cisco Franco. In 1936, Franco’s army 
launched a crusade to save Spain from 
“foreign threats” such as anarchism and 
communism, and drove 
the country into a bloody 
civil war in which up to 
one million people died 
and 500,000 were forced 
into exile. Following the 
end of hostilities in 1939, 
Franco consolidated an 
authoritarian regime that 
remained in place until 
his death in 1975. 

Franco’s regime ex-
alted a conception of 
Spanish nationalism that 
was built upon a narra-
tive of the achievements 
of imperial Spain, most 
notably the “purification” 
of Spanish civilization 
with the expulsion of the 
Moors and the Jews from 
the Iberian Peninsula 
in 1492, the conquest of 
the New World, and the 
spread of Christianity. It 
also asserted the superi-
ority of Castilian culture, 
including Castilian Span-
ish, and made it the norm 
throughout the country. 
As a consequence of this 
association of Spanish na-
tionalism with Francoism, to this day 
national symbols like the flag remain 
highly polarizing in Spain. Politicians 
even avoid the term El Estado Espa-
ñol—the Spanish State—a favorite of 
Franco’s regime.

An unintended outcome of the dis-
appearance of Spanish nationalism 
is that it spared Spain the resurgence 
of right- wing populism that in recent 
years has made its way through coun-
tries as varied as Hungary, France, and 
the United States. Among Western na-
tions, Spain is a rare exception of one 
without a viable political movement 
that espouses a nationalist agenda 
based on nativist, anti- immigrant 
themes. There is no equivalent cam-
paign in Spain of Marine Le Pen’s to 
make France “more French” or Donald 
Trump’s to put “America First.” Nor, at 
present, is there a far- right party repre-
sented in the Spanish Parliament, a vir-
tual anomaly for a European country. 

But there is a decidedly dark side to 
the disappearance of Spanish nation-
alism. A surge of “subnationalism” in 
some of Spain’s most culturally distinct 
regions, such as Catalonia, the Basque 
Country, and Galicia, has filled the 
vacuum it left behind. The success of 
democracy in the post- Franco period 
has allowed Spanish regions to assert 
long- repressed identities. In the years 
since his death, and despite the con-
siderable level of self- governance that 

can be found among Spain’s regions, 
the tension between them and Madrid 
has been growing steadily. In the case 
of Catalonia it seems to have reached a 
breaking point.

On October 1, Catalonia, a region of 
7.5 million people located in the north-
east corner of the Iberian peninsula, 
held a referendum on whether to de-
clare itself an independent country. Ac-
cording to the organizers, 92 percent of 
those who voted chose independence, 
with roughly 42 percent of eligible vot-
ers participating in the referendum. 
But no one, other than the separatists, 

is taking the vote as an accurate reflec-
tion of the will of the Catalan people. 
For one thing, there is no independent 
verification of the vote. Madrid de-
clared the referendum illegal, relying 
on a 2010 ruling by the Constitutional 
Tribunal, Spain’s highest court, that 
any unilateral move by Catalonia to-
ward independence was in violation 
of the Spanish Constitution of 1978, 
which asserts the “indivisible” nature 
of the Spanish national territory. 

Moreover, many irregularities 
plagued the referendum. Days before 
the vote, the Guardia Civil arrested 
Catalan officials in charge of it and 
seized some 10 million ballots, and a 
Barcelona court banned a Google app 
instructing people where to vote. On 
the day of the vote, Madrid deployed 
thousands of National Police and 
Guardia Civil officers to block voters 
from entering polling stations, after 
Catalan police defied orders from Ma-
drid to keep them closed. According 
to Catalan health officials, altercations 
between the police and the public re-
sulted in injuries to 844 people. 

The Catalan government claims that 
Madrid’s intimidating tactics explain 
the low turnout. But a referendum in 
2014 that Madrid allowed to proceed 
without any interference (the so- called 
trial balloon referendum) had a very 
similar level of support and turnout: 
80 percent supported independence, 

with just under 40 percent of voters 
participating. It is commonly assumed 
that only those committed to indepen-
dence are choosing to vote in these 
referendums.

In The Struggle for Catalonia: Rebel 
Politics in Spain, Raphael Minder, a 
Madrid- based correspondent for The 
New York Times, describes what has 
brought Spain and Catalonia to the 
brink of divorce. Despite Catalonia’s 
claim to a history and culture distinct 
from the rest of the country, it is deeply 

connected to Spain. It is difficult, if not 
impossible, to understand Catalan his-
tory as separate from Spanish history. 
The Catalans were active participants 
in the unification of the medieval king-
doms of Castile and Aragón (which 
included the Principat of Catalonia) to 
create the Kingdom of Spain in 1492. 
They continued to be prominently in-
volved in the development of the Span-
ish state, including the drafting of the 
Constitution of 1812, the first Spanish 
constitution that broadly recognized 
civil and political liberties. 

Catalonia was also one of the main 
theaters of the Spanish civil war, with 
some of the main losers in that conflict 
between democracy and fascism, such 
as the anarchist movement, the trade 
unions, and the Spanish Communist 
Party, intimately linked to Catalan 
politics. And despite Catalonia’s re-
sistance to the Franco regime (result-
ing largely from his elimination of all 
autonomy for the region and harsh 
repression of Catalan culture, such as 
the language and flag and the Diada, 
the Catalan national holiday), parts 
of Catalan society actively supported 
his assault on democracy in 1936. In-
deed, the remarkable longevity of the 
Franco regime cannot be understood 
without taking account of the backing 
it enjoyed from members of the Cata-
lan business community, historically 
the most important in Spain, Catalan 

rural oligarchs, and the Catalan Catho-
lic Church. 

More surprising about the current 
conflict, however, is that the Cata-
lans have historically been the more 
restrained nationalists in Spain, at 
least when compared to the violence- 
prone Basques. During the drive for 
Basque independence, which began in 
the twilight of the Franco years, the 
terrorist organization Basque Home-
land and Liberty (ETA) unleashed a 
murderous campaign that, beginning 
in the late 1960s, claimed the lives 
of almost one thousand people. Now 

disbanded, ETA has not 
killed anyone on Span-
ish soil since 2009. By  
contrast, Catalan nation-
alists have historically re-
lied on compromises with 
Madrid to advance their 
agenda, always careful, 
at least until recently, to 
cast it as an aspiration 
for local rule and not  
independence. 

Catalonia’s traditional 
pragmatism in dealing 
with Madrid was per-
fected by Jordi Pujol, the 
founder of the Catalan 
nationalist party Conver-
gence and Union (CiU), 
who ruled Catalonia 
from 1980 to 2003. For 
Pujol, Catalonia’s future 
was always tied to Spain 
and to being part of a 
large community of Eu-
ropean regions. Indeed, 
Pujol was a leader of the 
movement of “Europe of 
the regions,” which en-
couraged European insti-
tutions to recognize the 
importance of regional 

governments within their respective 
nation- states and to publish their 
policy papers and proceedings in lan-
guages such as Catalan.

Although Catalan nationalism is pre-
mised on the view that Catalonia pos-
sesses a distinct culture, that culture 
is very inclusive. Anyone can become 
Catalan if they are willing to speak 
Catalan, partake in Catalan culture, 
and, most importantly, espouse the 
view that Catalonia has a legitimate 
claim to nationhood. Basque nation-
alism, by contrast, upholds the view 
that the Basque people are Europe’s 
oldest ethnic minority. Accordingly, 
membership in that community is lim-
ited to those with a blood connection 
to it. Not surprisingly, the rhetoric of 
Basque nationalism is heavy with fears 
of “contamination” by Spanish culture. 
The mere presence of outsiders in the 
Basque Country, not only Spaniards 
but also immigrants, is often regarded 
as a form of “cultural genocide.”

One of the virtues of Minder’s el-
egantly written book is that his roughly 
two hundred interviews with politi-
cians, journalists, and scholars give it 
an evenhanded approach to the situa-
tion in Catalonia. Minder correctly as-
cribes the origins of the current conflict 
not to ancient claims about Catalan na-
tionhood but rather to the provocations 
of a new generation of Catalan leaders 
who support independence and have 

Supporters of Catalan independence outside the Catalan parliament in Barcelona during a speech by  
Premier Carles Puigdemont on whether he would declare independence from Spain, October 10, 2017
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little regard for the democratic institu-
tions put in place after Franco; and to 
Madrid’s overheated response to those 
provocations and, more generally, to 
the Catalans’ desire for more control 
over their own affairs. Collectively, the 
behavior of the political class in Ma-
drid amounts to an immense failure 
of leadership. It has allowed a dispute 
over Catalonia’s control over its fiscal 
affairs to grow into the most serious 
constitutional crisis that Spanish de-
mocracy has faced in the post- Franco 
era.

More specifically, Minder traces the 
roots of the current crisis to 2006, when 
the Catalan electorate, under the po-
litical leadership of Artur Mas of the 
CiU, approved the new Statute of Au-
tonomy, a resolution that, among other 
things, referred to Catalonia as “a na-
tion” and called for the region to have 
greater control over its finances. Even 
though it was approved by the Span-
ish parliament, the statute ran afoul 
of the Constitutional Tribunal, which, 
after deliberating for four years, ruled 
against the statute’s main components. 
Madrid’s position toward Catalonia 
hardened considerably after 2011, 
when the conservative Mariano Rajoy 
became prime minister. He replaced 
the social democratic administration of 
José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, which 
was sympathetic to the plight of the 
Catalans, and wasted no time in signal-
ing that his administration had no de-
sire to accommodate their request for 
greater autonomy. 

These setbacks emboldened the 
Catalan nationalist movement to co-
alesce around the Junts pel Sí (To-
gether for Yes) coalition in time for the 
2015 Catalan regional elections, from 
which it emerged victorious. Upon as-
suming power, the new premier, Carles 
Puigdemont, who hails from Girona, 
Catalonia’s most fiercely independent 
province, escalated the crisis by an-
nouncing plans for the creation of the 
Republic of Catalonia. During his 
swearing in, Puigdemont broke with 
precedent (and with Spanish law) by re-
fusing to pledge loyalty to the Spanish 
Constitution. And in a pointed rebuke 
to the Spanish monarchy, the portrait 
of King Felipe that hangs in the cham-
ber where the ceremony took place was 
covered with a veil. 

Madrid responded in kind. After 
the Catalan parliament authorized 
the referendum, the Rajoy administra-
tion threatened to prosecute the par-
liamentarians who voted for it. The 
administration claimed that they were 
acting illegally by using public funds 
to finance the referendum. Despite ex-
pressing regret over the violence that 
marred the referendum, the rest of the 
political establishment in Madrid has 
backed Rajoy, including the leading op-
position party in parliament, the social 
democratic PSOE, and the monarchy. 
In a forceful speech to the nation, King 
Felipe accused the Catalan separatists 
of “inadmissable disloyalty.”

Minder’s analysis demonstrates 
that the crisis in Catalonia is part of a 
much wider story. It is no accident that 
it deepened as Spain endured its most 
serious economic crisis in decades, fol-
lowing the international financial crash 
of 2008. That crisis, during which the 
unemployment rate reached 27 per-
cent—the highest in the EU and almost 
twice the average for an EU country—

exacerbated the sense among Cata-
lans of being economically exploited 
by the rest of Spain. The 2014 Scottish 
independence referendum, although 
unsuccessful, inspired the Catalans 
to demand from Madrid the right to 
self- determination. They also were 
inspired by Brexit, which has come to 
symbolize the backlash against gov-
ernment centralization across Western 
Europe. On the day of the referendum, 
El País, Spain’s leading newspaper, 
reported that Russian- funded media 
outlets were promoting a justification 
for secession. They celebrated Catalan 
nationalism while vilifying Madrid, as 
part of a campaign by Russia to desta-
bilize Western democracies.

Minder’s book is valuable not only 
for what it explains but for what it 

describes: one of Europe’s most cul-
turally complex, economically prosper-
ous, and politically liberal regions. In 
particular, the book is an ode to Barce-
lona, Catalonia’s glittering capital and 
one of Europe’s most cosmopolitan 
cities. A chapter is devoted to its emer-
gence as a global city since its widely 
praised Olympic Games in 1992, which 
turned it into “the engine of Spain’s 
tourism growth.” Before the games, 
Barcelona attracted fewer than a mil-
lion visitors per year; in 2016, there 
were over eight million, making it one 
of the world’s top tourist destinations, 
with the modernista architecture of 
Antoni Gaudí especially popular. Whit 
Stillman’s Barcelona, a 1994 film about 
American expatriates living in Spain in 
the twilight of the cold war, launched a 
wave of films using Barcelona as their 
main backdrop, including Pedro Al-
modóvar’s melodrama All About My 
Mother (1999) and Woody Allen’s ro-
mantic comedy Vicky Cristina Barce-
lona (2008).

Soccer is one of Barcelona’s main 
passions, and Minder pays proper at-
tention to it. Its soccer team, univer-
sally known as “Barça,” is a source of 
tremendous pride and a projection of 
Catalan identity to the entire world. 
The team’s fierce faceoffs with Real 
Madrid, a match known as El Clásico, 
are among the world’s most- watched 
sporting events. As might be expected, 
it is richly laden with political under-
tones and is viewed, essentially, as a 
proxy war between an imperial power 
and a rebellious subject. To underscore 
the political nature of soccer in Cata-

lonia, on the day of the referendum the 
Barcelona team played at home with-
out an audience and with the stadium’s 
door closed, in a sign of protest over the 
mayhem in the streets. 

Minder gives much attention as well 
to how Barcelona’s identity is being 
radically transformed by “big money 
and international brands.” To hear of 
another European city losing its soul 
to globalization is hardly news. But the 
case of Barcelona is perhaps unique, if 
only because the international isola-
tion that Spain endured under the long 
Francoist dictatorship (the country 
only joined the European Economic 
Community, the precursor to the EU, 
in 1986) allowed the city to resist mod-

ernization and most of its less appeal-
ing outcomes, especially gentrification, 
longer than most other major Euro-
pean cities. Indeed, until recently it 
seemed that Barcelona had managed 
the rare feat of retaining its local flavor 
while opening itself to the world. 

Barcelona’s transformation is felt most 
dramatically in its old city center, tradi-
tionally known as the Gothic Quarter, 
where hundreds of centuries- old busi-
nesses, such as bookstores, bakeries, and 
toy stores, many of them family- run, have 
disappeared in the last few years due to 
rising rents. Less apparent, especially 
to those unfamiliar with pre- Olympics 
Barcelona, is the alteration of entire 
residential neighborhoods. Few visitors 
familiar with Barcelona, at least through 
the mid- 1990s, would today recognize 
El Barrio Chino, the Chinese Quarter, 
Barcelona’s traditional red- light dis-
trict, which has all but disappeared as a 
consequence of gentrification. The dis-
trict’s radical makeover is poignantly 
captured in Jose Luís Guerín’s 2001 
documentary, En construcción (Under 
Construction), in which the filmmaker, 
who lived there for over a year, traces 
the building of a luxury apartment 
complex that both altered the district’s 
future and also unearthed its ancient 
past with the discovery of previously 
unknown burial grounds.

Ironically, the Catalan independence 
project faces its stiffest resistance in 
Barcelona and surrounding areas like 
Hospitalet de Llobregat. As Minder 
notes, “the independence movement 
has relied heavily on the size and impor-
tance of Barcelona to argue that Cata-

lonia would be a sustainable state,” but 
the project “has not been able to con-
quer the hearts and minds of many of 
Barcelona’s citizens.” As would be ex-
pected of a city with global ambitions, 
Barcelona is a magnet for people from 
other parts of Spain as well as for im-
migrants. It is home to Spain’s largest 
Muslim community; it also has sizable 
communities of Latin Americans and 
other Europeans. Many of these “ad-
opted” citizens are deeply suspicious of 
what an independent Catalonia might 
mean for them and for Barcelona. 

Another obstacle to independence 
is Barcelona’s business community, 
which is unsure that Catalonia, which 
has 16 percent of Spain’s population 
and accounts for 20 percent of its GDP, 
can survive economically on its own, 
especially given the EU’s negative re-
action to the referendum. EU officials 
made it clear that admission of an in-
dependent Catalonia would not be 
automatic; this would be up to the ex-
isting member states, including Spain. 
Such uncertainty is causing an exodus 
of businesses from Catalonia. Accord-
ing to El País, almost seven hundred 
businesses have left Catalonia since the 
independence movement began to gain 
steam in 2015. And since the referen-
dum, Catalonia’s two largest banks, 
Sabadell and CaixaBank, have moved 
their headquarters to other regions. 
These departures, enabled by a law en-
acted after the referendum to allow for 
the fast relocation of businesses, have 
dealt a blow to the promise made by the 
separatists before the referendum that 
“the banks would not be leaving an in-
dependent Catalonia.” It could well be 
that pressure from the business com-
munity rather than more direct actions 
from Madrid will break the backbone 
of the Catalan separatist movement.

For all its virtues, Minder’s analysis 
is short on solutions to the crisis, other 
than to call for compromise, especially 
on the part of the central government in 
Madrid. At the time the book was fin-
ished, this would have been a reasonable 
conclusion. Recent events, however, 
suggest that it might not be enough. Ma-
drid’s display of violent force on the day 
of the referendum, and the images that 
live on in social media of police officers 
beating up voters, dragging the elderly 
through the streets, and firing rubber 
bullets into the crowds, have given the 
separatists the moral high ground and 
in all likelihood expanded support for 
independence. Further use of force by 
Madrid will be like throwing gasoline 
on a fire. 

In a dispatch for The New York 
Times of October 3, Minder wrote that 
“protesters blocked dozens of roads 
across Catalonia. Farmers used their 
tractors to cut off highways, and dem-
onstrators shut down some of the main 
roads in Barcelona.” But there is a sil-
ver lining to these actions. They remind 
the nation of its violent past. Since the 
referendum, thousands of Spaniards 
from all walks of life have taken to 
the streets to demand national unity. 
From the movement’s slogan, Parlem/
Hablemos (Catalan and Spanish for 
“let’s talk”), to the Spanish flag waving 
on the streets of Barcelona, the desire 
for peace could not be clearer. The 
demonstrators appear to have gotten 
their wish. On October 10, the separat-
ists suspended a unilateral declaration 
of independence to allow for negotia-
tions with Madrid. 

—October 11, 2017

Demonstrators at a march organized by the anti-separatist group Catalan Civil Society,  
Barcelona, October 8, 2017
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Tender Is the Fall
John Banville

Paradise Lost:  
A Life of F. Scott Fitzgerald
by David S. Brown. 
Belknap Press/ 
Harvard University Press,  
397 pp., $29.95

Writers in general are not known for 
their modesty. To a question by a New 
York Times interviewer in 1972 as to 
what was his position in the world of 
letters, Vladimir Nabokov delivered 
the merry reply, “Jolly good view from 
up here,” which, while typically smug, 
at least had the merit of being witty. At 
the weightier end of the scale there is 
the ever autobiographical Wallace Ste-
vens and his stately assertion, in “Large 
Red Man Reading,” that “there were 
ghosts that returned to earth to hear his 
phrases,” the deathless phrases made 
by, as he has it in another poem, “the 
dauntless master,” who is of course Ste-
vens himself. With Joyce we scale the 
very slopes of Mount Olympus, to be-
hold the godlike artist standing aside 
from his creation, paring his finger-
nails. And shall we mention Whitman? 

The writer’s egomania can, of 
course, be underpinned by, can indeed 
be founded on, acute personal insecu-
rity. F. Scott Fitzgerald announced in 
1924, “Well, I shall write a novel better 
than any novel ever written in Amer-
ica,” but in the matter of class, some-
thing about which he cared a great 
deal, he was driven by “a two- cylinder 
inferiority complex,” so that “if I were 
elected King of Scotland tomorrow 
after graduating from Eton, Magda-
lene to Guards, with an embryonic his-
tory which tied me to the Plantagenets, 
I would still be a parvenu.” And when it 
came to writing, too, although he could 
boast with the best, he was clear- eyed 
about his talent, especially toward the 
end; as he mused ruefully in 1940, the 
year of his premature death, “in a small 
way I was an original.” 

Part of his problem, right up to the 
last, when he was broken in spirit and 
soused in spirits, was his good looks. 
Hemingway in his youth was handsome, 
but Fitzgerald was beautiful, in a way 
that neither he nor others could ignore. 
He was a troubled Narcissus, engrossed 
and bemused by his own physical love-
liness. His helpless admiration of him-
self would not matter, except insofar as 
it mars his work, infecting it with a pe-
culiar kind of low- level silliness that he 
seemed unaware of, and certainly made 
no effort to cure. Tender Is the Night, 
which he considered, and which many 
others still consider, his finest achieve-
ment, fairly throbs with self- regard in 
the portrait of its main character, Dick 
Diver, whom Fitzgerald closely mod-
eled on himself. Here is Diver seen 
through the eyes of his future wife, 
Nicole Warren—modeled with equal 
closeness on Zelda Fitzgerald—who 
takes in “his somewhat proud carriage” 
and acknowledges, in the narrator’s 
words, that the

part of him which seemed to fit his 
reddish Irish coloring she knew 
least; she was afraid of it, yet more 
anxious to explore—this was his 
more masculine side: the other 
part, the trained part, the consid-
eration in the polite eyes, she ex-

propriated without question, as 
most women did.

This is very like the way in which mid-
dlebrow male novelists of the time—
the book was published in 1934—wrote 
about women, with a mixture of faux 
Freudianism, sentimentality, and bathos. 

It is perhaps unfair to dwell on what 
may seem a trivial aspect of a great 
writer’s work—and at his best Fitzger-
ald undoubtedly was great—for what is 
a little vanity, after all? Consider the 
Elizabethans, who were never embar-
rassed to discuss and celebrate male 
beauty, as Shakespeare’s sonnets amply 
testify. However, Narcissus lost in 
wonderment before his own reflected 
beauty is an unedifying spectacle, and 
Fitzgerald’s self- love has ramifications 
throughout his life and his work. It was, 
for instance, a large factor in the identi-
fication of him as the chronicler of the 
Jazz Age, by others and by himself—
“I really believe,” he told Edmund 
Wilson, “that no one else could have 
written so searchingly the story of the 
youth of our generation”—which pre-
vented some critics, including Wilson, 
from taking him seriously as a writer 
until long after he was dead. 

Many of his friends and acquain-
tances from early days were astonished 
by the flourishing of Fitzgerald’s post-
humous fame. Wilson wrote of him in 
ambiguously elegiac tones: 

I had to recognize that my gifted 
but all too human old friend had 
been cast . . . in the role of Attis- 

Adonis—the fair youth, untimely 
slain, who is ritually bewailed 
by women, then resuscitates, as 
Fitzgerald did, after perishing in 
the decline of his reputation, when 
his books were republished and 
more seriously read than they had 
usually been during his lifetime 
and when his legend became full- 
fledged and beyond his own power 
to shatter it. 

One detects here the definite hint 
of a curled lip—“ritually bewailed by 
women”—but others were far more 
openly dismissive. Wilson describes 
the poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, her-
self hardly a major figure, except in her 
own eyes, saying that “to meet F. Scott 
Fitzgerald is to think of a stupid old 
woman with whom someone has left a 
diamond.” 

As for Hemingway, the disdain and 
mockery with which he spoke of his 
friend was deeply repellent, never 
more so than in his cunningly mali-
cious Paris memoir, A Moveable Feast. 
Fitzgerald had generously aided and 
guided Hemingway when the latter was 
finding his feet, which, when he did find 
them, he employed in stamping all over 
his mentor’s reputation both as man 
and artist. Yet what Fitzgerald’s editor 
at Scribner’s, Maxwell Perkins, said of 
Edmund Wilson—he “would give his 
eyeteeth to have half the reputation as 
a novelist that Scott Fitzgerald has”—
could be applied equally to numerous 
other of his detractors. 

The fact is that during his lifetime 
Fitzgerald was regarded, with notable 
exceptions, as a lightweight, possessed 

of a nice little talent, but irredeemably 
dim, unserious, and flimsy. American 
literature, especially fiction, in those 
times—the endless party of the post-
war years, followed by the deaden-
ing hangover of the Depression—was 
largely the domain of rugged he- men 
of the Hemingway type who delighted 
in kicking sand in the eyes of ninety-
eight-pound weaklings such as Fitzger-
ald was considered to be. What was 
overlooked, or ignored, even by such 
a shrewd critic as Wilson, was that 
Fitzgerald in essence was a poet whose 
medium happened to be not verse but 
prose. It took a present- day critic, and 
probably not coincidentally a woman, 
Maureen Corrigan, to recognize that 
behind Fitzgerald’s midwestern brash-
ness there beat “the secret soul of a 
poet.” 

He had also the sensibility of a mor-
alist and an acute historical observer 
whose “truest intellectual contempo-
raries,” according to David Brown, 
Fitzgerald’s latest biographer, “include 
the historian Henry Adams (1838–
1918) and the German historian/philos-
opher Oswald Spengler (1880–1936).” 
Such a claim will no doubt cause many 
an eyebrow to arch, and even provoke 
some incredulous snorts. However, 
Brown, who is a professor of history 
at Elizabethtown College in Pennsyl-
vania, makes a good case, in his excel-
lent book, for Fitzgerald as “a cultural 
historian, the annalist as novelist who 
recorded the wildly fluctuating fortunes 
of America in the boom twenties and 
bust thirties.” Paradise Lost, therefore, 
conjures up an entirely different por-
trait from the one painted by previous 
biographers such as Arthur Mizener, 
who, Brown writes, “accepts at face 
value Fitzgerald’s estimation of himself 
as a ‘feeler’ rather than a ‘thinker.’” 

A thinker as much as a feeler Fitzger-
ald may have been, but Brown consid-
ers that his “historical awareness was at 
its core sentimental, nostalgic, and con-
servative.” All the same, that does not 
prevent the biographer from seeing his 
subject as a formidable social observer 
and recorder whose insights are as rele-
vant today as they were in his own time:

To grasp Fitzgerald’s concern in 
The Great Gatsby, for example, 
that the romantic pioneer promise 
of America no longer inspired its 
people is to more broadly recog-
nize his sharp reaction to the death 
of Victorian idealism that followed 
the Great War. In this respect, I 
see Fitzgerald less as a mere and 
familiar commentator on Gatsby’s 
Jazz Age Manhattan than as a na-
tional and even an international 
interpreter in the company of such 
contemporaries as Gertrude Stein, 
John Maynard Keynes, and Pablo 
Picasso. 

As is evident from the startling in-
troduction of this oddly assorted trio 
of exemplars, Brown is determined to 
place Fitzgerald as an “international 
interpreter” of the history of his time, 
and of the downward slope upon which 
he considered Western civilization to 
be set. He presents him also as what 
he saw himself to be, an “‘authentic’ 

F. Scott Fitzgerald
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aristocrat put out to pasture by the 
pocket- book power of wealthy arriv-
istes.” Fitzgerald, famously, despised 
the rich as much as he was fascinated 
and intimidated by them—“I have 
never been able to forgive the rich for 
being rich, and it has colored my entire 
life and works.” But as a friend said of 
him long after his death, “I believe he’d 
have lived a completely happy life and 
died a happy death as an Irish landed 
gentleman of the 17th century.” 

Because of the things he wrote about 
and the way he wrote about them, we 
are inclined to think of him as exclu-
sively a man of the coasts, east and 
west, forgetting that he was very much 
a midwesterner. Many first- time read-
ers are delivered a jolt by what seems 
the sudden lurch in the closing pages 
of The Great Gatsby when the narra-
tive turns away from the bright lights 
of Manhattan, and the green light at 
the end of the Buchanans’ pier on Long 
Island, and sets off on a yearningly po-
etic journey westward.

But it was in the heart of America, fig-
uratively and actually, that Fitzgerald’s 
true preoccupations were grounded, in 
all senses of the word. When he wrote 
in a short story that “the best of Amer-
ica was the best of the world” one can 
assume that he is thinking not of New 
York flappers and playboys or the taw-
dry fantasies purveyed by Hollywood, 
but of a far older place, and a far finer 
people. He was born in Minnesota, 
with Dick Diver’s “reddish Irish color-
ing,” and inherited, on his father’s side, 
the blue, or at least blueish, blood of 
pre- Revolutionary Maryland grandees. 
He would have considered that a fine 
and richly mixed pedigree, though one 
from which he kept falling short. As 
Brown writes:

He wanted to be the “whole man” 
but knew that required a certain 
emotional sobriety beyond his 
ken. His, we know from count-
less reports, was a life of drama 
and self- destruction; high living 
and reckless spending, wounding 
marital battles, and the occasional 
brawls with bouncers and cabbies 
form a large part of the eternal 
Fitzgerald narrative. 

When at the end of Tender Is the 
Night, then, he chronicled the profes-
sional and moral dissolution of Dick 
Diver—out of what depths, or shal-
lows, of naiveté did he think to burden 
his doomed romantic hero with such 
a name?—he knew whereof he spoke, 
and knew it intimately, bitterly, tragi-
cally. He used the record of his own 
personal losses and failures as a tem-
plate for delineating a general malaise, 
not only in America but in the world at 
large, a world stumbling dazedly out of 
the Great War and heading toward an-
other that would be even more destruc-
tive, not only of lives but of the moral 
health of entire societies. Brown quotes 
with approval Malcolm Cowley’s ob-
servation that 

Fitzgerald never lost a quality that 
very few writers are able to ac-
quire: a sense of living in history. 
Manners and morals were chang-
ing all through his life and he set 
himself the task of recording the 
changes. 

Despite his thinking of Tender Is the 
Night as the finer achievement, it could 

be claimed that The Great Gatsby is his 
one true masterpiece. In Gatsby he was 
able to maintain a poised and coolly 
balanced perspective that is lacking 
in the more ambitious Tender, flawed 
as it is by the author’s unflagging self- 
regard and self- pity. Brown holds that 
the latter work “captures Fitzgerald’s 
historical vision more completely than 
anything else he ever wrote,” but in the 
case of a novel, “historical vision” is not 
everything—is indeed a good deal less 
than everything.

Fitzgerald himself unwittingly made 
a significant critical distinction when 
he wrote: 

The dramatic novel [Gatsby] has 
cannons quite different from the 
philosophical, now called psycho-
logical novel [Tender]. One is a 

kind of tour de force and the other 
a confession of faith. It would be 
like comparing a sonnet sequence 
with an epic.

Exactly. But the fact is that Fitzgerald 
was far greater as a lyric poet than as 
an epic dramatist. His true talent was 
for closeness of observation, for fine-
ness of description, and, above all, for 
poetic intensity. Who, having read it, 
can forget the shimmering scene in the 
opening chapter of Gatsby when the 
narrator, Nick Carraway, first encoun-
ters Daisy Buchanan and her friend 
Jordan Baker—“They were both in 
white, and their dresses were rippling 
and fluttering as if they had just been 
blown back in after a short flight around 
the house”—or the ghastly afternoon 
drinks party in Prohibition Manhattan 
that Carraway attends with Tom Bu-
chanan? American writing would have 
to wait on the coming of John Updike 
for a writer with a commensurate prose 
style and grasp of artistic form.

Brown devotes much thoughtful at-
tention to Fitzgerald’s early novels and 
short stories, reading them as closely 
and seriously as perhaps only a profes-
sional historian could do, disregarding 
the poor literary quality of many of 
them but emphasizing their value as 
social and historical documents. In the 
process he makes a number of subtle 
observations, for example the differ-
ence he points to between the two ap-
prentice novels, This Side of Paradise 
(1920) and The Beautiful and Damned 
(1922). The former, he writes, offers an 
“expressive portrait of youth,” while 
the latter, influenced by the political 

weightiness of social realists such as 
Frank Norris and Theodore Dreiser, 
“involved a fatalistic outcome deter-
mined by hereditary or social environ-
ment that left little room for human 
agency, let alone heroes,” and as such 
is “a denial of everything [Fitzgerald] 
really believed in, and frustrated what 
was perhaps his truest impulse—his 
sense of wonder at the inexhaustible 
possibilities of existence.”*

Paradise Lost may disconcert some 
readers by its paucity of biographical 
detail and literary judgment in favor 
of broader speculations on Fitzgerald’s 
sense of history and his characters’ 
place in it. Brown’s book, however, in 
its breadth of perspective and serious-
ness of intent, makes most biographies 
seem to consist mainly of tittle- tattle 
and random gossip. Yet the personal 
dimension is by no means entirely ne-
glected. There is an interesting and 
significant chapter on Fitzgerald’s 
first, and perhaps enduring, great love. 
This was Ginevra King, “a Chicago 
debutante whose family was part of 
the Windy City’s turn- of- the- century 
banking and brokerage aristocracy.” 
With Ginevra, a lively, intelligent girl, 
Fitzgerald was, of course, out of his 
social and, more importantly, his fi-
nancial depth, as someone at a society 
party reminded him, so he claimed, 
by observing witheringly that “poor 
boys shouldn’t think of marrying rich 
girls.” In the circumstances, Fitzgerald 
did what novelists always do: he used 
the girl and his rejected love of her as 
material for his fiction. When the ro-
mance, such as it was, ended after two 
years, Ginevra asked him to destroy 
her letters to him, and he complied, 
but not before having them typed and 
bound, making a volume of more than 
two hundred pages that over the com-
ing years he would mine as a resource 
“to recapture in his prose the color and 
texture of the youthful struggle for love 
and glory.” 

Although he never forgot her, and 
perhaps never stopped loving her at 
some deep level, Ginevra King, the 
“golden girl,” was the precursor for 
the woman who was to brighten and 
blight the rest of Fitzgerald’s life. He 
met Zelda Sayre in 1918, during what 
Brown refers to as a “brief military in-
terlude,” when he was based at an army 
camp near Montgomery, Alabama. 
Zelda was something of a southern 
aristocrat, with a Confederate general 
and politicians among her forebears. 
The ever class- conscious Fitzgerald not 
only took to Zelda but to the broader 
Sayre family, whose “direct ties to the 
old Confederacy perhaps brought to 
[his] mind the Maryland childhood of 
his father,” as Brown writes. Zelda was, 
obviously, the girl for him.

But was he the man for her? When 
he proposed marriage, she added a sig-
nificant condition to her acceptance: 
he should go to New York and succeed 
in his writing to a level sufficient to 
prove that he could support her. Given 
her subsequent emotional and mental 
instability, she showed herself to be a 
hard- headed though obviously adven-
turous young southern belle. “Except 
for the sexual recklessness,” Fitzgerald 

wrote, “Zelda was cagey about throw-
ing in her lot with me before I was a 
money- maker.” A year was to pass, 
during which he sold his first short 
story to the famously deep- pocketed 
Saturday Evening Post, before Zelda 
was satisfied that her prospective hus-
band would indeed be able to keep her 
in the luxury to which she wished to be-
come accustomed. In April 1920 they 
were married in New York, and thus 
were conjoined two bristling egos: “in 
worshiping Zelda,” as Brown observes, 
“Scott worshiped a part of himself.” 

It was, from the start, a fraught union. 
One wonders if Fitzgerald had any in-
kling of what they had both let them-
selves in for when he wrote jauntily to 
a friend, “She’s very beautiful and very 
wise and very brave as you can imag-
ine—but she’s a perfect baby and a 
more irresponsible pair than we’ll be 
will be hard to imagine.” Their life to-
gether was disorderly—“Fitzgerald’s 
friends commented on the chaos that 
reigned in their New York hotel rooms, 
collecting places for dirty clothes, 
crusted dishes, and overflowing ash-
trays”—and would become increas-
ingly so. Nor was the glamor and glitter 
of the image—already the stuff of leg-
end—that they presented to the world 
quite as glamorous or as glittering as 
they imagined it to be. James Thurber 
saw through the veneer: “In even their 
more carefree moments and their most 
abandoned moods there was scarcely 
ever the casual ring of authentic gai-
ety. . . .  [They] did not know how to in-
vite gaiety. They twisted its arm, got it 
down, and sat on its chest.” 

And yet, without Zelda, would The 
Great Gatsby and Tender Is the Night 
be the masterpieces of social observa-
tion and melancholy yearning that they 
are? It may be that Zelda encouraged 
his vanity and early hubris, and cer-
tainly she was never to be the steady 
rock in a turbulent sea that, for in-
stance, Nora Barnacle was for James 
Joyce. If Zelda was Fitzgerald’s muse, 
there was also something of the Furies 
in her. Yet in judging her, if we even 
have the right to attempt a judgment, 
we must recall that her husband was no 
slacker in the business of the wasting 
of talent, and was every bit as destruc-
tive as she was in matters of the heart 
and of the soul. Yet she was the one 
who was genuinely damaged—less, it is 
true, by her union with Fitzgerald than 
by mental instability. Brown quotes 
a heartbreaking passage from a letter 
she wrote to her psychiatrist in 1930, 
ten years after her marriage:

Why do I have to go backwards 
when everybody else who can goes 
on? Why does my husband and 
other people find that what was 
so satisfactory for them is not the 
thing for me. And if you do cure 
me what’s going to happen to all 
the bitterness and unhappiness in 
my heart. It seems to me a sort of 
castration, but since I am power-
less I suppose I will have to submit 
though I am neither young enough 
nor credulous enough to think that 
you can manufacture out of noth-
ing something to replace the song 
I had. 

How prescient was the title of that 
early novel of Fitzgerald’s: the beauti-
ful and damned, indeed. 

Zelda Fitzgerald, circa 1931
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*The closing elegant formulation 
here is attributed to an anonymous 
scholar—Brown’s book is surprisingly, 
and at times annoyingly, short on attri-
butions.
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The Resistance So Far
Michael Tomasky

Almost ten months into the Trump ad-
ministration, how are the Democrats 
doing as an opposition party? The 
first instinct of rank- and- file liberals is 
always to dismiss them as ineffective 
(just as, not coincidentally, it is the first 
instinct of conservatives to bemoan 
Republicans’ congenital lack of spine). 
And the first instinct of the mainstream 
press is to feed that narrative with a 
steady supply of “Democrats in disar-
ray” articles. It’s an old storyline and a 
mossy one; my friends and I, in e- mails, 
mockingly use the hashtag #demsindis-
array when we note articles that over-
hype some new Democratic calamity.

Yet there is some truth to both 
claims. “Disarray” isn’t exactly an un-
fair adjective for a party that controls 
no branch of the federal government 
and only sixteen governors’ mansions 
and thirteen state legislatures (Repub-
licans control thirty- two, and five are 
divided). And, I might add, a party still 
not quite over the shock of that loss last 
November. 

As for effectiveness, in the country’s 
recent history, the Democrats have 
never been as united or effective in op-
position as the Republicans. This is less 
a matter of will and backbone than of 
the Democrats’ loyal voter base, both 
smaller and less rabidly monolithic 
than the Republicans’. To take the 
highest- profile example of the failure of 
Democratic opposition in recent times, 
43 percent of Democrats in both houses 
of Congress (110 out of 257) voted for 
the Iraq war resolution of 2002. One 
can certainly see that as lack of back-
bone. At the same time, pre- war polls 
showed that Democratic survey re-
spondents said they supported the war 
at levels around 40 percent.1 So, like it 
or not, those congressional Democrats 
reflected the will of the Democratic 
rank- and- file pretty closely.

The Republican Party of the past 
quarter- century, in contrast, would 
never give a Democratic president 43 
percent of its vote on anything of impor-
tance. That’s not because it’s tougher or 
meaner, but because it’s responding to a 
different and less forgiving political re-
ality—one in which, over the past thirty 
years, lavishly financed conservative 
pressure groups and right- wing media 
outlets have combined to create a base 
that brooks no compromise or accom-
modation. For a Daily Beast column 
back in 2011, I compared opposition- 
party levels of support in Congress for 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama 
on four of each president’s major ini-
tiatives.2 The average Democratic sup-

port for Bush in both houses on those 
four bills was 41.1 percent. The average 
Republican support for Obama on his 
four bills was 5.75 percent. The two 
parties are just different species.

However, in the age of Donald 
Trump, they’re becoming less differ-
ent. True, Chuck Schumer and Nancy 
Pelosi, the Democrats’ leaders, did 
make a deal with the president to delay 
a vote on the debt ceiling for three 
months, a deal virtually shoved in their 
faces by Trump at an early September 
White House parley that the president 
described to the press as “a very good 
meeting with Nancy Pelosi and Chuck 
Schumer” (GOP leaders Mitch McCon-
nell and Paul Ryan had been in the 
room, too). That measure, attached to 
Hurricane Harvey relief, sailed through 
Congress. The next week Schumer an-
nounced that the trio had also reached 
a deal to protect the so- called Dream-
ers, people who were brought to the 
United States as undocumented chil-
dren. There has been no congressional 
action on that yet, but in early October 
the White House announced that it 
would attach to any Dreamers legisla-
tion some harder- line measures like 
funding for a border wall and 10,000 
more immigration agents. Schumer and 
Pelosi quickly signaled that any deal 
along those lines was impossible. 

On other matters, when it comes to 
big legislation, congressional Demo-
crats have been consistent in their op-
position to the White House. They 
forced McConnell to invoke the 
“nuclear option” on Supreme Court 
Associate Justice Neil Gorsuch’s nomi-
nation when it failed to get the sixty 
votes needed to clear the procedural 

“cloture” hurdle. Democratic senators 
have blocked judicial nominees twice 
by refusing to return to the chairman of 
the Judiciary Committee a “blue slip” 
signaling approval of the nominee. 
This was a practice Republicans used 
aggressively during the Obama years, 
though McConnell is now threatening 
to abolish it.

A unanimous stand has been taken 
by Senate Democrats on three health 
care votes. Of course, the Democrats 
didn’t block health care repeal—the 
Republicans did that themselves. But 
it was impressive that not a single 
Democrat in either house voted for it, 
especially in the Senate, where nine 
Democratic senators will be defending 
their seats next year in states Trump 
won. 

The Democrats are showing more 
resolve partly because of the extreme 
nature of this presidency, but mostly 
because their base is getting a bit—a 
bit—more like the Republican base. 
This may be quite a bad thing for the 
country in the long term, but in the 
short term it’s very much a good thing. 
The liberal base is larger and more en-
ergized than it’s been for many years. 
The Indivisible movement, which 
started after the election when four 
former congressional staffers wrote a 
pamphlet that caught fire called Indi-
visible: A Practical Guide for Resisting 
the Trump Agenda, was an immediate 
success and now boasts nearly six thou-
sand chapters across the country—most 
in the places you’d expect, but eleven 
in Idaho, seven in Wyoming, and two 
in my purple- leaning- red hometown 
of Morgantown, West Virginia. When 
Republican members of Congress were 
strafed at town hall meetings last sum-

mer by constituents irate over health 
care, chances are that one of the local 
Indivisible chapters helped organize 
those attacks.

The women’s marches held across 
the country and the world on January 
21 have likewise spurred a sustained 
engagement on the part of thousands. 
A Women’s Convention will be held in 
late October in Detroit, according to its 
website, “for a weekend of workshops, 
strategy sessions, inspiring forums, 
and intersectional movement building 
to continue the preparation going into 
the 2018 midterm elections.” Speak-
ing of those midterms, the Democratic 
Congressional Campaign Committee 
reports that candidate recruitment is 
far ahead of where it was in 2016. A 
staffer at the DCCC told me that it has 
identified eighty House seats as worth 
contesting and already has good can-
didates for seventy of them. The main 
reason? “A lot of people are finally say-
ing yes,” the staffer said; they see the 
act of running for office as more of a 
duty post- Trump, after previous de-
murrals. Around ten military veterans 
are running as Democrats, and there’s 
a group of people motivated by the 
health care repeal efforts—doctors and 
people with personal health scares and 
stories to tell.

All this activity has made Democrats 
in Congress begin to do something 
they haven’t done for many years: re-
spond to pressure from the left. Ever 
since Ronald Reagan’s defeat of Wal-
ter Mondale in 1984 and the rise of 
the Democratic Leadership Council 
the next year, Washington Democrats 
have feared being seen as too liberal. 
Now, they’re more likely to fear being 
seen as not liberal enough. This creates 
no friction when it comes to deciding 
what they’re against. On the Republi-
can health care bills, there wasn’t much 
space between Senators Bernie Sand-
ers and Joe Manchin; both voted no 
all three times, and there was never 
any sense that Manchin (whose state, 
West Virginia, Trump carried by more 
than forty points) was wavering. West 
Virginia accepted the Medicaid expan-
sion, which covered about 175,000 resi-
dents in that state of very poor health  
indexes.

The tax bill now working its way 
through Congress will be a pivotal test 
of both the Democrats and the resis-
tance and may tell us a lot about the 
extent to which our politics have re-
ally changed. Two arguments have long 
been used to sell tax cuts, arguments 
the Democrats have never really won 
since Ronald Reagan’s time. First, Re-
publicans have always downplayed the 
enormous benefits going to the wealthy 
and emphasized the comparatively mi-
nuscule savings for the middle class. 
Consequently, a significant minority 
(though not a majority) of Democratic 
lawmakers has always voted for Repub-
lican tax cuts. The cuts were popular, 
and these Democrats felt pressured to 
support them. Second, Reagan prom-
ised that enormous tax cuts would lead 
to economic growth, and when, follow-
ing the 1986 Tax Reform Act, the gross 
domestic product grew at rates above 
3.5 percent and the unemployment rate 
slipped down to near 5 percent, he looked 

1See, for example, Caroline Smith and 
James M. Lindsay, “Rally ’Round the 
Flag: Opinion in the United States 
Before and After the Iraq War,” the 
Brookings Institution, June 1, 2003.
2See my article “Data Show the GOP’s 
One- Sided War on Democrats,” The 
Daily Beast, September 9, 2011. The 
four Bush initiatives I examined were 
the first tax cut, the “No Child Left Be-
hind” bill, the Iraq war vote, and the 
Medicare expansion of 2003. The four 
Obama initiatives were the stimulus, the 
Affordable Care Act, the Dodd- Frank 
financial bill, and the “don’t ask, don’t 
tell” repeal. I think it was fair and ac-

curate to call these at the time each ad-
ministration’s major legislative actions.
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like he was delivering on that promise, 
so Republicans were able to say, “See? 
Supply- side economics works.”

That 1986 law was the last major 
overhaul of the tax code. Thirty years 
later, what’s changed? On the second 
point, I think quite a lot. George Bush’s 
two large tax cuts of 2001 and 2003 did 
not spur great growth, so Republicans 
should not be able to make the “supply- 
side works” argument effectively this 
time. They’re certainly making it; I’m 
writing these words a few days after the 
proposal was introduced, and on my 
television I hear little else. But I also 
hear Democrats and liberal commenta-
tors firing back with the Bush example. 
That is an argument the Democrats 
should be able to win.

On the first point, though, we don’t 
yet know if the country has changed 
since 1986. Is a majority of the Ameri-
can middle class willing to give corpora-
tions and the rich enormous tax breaks 
as long as they get a little slice of the pie 
too? I keep a close watch on the poll-
ing on this. In general, majorities are 
deeply skeptical of large tax cuts for cor-
porations and the rich. There is a broad 
sense that large businesses (as opposed 
to small businesses, for which people 
support relief) don’t pay their share. 

Meanwhile, people don’t seem to be 
consumed with the thought that they’re 
paying too much in taxes. The last time 
Gallup, for example, asked this question, 
in April of this year, 51 percent said their 
taxes were “too high,” but 42 percent 
said they were “about right.”3 If Demo-
crats and the energized resistance can 
persuade middle- income people that the 
few dollars they stand to net aren’t worth 
yet another enormous giveaway to the 
very rich—who will save tens of thou-
sands if the top rate is reduced from 39.6 
percent to 35 percent—then an important  
milestone will have been reached. 

All the above is about opposing. As 
noted, there’s not a whole lot of dis-
agreement among Democrats about 
what they’re against. What they should 
be for is another matter. It’s probably a 
problem that they can put off for a little 
while. Midterm elections are always 
referenda on the incumbent president, 
so until then, Democrats mostly need 
to keep their base agitated enough 
about Trump and the Republicans to 
go vote. Once that bar is cleared, talk 
will turn to 2020, and presidential can-
didates, and proposals and ideas.

The big questions are how far left 
the party will go, and whether the 
broader American public will follow 
it. In his new book, Bernie Sanders 
Guide to Political Revolution, the man 
who is still, at seventy- six years of age, 
the junior senator from Vermont (to 
Patrick Leahy) writes that “on major 
issue after major issue, the vast major-
ity of Americans support a progressive 
agenda and widely reject the economic 
views of the Republican Party.”4 This is 

certainly true on paper. Poll after poll 
shows majority (though perhaps not 
“vast”) support for a higher minimum 
wage and paid medical leave and more 
paid vacation time and more reliable 
scheduling at the workplace and the 
rest. Polls have generally even shown 
support for breaking up the big banks, 
an idea regarded in official Washington 
as so radical as to be unserious.

Sanders’s Guide is not really a book 
so much as a campaign pamphlet 
wedged between hard covers: a com-
pendium of his speeches and tweets 
with stars and bullet points and pull 
quotes, photos of the great man strik-
ing purposeful poses, and stark illus-
trations by Jude Buffum. Sanders’s 
argument here and elsewhere is that 
if the Democrats cultivate a hard line 
on these and other matters and stick to 

it, they will conjure into existence the 
majority constituency that will enable 
them to pass this ambitious agenda. 
“We must move boldly forward to revi-
talize American democracy and bring 
millions of young people and working 
people into an unstoppable political 
movement that represents all of us, not 
just the billionaire class,” he writes. 

This assertion shouldn’t be dis-
missed. Polling suggests that nonvoters 
are heavily Democratic. A Pew sur-
vey of nonvoters in 2012 found that 52 
percent either identify as Democrats 
or lean Democratic, while the corre-
sponding number on the Republican 
side was 27 percent.5 So it’s possible 
that there’s a dormant constituency 
out there waiting to be inspired. In ad-
dition, engaging previously apathetic 
citizens creates the kind of momentum 
and excitement that Sanders built in 
2015–2016. 

But many Democratic politicians 
who’ve lived through the last thirty 
years in this country are skeptical 
about all this. Some, who came of age 
in a mostly conservative era and rep-
resent states other than very liberal 
Vermont, don’t believe in their bones 
that the American public is ready to 
embrace a Sandersesque agenda. Oth-
ers surely worry about how some of 
this sounds to donors, both in New 
York and out in Silicon Valley, where 
they’re fine with personal freedom but 
not so keen on government regula-
tion of the sort Sanders espouses. Still 
others don’t like the race Sanders ran 
against Hillary Clinton and believe he 

developed some attack lines—about 
her coziness with corporations, say—
that Trump picked up and that helped 
push voters on the left away from her in 
crucial states. Finally, some point out 
that while Sanders did energize young 
people, he performed rather poorly 
among African- Americans, Latinos, 
and single women—the three blocs that 
are the Democrats’ most reliable voters.

Yet there is little doubt that right 
now, Sanders is driving the action in 
this party he refuses to join. Schumer 
and Pelosi lead the opposition to 
Trump, but Sanders is shaping the fu-
ture direction of the Democrats. His 
decision to introduce a “Medicare- for- 
all” bill in September was both a way to 
keep him in the spotlight and to force 
the party’s 2020 presidential aspirants 
to show their cards. Four possible can-
didates cosponsored the bill: Elizabeth 
Warren of Massachusetts, Kirsten Gil-
librand of New York, Cory Booker 
of New Jersey, and Kamala Harris of 
California. Minnesota’s Amy Klobu-
char, whose name usually appears on 
2020 lists, did not join the bill. Nor did 
Sherrod Brown of Ohio, whose name 
sometimes appears on such lists. Sand-
ers’s own name, of course, appears on 
and sometimes tops such lists, although 
some wonder if he’ll be too old or if he 
can bottle that lightning a second time.

I would like to have been a fly on 
the wall as each of these senators dis-
cussed with aides whether to cosponsor 
the bill. Warren must face the voters 
in 2018, but she has drawn no first- tier 
declared competition so far, and in 
Massachusetts, association with Sand-
ers and single- payer carries little risk. 
Gillibrand is in a nearly identical situa-
tion—she’s up for reelection next year, 
has no serious competition yet, and in 
New York single- payer also is a nonis-
sue (Governor Andrew Cuomo, by the 
way, another likely entrant, recently 
announced his conversion to single- 
payer). Booker is not up for reelection 
in 2018, but he is regarded suspiciously 
by the left, which sees him as too close 
to Wall Street, so he needs to establish 
his credentials. Harris, a new senator 
who also won’t be facing voters in 2018, 
spent the summer getting attacked on 
Twitter by “Bernie bros” for being a 
corporatist hack in the Clinton mold 
(about one quarter fairly). She signed 
on surely in response to those criti-
cisms, at least in part.

Klobuchar’s decision not to join the 
bill is interesting. She does face her 
state’s voters next year. The only de-
clared Republican challenger is a state 
legislator, Jim Newberger, the kind of 
candidate who will have a hard time 
raising Senate- level money unless he 
has a breakthrough moment that shows 
donors he’s a decent bet. But Trump 
came close to beating Clinton last year 
in Minnesota, against all expectations; 
the margin was just 1.4 percent. So 
that’s a state, unlike Massachusetts or 
New York, where being at Bernie’s side 
might be a liability. The same is true for 
Sherrod Brown, who is locked in a very 
tough reelection fight in a state Trump 
carried by eight points. 

For most of these senators, signing on 
to Sanders’s bill is risk- free—for now. 
But someday, the Congressional Bud-
get Office will score the bill, and it will 
estimate the taxes needed to pay for it. 
They will almost surely be quite large. 
The only state that has tried to imple-
ment single- payer is Sanders’s own 
Vermont, where, in late 2014, the then 

governor, Peter Shumlin, a Democrat 
and longtime single- payer advocate, 
shelved it after releasing a financial re-
port showing that single- payer would 
instantly double the state’s budget and 
lead to large tax increases for individu-
als and businesses.

Sanders has responded to this prob-
lem in the past by saying that the pro-
gram would be easier to implement at 
the federal level and that most people 
would actually pay less in increased 
taxes than they now pay in deductibles 
and copayments, which he would elimi-
nate entirely. That may be a debate 
worth having in 2019 and 2020. But 
there’s probably a reason why Sanders 
decided not to put specific revenue esti-
mates in his bill, just general suggestions 
about how revenue might be raised.

That’s the inside baseball. But here, 
if I may put it this way, is the outside 
baseball. I hear no one in the Demo-
cratic Party addressing the great crisis 
of our age: the crisis of Western liber-
alism that has brought us Brexit and 
Trump and Alternative für Deutsch-
land and the likelihood of Senator Roy 
Moore of Alabama. What went wrong?

Every Democrat will talk about fight-
ing harder, standing up to Trump, and 
supporting the policies that will win 
back just enough white working- class 
voters in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and 
Wisconsin. Those are the three states 
that were punches in the gut. I admit 
that I thought it virtually impossible 
that Clinton could lose them. They’d 
voted Democratic since 1992. They 
seemed settled, but they were not, and 
a combined 77,744 votes in all three 
states made the difference. So in one 
sense, that’s all the Democrats need to 
do in 2020—flip around 78,000 votes.

That’s to win. But to govern, to lead, 
to create a coalition of 52, 53 percent 
(they almost certainly can’t get a larger 
majority in this polarized age) that has 
a chance to force a fundamental change 
in direction, they have to do more. 
This will not be achieved through any 
list of policy positions. It’s quite true 
that Democrats, and not Republicans, 
support policies that will relieve the 
various immiserations of the Trump 
voters. But people don’t listen to that. 
And in any case, such policies today 
have become racialized. When a white 
working- class voter hears a Democrat 
talk about the minimum wage, he prob-
ably hears “handout.”

Some Democrat needs to be able to 
speak frankly about the postwar lib-
eral order and the world—to defend 
its triumphs without apology, to note 
in a spirit of open self- critique where 
it has failed, and to lay out the cor-
rections that need to be made. Head-
ing into 2020, voters will be sizing up 
Democrats in the following way: Okay, 
you people lost to that buffoon. What 
do you have to say for yourselves? Have 
you figured it out?

It’s the candidate who can articulate 
answers to those questions, not the 
candidate who most insistently backs 
single- payer or demands a minimum 
wage two dollars higher than the oth-
ers do, who has the potential to be the 
Roosevelt or Kennedy of our time. I 
get no sense that any Democrat is even 
thinking like this. Donald Trump, in 
his shallow and malevolent way, does 
think like this. The Democrats had bet-
ter start. 

—October 11, 2017

3See Gallup News, Taxes, at news 
.gallup.com/poll/1714/taxes.aspx. Gal-
lup has been asking this question fre-
quently (though not quite annually)  
since 1956. Remarkably, views haven’t 
changed all that much in sixty years, 
even though income taxes were sub-
stantially higher in the 1950s than 
today. This year’s nine- point differen-
tial is, however, eleven points less than 
last year’s 57–37 split.
4Henry Holt, 2017.

5See “Nonvoters: Who They Are, What 
They Think,” Pew Research Center, 
November 1, 2012.

Elizabeth Warren
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All That Shite
James Walton

Smile
by Roddy Doyle. 
Viking, 214 pp., $25.00

On St. Patrick’s Day, 1943, Éamon de 
Valera, Ireland’s prime minister and 
founding father, gave what his biog-
rapher Diarmaid Ferriter has uncon-
troversially called “the most famous 
broadcast of any Irish politician of 
the twentieth century.” “The ideal 
 Ireland,” de Valera began, 

would be . . . a land whose coun-
tryside would be bright with cozy 
homesteads, whose fields and vil-
lages would be joyous with the 
sounds of industry. . . and the 
laughter of happy maidens. . . . The 
home, in short, of a people living 
the life that God desires that men 
should live. . . .  It was the idea of 
such an Ireland—happy, vigorous, 
spiritual—that . . . made successive 
generations of patriotic men give 
their lives to win religious and po-
litical liberty.

Thirty years into Roddy Doyle’s career, 
it doesn’t feel much of an exaggeration 
to suggest that his fiction represents—
consciously or otherwise—a systematic, 
almost clause- by- clause dismantling of 
de Valera’s vision. 

For one thing, de Valera’s Ireland 
apparently consisted only of country-
side, fields, and villages, with no men-
tion of such un- Gaelic monstrosities as 
cities. Yet Doyle has always been, very 
deliberately, a Dublin writer. “I think 
Dublin is more significant to me than 
my country,” he once said. “If a Dublin 
passport existed, I’d want one of them, 
really.” Early in his first novel, The 
Commitments (1987), the lead char-
acter made the bracing, if now slightly 
awkward, declaration that “the Irish 
are the niggers of Europe. . . .  An’ Dub-
liners are the niggers of Ireland. The 
culchies [derogatory slang for rural 
people] have fuckin’ everythin’.” 

The Commitments, together with the 
two novels that followed, The Snapper 
(1990) and The Van (1991), all fea-
ture the cheerfully foulmouthed Rab-
bitte family; all were made into films; 
and they quickly established Doyle as 
a writer who combined wide popular 
appeal with enough critical respect 
for The Van to be shortlisted for the 
Booker Prize. They also established 
the ability of his seemingly (but only 
seemingly) unvarnished prose—with 
its preference for short sentences, its 
heavy reliance on dialogue, and all that 
swearing—to provide rich and sympa-
thetic character studies. 

Despite occasional hints of the 
darker themes to come, these books 
were essentially celebrations of 
working- class Dublin life. They even 
contained plenty of the laughter of 
happy maidens—if possibly not the 
kind of maidens that de Valera had in 
mind. In The Snapper, for example, 
one young woman provokes female hi-
larity by remarking of her ex, “I’d shag 
the Elephant Man before I’d let him go 
near me again, the prick.” In its own 
way, too, the Rabbittes’ homestead was 
distinctly cozy—although the family’s 
expressions of love might not necessar-
ily have met with de Valera’s approval 

either. “I think you’re fuckin’ great,” 
Jimmy Sr. tells his twenty- five- year- old 
son at one particularly tender moment 
in The Van. “You’re not a bad oul’ cunt 
yourself,” Jimmy Jr. replies.

But as it turned out, Doyle’s home-
steads wouldn’t stay cozy for long. In 
1993 came Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha, 
set in 1968 and narrated by a ten- year- 
old boy whose parents are splitting up. 
The novel went one better than The 
Van by winning the Booker Prize, and 
it topped the Irish best- seller list for a 
year—by which point Doyle was a bona 
fide national hero. 

Until, that is, May 8, 1994, when 
Irish television began broadcasting his 
series Family. Once again, the setting 
was the sort of north Dublin neighbor-
hood where the Rabbittes lived. This 
time, though, the father was Charlo 
Spencer, a wife- beating drunk who ter-
rorized his family over four episodes 
of virtually unrelieved grimness. “It 
caused a storm,” Doyle recalled sev-
enteen years later. “The celebrity sta-
tus that attached to me when I won the 
Booker, invitations to open supermar-
kets and all that shite—it stopped the 
day Family was broadcast. There were 
accusations . . . that I was undermin-
ing marriage. . . .  I got death threats.” 
Even so, his defiant response was the 
gut- wrenching novel The Woman Who 
Walked into Doors (1996), which filled 
in the backstory of Charlo’s alcoholic 
wife, Paula, and gave us further horri-
fying details of her husband’s violence. 

Nor did Doyle seek to ingratiate 
himself back into mainstream Irish 

affections with his next project, the 
most ambitious he’s ever done. On the 
contrary: The Last Round- Up tril-
ogy, starting with A Star Called Henry 
(1999), took a transparent relish in wid-
ening his assaults on what he regarded 
as his country’s illusions. 

The trilogy traced the life of Henry 
Smart from his birth in the Dublin 
slums in 1901 to his part in the IRA 
peace process in 2009. And Henry’s 
longevity was by no means the only im-
probable element in the tale of a man 
who, having taken part in the 1916 
Uprising and the Irish War of Inde-
pendence, found himself disillusioned 
with the authoritarian Catholic Ireland 
that emerged. Moving to America, he 
befriended Louis Armstrong, before 
crawling “into the desert to die” and 
coming “back from the dead when 
Henry Fonda pissed on me.” 

Doyle’s new taste for wild coinci-
dence and intermittent magic realism 
made for a sometimes odd read—most 
strikingly in the trilogy’s second book, 
Oh, Play That Thing (2004), set in 
America, where Henry’s experiences 
felt not so much picaresque as entirely 
arbitrary. Nevertheless, there was no 
mistaking the thoroughness of Doyle’s 
attacks on Irish republican myths—or, 
if you prefer, on the “successive gen-
erations of patriotic men” who gave 
“their lives to win religious and politi-
cal liberty.” 

De Valera’s 1943 broadcast duly 
gave special credit to the Irish Volun-
teers, the most religiously motivated 
of the groups involved in the Upris-
ing. Henry duly didn’t agree—and for 
familiar Doyle reasons: “Jesus, I hated 

the Volunteers. The poets and the farm 
boys, the fuckin’ shopkeepers. They 
detested the slummers—the accents 
and the dirt, the Dublinness of them.” 
At one point he also bumped into de 
 Valera himself, who apparently “smelt 
of shite.” 

The trilogy was just as combative 
when it came to explaining how the re-
publican myths were constructed. An-
other improbable development, in The 
Dead Republic (2010), was Henry’s re-
turn to Ireland as the IRA consultant 
on John Ford’s The Quiet Man (1952). 
Initially, the idea was to tell Henry’s 
story, but Ford soon realized that 
wasn’t what Irish- American audiences 
would want to see:

—We shot a cop [I told Ford].
—Irish?
—Yeah, I said.—The police were 
Irish . . .
—We’ll make him English, said 
Ford.—Keep it simple.

In the end, of course, The Quiet Man 
left all political unpleasantness behind 
in favor of what Ford approvingly de-
scribed in the novel as “making this 
leprechaun Ireland”—and Henry, less 
approvingly, as “the shite they [the de 
Valera faction] said they wanted . . . A 
rural Ireland, the simple life.” 

As the book reached the end of the 
twentieth century, Doyle also reminded 
us what the generations of patriotic 
men were up to at the time: “They 
tore up Enniskillen, they made human 
bombs out of terrified husbands, they 
kneecapped men because they didn’t 
like them . . . they shifted heroin. They 
killed children in Warrington and 
shopkeepers in London.” 

All in all, then, given Doyle’s record 
of heresy and his longstanding sus-
picion of religion in all its forms,1 it’s 
surprising that not until Smile has he 
concentrated his efforts on the corner-
stone of de Valera’s whole vision: the 
Irish Catholic Church—particularly 
after all the gruesome revelations of 
how extensively it has used its control of 
the education system to carry out, and 
cover up, the sexual abuse of children. 

Admittedly, his previous books have 
taken plenty of sideswipes at Irish 
Catholicism. “Teaching,” one of the 
quietly dazzling short stories about 
middle- aged men that comprise the 
collection Bullfighting (2011), now 
feels like a dry- run for Smile, with an 
unnamed protagonist whose life—and 
especially sexual life—seems oddly 
stalled for reasons we never discover. 
We do learn, however, that at his Chris-
tian Brothers school, Brother Flynn 
took an embarrassing shine to him—

Roddy Doyle

1In The Dead Republic, one of Doyle’s 
main objections to republican myths 
is that they have the nature of a reli-
gious faith—which is why they’re so 
indestructible. In 2012, having once 
suggested, to general outrage, that 
“Ulysses could have done with a good 
editor,” he explained that “it’s the re-
ligion that annoys me, the Apostolic 
Church of James Joyce the Redeemer, 
and the priests who guard the church’s 
holy texts.”
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which may have led to something more 
serious the day Flynn looked after him 
when he was ill, although “his memory 
stopped, at the man tucking the blan-
ket under the boy’s chin.” Nonetheless, 
Doyle’s new novel is the first he’s writ-
ten in which the form of religion most 
squarely in his sights is the Catholic 
Church. 

The main character and narrator 
is Victor Forde, initially seen in that 
commonest of Doyle settings, the pub. 
After separating from his wife, Rachel, 
Victor has moved back to the working- 
class area where he grew up, and comes 
to Donnelly’s every evening in the 
quest for company. To begin with, this 
is supplied only by the bartender. Then 
Victor is approached by Ed Fitzpatrick, 
a man he doesn’t recognize but who’s 
soon reminiscing about their days to-
gether at a Christian Brothers school, 
at which extreme violence from the 
teachers was the unreported norm. 
(“The Brothers knew they were safe.”) 
Victor dislikes him on sight—and dis-
likes him even more when Fitzpat-
rick asks, “What was the name of the 
Brother that used to fancy you?” The 
answer, as Victor reluctantly acknowl-
edges, is Brother Murphy, who once 
announced in class, “Victor Forde, I 
can never resist your smile,” making 
him an inevitable target for bullying. “I 
was stuck with it,” Victor remembers. 
“I became the Queer”—a word, need-
less to say, still resolutely unreclaimed 
in 1970s Ireland.

From there, the novel shifts between 
the present day, more memories of 
school, and what happened to Victor 
afterward. Always able to write well 
(like his creator, he “could put a word 
beside another word and make them 
surprising”), he abandoned university 
when his rock criticism began to be 
published by a Dublin magazine. An-
other break came just before the 1983 
referendum on enshrining the rights 
of the unborn child in the Irish consti-
tution, when he interviewed a female 
politician who admitted she’d had an 
abortion herself and “never regretted 
it.” In those Catholic- dominated days, 
the rights were enshrined anyway, but 
once the interview was published, Vic-
tor took on the role of professional 
controversialist, appearing on radio 
and television to denounce “everything 
that’s wrong about this country.”

And it was after one radio appear-
ance that he met Rachel Carey, then 
just starting out in her upscale catering 
business, but set to become a much- 
loved national figure, with a TV show 
not unlike The Apprentice. As dream 
girls go, Rachel is hard to beat. Not 
only is she “the most beautiful woman” 
Victor “had ever seen”—so glamorous, 
in fact, that she “walked like a Prot-
estant”—but she also swears, drinks 
pints of Guinness, introduces him to 
such middle- class exotica as couscous, 
and is both kindly and overwhelm-
ingly sexy enough to cure his chronic 
impotence. 

For a while, the two are a celebrity 
couple, photographed by glossy maga-
zines in their Dublin loft apartment. 
The trouble is that as Rachel’s career 
grows ever more stratospheric, Victor’s 
stalls. His planned book, Ireland: A 
Horror Story, goes unwritten—partly 
because (perhaps like his creator, until 
now), “I knew the dominance of the 
Catholic Church was a bad thing but I 
didn’t know how to expand on that, or 
even start.” 

All the time this is going on, Victor 
remains haunted by one school mem-
ory in particular: when his father was 
dying, the head brother, claiming to be 
concerned that fourteen- year- old Vic-
tor would need to protect the family, 
gave him a wrestling lesson. After he’d 
pushed the boy down on to the floor, 
the brother briefly held Victor’s penis. 
Suffering from recurring nightmares 
about the incident, he tells Rachel what 
happened. Stuck one day for something 
freshly controversial to say, he also re-
lates the story on a radio show, provok-
ing Family- like uproar and accusations 
of “undermining the Church”—even 
though he’d emphasized that it only 
happened once and that other parts of 
his school life were happy. “I didn’t ex-
actly bury the story,” he says later, “but 

I made it, somehow, an expected part 
of every Irishman’s education.”

Why Victor and Rachel split up is never 
spelled out. But the fact that he used to 
have sex with her naturally impresses 
the other middle- aged male drinkers 
in Donnelly’s. Before long, Victor is 
delighted to be exchanging the good- 
natured if occasionally brutal- sounding 
banter known—and much- prized—in 
Doyle’s work as “slagging.”2 Happily, 
too, the more socially awkward Fitzpat-
rick fades into the background. 

But then comes a startling twist. One 
night, Victor returns to his apartment 
to find Fitzpatrick waiting for him. At 
first, Fitzpatrick merely hits him in the 
face. Much more disturbingly, though, 
he explains how he knows so much 
about Victor with the stark words “I 
am you.” “What do you mean?” Victor 
understandably asks—speaking, I sus-
pect, for many of the book’s readers. 
“Literally what I said,” replies Fitzpat-
rick. “No escape, Victor. I am you.”

Fortunately, he does go on to elabo-
rate a little: 

You often think about what your 
life would’ve been like if it had 
been a bit different. I’m right, 
amn’t I? A dose of the oul’ what- 
ifs. . . .  What if you hadn’t gone 
to college. What if you hadn’t 

done the record reviews. What if 
you hadn’t met Rachel. What if 
I’d written that book. What if I’d 
stayed closer to home. 

Well, now he knows: Fitzpatrick is 
“what the alternative Victor would 
have been like.” “I am what you be-
came,” he adds. “I’m all your regret.”

And his revelations don’t end there. 
Fitzpatrick forces Victor to remember 
that “we” weren’t assaulted once by the 
head brother, but repeatedly raped for a 
month. He also gets him to admit that he 
never had a relationship with the Irish 
celebrity Rachel Carey. They did meet 
and get on well at a radio studio, but Vic-
tor’s impotence meant he was too fright-
ened to show up for their first date.

Presumably realizing this ending will 
throw many readers, the proof version of 
Smile comes with a publisher’s note sug-
gesting that some might be compelled 
into an immediate reread. Yet, in my ex-
perience, even after two rereads, things 
fail to fall into place. You do notice how 
cunningly Doyle planted clues that ev-
erything was not as it seemed. But what 
doesn’t become clear is what “really” 
happened. Because of the undiminished 
power of Doyle’s social realism, this 
doesn’t feel like a naive or excessively 
literal- minded question, but one we’re 
supposed to be able to answer. After all, 
that publisher’s note states firmly that 
Doyle is not “playing any tricks.”

Victor isn’t the first Doyle character 
to imagine a more congenial past. In 
The Woman Who Walked into Doors, 
Paula often pretended that both her 
early marriage and her childhood had 
been happy. In the sequel, Paula Spen-
cer (2006), she also had a persuasive 
theory as to why: “Maybe it’s the way 
the brain works to protect itself. It in-
vents a new woman who can look back 
and wonder, instead of look back and 
howl.” But in that case—unlike in 
Smile—the truth was still plain.

The problem, I think, is that “I am 
you,” “[I am] what the alternative Vic-
tor would have been like,” “I am what 
you became,” and “I’m all your regret” 
are different things. As a result, while 
it does seem obvious—and is meant 
to seem obvious—that the relation-
ship with Rachel didn’t take place and 
the raping did, the other elements of 
 Victor’s life are far more difficult to 
work out. (In short, which of the oul’ 
what- ifs apply?) Or if he’d been Fitzpat-
rick all along, does this mean that what 
Victor became was—as Fitzpatrick de-
clared himself to be in the pub—a local 
builder who turned into a millionaire 
in Ireland’s now- vanished boom years? 
(In short, do either, neither, or both of 
them exist?) 

Smile proves again that there aren’t 
many writers better than Doyle at con-
juring up school days or pub nights. Dur-
ing Victor and Rachel’s time together, 
class differences in Dublin are skew-
ered with gleeful precision—although 
seeing as they didn’t actually spend 
any time together, you might wonder 
how Victor/Fitzpatrick knows so much 
about them. In its most straightforward 
sections, the novel is another of Doyle’s 
rich and sympathetic character studies. 
Even so, the final pages—for all their 
undeniable emotional punch—feel like 
the literary- novel equivalent of one 
of those whodunit denouements after 
which our gasp of “Wow!” is followed 
a few minutes later by an equally heart-
felt, and rather more persistent, “But 
hold on a minute. . . .” 

Robert Arkins as the band manager  
Jimmy Rabbitte in Alan Parker’s film 

adaptation of Roddy Doyle’s novel  
The Commitments, 1991
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2As one sentence in Bullfighting puts 
it, “Oh, fuck off, she said, affection-
ately—that was possible in Dublin.”
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Brave New Europe
Mark Leonard

“We Europeans really must take our 
destiny into our own hands.” With this 
short sentence, uttered in a sweaty and 
overcrowded beer tent in Munich in 
May 2017, German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel implied that the most success-
ful relationship in modern political his-
tory was at an end. In doing so, she also 
laid claim to leadership of the West. 

That position used to be occupied by 
the president of the United States, who 
sometimes invoked the British prime 
minister as a junior partner. But as the 
US loses its bearings under Donald 
Trump and the UK succumbs to a new 
provincialism after its Brexit vote, the 
mantles of Ronald Reagan and Mar-
garet Thatcher are now being worn by 
a very different power couple: Angela 
Merkel and Emmanuel Macron. They 
have vowed to defend the core values of 
the West against an onslaught of popu-
lism and nativism, and to strengthen 
Europe’s common currency, manage 
its borders, and invest in a common 
defense. 

It is a remarkable turn of events: 
After the twentieth century, who would 
have thought that Britain and America 
would turn their backs on the liberal 
world order while the German chancel-
lor would be spoken of as the leader of 
the free world and a French president 
would emerge as the champion of an 
open trading system? Who would have 
thought that this new momentum would 
come from the European Union at the 
very moment when many predicted its 
collapse? Most of all, who would have 
thought that Angela Merkel would lead 
it? 

Merkel is not someone who shoots 
from the hip. She does not do the “vi-
sion thing.” And according to her bi-
ographer, Stefan Kornelius, “she does 
not have an anti- American bone in her 
body.” So why is she now putting her-
self in a position that requires vision, 
leadership, and a will to replace the 
Americans? 

In part, it is because she had no 
choice. The European Union was in 
danger of being torn apart by internal 
and external threats. The Brexit vote 
followed deep divisions over refugees 
and the euro. EU leaders were terri-
fied that other member states could 
succumb to the same combination of 
economic uncertainty, cultural anxiety, 
and political alienation that propelled 
Britain toward the exit. They were 
right to fear contagion but wrong about 
where it would erupt. Rather than an-
other EU member state, it was the US 
that succumbed. 

From the birth of the Marshall Plan, 
through the cold war, to the unifica-
tion of Germany, the US was crucial 
to the project of European integration. 
The US made access to its financial 
aid dependent on European reconcili-
ation, provided military protection for 
Europe’s civilian governments through 
NATO, and backed the EU’s mission to 
create a legal and institutional founda-
tion for the liberal world order. In the 
days and months after his election, 
Trump threatened all of this. His prox-
ies compared the European Union to 
the Soviet Union, while he supported 
Marine Le Pen over Emmanuel Ma-
cron in the French presidential election 

and declared NATO obsolete. Trump 
has announced his intention of disman-
tling the institutions that Europe has 
spent the last several decades build-
ing, from the Paris climate treaty to the 
World Trade Organization and the Iran 
nuclear deal.

But rather than going viral, the pop-
ulism of Trump and Brexit seemed to 
generate powerful antibodies around 
the Continent. Within a few days of 
Trump’s victory, opinion polls showed 
support for EU membership surging in 
many European countries. Then, after 
a worrisome year in which many feared 
the destruction of democratic Europe, 
a series of elections began to signal a 
remarkable rebirth of the European 
project. 

It started in Austria in December 2016, 
when an elderly Green Party professor, 
Alexander Van der Bellen, was elected 
president over the far- right Freedom 
Party’s candidate, Norbert Hofer. Then 
in March, Dutch voters supported Mark 
Rutte’s center- right People’s Party for 
Freedom and Democracy over the col-
orful populist Geert Wilders’s far- right 
Party for Freedom. Most dramatically, 
the thirty- nine- year- old Macron up-
ended the politics of France’s Fifth Re-
public to win the presidential election 

there, defeating the charismatic Le Pen 
and her far- right National Front. 

The French election became a battle 
between globalism and nationalism, 
and Macron’s victory was seen as re-
versing the populist tide. “For the first 
time in a lengthy period I see light at 
the end of the tunnel,” one of Merkel’s 
closest associates told me. “When we 
had Brexit, Trump elected, Poland and 
Hungary going their own ways, there 
was a lack of solidarity on refugees, an 
economic problem not solved . . . and in 
the middle of all this, we had Macron, 
who said that he wanted to be able to 
work with Germany and defend Eu-
rope together.” 

After the elections in September in 
Germany, it is now clear that Angela 
Merkel will remain chancellor, even 
if she is facing the toughest coali-
tion negotiations of her political life. 
The fact that she suffered significant 
losses to the far- right Alternative für 
Deutschland party will reduce her au-
thority and embolden those who want 
her to put the national interest above 
a broader European agenda. However, 
the diminishment of Merkel’s power 
might not be such a bad thing for Eu-
rope if it allows France to recover some 
opportunity for leadership.

In the months ahead, Macron and 
Merkel will have to challenge some of 

the obsessions of their countries’ pasts 
as they seek a grand bargain. Germany 
will have to agree to share its money, 
mutualize European debt, and invest 
more in defense. In return, France will 
have to undertake painful economic 
reforms and find ways to open some of 
the nation’s main political assets, such 
as its permanent seat on the UN Secu-
rity Council and its nuclear deterrent, 
to German involvement. But one of the 
reasons that the two leaders seem con-
fident is that they are doing it together, 
following the example of Helmut Kohl 
and François Mitterrand, who made 
history by trading the reunification of 
Germany for the creation of a single 
European currency.

Emmanuel Macron’s big idea is cap-
tured by his slogan “l’Europe qui pro-
tège”—his attempt to show voters that 
Europe has their back. The idea of pro-
tection has many elements. He wants 
a common budget, a finance minister, 
and a parliament for the eurozone, as 
well as an EU border force and a com-
mon fund for building up defense ca-
pabilities. Macron has been calling on 
the EU to protect its labor and envi-
ronmental standards in trade deals. He 
wants to screen Chinese investments 
and introduce a “Buy European Act” 
for public procurement. His advisers 
are launching a campaign against what 
they see as the two big ills of our age: 
“le dumping social” (using cheap for-
eign labor to undercut local wages) and 
“le dumping fiscal” (exploiting low-tax 
countries to avoid paying higher taxes 
in other member states). 

This marks a substantial change. 
Over the last three decades the Eu-
ropean project has been based on the 
idea that the way to eliminate conflict 
was to tear down walls and to build in-
terdependence between countries. But 
today, interdependence is the source of 
anxiety and conflict as people worry 
about the financial instability of the 
euro, social dumping as a result of 
border- free travel, and terrorism. The 
next phase of European integration 
will not be about pulling down barri-
ers, but about convincing those most 
affected by interdependence that it can 
feel safe again. And rather than being a 
unitary European project that aspires 
to include the whole continent in insti-
tutions based in Brussels, the EU will 
be a more flexible union with coalitions 
of the willing, as well as smaller groups 
such as the eurozone that are more 
tightly bound together.

The new French president has as-
sembled a tight- knit group of advisers 
who are young, brilliant achievers—
like Macron himself. Macron and his 
two closest advisers, Alexis Kohler and 
Ismaël Emelien, were described in Le 
Monde as a “Holy Trinity” from which 
all ideas and actions radiate. The forty- 
four- year- old Kohler and the thirty- 
year- old Emelien are said to stand for 
the left and right sides of Macron’s 
brain. Kohler, who was the intellectual 
driving force in the Economics Min-
istry when Macron was its head, is a 
technocrat’s technocrat. Emelien is the 
creative one, bringing the tactics of Sil-
icon Valley to French decision- making. 
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Where Kohler looks like an official, his 
younger counterpart has cultivated his 
image as a nerd. What’s more, in every 
important ministry, there is a network 
of high- ranking staff members who 
share a generational perspective, a per-
sonal link with the president, and a mix 
of pragmatism and “control freakery.” 
When you now visit the gilded French 
ministerial offices with their twenty- 
foot- high ceilings and parquet floors, 
you find the chief advisers looking 
more like disheveled interns than au-
gust officeholders. 

Even as public support for Macron 
fell more than 20 percent over the sum-
mer, he and his staff were intoxicated 
by what they have already achieved. 
Eighteen months ago, Macron didn’t 
have a political party. Nine months ago, 
nobody thought that he had a chance 
to be elected. Six months ago, people 
talked about how his campaign was 
imploding after he called colonialism 
a crime against humanity. Now he is 
not only president but has a huge ma-
jority in parliament, has unsettled all 
the mainstream political parties, and 
has redefined the political landscape of 
France.

The heart of Macron’s pitch is a 
promise to do for the French economy 
what he and his advisers have done 
for its politics, cutting through the 
conventional wisdoms and tired nos-
trums about change being impossible. 
Macron summed up their analysis in 
a memorable quote: “France is not a 
country that you reform, it’s a country 
that you transform, a country of revolu-
tion. So as long as it’s possible not to 
reform, France doesn’t do it. This time, 
people saw they were at the edge of a 
precipice and they reacted.” 

Macron’s advisers see this domestic 
economic revolution as the beginning 
of a process of building credibility with 
Germany. As one of them admitted: 
“Germany has massive doubts about 
France’s commitment to reforms. It 
would be willing to take on responsi-
bility for the eurozone and debt mutu-
alization if it had a partner leading the 
eurozone. But Berlin can’t take on all 
the costs alone.” Macron’s bet is that, 
by introducing a reform of the French 
labor market modeled on the German 
“Agenda 2010” reforms of the 2000s—
which made it easier for employers to 
hire staff and encouraged unemployed 
people to seek work rather than rely on 
benefits—and by reducing the French 
deficit to below 3 percent of GDP, the 
Germans will start to trust him to in-
stitute responsible economic policies. 
It is still early, but he has shown such 
courage and determination in the face 
of protests against his reforms of labor 
laws that many expect him to pull off 
reforms that eluded his predecessors.

Part of Macron’s project of reassur-
ing the Germans has been a systematic 
recruitment of German- speaking of-
ficials for senior posts in his govern-
ment. The prime minister, Édouard 
Philippe, went to school in Bonn, the 
former German capital, where his fa-
ther was the headmaster of a French 
school. The economics minister, Bruno 
Le Maire, developed a passion for Ger-
man language and culture as an ex-
change student. He regularly appears 
on German television and is said to use 
the familiar du with German Finance 
Minister Wolfgang Schäuble. Macron 
also named the French ambassador to 
Germany, Philippe Étienne, as his na-
tional security adviser, something that 

was noted with joy when I spoke to se-
nior German officials. 

Macron’s team is quite clear that 
as long as the economic disparity be-
tween France and Germany remains, it 
will be difficult for France to make its 
peace with further European unifica-
tion because it will look too much like 
enslavement to Germany. However, as 
the influential French strategic com-
mentator François Heisbourg told me, 
Macron’s engagement with other great 
powers may reassure the French pub-
lic about their nation’s position in the 
world. Even the most seasoned foreign 
policy advisers speak with admiration 
about the confident way he handled his 
early encounters with Vladimir Putin, 
Donald Trump, and Theresa May. 

Germany has the opposite challenge. 
It needs to become more French. How 
far the Germans will be willing to con-
cede to Macron’s plans for eurozone re-
form is still unclear. Although Merkel 
responded positively to Macron’s big 
European reform agenda when he laid 
it out in a speech at the Sorbonne on 
September 26, she faces skepticism 
from possible coalition partners in the 
free- market Free Democratic Party as 
well as inside her own party. 

Someone close to her was dismis-
sive of the idea that Macron needs to 
deliver on a European budget and a 
finance minister, telling me: “Farm-
ers in France do not care about a Eu-
ropean finance minister. They will 
feel better when Europe is defending 
them.” He suggested that Germany 
will try to divert the French into other 
priorities, such as migration and de-
fense. He went so far as saying that 
“the EU could survive another euro 
crisis, but not another migration cri-
sis, because open borders are part of 
the constitutional foundation of the 
EU—if inner- European borders close, 
it will be the end of the EU, while an-
other economic crisis would not be as 
threatening.” 

A strange thing happened in Ger-
many a few weeks after the 2016 US 
election. The editor of the Frank-
furter Allgemeine Zeitung, a newspa-
per known as the cautious and stuffy 
mouthpiece of the establishment, 
published an opinion piece calling for 
Germany to develop its own nuclear 
program, because the French and Brit-
ish arsenals were too weak to counter-
balance doubts about the willingness of 
the US to defend Europe. It is hard to 
grasp how extraordinary this is. Thirty 
years ago, the annual carnival celebra-
tions in Cologne were called off when 
the US launched Operation Desert 
Storm, because people didn’t want to 
party while a war was going on. 

Now some in the German media 
are contemplating a domestic nuclear 
deterrent. The debate became more 
serious when Roderich Kiesewetter, 
a loyal MP from Merkel’s governing 
party and a former military officer, 
called for Germany to turn the French 
nuclear program into a European one 
and to cofinance it. This brought out a 
predictable response from the pacifist 
and anti- American voices in the Green 
Party and Die Linke. But even many 
of the stalwarts of the German foreign 
policy establishment felt that merely 
thinking about this was the apotheosis 
of irresponsibility. 

In fact there have been discussions 
for a long time about how France 
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and Germany could strengthen their  
cooperation on strategic matters. They 
explored a wide range of issues, and 
touched upon what one French offi-
cial called “the crown jewels of French 
sovereignty”: the nuclear deterrent and 
the Security Council seat. 

Even those involved in the discus-
sions are cautious about where they 
might ultimately end up. A senior 
French official observed: “There are 
real questions about sovereignty. 
There shouldn’t be a German veto 
on the French veto at the UN.” And 
there remain differences between the 
two countries over Syria and vari-
ous African conflicts. Yet the “crown 
jewels” represent a way for Macron to 
put symbolic geopolitics in the service 
of his economic goals. “I could imag-
ine Macron going for these symbols of 
the force de frappe and the Security 
Council seat and making a big play,” a 
German official told me. “It would be 
to Europe’s advantage, not just to look 
at technical economic things, but also 
these bigger things, because it would 
create a sense of balance between 
France and Germany.”

But is Merkel ready to bypass the 
United States and to work with France 
to lead Europe? “All of a sudden, 
Merkel has to do something that she 
was never good at: deal with France,” 
Stefan Kornelius told me. “She tried to 
do it with Sarkozy. Ideologically, they 
were not far from each other. But at the 
level of chemistry it did not work. She’s 
much more comfortable dealing with 
Anglo- Saxons. She finds France much 
more difficult.”

The very expression “German lead-
ership” once frightened many coun-
tries, but above all it frightened the 
German governing elite itself. For the 
first few years of the euro crisis, Ger-
many was in denial about its power and 
importance in Europe, often saying: 
“We don’t want to lead, we just want 
others to follow the rules.” An impor-
tant shift in German self- perception 
came as a result of a memorable speech 
in November 2011 in Berlin by Radek 
Sikorski, then Polish foreign minister, 
in which he said, “I fear Germany’s 
power less than I am beginning to fear 
its inactivity.” He also called Germany 
Europe’s indispensable nation. 

Over time, Berlin became more com-
fortable with using its power to map out 
a way of managing (if not solving) the 
euro crisis, and this allowed it to have 
a very important part in the crises over 
Crimea and refugees. Yet there was 
never a plan for German leadership, 
and Germans are still whitewashing 
their exercise of it with qualifying attri-
butes, such as “leading from behind,” 
“leading from the middle,” and, most 
recently, “servant leadership.” 

Germany has often used economic 
power to achieve economic ends, but 
lately something different has evolved: 
a willingness to put it at the service of a 
more strategic geopolitical view. In its 
policies toward Russia, Turkey, China, 
and the US, Germany has increasingly 
used its economic strength to advance 
its political goals. After Putin annexed 
Crimea in March 2014, it was Merkel 
rather than Barack Obama who led the 
diplomatic effort to deescalate the con-
flict. Germany also negotiated a deal 
with Turkey to reduce the flow of refu-
gees to Europe, in the process chang-
ing the focus of the EU’s relationship 
with Ankara from Turkey’s desire to 
join the EU to a tough- minded as-

sessment of what Europe needs from 
Turkey. 

Merkel has also been shoring up 
Germany’s geopolitical position by 
diversifying its international partner-
ships, especially with China. But the 
big change came with her approach to 
the United States. “The era in which 
we could fully rely on others is over to 
some extent,” she said in her beer tent 
speech in May, adding, “That’s what I 
experienced over the past several days.” 
She was talking at the end of Trump’s 
first trip to Europe, where he dismayed 
Europeans with his statements on the 
future of NATO, free trade, and climate 
change. What makes Merkel’s recent 
views particularly striking is the fact 
that she is a staunch Atlanticist who 
was extremely critical of her prede-
cessor, the Social Democratic chan-
cellor Gerhard Schröder, when he 
tried to distance himself from the 
US following its intervention in 
Iraq in 2003. 

Germany has traditionally been 
divided about its position in the 
world, alternating between liberal 
Atlanticism and a more Russia- 
friendly search for a Sonderweg—a 
special path. The influential histo-
rian Heinrich August Winkler has 
characterized Germany’s postwar 
history as a long return to the West, 
culminating with national reuni-
fication. But Merkel’s May speech 
shows that there is for the first time 
a contradiction between what Win-
kler calls the “normative project 
of the West” and the alliance with 
Washington. Her speech seems to 
show that in quite a fundamental 
way, for Germany to fully embrace 
its Western identity, it has to put 
some distance between Berlin and 
Trump’s Washington. 

People who know Merkel well are 
somewhat cautious about this claim. 
Stefan Kornelius told me, “Merkel 
does not share the view that America 
is lost to the West. She sees Trump as 
a temporary phenomenon.” A senior 
German official told me in an inter-
view that the Germans look beyond 
Trump to such “grownups” as National 
Security Adviser H. R. McMaster and 
Defense Secretary James Mattis as well 
as to Congress. However, he does think 
that Merkel is serious about ending 
Europe’s reliance on the US: “She has 
said before in the Bundestag that the 
American security guarantee was not 
forever.” She had previously felt that 
President Obama was turning his back 
on Europe. Her aides explained that 
this made her statement very different 
from Schröder’s during the Iraq war, 
and in many ways more fundamental. 
As the official put it to me: “Schröder 
ruled at a time when America was still 
the world’s policeman. The chancellor 
is saying this at a time when the Ameri-
cans don’t want to do that anymore.”

These big shifts have also been noted 
by the French, who traditionally have 
been critical of German foreign policy. 
A senior French diplomat told me that 
the refugee crisis had changed every-
thing: “Merkel’s Germany is nothing 
like Germany fifteen years ago. She 
thought they could have a global trade 
policy that wouldn’t be affected by the 
war in Syria, but then the war erupted 
in Germany with the flow of refugees.” 
This created an enormous change in 
the German psyche. It opened the way 

for Germany to send troops to Mali, 
to support the fight against the Islamic 
State in Iraq, and to engage with prob-
lems in the Sahel, he said. “This is an 
incredible opportunity.” 

For Merkel, the shift from being a 
reactive and pragmatic leader to being 
an international stateswoman has been 
gradual. I asked some of her close as-
sociates how she felt about being called 
the “leader of the free world.” One said 
that she was “shell- shocked” and hated 
it. Another said: “She rejects this. She 
thinks that she is only there by default. 
Cameron made a mistake, Hollande 
was too weak, the Italians are not seri-
ous. Germany will never be in a posi-
tion to do what the US did.” However, 
both her actions and her words over 
the last couple of years have turned 
her into a custodian of the liberal West. 

Her statement that she was only will-
ing to build a relationship with Trump 
on the basis of shared values was rap-
idly followed by a willingness to reach 
out to other powers, including China, 
on climate change and trade. A senior 
German official told me:

Ultimately Merkel is reactive, so 
not much will come from her. For 
her this is not an inflection point in 
global history. . . it is just the thir-
teenth year of her chancellorship. 
If any of this is going to happen, it 
will come from France.

So will any of it happen? There are 
reasons for skepticism. Exciting though 
it is to talk of Merkel as the “leader of 
the free world” and to watch the vigor 
of Macron’s handshake with the Amer-
ican president, there are clear limits to 
the power of Europeans to shape the 
global situation. Xi Jinping in China, 
Narendra Modi in India, Vladimir 
Putin in Russia, and Recep Tayyip 
Erdo an in Turkey can be tactical part-
ners for the EU, but they are not allies 
in the defense of a liberal world order. 
At the same time, divisions among the 
EU’s member states are wide, and the 
their solidarity is ebbing. 

Some observers of the push for Eu-
ropean unity and emancipation from 
the United States see ghosts of 2003. 
At that time, there was a perception in 
many European capitals that a crazy 
US president was threatening global 
stability. He had declared the Kyoto 
protocol on climate dead, withdrawn 
from arms control agreements, and 

launched an invasion of Iraq against 
the will of important allies and the 
United Nations. 

At that time, French President 
Jacques Chirac and German Chan-
cellor Schröder also made common 
cause and posed as defenders of the 
liberal world order. They were willing 
to make overtures to Russia and China 
in pursuit of that goal. In Beijing, Wen 
Jiabao declared 2003 China’s year of 
Europe. And in Brussels, Schröder and 
Chirac convened European leaders to 
strengthen Europe’s common defense. 
This was followed shortly afterward by 
an attempt to write a constitution for 
Europe, which would give the conti-
nent a president and a foreign minister. 

In the end, all this hope was stillborn. 
French and Dutch voters killed the 
constitution in referendums. Obama’s 

election ended the urgency of 
emancipation from the US. And the 
euro crisis pulled Europe inward 
and divided Paris and Berlin. One 
of the French officials I spoke with 
counsels against putting too much 
faith in Europe’s  horror of Trump: 

If we rely on him as a driver of 
European integration, we will 
be disappointed because he will 
never be destructive enough and 
will therefore never create the 
prise de conscience which Eu-
rope needs. Unless a crisis erupts 
that’s about core European inter-
ests, there are all sorts of things 
that will pull Europe back to its 
core transatlantic instincts—
whether it’s the adults in the 
room or the spat developing be-
tween Washington and Moscow. 

But many officials think that 
2017 will be more hopeful for Euro-

pean unity than 2003 was. The French 
and German economies are in much 
better shape, with growth returning to 
the eurozone. There are fewer divisions 
within “old” Europe. But above all, 
there are Brexit and Trump. On the one 
hand, the UK will not be able to block 
EU policies, and on the other, the US is 
abdicating its responsibilities as global 
policeman. Moreover, Merkel and Ma-
cron seem to understand the limits and 
the opportunities that they face. Rather 
than defending the world of yesterday, 
they will need to reinvent the EU’s re-
lationships with other nations and with 
its own citizens and states. That will 
mean a shift from seeing the EU as a 
revolutionary project that will remake 
the world to seeing it as a protective 
one that can make people feel safe in 
an interdependent world. Merkel and 
Macron will have to lead a development 
from universalism to exceptionalism.

It has become a cliché that the Euro-
pean project was born of failure rather 
than success. As Paul Valéry said of 
Europe after World War I, “we hope 
vaguely but dread precisely.” In recent 
years these dreads have been fading, 
and a new generation of populist lead-
ers has been hoping for a different kind 
of future—one that looks strikingly like 
a return to the past. However, the annus 
horribilis of 2016 may have changed 
that. If the original project could claim 
Hitler and Stalin as its founding fathers, 
it is still possible that Brexit and Trump 
will be credited for the latest impulse 
toward EU integration. As one wag put 
it, Britain and America will have saved 
Europe from destruction for the third 
time in a century. 

Angela Merkel
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A sonnet sequence is traditionally ad-
dressed to a lover and recounts a turbu-
lent, romantic love. Mary Anne Evans, 
writing under the pseudonym George 
Eliot, is perhaps unique in having dedi-
cated such a sequence to her brother, 
Isaac Evans. Published in 1869, when 
the novelist turned fifty, the poems 
focus on her and Isaac’s early infancy 
and the exquisite complementarity 
of older brother and younger sister, 
he teaching her, she adoring him, he 
learning from the need to protect her, 
she afraid of disappointing him, the 
two laying down together the emotions 
and values that would structure their 
lives. The canals, bridges, fields, and 
wild flowers of their infant wanderings, 
the writer tells us, were nothing other 
than “my growing self” and even today 
are still “part of me,/My present Past, 
my root of piety”; while “His years with 
others must the sweeter be/For those 
brief days he spent in loving me.”

Why brief? “School parted us,” we 
hear in the last sonnet, then “the dire 
years whose awful name is Change . . .
grasped our souls still yearning in di-
vorce.” It’s a curious formulation, as 
if brother and sister were forcibly held 
together, “grasped,” in being sepa-
rated, “divorced,” a word more usually 
associated with the end of marriage 
than sibling relationships. Outside the 
poetry, the story was that when in her 
mid-thirties Mary Anne had set up 
house with a married man, her beloved 
brother cut off all communication with 
her. Yet despite his insistence on Victo-
rian proprieties and her refusal to bow 
to them, Evans remained committed to 
a relationship that lay at the core of her 
identity: “But were another childhood-
world my share,” the sequence con-
cludes, “I would be born a little sister 
there.” 

Ten years earlier, in her first novel, 
Adam Bede, Eliot had written, “Na-
ture . . . ties us by our heartstrings to 
the beings that jar us at every move-
ment.” The character Adam Bede was 
based on the novelist’s father, the other 
great love of Mary Anne’s early life. 
A carpenter’s son, Robert Evans had 
worked his way up to become an estate 
manager for a wealthy landowner near 
Nuneaton in the English Midlands. He 
had two children by a first wife who 
then died in childbirth. Mary Anne, 
born in 1819, was the third child of a 
second marriage, arriving three years 
after her brother Isaac and five after an 
elder sister, Christiana. Their mother 
too was called Christiana, a woman 
who sank into gloom and ill health 
after losing twins just days after their 
birth in 1821. Judgmental, austere, and 
caustically practical, she seems to have 
passed her qualities on to her favorite, 
Isaac, while Mary Anne was closely at-
tached to her father. 

With the mother not well enough to 
look after her children, at age five the 
youngest daughter was sent to boarding 
school, where she suffered from night-
mares, panic attacks, and loneliness. 

But she shone at the various schools 
she attended, always seeking the com-
pany of her teachers rather than her 
fellow pupils, excitedly showing off a 
superior aptitude for music, languages, 
and writing. Two months after she 
finished her formal education and re-
turned home, now sixteen, her mother 
died, and when both brother and sister 
soon married, Mary Anne, whom ev-
eryone agreed was too plain and too as-
sertively smart to please the local men, 
became her father’s housekeeper. 

The question Philip Davis asks in The 
Transferred Life of George Eliot is, how 
did this dutiful but troubled daughter 
become the great novelist we know? 
Mixing biography with close critical 
analysis, Davis argues that the novels 
are best understood precisely in rela-
tion to that transformation; they speak, 
that is, of the kind of conflict that led 
Evans to shed her family name and as-
sume the identity of George Eliot. In-
deed they systematically invite readers, 
he suggests, to a similar expansion of 
consciousness and agency.

Davis, a professor of literature at the 
University of Liverpool, identifies pat-
terns of behavior in Evans’s life and 
shows how they emerge in fictional 
situations throughout her oeuvre. Her 
seven novels are thus seen not just as 
intensely imagined reworkings of a 
provincial youth, but as part of the on-
going struggle of her life—her irrevo-
cable attachment to a family that could 
never accept the person she aspired to 
become, and her desperate need for 
approval where approval would never 

be forthcoming. “Much of the pain I 
have felt concerning my own family,” 
she would write after the break with 
Isaac, “is really love of approbation in 
disguise.” 

A recurring theme in Eliot’s work is 
the attempt to substitute one’s nearest 
and dearest with some other ideal, more 
appreciative community. The Mill on 
the Floss, avowedly the most autobio-
graphical of her novels, offers a charm-
ing example. Bursting with unruly life, 
the nine-year-old Maggie is madly in 
love with her brother, Tom, and since 
her mother and aunts interminably dis-
approve of her unkempt hair and wild 
ways, Tom’s support and affection is all 
the more necessary. When the two fall 
out over Tom’s preference for their cute 
and well-behaved cousin Lucy, Maggie 
marches off to join the gypsies. 

Quaint as this may seem, the novel’s 
portrayal of the Dodsons, Maggie’s 
mother’s family, makes the little girl’s 
decision all too understandable:

The Miss Dodsons had always 
been thought to hold up their 
heads very high. . . .  There were 
particular ways of doing every-
thing in that family: particular 
ways of bleaching the linen, of 
making the cowslip wine, curing 
the hams, and keeping the bottled 
gooseberries; so that no daughter 
of that house could be indifferent 
to the privilege of having been 
born a Dodson. . . .  When one of 
the family was in trouble or sick-
ness, all the rest went to visit the 
unfortunate member, usually at 
the same time, and did not shrink 

from uttering the most disagree-
able truths that correct family feel-
ing dictated. . . .  In short, there was 
in this family a peculiar tradition 
as to what was the right thing in 
household management and so-
cial demeanor, and the only bit-
ter circumstance attending this 
superiority was a painful inability 
to approve the condiments or the 
conduct of families ungoverned 
by the Dodson tradition. A female 
Dodson, when in “strange houses,” 
always ate dry bread with her tea, 
and declined any sort of preserves, 
having no confidence in the butter, 
and thinking that the preserves 
had probably begun to ferment 
from want of due sugar and boil-
ing. There were some Dodsons 
less like the family than others, 
that was admitted; but in so far as 
they were “kin,” they were of ne-
cessity better than those who were 
“no kin.” And it is remarkable that 
while no individual Dodson was 
satisfied with any other individual 
Dodson, each was satisfied, not 
only with him or her self, but with 
the Dodsons collectively.

Such gorgeously observed satire can 
only be the fruit of bitter experience, 
and indeed Davis confirms that the 
Dodsons were based on Mary Anne’s 
mother’s family. Fiercely competitive 
in their shallow rectitude, they aspire 
to no existential state more profound 
than having their best linen “so in order 
as if I was to die tomorrow I shouldn’t 
be ashamed.” Despairing of meeting 
their high standards, and disparaged as 
“half-wild” and “like a gypsy” herself, 
Maggie heads off to join her “unknown 
kindred.” 

Yet she takes with her a superiority 
complex that is recognizably Dodson. 
She will teach the gypsies how to “use a 
washing-basin”; she will become their 
queen, perhaps, and encourage them 
“to feel an interest in books.” However, 
exactly as she arrives at their encamp-
ment, her stomach starts to rumble; it is 
teatime at home. The gypsies are sympa-
thetic, but they don’t have tea, or white 
bread and butter. Or treacle. They have 
stew and greasy bacon. Like a Dodson 
in a “strange house,” Maggie declines.

Moments later, realizing her pockets 
have been picked, the girl senses dan-
ger. Two or three sidelong glances later, 
she is convinced she is about to be mur-
dered. All at once, she is more afraid 
of offending these strangers than she 
ever was of crossing her aunts. Albeit 
in a comic vein, this dramatization of a 
tough learning experience is something 
Davis identifies as central to Eliot’s 
work: a character suddenly appreciates 
that the version of events he or she has 
been living by is fantasy, and the person 
or community presumed friendly is ac-
tually hostile. So Adam Bede must rec-
oncile himself to the fact that the girl he 
planned his future around has betrayed 
him for a rich womanizer; Silas Marner 
must realize that a close friend and fel-
low evangelical has falsely accused him 
and that his beloved “brethren” have 
wrongly expelled him; most memora-
bly, the beautiful, intelligent, and won-
derfully ingenuous Dorothea Brooke 

George Eliot
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of Middlemarch gradually awakens to 
the fact that the elderly clergyman she 
has married, Edward Casaubon, a man 
to whose supposedly groundbreaking 
scholarship she imagined dedicating 
her life, is nothing other than a peevish 
old pedant. 

The subtle and extended observation 
of how a character responds and learns, 
or fails to learn, in such circumstances 
is central to Eliot’s achievement. The 
young Maggie passes from terror to 
wild calculation and finally the ap-
preciation that the gypsies are merely 
hoping to earn a shilling or two by re-
turning her to her parents. When her 
father appears on horseback, the fam-
ily that had seemed impossibly alien is 
now infinitely desirable. She will never 
again be able to abandon them. Years 
later, repudiated by her brother over 
a scandalous love affair with 
cousin Lucy’s fiancé, she nev-
ertheless decides that “I de-
sire no future that will break 
the ties of the past.” However 
narrow-minded, kin are kin.

A safer strategy for tack-
ling the clash between pub-
lic propriety and individual 
inclination was to repress the 
latter. Both Mary Anne Evans 
and her alter ego Maggie go 
through periods of intense re-
ligious asceticism. This is the 
community of saints rather 
than gypsies, Silas Marner’s 
nonconformist congregation, 
or, in the historical novel 
Romola, Savonarola’s self-
flagellating fanatics. More vir-
tuous even than one’s upright relatives, 
but without being petty or superficial, 
the puritan can stay home and glory in 
doing his or her sacrificial duty, sure of 
approval. 

But was such a choice sustainable? 
Evans had been drawn into this aus-
tere self-righteousness by a teacher at 
school. Davis charts her growing un-
easiness with the position and its later 
relation to her writing. Her father, him-
self a religious man, had rather extraor-
dinarily continued to pay for Mary 
Anne to go on studying languages after 
school, with private tuition in Latin, 
Greek, Italian, and German, buying 
her all the books she wanted and gener-
ously moving their home nearer to the 
town of Coventry to give his daughter 
access to a more intellectual commu-
nity. This could only increase the ten-
sion she experienced between worldly 
ambition and renunciation. 

Having fallen in with the Brays and 
the Hennells, two families of free 
thinkers, at twenty-two Evans aban-
doned her faith and refused to go to 
church with her father. The result was 
a major breakup with the central fig-
ure in her life and affections. Isaac 
and Christiana moved in to mediate 
and after some weeks a compromise 
was reached. Mary Anne would con-
tinue to keep house for her father and 
go to church with him, but it would be 
accepted that she no longer believed 
in God. Family feeling was more im-
portant, Evans decided, than absolute 
intellectual integrity. “I fear nothing,” 
she wrote to her father, “but voluntarily 
leaving you.” 

Eliot’s fear of following her inclina-
tion at the expense of someone she 
loves, Davis shows, is evident through-
out her work. When, in Middlemarch, 

Doctor Lydgate discovers that his 
wife is very far from the ideal partner 
he imagined, we hear that “tender- 
heartedness was present as a dread lest 
he should offend against it,” while an-
other character, Caleb Garth, “knew 
little of any fear except the fear of hurt-
ing others.” The only other kind of fear 
we find with any frequency in Eliot’s 
work is the dread that some shameful 
secret be discovered. This is the case of 
Godfrey Cass, the squire’s son in Silas 
Marner; Nicholas Bulstrode, the self-
righteous banker in Middlemarch; and 
Tito Melema in Romola. In each case 
the secret involves a wrong done to 
family, and its discovery threatens the 
characters’ present positions in both 
family and community. Belonging is 
everything. “You don’t belong to me,” 
Tom dismisses Maggie in the great dra-

matic scene at the heart of The Mill on 
the Floss.

If breakups were unbearable, the 
easiest kind of happiness came with 
being truly needed by a loved one at a 
time of crisis. Evans nursed her father 
through long illness until his death in 
1849. She was almost thirty. “Strange 
to say,” she wrote, “I feel that these will 
ever be the happiest days of my life to 
me.” She was doing her duty. There was 
no conflict. But what next? “What shall 
I be without my Father?. . . I had a hor-
rid vision of myself last night becoming 
earthly sensual and devilish for want of 
that purifying restraining influence.” 

Was there ever any real danger of 
this? Before Robert Evans died, Mary 
Anne had experimented with another 
pattern of behavior that would remain 
prevalent into her mid-thirties: stay-
ing in a family in which there was an 
intellectual married man—notably the 
family of Dr. Brabant, Mrs. Hennell’s 
father—she would eagerly seek his ap-
proval, only to find herself embroiled 
in a potentially adulterous relationship 
before being thrown out by the women 
in the house. It was humiliating. It was 
excellent material for future novels. 
Following her father’s death, she went 
to Switzerland with the Brays, decided 
to stay on alone for some months, and 
repeated the same ambiguous involve-
ment that had occurred at the Bra-
bants’ with the older couple in whose 
house she lodged. All the same, Davis 
points out, “there were moments in Ge-
neva when she could begin to see how 
best to position herself.” Mary Anne 
had written to the Brays about the plea-
sure she took in living “in two worlds 
at once,” possessing home in her mind 
while actually inhabiting an environ-
ment that made fewer demands on her 
than family did. This, Davis tells us, is 
the strategy of “the nascent realist nov-

elist.” She will pay her dues to the old 
world she had grown up in by writing 
about it from a new life to be estab-
lished elsewhere. 

In her twenties, thanks to the Brays, 
Mary Anne had begun to use the lan-
guage skills her father helped her ac-
quire to translate a book intent on 
undermining his Christian faith: The 
Life of Jesus, by the German Protes-
tant theologian David Strauss, pub-
lished in 1846 by John Chapman. 
After she returned from Switzerland, 
Chapman invited Evans to London 
to edit a radical philosophical quar-
terly, the Westminster Review, and to 
share his house with his older wife and 
younger mistress. All too soon the in-
cumbent women would be chasing off 

Chapman’s new flame. “Mag-
nificently ugly,” as Henry 
James described her, “this  
great horsefaced bluestock-
ing,” Mary Anne neverthe-
less, like Maggie in Mill on the 
Floss, seemed destined to cre-
ate a sentimental turbulence 
wherever she went. 

Through her early thir-
ties, she found a niche in the 
London literary world, writ-
ing and editing for Chapman 
while translating Feuerbach’s 
Essence of Christianity (1854)  
from the German and Spi-
noza’s Ethics (1856) from the 
Latin. She fell in love with 
Herbert Spencer, whom she 
had met through Chapman, 

and abjectly begged for his company 
even if he couldn’t return her love physi-
cally. Her need for intellectual com-
munion, it seemed, would forever be 
confused with the desire for erotic love. 

Then, at last, in the writer and 
thinker George Henry Lewes, Evans 
found the man who to a large degree 
would solve her problems. Sharing his 
house and bed, she began writing fic-
tion with his encouragement in 1856, 
and the following year she published 
her first book with him acting as her 
agent and go-between. The pseudonym 
she assumed, George Eliot, involved 
an obvious tribute to him. Excluded by 
the scandal of unmarried cohabitation 
from both family and polite society, she 
had nevertheless found a refuge that 
would serve as “a mental greenhouse,” 
as the novelist Margaret Oliphant 
would put it. Ostracized everywhere, 
she fell back on the one duty left her, to 
develop her talent beside her man.

It was important that Lewes needed 
Evans as much as Evans needed him. 
Drawn to those damaged by society’s 
insistence on propriety, Evans had no 
problem with his being both of ille-
gitimate birth and unable to divorce 
his wife because, having generously 
recognized her children by an adulter-
ous relationship, he was deemed by the 
laws of the time to have “condoned” 
a crime. Better still, Lewes, just two 
years Evans’s senior, was exhausted 
and ill from unhappiness. He needed 
looking after; he needed assistance 
with his writing and editing. He was 
also, as she immediately wrote to her 
friends, very plain and “deeply pit-
ted with small-pox.” To be beside him 
could thus be construed as a kind of 
charity. “If I live five years longer,” she 
calculated in a manner worthy of an es-
tate manager’s daughter, “the positive 
result of my existence on the side of 

“Here is a veritable feast for 
fans of Paddy Leigh Fermor. . . 
Sisman has done a tremendous 
job selecting and editing this 

treasure-trove of letters.” 
—Justin Marozzi, The Spectator
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Woods and the Water, and The Broken
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cuted the successful abduction of the 
German commander in Crete.

Despite the elusive and dashing figure
that we have come to know as Patrick 
Leigh Fermor, in A Life in Letters Paddy
shows himself to be vulnerable, in-
tensely dedicated to his work, loving,
and enchanting in equal measures. New
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of In Tearing Haste, Paddy’s correspon-
dence with Deborah Devonshire, the 
youngest of the Mitford Sisters.
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Through it all, he maintained a 
voluminous correspondence with 
a veritable who’s who of famous 
friends, including Diana Cooper,
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truth and goodness will outweigh the 
small negative good that would have 
consisted in my not doing anything to 
shock others, and I can conceive no 
circumstances that will make me re-
pent the past.” She was right. Living 
with the ever cheerful and thoughtful 
Lewes was a way to reconcile inclina-
tion and ambition with a “purifying 
restraining influence.”

Even if one can’t quite agree with 
its final conclusions, The Transferred 
Life of George Eliot is an unusual and 
welcome book. Editor of The Reader, 
a quarterly magazine committed to 
the promotion of reading as a thera-
peutic activity with ameliorative pow-
ers, Davis is entirely in sympathy with 
what he persuasively describes as Ev-
ans’s deliberate creation, in the figure 
of George Eliot, of a strategically ob-
trusive narrator who can reach out to 
people like her younger conflicted self, 
showing them a way forward and creat-
ing a sense of solidarity around them. 

His long discussions of the authors 
Eliot translated, the intellectuals she 
knew and read—including Spencer 
and Lewes, but Emerson and, cru-
cially, Comte as well—show convinc-
ingly how the novelist thought long and 
hard about the project of transferring 
the humble world of Mary Anne Evans 
onto the polished pages of George 
Eliot. What interested her in particular 
were scientific and philosophical theo-
ries that offered support to the pros-
pect of positive social change. Comte’s 
notions of “social dynamics” would 
thus be tested against the experience 
of ordinary people in an attempt to 
give an intellectual dignity to the idea, 
derided by Nietzsche, that even in the 

absence of a Christian faith, Christian 
morality made sense. 

What Davis best documents and cel-
ebrates in his book¸ however, is Eliot’s 
determination to deliver the complex-
ity and psychological intensity of inti-
mate relationships as they face crisis 
and change in recognizably real cir-
cumstances. As a result, and “whatever 
the great fictional experiments” that 
might have followed her, she remains 
“unsurpassed,” he asserts, “in the use 
of art.” The implication is that the work 
itself will bring about change in read-
ers’ lives. Extended analyses of readers’ 
reactions are offered to back up this 
idea. Opening Eliot’s work, the Victo-
rian critic John Morley reflected, a man 
“puts himself in the confessional.” 

Yet however far-reaching is the web 
of “human lots” that Eliot examines 
for our edification, seeing, as she her-
self puts it, “how they were woven and 
interwoven,” Davis acknowledges that, 
right to the end, all her fiction “was still 
drawing upon her,” coming back to her 
own life. There is an evident “geneal-
ogy” between the characters; they form 
an extended family, facing the same 
tensions, temptations, and dilemmas. 
And if the novelist is able to inhabit 
characters on different sides of the di-
vides she describes—Maggie and the 
Dodsons, Silas Marner and Godfrey 
Cass—it is because in her youth she 
had oscillated between the different 
positions of those around her. Asked 
whom Casaubon was based on, Evans/
Eliot pointed at herself. 

What these wonderful novels never 
do, however, is present us with any 

drama that is not immediately under-
stood as an intensely moral issue de-
manding our judgment. I do not mean 
this as a criticism of George Eliot, but 
as a possible objection to Davis’s con-
clusion, to which this whole book tends, 
that her writing is necessarily thera-
peutic. Attribution of blame in these 
novels may be made agonizingly com-
plex, and syntax and nuance pushed to 
the limit to tease out subtleties of moti-
vation, but the notion of drama without 
a guilty party is not contemplated in 
Eliot’s world.

Is this entirely healthy? A cause of 
scandal herself, Evans nevertheless 
presented her friends with standards 
that they found “ruthlessly out of 
reach.” It was painful, one observed, 
to see how she felt obliged to lower her 
expectations “to suit their infirmities.” 
Is this attractive? Aren’t we reminded 
of the Dodsons? Obsessed to the end 
with the approval of others, she felt 
that nothing she wrote was of any value 
until another had praised it. Once suc-
cessful, she agonized not just over the 
opinions of her contemporaries but 
over her reputation in aeternum. It was 
the same mix of neediness and egoism 
that made her dependent on her broth-
er’s approval when she was a child. A 
poem in 1867 shows her still intent on 
being accepted into new communities:

O MAY I join the choir invisible
Of those immortal dead who live 

again
In minds made better by their 

presence . . .

Bereft of her “greenhouse” after 
Lewes’s death in 1878, the novelist in-

tensified a companionship with John 
Cross, a banker twenty years her junior. 
The two read Dante together, another 
author who imagined the great writ-
ers of the past inviting him to join their 
eternal company. After they married 
in 1880, Cross threw himself into the 
Grand Canal from the balcony of the 
couple’s Venice hotel in an apparent 
suicide attempt. Whether it was one of 
those awful moments when someone re-
alizes he has been living in a fantasy and 
suddenly finds reality quite different, we 
do not know. On the positive side, Isaac 
Evans broke his long silence and sent a 
note of congratulation; now legally mar-
ried, his sister had returned to the world 
of propriety. Just seven months later, he 
would be attending her funeral.

There is an “amalgam of demand 
and compassion that lies behind almost 
every character in [Eliot’s] novels,” 
Davis writes at the end of his book. 
Rereading Middlemarch with the fresh 
interpretation he has provided, one is 
intensely aware of how much of this 
comes directly from Evans herself; al-
ways generous to her characters, she is 
nevertheless, with insight after splendid 
insight (“for the most glutinously indef-
inite minds enclose some hard grains of 
habit”), image after sumptuous image 
(“notions and scruples were like spilt 
needles”), plainly and painfully anx-
ious for us to concede that she, the ob-
trusive narrator, is brilliant, wise, and 
good, and that her novels constitute an 
admirably benevolent project. Perhaps 
if literature does have a therapeutic 
value, it is that each writer allows us to 
immerse ourselves in his or her own pe-
culiar, inevitably circumscribed world 
of  feeling. 
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“We are starved! We are starved!” the 
sixty skeletal members of the English 
colony of Jamestown cried out in des-
peration as two ships arrived with pro-
visions in June 1610. Of the roughly 240 
people who were in Jamestown at the 
start of the winter of 1609–1610, they 
were the only ones left alive. They suf-
fered from exhaustion, starvation, and 
malnutrition as well as from a strange 
sickness that “caused all our skinns to 
peele off, from head to foote, as if we 
had beene flayed.” Zooarchaeological 
evidence shows that during those pitiless 
months of “starving time” they turned 
to eating dogs, cats, rats, mice, venom-
ous snakes, and other famine foods: 
mushrooms, toadstools, “or what els we 
founde growing upon the grounde that 
would fill either mouth or belly.” Some 
of the settlers reportedly ingested ex-
crement and chewed the leather of their 
boots. Recent discoveries of human 
skeletons confirm the revelation of 
the colony’s president, George Percy, 
that they also resorted to cannibalism: 
“Some adventuringe to seeke releife in 
the woods, dyed as they sought it, and 
weare eaten by others who found them 
dead.” When one man confessed under 
torture to having murdered and eaten 
his wife, Percy ordered his execution. 

That happened a mere three years 
after the first adventurous group of 
Englishmen arrived in Jamestown. 
From the beginning, it was a struggle 
for subsistence. Most of the settlers fell 
ill only a few weeks after landfall in May 
1607. One colonist recalled that “scarse 
ten amongst us coulde either goe, or 
well stand, such extreame weaknes and 
sicknes oppressed us.” The corn with-
ered in the summer drought, and as the 
flow of the James River waned in the 
unrelenting heat, salt water encroached 
from the sea, depriving the settlers of 
their main source of fresh water. Nor 
was divine assistance forthcoming. The 
Quiyoughcohannock Indians, scarcely 
better off, beseeched the Englishmen 
to intercede and ask their powerful 
God for supernatural intervention. But 
when the colonists’ prayers seemed to 
bring only more suffering instead of 
rain to Jamestown, the natives con-
cluded that the Christian god must be a 
vindictive one, and their relations with 
the colonists deteriorated. 

By September 1607, half the colony’s 
members were dead. “Our men were 
destroyed with cruell diseases as Swell-
ings, Flixes, Burning Fevers, and by 
warres, and some departed suddenly,” 
Percy later recalled, “but for the most 
part they died of meere famine.” 
The next winter months would prove 
equally deadly. “It got so very cold and 
the frost so sharp that I and many oth-
ers suffered frozen feet,” another wit-
ness wrote, adding that the cold was so 
severe that “the river at our fort froze 
almost all the way across.”

Fresh groups of colonists arrived 
in 1608 and 1609, but steady attrition 
and the “starving time” of 1609–1610 
pushed the settlement to the brink. In 

June 1610, when the two ships arrived 
with provisions for the emaciated sur-
vivors, it seemed too late. Jamestown’s 
leaders announced to the settlers that 
they would all return to England by 
way of Newfoundland. “There was a 
general acclamation, and shoute of 
joy,” one person remembered. They set 
sail on June 17, but the next day, when 
they reached the small settlement on 
Mulberry Island along the James River 
just a few miles away, they sighted an-
other boat, working its way up the river 
with news that an English relief fleet 
was on its way with more settlers and 
enough provisions to last a year. That 
chance encounter saved the colony of 
Jamestown. “God would not have it so 
abandoned,” one settler wrote. The fol-
lowing winter proved less harsh, and by 
1614 colonists had begun lucrative ex-
ports of tobacco. In 1619 the Virginia 
House of Burgesses would hold its first 
assembly in Jamestown. 

The brutal story of Jamestown 
scarcely fits the pageant of success that 
students are often taught in the con-
densed version of early American his-
tory that starts in 1492 when Columbus 
sailed the ocean blue and then jumps 
to the Pilgrims’ safe landing at Plym-
outh Rock in 1620 and their peaceful 
celebration of the first Thanksgiving 
the following year. But in his deeply 
researched and exciting new book, 
A Cold Welcome, the historian Sam 

White focuses on the true stories of the 
English, Spanish, and French colonial 
expeditions in North America. He tells 
strange and surprising tales of drought, 
famine, bitterly cold winters, despera-
tion, and death, while anchoring his re-
search in the methods and results of the 
science of climate change and historical 
climatology. In doing so, he erases what 
C. P. Snow, the British physicist and au-
thor of The Two Cultures, considered 
the damaging cultural barrier and 
“mutual incomprehension” estrang-
ing humanists and scientists from one 
another.1 “Historians can, and must, 
embrace this science,” White counsels.

He weaves an intricate, complex tap-
estry as he examines the effects both 
of climate—meteorological conditions 
over relatively long periods of time—
and of weather—the conditions of the 
atmosphere over a short term—on vul-
nerable colonists in North America in 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. The half-century that led up 
to the founding of permanent settle-
ments saw, as White notes, “one of the 
steepest declines in Northern Hemi-
sphere temperatures in perhaps thou-
sands of years.” 

His fresh account of the climatic 
forces shaping the colonization of 
North America differs significantly 
from long-standing interpretations 
of those early calamities. Edmund S. 

Morgan’s classic American Slavery, 
American Freedom: The Ordeal of 
Colonial Virginia (1975) contains a 
lengthy assessment of the reasons why 
the Jamestown colonists experienced 
their “Lord of the Flies” fate. Mor-
gan faults the poor organization and 
direction of the colony but most of all 
points to sociological and psychologi-
cal factors, especially the indolence of 
the colonists and the large number of 
“gentlemen” among them who were 
averse to descending to ordinary labor. 
“He that will not worke, shall not eate,” 
John Smith warned them to little avail.2 
A Cold Welcome does not replace 
these well-grounded interpretations 
but rather supplements them by shining 
a spotlight on a wholly different dimen-
sion: the timing of these colonial enter-
prises, which ensnared them in what 
came to be known as the Little Ice Age. 

As climatologists define it, the Little 
Ice Age was a long-term cooling of the 
Northern Hemisphere between 1300 
and 1850. They locate maximum cool-
ing in the early seventeenth century, 
just when European settlers were at-
tempting to establish colonies in North 
America. To reconstruct past climate, 
scientists use indicators called climate 
“proxies,” such as ice cores, tree rings, 
and lake-bottom sediments that they 
analyze for indications of past temper-
atures and precipitation. In addition, 
zooarchaeologists examine animal 
bones to see what settlers ate, while 
bioarchaeologists study human skel-
etons to probe health and nutrition. 

Climate proxies also provide im-
portant evidence of volcanic activity. 
Between the 1580s and 1600 large tropi-
cal volcanic eruptions spewed dust and 
sulfates high into the atmosphere, dim-
ming sunlight, cooling Earth’s surface, 
and causing oscillations in atmospheric 
and oceanic circulation. Eruptions in 
Colima, Mexico, in 1586, in Nevado del 
Ruiz in present-day Colombia in 1595, 
and especially the huge Huaynaputina 
eruption in the Peruvian Andes in 1600 
helped produce shockingly cold decades. 

Even before colonists departed from 
Europe, their lack of reliable informa-
tion about the extremes of weather in 
the Little Ice Age was compounded by 
fatal misconceptions linking geograph-
ical latitudes with climate. Educated in 
the work of the classical Greek geog-
rapher Ptolemy, for whom climate and 
latitude were synonymous, Europeans 
assumed that they would find a rela-
tively mild climate in North America, 
since Britain lies latitudinally north of 
the continental United States and Paris 
north of Quebec, while Spain lines up 
with New Mexico. The confusion sowed 
by those misleading notions would 
doom many of their enterprises.

During those harrowing decades, 
European countries—England and 
Spain in particular—also suffered from  
freezing winters, cold, wet summers, in-
tense rain, flooding, ruined crops, fam-
ine, outbreaks of disease, plague, and 
spikes in mortality. In the mid-1590s, 

Captain John Smith taken captive by the Powhatan Native Americans;  
color engraving from Captain Smith’s Generall Historie of Virginia, 1624
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1C. P. Snow, The Two Cultures (1959; 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 4.

2Edmund S. Morgan, American Slav-
ery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of 
Colonial Virginia (Norton, 1975), pp. 
75, 78.
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THE ART OF BOOK COVERS PLAYING CARDS
Fifty-four beautiful and inspiring book covers decorate this deck 
of poker-size playing cards, featuring the best of vintage and con-
temporary design. Size: 2½" x 3½".

#05-BKVPC • $9.95

BABY LIT CLASSICS
Introduce young ones (ages birth and up) to world literature with these cheerful, colorful, and 
humorous board books. This classics collection includes four of our favorites from the wildly popular 
Baby Lit series: Moby Dick, An Ocean Primer (nautical and weather words); The Odyssey, A Monster 
Primer (characters from the epic); Alice in Wonderland, A Colors Primer (colors); and Jungle Book, 
An Animals Primer (names of animals). Each volume is brightly illustrated and accompanied by 
clever, simple text. Each book is 7" x 7". 

#05-BLCLS • Set of four books • $37.50

NEW EDWARD GOREY PUZZLES
Just in time for the holidays and cool weather: puzzles from the artist famous for masterful pen-and-
ink drawings and ironic, offbeat humor.

GOREY BIBLIOPHILE WITH CATS 100-PIECE PUZZLE 
#05-GB765 • Puzzle size: 8" x 10" in a hinged, decorative tin • $13.95

GOREY SEVENTEEN CATS 300-PIECE PUZZLE 
#05-JKG21 • Puzzle size: 18" x 24" • $18.95

GOREY DRACULA STAGE SET 1,000-PIECE PUZZLE 
#05-GD285 • Puzzle size: 20" x 27" • $23.95 

PLANT POT BOOKENDS
Just add plants: These unique waterproof plant pots
are clever bookends held in place by two metal L-plates,
so they don’t fall over or spill any soil. When your 
plants get thirsty, simply slide the pot up from the 
metal base for mess-free watering. 

#05-PLANT • $31.95

PHASES OF THE MOON BRACELET
A simple but unique statement piece, this bracelet features 
7 phases of the moon, framed in antique silver finish (rhodium
plated brass, free of nickel and lead). Bracelet measures ap-
proximately 7¾". A portion of the proceeds from the sale of 
each bracelet go to the Planetary Society to help fund space 
exploration and research.

#05-PHMNB • $67.50

EMILY DICKINSON NOTECARDS
This charming notecard collection features four delightful 
quotes selected from Emily Dickinson’s letters and poems. 
The set includes matching envelopes printed with botani-
cal images from the poet’s exquisite pressed flower albums. 
Twelve notecards (4 quotes, 3 of each) and twelve envelopes 
(4 patterns, 3 of each).

#05-EDKNC • $14.95

SOLAR SYSTEM PAPERWEIGHT
This glass paperweight combines style and functionality as a 
beautiful accent piece for any home or office. Let your thoughts 
turn heavenwards as you gaze at the colorful solar system paper-
weight with its galaxies and planets. Size: 3" diameter, 2" height.

#05-PPL22 • $39.95

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE LITERARY SCARF
A vintage-inspired photo collage of roses, lace, bows, hydrangeas (in 
shades of peach, apricot, brown, greens and blue) is the background 
of one of the most moving excerpts from Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice, rendered in calligraphy, of Mr. Darcy’s ardent declaration 
of love. This handmade chiffon 60" x 18" scarf is printed with eco-
friendly inks, and packaged in a zippered case. Hand wash.

#05-LSCPP • $79.50

ALPHABET CAFÉ AU LAIT BOWLS
The design of these sturdy footed café au lait bowls features 
contrasting archival typography of the alphabet. Ornamental 
line-work is hand-applied under the glaze for added durabil-
ity. Each bowl is 5½" diameter and holds 16 ounces. Made 
of stoneware. Microwave/dishwasher safe.

#05-ALBWL • Set of four bowls • $80.00

GOREY CATS MEMORY GAME
Improves memory skills for ages 3 to 103! Sharpen your recall with this 
two or more player game. Each card features a cat drawing by Edward 
Gorey. Match pairs to win while enjoying the 36 scantily clad, supremely 
agile kitties displayed on the cards. Instructions for play are printed on 
the bottom of the sturdy, reusable box, which neatly stores cards between 
games. Seventy-two colorful, 2½" square cards (36 pairs).

#05-EGCMG • $17.95

T H E  C A T A L O G

JANE AUSTEN SOCKS
It’s cold and drafty in those English country houses; those 
shivering Bennet sisters would have appreciated these cozy 
socks. The design includes a silhouette of the author, floral 
motif, and a quote: “I declare after all there is no enjoyment 
like reading.” Choose lavender (with teal, purple, and yellow) 
or steel blue (with raspberry, aqua, and yellow). 66% Cotton, 
32% Nylon, 2% Spandex. One size fits women’s sock size 
9–11 (women’s shoe size 6–10).

#05-JALVD • Please specify sock color • $8.95 per pair
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William Shakespeare found poetry in 
the capricious climate of the age:

And thorough this distemperature 
we see

The seasons alter: hoary-headed 
frosts

Fall in the fresh lap of the crimson 
rose,

. . .The spring, the summer,
The childing autumn, angry 

 winter, change
Their wonted liveries, and the 

mazèd world
. . . now knows not which is which.

Economic and demographic factors, 
worsened by climate-related disasters, 
White argues, influenced the colonial 
ambitions of European nations: “The 
Little Ice Age came at a particular 
moment and in a particular way that 
helped to undermine Spain’s commit-
ment to North American colonization 
but to reinforce England’s.” He sug-
gests that a pervasive sense of over-
crowding in England, worsened by an 
influx of poverty-stricken famine refu-
gees into London, helped the planners 
and promoters of American colonies 
secure private investment and gather 
public support by depicting North 
America as an opportune overseas out-
let for the surplus population. In Spain, 
meanwhile, a decline in imperial rev-
enue, heavy military expenses, and dis-
illusionment with the nation’s fragile 
settlements in North America, along 
with weather-related hardships and a 
general sense of crisis in the empire, led 
King Philip III to pull back on Spain’s 
North American claims, opening the 
way for the English and the French to 
establish their own colonies there and 
ultimately allowing for a decisive shift 
of power in the North Atlantic world. 

Spain’s expeditions in the early six-
teenth century to La Florida—today’s 
southeastern United States—resulted 
in lost lives and lost investments. Ex-
plorers and colonists expected to find 
a familiar Mediterranean climate in La 
Florida: hot, dry summers and cool, wet 
winters. Instead they encountered wet 
summers, storms, hurricanes, and freez-
ing winters. “We were farming people in 
Spain,” wrote one bitterly disillusioned 
settler in Santa Elena, now Parris Island 
in South Carolina. “Here we are lost, 
old, weary, and full of sickness.” In 1587, 
the few remaining colonists in Santa 
Elena left for St. Augustine. Frustrated, 
Philip III was anxious to abandon 
La Florida and focus instead on New 
Spain—the territory encompassing the 
Caribbean and what is now Mexico. In 
1608, however, he yielded to Franciscan 
missionaries who urged him to maintain 
the settlement in St. Augustine and not 
abandon the Indians who had been con-
verted to Christianity.  

The Spanish colony of New Mexico 
received a reprieve at the same time and 
for the same reason: the Franciscans con-
vinced the viceroy of the need to min-
ister to the more than seven thousand 
Indians who had been baptized. Ever 
since the colonists’ first arrival in 1540, 
the barren desert landscape had tested 
their endurance. In 1598 they set up a 
base about thirty miles north of present-
day Santa Fe, built houses and a church, 
and dug irrigation channels for crops. 
But neither they nor the Pueblo Indians, 
born to that climate, were immune to the  
hazards of New Mexico’s Little Ice Age. 

The nadir came in 1601 following 
the Huaynaputina eruption, when both 
colonists and natives found themselves 
unprepared, physically and psychologi-
cally, for one of the coldest and driest 
periods of the past millennium. During 
the long freezing winter months, fields 
of cotton and corn were destroyed, live-
stock perished in the snow, and even the 
Rio Grande froze over. Summer was no 
less discouraging. One witness reported 
that the four months of summer heat 
were “almost worse than the cold in 
winter; and so the saying there is, win-
ter for eight months and hell for four.”

The New Mexico colony all but col-
lapsed at the end of 1601. Gradually, 

though, the drought came to an end, 
the winters became less unforgiving, 
and in 1608 the colonists and mission-
aries were granted land to set up a new 
town called Santa Fe, making it, White 
comments, “an almost exact contempo-
rary of Jamestown.” 

In 1609, just when Spanish colonists 
were securing their settlement in Santa 
Fe and English colonists starved in 
Jamestown, the French explorer Sam-
uel de Champlain established a settle-
ment on low ground near the edge of 
the St. Lawrence River; it had good 
soil, streams, fresh water, and the pro-
tective shelter of high cliffs. He called 
the colony Quebec, a name derived 
from the Algonquin word kébec, mean-
ing “where the river narrows.”

Champlain was by then painfully 
familiar with the climate and geogra-
phy of the region. He and the explor-
ers Pierre Dugua and François Gravé 
had already experienced the challenges 
of establishing settlements in Canada. 
Their first attempt to set up a colony 
on the island of St. Croix in the Bay 
of Fundy failed during the devastat-
ing winter of 1604–1605. “The cold is 
harsher and more excessive than in 
France and much longer,” Champlain 
discovered. In the summer of 1605, he 
and Dugua led the St. Croix colonists 
who hadn’t died of malnutrition and 
scurvy to a new site, Port Royal on 
Nova Scotia. Though the first winter in 
Port Royal was also deadly, the second 
one, Champlain noted, “was not so long 
as in preceding years.” The settlers on 
Port Royal chanced upon more fresh 

food, including berries, and suffered 
fewer instances of scurvy; Champlain’s 
beneficial creation of a social club, the 
Order of Good Cheer, also boosted mo-
rale. But just when the settlement began 
to thrive, King Henry IV abruptly can-
celed the fur trade monopoly that made 
Port Royal economically viable. 

In the end, St. Croix and Port Royal 
contributed to the eventual success of 
the French in Canada, for Champlain 
was able to apply to Quebec what he 
had learned from the mistakes on St. 
Croix and the accomplishments in Port 
Royal. He grasped the importance of 
constructing storehouses with cellars 
to insulate food and drink from the 
winter cold and of locating dwellings 
around a compact central courtyard 
for defense against storms as well as In-
dian attacks. White also praises Cham-
plain for having sought out Native 
Americans for their local knowledge, 
though the Frenchman could neither 
abide nor understand their consump-
tion of raw organ meat—pancreas, kid-
ney, tongue—one of the few sources of 
ascorbic acid that protected them from 
scurvy during the frigid winter months. 

After decades of failed European 
expeditions and aborted settlements in 
North America, England, Spain, and 
France finally had their first enduring 
colonies in Jamestown, St. Augustine, 
Santa Fe, and Quebec in the early sev-
enteenth century. At great cost in lives, 
money, and hopes and expectations, 
these colonies not only overcame the 
rigors and ravages of the Little Ice Age 
but would come to define much of the 
cultural heritage of the continent.

White remarks that, in undertaking 
this intriguing study, he was “conscious 
of the challenges posed by climate 
change” today. Indeed, he acknowl-
edges that he wrote A Cold Welcome 
“from the vantage point of global 
warming” and that he saw in the co-
lonial period “an era that addresses 
concerns of the present.” It was “an-
other age when America spoke many 
languages and when its future, its en-
vironment, and its place in the world 
were all uncertain. It was another age 
when climatic change and extremes 
threatened lives and settlements.” But 
while the Europeans who traveled to 
North America in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries were not respon-
sible for the Little Ice Age, today the 
responsibility for the global climate lies 
largely with humanity.

The earliest North American colo-
nies survived the Little Ice Age by 
the skin of their teeth, but as White 
points out, other longer-established 
colonies in the North Atlantic did not. 
Vikings first settled Greenland in the 
tenth century. They raised sheep, goats, 
and cattle, hunted seal and walrus, and 
had sporadic commerce with the Scan-
dinavian mainland, yet by the mid-1400s 
nothing more was heard from them. Be-
tween 1605 and 1607, Denmark’s King 
Christian IV sent out three expeditions 
to find the colonies. His ships struggled 
through storms, frigid waters, “ilandes 
of ice,” and “ice piled upon ice so high,” 
as one contemporary chronicler wrote, 
“that it resembled great cliffs.” What the 
sailors finally discovered was a frozen, 
treeless land sparsely populated by Inuit 
natives. The Viking families, commu-
nities, and churches had vanished long 
before, victims of climatic change they 
could neither adapt to nor control.  
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JEAN RHYS, 
SOPHIA ORWELL, AND 

GERMAINE GREER

Difficult Women presents portraits of
three extraordinary, complicated, and,
yes, difficult women, while also raising
intriguing and, in their own way, diffi-
cult questions about the character and 
motivations of the keenly and often 
cruelly observant portraitist himself. 

The book begins with David Plante’s 
portrait of Jean Rhys in her old age, 
when the publication of The Wide 
Sargasso Sea, after years of silence 
that had made Rhys’s great novels 
of the 1920s and ’30s as good as 
unknown, had at last gained genuine 
recognition for her. Rhys, however, 
can hardly be said to be enjoying her 
new fame. A terminal alcoholic, she 
curses and staggers and rants like 
King Lear on the heath in the hotel 
room that she has made her home, 
while Plante looks impassively on. 

Sonia Orwell, his second subject, is 
a suave exploiter and hapless victim 
of her beauty and social prowess.

The unflappable, brilliant, and impos-
sibly opinionated Germaine Greer sails
through the final pages, ever ready 
to set the world, and any erring com-
panion, right.

“Difficult Women is creepy, 
it is cruel, it is morally indefen-
sible— and it is exhilarating. . . . 

There may be no defending these 
heartless portrayals, but there’s 

also no denying their power. 
Each scene is expertly staged, 
and burns with the same dark 
excitement you find in Mary 

Gaitskill’s fiction or Harold Pinter’s 
plays, the feeling that these 

characters have sought one another 
out to exercise hidden fears and 

desires, to expose primal wounds.”
—Parul Sehgal, The New York Times 

DIFFICULT WOMEN: 
A MEMOIR OF THREE

David Plante
Introduction by Scott Spencer
Paperback and e-book • $16.95
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Black Lives Matter
Darryl Pinckney

Kara Walker:  
Sikkema Jenkins and Co. is  
Compelled to present The most  
Astounding and Important  
Painting show of the  
fall Art Show viewing season!
an exhibition at Sikkema Jenkins  
and Co., New York City,  
September 7–October 14, 2017.

Constance Cary Harrison, first seam-
stress of the Confederate flag, remem-
bered Virginia after the execution 
of John Brown in 1859. Her family 
lived far from Harpers Ferry, scene of 
Brown’s slave uprising:

But there was the fear—unspoken, 
or pooh- poohed at by the men who 
were mouth- pieces for our com-
munity—dark, boding, oppressive, 
and altogether hateful. I can re-
member taking it to bed with me at 
night, and awaking suddenly often-
times to confront it through a vigil 
of nervous terror, of which it never 
occurred to me to speak to anyone. 
The notes of whip- poor- wills in the 
sweet- gum swamp near the stable, 
the mutterings of a distant thunder- 
storm, even the rustle of the night 
wind in the oaks that shaded my 
window, filled me with nameless 
dread. In the daytime it seemed 
impossible to associate suspicion 
with those familiar tawny or sable 
faces that surrounded us. . . .  But 
when evening came again, and with 
it the hour when the colored peo-
ple (who in summer and autumn 

weather kept astir half the night) 
assembled themselves together for 
dance or prayer- meeting, the ghost 
that refused to be laid was again at 
one’s elbow. 

In the savage, undreamed- of slave 
system in the New World, Africans 
were physically and mentally subju-
gated, worked to death, and replaced. 
Only when the enslaved labor popula-
tion was maintained by reproduction 
and not by the importation of replace-
ments were they given enough to eat to 
sustain life, and that was more than one 
hundred years after Louis XIV’s Black 
Codes licensed barbarism in the Carib-
bean. Black Retribution is the root of 
White Fear.

Harriet Beecher Stowe tried to 
portray a Nat Turner–like character 
in Dred; A Tale of the Great Dismal 
Swamp (1856), the novel that fol-
lowed her sensation, Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin (1852). Stowe gives Dred the 
pedigree of being the son of Denmark 
Vesey, the leader of a planned slave 
revolt in Charleston, South Carolina, 
in 1822. But she turns her Nat Turner 
into Robin Hood, and he never gets 
around to his slave uprising, perhaps 
because Stowe could not bring her-
self to depict the slaughter of white 
people at the hands of black people. 
You could say that Kara Walker’s 
work begins at the threshold of this 
resistance to imagining and histori-
cal memory. Before John Brown there 
had been Nat Turner; before Den-
mark Vesey, the Haitian Revolution; 

before Mackandal’s Rebellion, Cato’s  
Rebellion.

In Kara Walker’s exhibition of 
twenty- three new works, mostly on un-
framed paper, at the Sikkema Jenkins 
gallery in New York, it is as though 
she has drawn her images of antebel-
lum violence from the nation’s hind-
brain. Walker has been creating her 
historical narratives of disquiet for a 
while, and they are always a surprise: 
the inherited image is sitting around, 
secure in its associations, but on closer 
inspection something deeply untoward 
is happening between an unlikely pair, 
or suddenly the landscape is going ber-
serk in a corner. It has been noted in 
connection with Walker’s cutouts what 
a feminine and domestic form the sil-
houette was in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, and that because of 
its ability to capture the likeness of a 
person in profile it was also a kind of 
pre- photography.

In a large work of cutout paper on 
canvas in the exhibition, Slaugh-
ter of the Innocents (They Might be 
Guilty of Something), that tranquil, 
even sentimental atmosphere of the 
silhouette gets deranged, disrupted. 
From a distance, you see a harmoni-
ous pattern of big and small human 
figures, adults in Victorian dress 
and children, some naked. There are 
children upside down along the top 
of the canvas, and the procession of 
figures seems to be tending to your 
right in frieze- like spatial orderliness. 
Then you make out that a black man 
has hooked a white man by the back 

of his shirt with a scythe, while two 
black women seem to be committing  
infanticide. 

“Visual culture is the family busi-
ness,” Hilton Als notes in Kara 
Walker: The Black Road (2008). Her 
father, Larry Walker, is a painter and 
teaches art, and her mother, Gwen-
dolyn Walker, is a dress designer and 
seamstress. Born in Stockton, Califor-
nia, in 1969, and educated at the At-
lanta College of Art and the Rhode 
Island School of Design, Walker was 
criticized by some black artists at the 
beginning of her career for using what 
they considered stereotypical black 
images from the nineteenth century 
that they claimed spoke primarily to 
a white audience. But the titles of her 
early installations of black cut- out sil-
houettes on white walls more than give 
the game away: Gone: An Historical 
Romance of a Civil War as It Occurred 
b’tween the Dusky Thighs of One 
Young Negress and Her Heart (1994) 
positions a Gone with the Wind–style 
romantic white couple so that the 
man’s back is turned away from the im-
ages of black women and their sexual 
bondage; The End of Uncle Tom and 
the Grand Allegorical Tableau of Eva 
in Heaven (1995) finds Stowe’s white 
lamb of innocence armed with an ax; 
and No mere words can Adequately 
reflect the Remorse this Negress feels 
at having been Cast into such a lowly 
state by her former Masters and so 
it is with a Humble heart that she 

Kara Walker: Brand X (Slave Market Painting), oil stick on canvas, 78 1/8 x 127 1/2 inches, 2017
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brings about their physical Ruin and 
earthly Demise (1999) has against a 
gray background silhouettes of black 
women’s heads attached to swans’  
white bodies.

Of her 2000 installation Insurrec-
tion! (Our Tools Were Rudimentary, 
Yet We Pressed On), in which she 
projected onto the museum walls cut, 
pasted, and drawn- on colored gels, 
Walker said: 

Beauty is the remainder of being 
a painter. The work becomes 
pretty because I wouldn’t be able 
to look at a work about something 
as grotesque as what I’m thinking 
about and as grotesque as project-
ing one’s ugly soul onto another’s 
pretty body, and representing that 
in an ugly way.

She said she was thinking of Thomas 
Eakins’s surgical theater paintings as 

she was also imagining house slaves 
disemboweling their master with a 
soup ladle. Beauty? She went on to 
say that her narrative silhouettes were 
her attempts to recombine or put back 
together a received history that has al-
ready in some way been “dissected.” 
But the images emerged from her sub-
conscious, she warned, and she couldn’t 
necessarily explain their meanings. 
Her retrospective at the Whitney Mu-
seum in 2007 was entitled My Comple-
ment, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My 
Love. As graphic and unmistakable as 
they often are, what story her images 
tell as a whole is not easily read. The 
poet Kevin Young has observed that 
Walker’s early works were fantasies, 
however sadomasochistic. But then her 
work became more obviously related to 
American history.*

They are foreboding, stealth- like, 
those silhouettes of black people that 
haunt a riverbank or slip across news-
print in her 2005 series of lithographs 
and screenprints, Harper’s Pictorial 
History of the Civil War (Annotated). 
She takes prints of the engravings 
or pages from a popular nineteenth- 
century album- size book that features 
numerous illustrations of maps, battles, 
and events relating to the conflict and 
superimposes on them out- of- scale 
black figures. The presence of black 
people as if from another dimension 
has the effect of being a commentary 
on the scene to which they have been 

added. (Another version of the series 
was done in photo offshoot in 2010.) 

In this autumn’s Post War & Con-
temporary Art sale at Christie’s is a 
scene from the series called A Warm 
Summer Evening in 1863, which shows 
a commotion of men around a house 
in flames. The caption below—The 
Rioters Burning the Colored Orphan 
Asylum Corner of Fifth Avenue and 
Forty- Sixth Street, New York City—
refers to an incident during the Draft 
Riots of 1863, when poor white men, 
mostly Irish, who could not buy their 
way out of the army attacked blacks. 
One hundred and nineteen people 
were killed, some two thousand in-
jured. Walker superimposes over the 
scene the figure of a black girl who 
has hanged herself with her own long 
braid of hair. The piece, done in 2008, 
roughly eight feet across and five feet 
high, is made of felt on wool tapestry. 
Maybe a computer told a loom how to 

weave the image of the engraving. Or 
was it done by hand? However it was 
achieved, it is an extraordinary piece of 
work. 

Henry Louis Gates Jr. stresses in 
Black in Latin America (2011) that 
most of the kidnapped from the Af-
rican continent were taken to South 
America and the Caribbean; only a 
small percentage went to North Amer-
ica. In the Sikkema Jenkins exhibition, 
one of the large works, Brand X (Slave 
Market Painting), in oil stick on canvas, 
shows a white man lolling in sand, his 
dick exposed, as if he’d just raped the 
black woman tied down on her stomach 
nearby (see illustration on page 55). 
Around him dance instances of rape 
and murder. You see a volcano in the 
distance and the suggestion of a tropi-
cal tree. (Cartoon Study for Brand X is 
an affecting portrait of a black woman, 
done in oil stick, oil medium, and raw 
pigment on linen.) 

But Walker’s slave history generally 
refers to the United States. Her exhi-
bition of 2007, Bureau of Refugees, 
evokes the establishment after the Civil 
War of the US Bureau of Freedom, 
Refugees, and Abandoned Lands, for 
the benefit of displaced white people as 
well as formerly enslaved black people. 
She has sometimes projected images 
in a way that recalls the cycloramas 
or dioramas of nineteenth- century 
American exhibition history. The press 
release for the Sikkema Jenkins exhibi-
tion takes off from the American carni-
val huckster tone:

Sikkema Jenkins and Co. is Com-
pelled to present The most As-
tounding and Important Painting of 
the fall Art Show viewing season!

Collectors of Fine Art will Flock 
to see the latest Kara Walker of-
ferings, and what is she offering 
but the Finest Selection of artworks 
by an African-American Living 
Woman Artist this side of the Mis-
sissippi. Modest collectors will find 
her prices reasonable, those of a 
heartier disposition will recognize 
Bargains! Scholars will study and 
debate the Historical Value and In-
tellectual Merits of Miss Walker’s 
Diversionary Tactics. Art Histori-
ans will wonder whether the work 
represents a Departure or a Con-
tinuum. Students of Color will eye 
her work suspiciously and exercise 
their free right to Culturally An-
nihilate her on social media. Par-
ents will cover the eyes of innocent 
children. School Teachers will re-
examine their art history curricula. 
Prestigious Academic Societies will 
withdraw their support, former hus-

bands and former lovers will recoil 
in abject terror. Critics will shake 
their heads in bemused silence. 
Gallery Directors will wring their 
hands at the sight of throngs of the 
gallery- curious flooding the pave-
ment outside. The Final President 
of the United States will visibly 
wince. Empires will fall, although 
which ones, only time will tell.

In an essay in The Ecstasy of St. Kara 
(2016), Walker says that the Twitter 
hashtag #blacklivesmatter has become 
“shorthand for a kind of race fatigue” 
that comes from the repeated stories of 
a documented police shooting followed 
by a protest that then produces no in-
dictments. In a “nihilistic age,” maybe 
“nothing really matters.” 

Her slave history is also that of the 
US in the pictorial heritage she uses, 
starting with Auguste Edouart’s sil-
houettes made during his travels to 
Boston, New York, and New Orleans. 
Walker reproduces Edouart’s “John’s 
Funny Story to Mary the Cook,” from 
A Treatise on Silhouette Likenesses 
(1835), in her book After the Deluge: 
A Visual Essay by Kara Walker (2007), 
about the crisis of Hurricane Katrina. 
It shows a black male figure in high 
collar and tails, a coachman perhaps, 
in animated monologue to a thickset 
white woman holding a saucepan and 
spoon before a hearth. They are human 
beings, not caricatures. 

What might have made some people 
uneasy about Walker’s work at first 
was that her black people in silhouette 
come from the racist caricatures of 
American illustration. These are not 
sculptural, aestheticized shades danc-
ing in an Aaron Douglas mural. Black 

*See the catalog, published in 2013, of 
the exhibition of 2011, Dust Jackets for 
the Niggerati—and the Supporting Dis-
sertations, Drawings, submitted rue-
fully by Dr. Kara E. Walker.

Kara Walker: Slaughter of the Innocents (They Might Be Guilty of Something), cut paper on canvas, 79 x 220 inches, 2017
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art or black artists were supposed to re-
store the dignity and assert the beauty 
of black people. But Walker will deal 
in exaggerated features and kinky hair, 
in the black as grotesque. They are not 
pretty. Elizabeth Hardwick said that 
when she was growing up in Lexington, 
Kentucky, in the 1920s, she heard white 
people say they couldn’t understand 
why black people would want pho-
tographs of themselves. The carnage 
in Walker’s work asks white people: 
What’s so pretty about you? 

Moreover, for all the violence, her 
black people are not victims. They are 
casualties or among the fallen, but not 
powerless, because her images com-
prise an army of the unlikely, those 
grotesques and comics that white 
people invented in the effort to 
persuade themselves—and black 
people as well—that black people 
were only fit for servitude, and 
that they were incapable of and 
uninterested in revolt. Walker 
turns against whiteness what 
white people invented. Those 
funny faces have come back to 
kill Massa. They aren’t so funny 
anymore, and Walker’s work in 
the Sikkema Jenkins exhibition 
has a wild, retaliatory air. 

Some of the new works are 
very large, and you wonder where 
she could have found such huge 
sheets of paper. They are not 
cartoons (in spite of the title of 
that portrait of a black woman 
in headscarf and earrings); they 
don’t feel as though she means 
to suggest a studio of prepara-
tory drawings. Black and white, 
ink and collage on paper, is the 
finished state. Most of the black 
figures in these new works are 
not in silhouette. She has shades 
of black and gray, hints of yellow, 
blue, and red, and sometimes 
there are backgrounds of brown. 
Walker is a superb draftsman. In 
the towering Christ’s Entry into 
Journalism, dozens and dozens 
of figures spiral out from the cen-
ter. The black figures—heads, torsos, 
running men, women in hats—seem to 
come from different eras and circum-
stances of black representation, here 
satire, there ethnography, folklore, over 
there the black leader, black sports fig-
ure, or black singer, and those lips look 
like they came from Disney’s Jungle 
Book film, or her neck has that Jazz 
Age fashion magazine vibe. 

I have heard viewers compare Christ’s 
Entry into Journalism to James Ensor’s 
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 
(1888), in the Getty Museum, and Ben-
jamin Robert Haydon’s Christ’s Entry 
into Jerusalem (1820), in the Athenaeum 
of Ohio, and maybe so—if the point is 
that the reactions of spectators depicted 
in the painting are intended to affirm 
the reality of the Messiah. In Walker’s 
painting, the figures swirl around the 
center: a riot cop, maybe white, is about 
to bring a chicken leg down on a masked 
creature; a naked black man who re-
sembles a harlequin has a sword by his 
side; behind him a Confederate soldier 
is wielding a dagger. White men rape 
or sport erections; a white woman bran-
dishes an umbrella; a James Brown– like 
singer does a move with a microphone; 
a devil is stealing away a partially mum-
mified black man in a tie; a flapper, not 
necessarily white, carries on a platter 

the head of a black youth in a hoodie. 
But it’s not certain which black figure 
at the center is the Christ figure: the 
black man kneeling in chains—the long 
echo of the design Josiah Wedgwood 
created for an antislavery medallion in 
1787—or the naked black woman being 
borne away, or even the dark black—
mannequin?—with her arm raised in 
valediction, and an equally dark black 
man immediately behind her with what 
looks like a protest sign.

The Pool Party of Sardanapalus 
(after Delacroix, Kienholz), also very 
big, has an Assyrian king floating in 
his cloud, detached from the violence 
around him. Delacroix’s The Death of 
Sardanapalus (1827) is sexy; the con-
cubines are nude, and the men kill-
ing them are seminude. In Walker’s 

revision, a naked black man is being 
stabbed by a white woman in a corset; 
a white man has his hands on a black 
man from behind and appears to be 
urging him to stab the naked black 
figure in front of him. But the center 
of Walker’s dynamic composition is a 
white man’s foot and the ropes around 
it. You follow the lines out in three dif-
ferent directions to black women in 
bikinis pulling firmly. Then you find 
the white man, most of his clothes off, 
being held down by black women and 
disemboweled. A naked white man 
lies with his face in a pool of blood; a 
black woman in a beach cap berates a 
white man’s back with a heavy branch. 
It’s not clear what is going on between 
the interracial couple at the top; at the 
opposite end a black youth in a do-rag 
rests on an elbow and smokes what you 
hope is reefer, but the whole is fear-
somely kinetic, and Walker tells us in 
the title that she also had in mind some-
thing like Ed Kienholz’s sculpture of a 
policeman beating a black rioter. 

Violence is a secret held by swamps 
in works such as Dredging the Quag-
mire (Bottomless Pit) or Spooks. Dead 
bodies are to be violated in Paradox 
of the Negro Burial Ground, Initiates 
with Desecrated Body, and The (Pri-
vate) Memorial Garden of Grandison 

Harris, a work done in oil stick, ink, 
and paper collage on linen that refers to 
the slave trained by the Georgia Medi-
cal College to rob graves. Some of the 
paintings seem to portray how old and 
tired American racism has become: the 
rebel flags are as tattered as the laun-
dress is tired, the branches have no 
leaves, whites and blacks are shoeless, 
stuck in backcountry folklore. It’s hard 
to read the expression on the face of a 
black woman who is washing, rather 
harshly it seems, the back of a white 
woman in A Piece of Furniture for 
Jean Leon Gerome. The article of fur-
niture must be the sculpture of a black 
head on which the white woman sits. 
Walker’s response to, say, Gérôme’s 
Moorish Bath (1870), in which a black 
woman seems solicitous of a hunched- 

over white woman, may lie in the 
aggression with which the black 
woman in her drawing washes the 
white woman.

Walker’s titles set the mood, but 
they also set you up, and the texts 
of her catalogs can be intimidat-
ing in their pretended didacticism. 
A medium- size work done in ink 
and collage, Scraps, is one of the 
images that linger in the mind 
long after you have seen it. Walker 
shows a naked young black girl in 
a bonnet, with a small ax raised 
in her left hand. She is making 
off with the large head of a white 
man. She might even be skipping. 
This isn’t Judith; it’s a demented 
Topsy in her festival of gore. Slav-
ery drove both the slaver and the 
enslaved mad and itself was a form 
of madness. It’s the look Walker 
puts in the little girl’s visible eye. 
Racial history has broken free 
and is running amuck. But even 
this work has a strange elegance. 
She is not an exorcist, is not trying 
to be therapeutic. It is the way she 
fills up her spaces. With Walker 
you feel that everything is placed 
with delicacy and each gesture 
conveys so much. 

I sometimes find myself remem-
bering the great Sphinx of white 
sugar that Kara Walker built 

three years ago in an unused, emptied- 
out sugar refinery in Brooklyn along the 
East River: A Subtlety, or the Marvelous 
Sugar Baby, an Homage to the unpaid 
and overworked Artisans who have 
refined our Sweet tastes from the cane 
fields to the Kitchens of the New World 
on the Occasion of the demolition of the 
Domino Sugar Refining Plant. The re-
finery was enormous, the walls streaked 
with sugar. In the distance, the large fig-
ure of a Mammy rested in her Egyptian 
pose, a bandana on her head. The small 
basket- carrying boys made of dark red 
molasses who attended her were melting 
in the summer heat, folding over onto 
the floor. The large and roving crowd 
was quiet, as if under a spell. People 
took photographs of themselves stand-
ing between her creamy- looking arms. 

The Harlem Renaissance journalist 
J. A. Rogers said that before the Sphinx 
lost her face she was a black woman. 
He cited the writings of an eighteenth- 
century traveler, the Comte de Volney, 
as his source. Everyone thought he was 
crazy. Kara Walker didn’t need either 
source, and as you walked around the 
rear of the Mammy figure, maybe ex-
pecting a big fig leaf or a blank, neu-
tral area, there were the folds of a huge 
vulva. It was beautiful that Walker had 
not lost her nerve.  

Kara Walker: Scraps, sumi ink and collage on paper,  
40 x 30 inches, 2017
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LETTERS

RETURN OF THE FREUD WARS

To the Editors:

In writing for Robert Silvers over a fifty-
three-year span, from 1964 until shortly be-
fore his death last spring, I was awestruck 
by his critical focus on every submitted 
paragraph. Bob never required agreement 
with his views, but he demanded close 
analysis, independent thought, and atten-
tiveness to possible objections. The Review 
will be hard pressed to match his brilliant 
and tireless editing. It ought to be easier, 
though, to emulate his vetting of potential 
reviewers for gross conflicts of interest. 

As a model of what can go wrong, one 
need look no further than Lisa Appigna-
nesi’s trashing of my Freud: The Making 
of an Illusion [NYR, October 26], a book 
that painstakingly traces Freud’s path from 
conventional science to arbitrary claims 
and the founding of a cult. That Appigna-
nesi would greet such a study with a snide 
polemic was foreseeable not only from her 
prior role with the Freud Museum, the very 
headquarters of the psychoanalytic legend, 
but also from her publicly expressed scorn 
for my earlier critiques of Freudian dogma. 
Indeed, Appignanesi and her late husband, 
John Forrester—the author of Dispatches 
from the Freud Wars (1997), in which I fig-
ured as the principal enemy—campaigned 
against me in this very magazine, rounding 
up signatories to a dismissive letter. 

Refutation of Appignanesi’s most recent 
charges can be found in my book, which 
bears only a glancing resemblance to her 
account of it. Here I will confine myself 
to just one point of fact. According to my 
reviewer, I falsely stated that “Freud had 
almost no patients in his early years”—an 
error that she purportedly corrects by cit-
ing his records. My assertion, however, was 
quite different and more damning: that in 
the later 1890s, when he was already call-
ing himself a psychoanalyst, Freud had 
trouble convincing, successfully treating, or 
even retaining the clients who did cross his 
threshold.

In The Interpretation of Dreams Freud 
confessed that his patients in that period 
had greeted his demands for repressed in-
fantile memories with “disbelief and laugh-
ter” (Unglauben und Gelächter). Many 
of them, regarding him as a crank and a 
bully, had simply walked out on him. Con-
sider a sampling of his reports to Wilhelm 
Fliess, sent between ten and thirteen years 
after he first began dealing with cases of  
“hysteria”:

•May 4, 1896: “My consulting room is 
empty. . . .  [I] cannot begin any new 
treatments, and . . . none of the old ones 
are completed.”
•December 17, 1896: “So far not a sin-
gle case is finished.”
•January 3, 1897: “Perhaps by [Eas-
ter] I shall have carried one case to  
completion.”
•March 29, 1897: “I am still having the 
same difficulties and have not finished 
a single case.”
•June 9, 1899: “The ‘silence of the for-
est’ is the clamor of a metropolis com-
pared to the silence in my consulting 
room.”

This was the Freud who was already tell-
ing readers, as he would do again and again 
for decades thereafter, that psychoana-
lytic theory had been validated by dazzling 
and unparalleled therapeutic success. The 
claim was false at the time, and it would 
remain false until Freud coyly intimated 
in 1933 that he had “never been a thera-
peutic enthusiast.” Here, in short, was a 
colossal medical fraud—one that Lisa Ap-
pignanesi is even today attempting to  
cover up.

Frederick Crews
Berkeley, California

Lisa Appignanesi  replies:

Might I suggest that it is just a little peevish 
if not outright churlish of Frederick Crews to 
respond to my rather measured review of his 
vitriolic biography of Freud as a “trashing” 
and complain—given that he has had the run 
of the Review for decades—of one review 
taking a line on Freud different from his? 

The Freud Museum London, of which I 
was chair between 2008 and 2014, is a mu-
seum that came into being in 1984, long 
after the Freud legend in which Crews is so 
engrossed. It is not the “headquarters” of 
anything. It was Freud’s last home. It has a 
fine archive and a program of exhibitions 
by artists including Louise Bourgeois and 
Mark Wallinger. It also organizes talks by 
writers, artists, academics, intellectuals, and 
analysts—those many cultural figures Crews 
would prefer never to have been interested in 
Freud, but who are in a multiplicity of ways.

It strikes me as odd that Frederick Crews 
would consider a rare dissenting letter pub-
lished in the Review about one of his articles 
and signed by three people—John Forrester, 
Dr. Allen Frances, and myself—a cam-
paign against him. Having run quite a few 
campaigns for English PEN while I was its 
president, I know the difference between a 
campaign and a letter. Nor was Crews “the 
principal enemy” in John Forrester’s many-
faceted book Dispatches from the Freud 
Wars, though given Crews’s part in the battle 
against Freud that unfurled in the US in the 
1990s, it would have been an aberration of 
history if he did not figure in the title essay. 

As for the rest, only someone deaf to 
irony and humor would so often misunder-
stand Freud’s self-deprecating wit.

Freud once urged the poet H. D. never 
to defend him in any circumstance from 
“abusive comments made about me and 
my work. . . .  Antagonism, once taking hold 
cannot be rooted out from above the sur-
face, and it thrives, in a way, on heated ar-
gument and digs in deeper.”

I rest my case.

THE IRVING HOWE LECTURE

To the Editors:

George Packer will deliver the twenty- 
second annual Irving Howe Memorial Lec-
ture at 6:30 PM on Monday, November 20, at 
the CUNY Graduate Center, 365 Fifth Ave-
nue (at 34th Street). The subject is “Liberal-
ism in the Age of Trump.” Packer is a staff 
writer for The New Yorker whose award-
winning books include The Assassins’ Gate: 
America in Iraq and The Unwinding: The 
Inner History of the New America. Spon-
sored by the Center for the Humanities, 
these lectures honor the late critic, editor, 
and political writer Irving Howe (1920–
1993), who taught at the City University 
of New York from 1963 to 1986. They are 
made possible by a generous gift from the 
late Max Palevsky and are free and open to 
the public, but reservations are required. 
Please call the Office of Public Programs 
at 212-817-8215. For more information con-
sult the website of the Center for the Hu-
manities, centerforthehumanities.org.

Morris Dickstein
Center for the Humanities

CUNY Graduate Center
New York City

Letters to the Editor: letters@nybooks.com. All other  
correspondence: The New York Review of Books, 435  
Hudson Street, Suite 300, New York, NY 10014-3994;  
mail@nybooks.com. Please include a mailing address 
with all correspondence. We accept no responsibility 
for unsolicited manuscripts.

Subscription Services: nybooks.com/customer-service  
or The New York Review of Books, P.O. Box 9310, Big 
Sandy, TX, 75755-9310, or e-mail nyrsub@nybooks.info.  
In the US, call toll-free 800-354-0050. Outside the US, 
call 903-636-1101. Subscription rates: US, one year 
$79.95; in Canada, $95; elsewhere, $115.  
Advertising: To inquire please call 212-757-8070, or 
fax 212-333-5374.
Copyright © 2017, NYREV, Inc. All rights reserved.  
Nothing in this publication may be reproduced with-
out the permission of the publisher. The cover date of 
the next issue will be November 23, 2017.

INEQUALITY, IMMIGRATION, AND
THE POLITICS OF POPULISM

A CONFERENCE TO BE HELD AT
THE GREENBERG LOUNGE, VANDERBILT HALL,

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF LAW
40 WASHINGTON SQUARE SOUTH, NEW YORK CITY

October 28 – 29, 2017

François Bourguignon

Grete Brochmann

Bill Bradley

Ian Buruma

Anne Case

Angus Deaton

Dalma Docjscak

Hugh Eakin

Frances Fitzgerald

Jacob Hacker

Simon Head

Guri Hjeltnes

Henning Hoff

Michael Kazin

Paul Krugman

Nicholas Lemann
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INTERVIEWS WITH ARTISTS AND WRITERS. John Duff, 
Neil Jenney, Dorothea Rockburne, Robert Lobe, Kathleen 
Gilje, others. www.LanguageAndPhilosophy.com.

HOLDERS OF EROTIC ART WORK by Ms. Lorel J. Michel 
of Los Angeles, contact execoach@mindspring.com.

BOOKS
ON THE CENTENARY: The Balfour Declaration Sixty-Sev-
en Words—100 years of Conflict by Elliot Jager. Soft cover 
or Kindle from your book dealer.

MISCELLANEOUS
A WARMING PLANET; rising sea levels; more intense 
storms; pervasive pollution; mass extinction; deforestation; 
desertification; rampant overdevelopment; overpopulation; 
consumerism and our obsessive focus on perpetual eco-
nomic growth. What’s the solution? www.ecoideaman.com

JAZZ DJ. Timeless, elegant music for all events. All vinyl. 
L.A. based, will travel anywhere. www.djparkerLA.com.

PERSONAL SERVICES
EROTIC EXPLOSION. Let me blow your mind, your ulti-
mate erogenous zone. Provocative talk with educated 
beauty. No limits. (866) 540-7588.

EXCELLENT MASSAGE In call or Out call. Simply1618@
yahoo.com. (212) 880-0088.

DANIELLE’S LIP SERVICE. Ebony beauty, adult phone sex, 
and web cam. (773) 935-4995. www.DaniellesLipService.com.

SACRED EROTIC... with Zeus’ Darlins’. Incredible Light-
ness of Touch. Private, safe, tasteful. Greenwich Village. 
(212) 337-9665. www.zeusdarlins.com.

PERSONALS
PRIVATE DATING CLUB SEEKS ATTRACTIVE, success-
ful gentlemen aged 30’s-60’s+ interested in meeting and 
dating beautiful women... You should be open to enjoying 
a lasting relationship if you meet the right person. NY, LA, 
Chicago, Boston, D.C., San Francisco, Texas, Toronto. Re-
ply w/ bio and photo in confidence: Phoebe@SEIClub.com.

PARENTS OF MILDLY INTELLECTUALLY challenged, 
middle aged man, living independently in his own apart-
ment; gentle and sweet, alert and interested in NY theater, 
art, music, and local social activities, seeks similarly situ-
ated woman for a compatible relationship. Please respond 
to moppettt@gmail.com.

RETIRED ACADEMIC LESBIAN seeks accomplished, 
confident woman 60’s-70’s for long term relationship, Bos-
ton area. Avid reader, deep thinker, writer, big heart, ability 
to connect. NYR Box 68060

HEALTHY ITALIAN-AMERICAN MALE 65 seeks Polish 
woman 40-60 for lifelong companionship under one roof in 
Nassau County on Long Island, a short walk from Hofstra 
University and an abundance of cultural activities. Please 
email joseph26conte@gmail.com.

FIT, SLIM, VERY ATTRACTIVE, cultured, brown eyes, 
divorced Caribbean lady. Sense of humor, friendly, good 
listener. Manhattan resident. Enjoys walking, sports & PBS. 
Seeks eligible nonsmoker, lover of books, active, special 
male companion, 50-70 yrs old. lovelyladyo119@gmail.com. 
NYR 68065

INTERNATIONAL RENTALS
PARIS (SQUARE BERLIOZ—9th arr.), Wi-Fi, 
3BR/2Bth, beautiful full-floor condo, 4th floor, elevator.  
www.parisflat4u.com. Tel.: (415) 922-8888.

PARIS ILE ST. LOUIS IV Luxury triplex, bright, quiet, origi-
nal 20’ beamed ceiling, fireplace, modern kitchen/bathroom, 
washer/dryer, a/c, Wi-Fi, stereo/TV/CD, sleeps 4, maid, non-
smokers, photos, owner frenchiedoc@gmail.com.

ITALY, TUSCANY 5 bedroom, 5 bathroom villa, spec-
tacular views, gorgeous pool and gardens, 5 star reviews.  
www.LuxuryVillaTuscany.com

PROVENCE: Queen Victoria loved it. Matisse and Picasso 
painted it. YOU will adore it. www.provencemagique.com

REAL ESTATE
TANGLEWOOD 8 MILES AWAY; hilltop home in New York 
Berkshires, 7+ forested acres. Architect-designed; light-
filled; mountain views over Queechy Lake to Hudson River 
and beyond. 3,100 sq.ft., open plan kitchen, DR, and LR; 3 
BR & den; 2.5 baths; Sedgwick elevator; 2 WBFs. Screened 
porch and open deck; 2-car garage. Exceptional value for 
quality of build. $575,000. (413) 329-1162, Lisa@tkgre.com. 

MAINE—Spacious 3 bedroom, 2 bath, year round cottage 
on Hayden Brook, access to Lake Wesserunsett. Boat-
ing, swimming, fishing, golf, hunting, snowmobiling, more! 
Newly renovated: metal roof, wood stove, plumbing, more. 
Large kitchen, dining area, open living room, bar. Great 
porch, yard, space for building. Furnished! $130,000. 
Contact (207) 317-0682.

WE BUY MID-CENTURY FURNITURE
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Store and protect your treasured library. 
These sturdy slipcases will keep your

copies of the  neatly and attractively
organized but still within easy reach. Each 
slipcase holds a full year (20 issues) of 

. Specially designed
to fit the , in black with gold foil logo.

THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

Attn: Order Dept., 435 Hudson Street, Suite 300, 
New York, NY 10014, or phone: (646) 215-2500 

www.nybooks.com/shop

 THE CASE FOR
THE NEW YORK REVIEW

OF BOOKS

$15 each 
plus shipping

REAL ESTATE & 
RENTAL ADVERTISERS

Select a beautiful photograph of your  
property and display it above the text of  

your ad for just an additional $75

“Not everybody trusts a painting, 
but people believe photographs.”

—Ansel Adams

Details: (212) 293-1630 
or classified@nybooks.com

GALLERIES 
AND 

MUSEUMS 
  

To advertise in the Galleries 
& Museums Listing, please 

contact gallery@nybooks.com  
or (212) 293-1630.
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Promote your books in

FANTASTIC
and affordable advertising 

opportunity for 
independent presses and 
self-published authors.

The Independent Press Listing 
will appear in thirteen of 
twenty annual issues of

The New York Review of Books in 
2017. All titles also appear on our 
website at no additional charge: 

www.nybooks.com/ipl.

To advertise your books,
email ipress@nybooks.com,
call (212) 293-1630, or see

www.nybooks.com/ipl.

The New York Review
of Books

 THE BOOKBAG FOR
THE NEW YORK REVIEW

OF BOOKS

Black water-resistant poly-canvas 
Bag with Red or Black Logo

Zippered, black, water-resistant 
poly-canvas with a double bottom, 

sturdy handles for over-the-shoulder 
use and a zippered inside pocket. It

is attractive, well constructed and roomy
(17"W x 13"H x 6"D). Made in the USA.

Please specify color logo.

THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

Attn: Order Dept., 435 Hudson Street, Suite 300,
New York, NY 10014, or phone: (646) 215-2500

www.nybooks.com/shop

$29.95 
plus shipping

The Classifieds
To place an ad or for other inquiries:  
email: classified@nybooks.com 
tel: (212) 293-1630. 
You may also place an ad through our 
website at www.nybooks.com/classifieds/

Classified Department 
The New York Review of Books 
435 Hudson St., Suite 300 
New York, NY 10014-3994

All contents subject to Publisher’s approval. 
Publisher reserves the right to reject or can-
cel, at its sole discretion, any advertising at 
any time in The New York Review of Books or 
on our website. The advertiser and/or adver-
tising agency, if any, agree to indemnify the 
Publisher against any liability or expense re-
sulting from claims or suits based on the con-
tents or subject matter of the advertisement, 
including, without limitation, claims or suits 
for libel, violation of rights of privacy, plagia-
rism, copyright or trademark infringement, 
or unauthorized use of the name, likeness, 
statement, or work of any person.

For NYR Boxes only, 
send replies to:

NYR Box Number
The New York Review of Books
435 Hudson Street, Suite 300
New York, NY 10014-3994
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LEE KRASNER
THE UMBER PAINTINGS, 1959–1962

293 TENTH AVENUE, NEW YORK

NOVEMBER 9, 2017– JANUARY 13, 2018

A FULLY-ILLUSTRATED CATALOGUE WILL ACCOMPANY THE EXHIBITION, WITH AN ESSAY BY DAVID ANFAM

PAUL KASMIN GALLERY
Lee Krasner, ca. 1960-61. Photo: Paul De Vries. Jackson Pollock and Lee Krasner papers, ca. 1914-1984, bulk 1942-1984. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 

Artwork © 2017 Pollock-Krasner Foundation /Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.


