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Paintings from Europe, New England, Newfoundland, California, and New York

Iceberg Shadow (Bonavista), 2022, 26 x 20 inches, oil on canvas. © 2022 Mitchell Johnson.

Truro Center for the Arts at Castle Hill will host an exhibit of Mitchell Johnson’s work September 7-18, 2022.
Opening reception: Thursday, September 8, 4-6 p.m.The new, limited-edition paperback— Mitchell Johnson:
Nothing and Change (Selected Paintings, 1990-2022)—is now for sale at many booksellers, including Kepler’s Books
in Menlo Park and the museum stores at Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Provincetown Art Association and Museum,
Tampa Museum of Art, and New Mexico Museum of Art. The 80-page publication contains 60 high-quality color
plates and an essay by the poet Jesse Nathan. Exhibition posters can be ordered online or picked up in-person
atTruro Center for the Arts. Request a digital catalog of paintings by email: mitchell.catalog@gmail.com.

Visit the website for more info: www.mitchelljohnson.com. Follow on instagram: @mitchell_johnson_artist.
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Kenneth Tynan (“The Girl in the Black
Helmet,” p. 28), who died in 1980, was
the magazine’s theatre critic. His book
“Profiles” is a collection of his pieces
about celebrities.

Miranda July (Fiction, p. 56) is a film-
maker, an artist, and a writer. Her books
include “No One Belongs Here More
Than You” and “The First Bad Man.”

Philip Levine (Poem, p. 36) was awarded
the 1995 Pulitzer Prize for poetry for
his collection “The Simple Truth.” He
died in 2015.

Hannah Goldfield (7ables for Tawo, p. 9),

the magazine’s food critic, has contrib-
uted to 7he New Yorker since 2010.

Hilton Als (“The New Negro,”p. 18), an
associate professor of writing at Colum-
bia University, won the 2017 Pulitzer
Prize for criticism. His new book, “My
Pinup,” will come out in November.

Nancy Franklin (7%e Talk of the Town,

- 17) was the magazine’s television critic
from 1998 to 2011.

CONTRIBUTORS

Jia Tolentino (“Instagram Face,” p. 23)
has been a staff writer since 2016. Her
first book, the essay collection “Trick
Mirror,” came out in 2019.

Martin Amis (Books, p. 60) is the au-
thor of twenty-five books, including the
memoir “Experience”and, most recently,
the novel “Inside Story.”

Lauren Michele Jackson (Dept. of Pop-
ular Culture, p. 66),a contributing writer
at The New Yorker, is an assistant pro-
tessor of English at Northwestern Uni-
versity. She is working on a new book.

Hendrik Hertzberg (The Talk of the
Town, p. 12) first joined the magazine
in 1969. His books include “Politics”
and “One Million.”

Rita Dove (Poem, p. 24),a Pulitzer Prize
winner and a former U.S. Poet Laure-
ate, most recently published the col-
lection “Playlist for the Apocalypse.”

Patrick Berry (Puzzles & Games Dept.)
has been constructing puzzles since

1993. He lives in Athens, Georgia.

Nat Hentoft (“Crackin’, Shakin’, Breakin’

Sounds,” p. 48), who published more
than thirty books, died in 2018. He
wrote for The New Yorker from 1959
to 1990.

Jamaica Kincaid (7The Talk of the Town,
p. 16) has written numerous books,
including “A Small Place” and “My
Brother.” She is a professor in the De-
partment of African and African Amer-
ican Studies at Harvard University.

J.J. Sempé (Postscript, p. 63), who died
this month, began contributing art work
to The New Yorker in 1978.

Anita Kunz (Cowver), a painter and an
illustrator, has contributed covers to
the magazine since 1995. Her books in-

clude “Another History of Art” and
“Original Sisters.”

Michael Schulman (Comment, p. 11) is a
staff writer and the author of “Her Again?”

A.J. Liebling (The Tulk of the Town,
p. 12) wrote for The New Yorker for al-
most three decades. He died in 1963.

THE NEW YORKER INTERVIEW

Mike Sacks talks with the “Better
Call Saul” creator Vince Gilligan
about bad guys and the series finale.

THIS WEEK ON NEW YORKER.COM

CULTURE DESK
An illustrated essay by Mads Horwath
on why, for many Jews, body ink

carries a stigma.

PHOTO BOOTH

Nanna Heitmann and Keith Gessen
report on families mourning fallen
soldiers in Dagestan, Russia.

Download the New Yorker app for the latest news, commentary, criticism,
and humor, plus this week’s magazine and all issues back to 2008.
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GOINGS ONABOUT TOWN

At the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, bird-watchers should prepare to be house-hunters, too: the garden-wide
installation “For the Birds,” on view until Oct. 23, features site-specific birdhouses made by thirty-three
artists. The Indian-born, New York-based designer Sourabh Gupta fashioned the cloudlike “Woven”
(pictured) from burlap, husk, plaster, and water-based sealer, in the hope that a quarrel of sparrows

might take up residence. On Aug. 27, Martha Harbison, of the Feminist Bird Club, leads a guided tour.

PHOTOGRAPH BY LANDON SPEERS




PHOTOGRAPH BY WILLIAM KLEIN / COURTESY HOWARD GREENBERG GALLERY

As ever, it’s advisable to check in advance
to confirm engagements.

ART
Alex Bradley Cohen

Conversation, often held over coffee, is a favorite
subject of this Chicago painter, whose small
canvases—quiet but for their blaring color—are
windows onto private moments shared in pub-
lic spaces. Cohen’s everyday scenes assume an
eventful, even mythic quality thanks to his sim-
plified forms, keyed-up palette, and indifference
to the rules of vanishing-point perspective. The
friends depicted in “Tim and Scott in Diner” and
“Lucero and Aguilar (sitcom lifestyle)” are di-
vided by tables rendered as sunny planes, and by
their roles as either talkers or rapt listeners. (The
first duo, their intent profiles seen against con-
trasting blue and green walls, may be on opposite
sides of an argument.) Cohen also paints solitary
figures, including a daydreaming self-portrait in
which the artist’s forehead contains a blue lake,
and the seated man in “Bittersweet Pete,” who
clutches a takeout cup with both hands and looks
ready for a téte-a-téte.—Johanna Fateman (Nicelle
Beauchene; through Sept. 2.)

“Dakota Modern:
The Art of Oscar Howe”

This overdue retrospective of the remarkable
Yanktonai Dakota painter Oscar Howe, who
died in 1983, at the age of sixty-eight, graces
the always enthralling New York branch of the
Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American
Indian. Howe is a frequently misunderstood
American master who bridged ethnic authen-
ticity and internationalist derring-do, although
condescension from establishment institutions
and proprietary tribute from some sectarian
advocates have hindered his recognition as a
straight-up canonical modernist. Crisply curated
by Kathleen Ash-Milby, the show consists almost
exclusively of works on paper, in tempera, water-
color, gouache, or casein. The execution is phleg-
matically deliberate. The upshot is a channelling
of sheer, visionary imagination, as if the artist
were taking dictation from an unseen demiurge.
Do some of the effects seem cartoonish, with fig-
uration that anticipated popular styles of graphic
fiction which took hold in the nineteen-seventies?
Perhaps. Still, generic characters in melodra-
matic poses strategically depersonalize subjects
to the benefit of thematic punch and decorative
finesse. The results exalt audacity and breathe
beauty. Howe seldom repeated himself. Each
work can feel one-off, fulfilling a special mission
to a fare-thee-well. If any quality is consistent,
it’s suddenness.—Peter Schjeldahl (National Mu-
seum of the American Indian; through Sept. 11.)

“Matisse: The Red Studio”

What remains to be said about a familiar icon
of modern art painted by Henri Matisse in
1911? Quite a lot, as this jewel box of a show at
MOMA proves. The exhibition surrounds “The
Red Studio,” a rendering of the French artist’s
atelier, with most of the eleven earlier works of
his (paintings, sculptures, a ceramic plate) that,
in freehand copy, pepper the canvas’s uniform
ground of potent Venetian red. The ensemble
immerses viewers in the marvels of an artistic

revolution that resonates to this day. Gorgeous?
Oh, yeah. Aesthetic bliss saturates—radically,
to a degree still apt to startle when you pause to
reflect on it—the means, ends, and very soul of a
style so far ahead of its time that its full influence
took decades to kick in. (It did so decisively in
paintings by Mark Rothko and other American
Abstract Expressionists in the years after the mu-
seum’s acquisition, in 1949, of “The Red Studio,”
which had, until then, languished in obscurity.)
The works that are visually quoted in the piece
cohabit with furniture and still-life elements.
Contours tend to be summarily indicated by
thin yellow lines. Part of a pale-blue window
obtrudes. But nothing disrupts the composition’s
essential harmony, the details striking the eye all
at once, with a concerted bang.—P.S. (Museum

of Modern Art; through Sept. 10.)

Cecilia Vicuiia
“Spin Spin Triangulene,” the title of this Chil-
ean eco-feminist artist’s current retrospective

at the Guggenheim, refers to a molecule whose
rotating electrons hold quantum-computing
potential for encoding information. For Vicuiia,
this concept of cosmic twisting echoes the mu-
seum’s iconic spiral ramp and, perhaps more
significantly, the ancient Andean quipu—a
method of recording data using knotted string,
outlawed by Spanish colonizers in the sixteenth
century—which has been an enduring form in
the artist’s work for more than four decades.
(Vicuiia, who was displaced from Chile by the
military coup of 1973, has been based in New
York since 1980.) In her new, site-specific piece
“Quipo del extermino / Extermination Quipo,”’
long strands of raw wool—tied, tangled, and
embedded with twigs and other small natural
artifacts—descend several levels of the mu-
seum in a melancholic paean to biodiversity.
In Vicuia’s work, the personal and the po-
litical always intertwine. The three-foot-tall
painting “Karl Marx,” from 1972, portrays
the philosopher looming in the foreground
as a stern saint while nude women cavort in

IN THE MUSEUMS

“I saw the book as a tabloid gone berserk,” William Klein wrote of “Life Is
Good and Good for You in New York,”a collection of his street photographs,
which became a sensation when it was published, in France, in 1956. (It was
too unconventional for any American publisher to touch.) Now it’s the cen-
terpiece of “William Klein: YES,” a knockout retrospective at the International
Center of Photography, on view through Sept. 12. Klein, now ninety-four and
living in Paris, went on to create other iconic city-focussed photo books, on
Rome (1959), Moscow (1964), and Tokyo (1964), each of which gets its own
gallery here. But the views of New York steal the show. Klein's best pictures
are cinematic character studies, with every face and every figure singular,
animated, and vividly present for his camera—a gaggle of kids with baseball
cards and bubble blowers, a sidewalk full of distracted businessmen, a dapper
young man sprinting through Harlem. The accumulated effect is terrific, if
relentless and a little overwhelming. A corridor devoted to his fashion work
provides something of a diversion. Klein had no use for the conventions
of fashion photography, but he had a fine time undermining and spoofing
them—teasing the artificiality of a pose or a setup, as seen in “Evelyn and Nina
and Isabella and Mirrors” (above), taken for Vogue in 1959, in which a clutch of

models appears on a rooftop in the company of their reflections.—Vince Aletti
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ON TELEVISION

The new Apple TV+ drama “Five Days at Memorial” is not easy viewing. The
miniseries—adapted from the journalist Sheri Fink’s best-selling nonfiction
book of the same name, which was an expansion of her Pulitzer-winning
article—is a painful, painstaking vivisection of five harrowing days at Memo-
rial Medical Center in New Orleans, following Hurricane Katrina, in 2005.
The hospital, situated at the bottom of the New Orleans basin, went into full
triage mode after the levees broke and it lost both electricity and outside aid
as the floodwaters rose. For days, hundreds of suffering patients waited for a
reprieve that never came, relying on dwindling fresh water and dying batteries.
As the conditions grew increasingly dire, doctors and administrators had
to make heartbreaking life-or-death decisions, some of which later tipped
into lawsuits and malpractice investigations, which the series also explores in
stinging detail. “Five Days,” created by John Ridley and Carlton Cuse, is not at
all fun to watch—but it is excellent. The ensemble—including Cherry Jones,
Vera Farmiga, Adepero Oduye, and Julie Ann Emery—is working at the
height of its powers. If you have the stomach to dig into a nightmarish tale of
systemic failure and murky medical ethics, you'll be rewarded with truly mas-
terly performances. You'll also be filled with sorrow and rage.—Rachel Syme

a turquoise-and-violet forest, a sumptuous
critique of the patriarchal sexism of the left.
Installed near the top of the museum’s rotunda
is a selection of the artist’s bannerlike “word
weapons,” an ongoing series conceived in the
seventies, which includes the gaily militant
“Pala abra (Word: Shovel to Open Reality),”
whose Mayan-inspired geometry broadcasts
the ever-present socialist and spiritual interests
of Vicufia’s fascinatingly varied, invaluable
art.—J.F. (Guggenheim Museum; through Sept. 5.)

THE THEATRE
The Nosebleed

Every death snips a line of communication.
The result, often—particularly when the rela-
tionship wasn't so good—is a bitter run of ques-
tions about language: What should I have said
back then? What would I say, given the chance,
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today? Aya Ogawa’s raw, hurting, artfully ironic,
ragefully brilliant play “The Nosebleed” —up at
Lincoln Center Theatre—attempts to answer
this question, in a séance-like theatrical spec-
tacle. The play re-creates Ogawa’s father, who
is dead, in a series of short, funny scenes, and
shouts the playwright’s final message across
the final gulf. There’s an interesting inversion
at work: Ogawa, who also directs, plays their
own father, as well as their own son (the victim
of the titular nosebleed), and leaves the role
of Aya to a humming, cohesive ensemble—
Drae Campbell, Ashil Lee, Saori Tsukada, and
Kaili Y. Turner. See it, especially if you've got
some daddy trouble to work through.—Vinson
Cunningham (Claire Tow; through Aug. 28.)

Oh God, a Show About Abortion

This frank and sprawling observational comedy
by the comic and writer Alison Leiby, presented
by Ilana Glazer, largely avoids the traps of cli-
ché. As Leiby recounts her experience of having

an abortion, in 2019, she resists the language
of Instagram activism or hashtag sloganeering,
just as she refrains from sensationalizing the
emotional fallout of an abortion. Plainspoken
and often nonchalant, she takes pains to pre-
sent the experience as what it was: a mundane
and routine medical procedure after which she
was able to have a typical Saturday afternoon,
“eating cheese and crackers and watching an
episode of ‘The Real Housewives.” ” Leiby
succeeds at making abortion itself funny, but
she’s best when she zigs and zags around the
topic, riffing on everything from America’s
woefully insufficient sex-ed curriculum to
the ridiculous array of contraceptive options
advertised to women. Now, in the context of
recent headlines, she also succeeds at making
audiences laugh at the humdrum realities of
abortion during a historical moment when the
subject feels red-hot and radioactive.—Carrie
Battan (Cherry Lane; through Aug. 26.)

Patience

Patience is another name for solitaire, as
Daniel (Justiin Davis), the reigning world
champion, tells a class of high schoolers. He
isn’t so much good at solitaire as made for
it: “I only feel like myself when I'm alone,”
he confesses to his boyfriend, Jordan (Jona-
than Burke, radiating charm). Nevertheless,
he’s determined to retire, quitting while he’s
ahead—but not before one last match, against
the eighteen-year-old prodigy Ella (Zainab
Barry). Her manic competitiveness, rivalling
his own, undams a reservoir of self-doubt that
neither his friend and P.R. coach Nikita (Ne-
muna Ceesay) nor his devoted, domineering
mother (a Mary E. Hodges you don’t want to
mess with) can stem. Johnny G. Lloyd’s en-
tertainingly cerebral play, directed by Zhailon
Levingston for Second Stage Uptown, itself
resembles a round of solitaire, with scenes
turning up surprises and reshuffling Daniel’s
relationships until, finally, he stops playing
games with himself.—Dan Stahl (McGinn/
Cazale Theatre; through Aug. 28.)

DANCE

Hubbard Street Dance Chicago

The Windy City’s premier contemporary-rep-
ertory troupe comes to Central Park for a free
show, courtesy of City Parks Foundation Sum-
merStage. The always sleek dancers, now under
the leadership of the former Alvin Ailey stand-
out Linda-Denise Fisher-Harrell, perform Ohad
Naharin’s “B/olero” as a slinky female duet,
along with feel-good new pieces by Amy Hall
Garner and Darrell Grand Moultrie.—Brian
Seibert (Rumsey Playfield; Aug. 28.)

Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival

In its final week, the Pillow hosts Miami City
Ballet (at the Ted Shawn Theatre, Aug. 24-28),
a troupe known for its musicality and warm
stage presence. A varied program includes one
of the company’s signature works, George Bal-
anchine’s “Serenade”—a movement poem set
to Tchaikovsky—plus Martha Graham’s joyous
“Diversion of Angels,” Jerome Robbins’s mys-
terious and serene “Antique Epigraphs,” and a
new work by the young Miami-born choreogra-
pher Margarita Armas. On the outdoor stage,

ILLUSTRATION BY IBRAHIM RAYINTAKATH
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Ladies of Hip-Hop (Aug. 24), an ensemble that
includes dancers of all ages, brings a work that
explores the experience of Black women in the
world of hip-hop, who are too often overshad-
owed by their male counterparts. Boston Dance
Theatre (Aug. 25) offers contemporary works
by Marco Goecke and the thoughtful Rosie
Herrera. In “Nearly Sighted/unearthing the
dark,” Kayla Hamilton (Aug. 26) delves into
how vision informs our perception of move-
ment. And YYDC (Aug. 27) brings two lyrical
works by Yin Yue, whose style is influenced
by both Western contemporary and Chinese
classical dance.—Marina Harss (Becket, Mass. ;
Aug. 24-28.)

Kinetic Light

This ensemble of disabled artists is on the rise,
and “Wired” —now receiving its New York City
premieére, as part of the Shed’s free “Open Call”
series—is its first aerial work. Accordingly, it
makes use of wires—and an entire system of
rigging—to help Alice Sheppard (the compa-
ny’s artistic director) and the performers Laurel
Lawson and Jerron Herman, who collaborated
on the choreography, dance in the air and fly,
the women in their wheelchairs. But wires of
the barbed kind are also involved—as barrier,
connection, sculpture, ornament—in a medi-
tation on the history and implications of that

material.—B.S. (The Shed; Aug. 25-27.)

MUSIC

Au Suisse: “Au Suisse”

eLEcTRONIC The New York dance producer Mor-
gan Geist’s recordings are marked by their
clean-lined detail, and by a fascination with
synthesizers of every vintage. His newest proj-
ect, Au Suisse, is a duo with his longtime col-
laborator Kelley Polar, a singer and songwriter
with a penchant for arrangements that are both
spare and lush. Au Suisse’s self-titled début
album takes a head-first dive into the sad-boy
side of early-eighties New Wave; Polar’s sighing
vocals float over gloriously artificial keyboards,
allowing Geist to flex another side of his synth
savvy. The strutting bass lines are the album’s
M.V.P.—Michaelangelo Matos (Available for
digital or physical purchase.)

Nora Brown

FoLk Taking a wrecking ball to regional and
demographic stereotypes, the teen banjo wun-
derkind Nora Brown specializes in old-time
music more redolent of Appalachia than of her
native Brooklyn. Yet there’s a long tradition of
rural sounds percolating within New York. Cul-
tivated through the homespun Jalopy Theatre
and School of Music, Brown is a charmed prod-
uct of artisanal Brooklyn: her album “Sidetrack
My Engine,” released last year, was recorded
in her parents’ cheese-fermentation cave. At
seventeen, the banjoist is already onto LP No.
3: “Long Time to Be Gone,” a disarming col-
lection of traditional laments and exquisite
banjo instrumentals which she recorded in
the palatial St. Ann’s Church. For her release
show, Brown returns to the scene of the album’s
creation. The musician would be wise to savor
the late-summer moment: after all, senior year
beckons.—Jay Ruttenberg (St. Ann & the Holy
Trinity; Aug. 26.)

Miho Hatori and Slauson Malone

EXPERIMENTAL POoP Miho Hatori and Jasper Mar-
salis have attuned their respective visions to
profound in-betweens, inhabiting the spaces
between genres as well as those between music
and art. The performers have each synthesized
hip-hop, jazz, experimental music, and pop into
their own thrillingly unplaceable mélange.
Beginning in the nineties, the Tokyo-born
Hatori was one half of Cibo Matto; last year,
she released a solo album, “Between Isekai and
Slice of Life.” Marsalis (son of Wynton) is a
visual artist and a former member of the music
collective Standing on the Corner. As Slauson
Malone, he creates soundscapes of beautifully
fractured incandescence which scan as avant-
garde rap but defy categorization; recently, he
performed accompanied by a cellist. The expan-
sive artists come together in PS1’s courtyard,

as part of the “Summer Fridays” series.—Jenn
Pelly (MOMA PS1; Aug. 26.)

Abdullah Ibrahim

Jazz The music of the remarkable pianist, com-
poser, and bandleader Abdullah Ibrahim has al-
ways had its feet planted in two different worlds.
As a burgeoning artist in his native Cape Town,

Ibrahim (then known as Dollar Brand) had the
spiky lyricism of Duke Ellington and Theloni-
ous Monk on his mind. When he relocated to
the U.S., in the mid-sixties, the rolling rhythms
of South African jazz continued to infuse his
art. Still an outlier in his eighty-seventh year,
Ibrahim sounds like no one else, whether he’s
embarking on a reflective solo excursion or coax-
ing heady sonorities from the various editions of
Ekaya, a horn-heavy ensemble that manages to
fuse Ibrahim’s bracing cross-cultural influences
into a harmonious whole.—Steve Futterman (Blue
Note; Aug. 24-28.)

Time:Spans Festival

cLassicaL Running from mid- to late August,
Time:Spans fills the sleepy interregnum be-
tween the big summer festivals and the splashy
fall season with adventuresome twenty-first-cen-
tury music. Several leading new-music ensem-
bles round out the final days of the two-week
schedule. Yarn/Wire plays Enno Poppe and
Wolfgang Heiniger’s “Tonband,” in which pia-
nists on MIDI keyboards manipulate the sounds
coming out of a percussion section in real time
(Aug. 24). There are world premiéres: the JACK
Quartet plays Eric Wubbels’s “phrén” (Aug.
25), and the Bozzini Quartet unveils Maxime

SUMMER POP

In 2017, the Scottish d.j. Calvin Harris released “Funk Wav Bounces Vol. 1”
as a personal escape from E.D.M. purgatory, finding success as a boogie
revivalist and an aggregator of rap-adjacent pop music. The album’s
primary appeal was its placidity, with songs that mixed the mismatched
members of an all-star cast into a buzzy poolside cocktail. Even the name
implied minimal effort. Summer encourages such mindless fun, but “Funk
Wav Bounces Vol. 2" is so leisurely that it’s nearly inert. The matchups,
and the glamour they presume, are supposed to be part of the attraction—
Harris pairs the nu-disco diva Dua Lipa with the peacocking rapper Young
Thug, and the pastel pop star Charlie Puth with the radiant dancehall
upstart Shenseea. But the songs dont make much of their oddball billings,
and they rarely seem to amount to anything more than pasted-together
stems in an audio workstation. Not even Snoop Dogg’s effortless cool can

keep this yacht party from running aground.—Sheldon Pearce
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Corbeil-Perron’s “Dream Logic,” composed
for string quartet, video, and live electronics
(Aug. 26). The Talea Ensemble concludes the
festival with Rebecca Saunders’s “Skin,” a piece
for soprano that stutters and slides in and out of
existence (Aug. 27).—OQussama Zahr (DiMenna
Center for Classical Music; through Aug. 27.)

MOVIES

Foolish Wives

In his third film, from 1922, the director Erich
von Stroheim caustically applies his camera to
the casinos of Monte Carlo and the luxury hotels
and squalid backstreets of Monaco. Burning
away the illusion of civilized behavior, he re-
veals the full force of their high-toned denizens’
greed, cravenness, violence, lust, and downright
villainy. Stroheim stars as Count Wladislaw
Sergius Karamzin, a dubious Russian aristocrat
in exile and a suave but penniless seducer, who,
in the high season, rents a palatial home and—

targeting an American Ambassador’s wife (Miss
DuPont)—plans to pay for it with hush money.
Stroheim marshals a cast of disturbingly plau-
sible grotesques who display a wide spectrum
of human failings, but the prime source of his
teeming realism is visual: with colossal (and
colossally expensive) sets and an army of extras,
he bangs out angles that slice up the action like
a Cubist swordsman, and puts them together
with a pre-Eisensteinian cunning. With its mad
grandeur, seething bitterness, and vengeful
unmasking, Stroheim’s enterprise reflects his
own vertiginous arc of experience, from fin-de-
siecle Vienna and Ellis Island to the fleshpots of
boomtown Hollywood. Silent.—Richard Brody
(Screening Aug. 24 at MOMA and streaming on
Kanopy, Kino Now, and other services.)

Funny Pages

The writer and director Owen Kline’s first fea-
ture is a coming-of-age story and a comedy of
ideas. It’s set in the milieu and the intellec-
tual realm of comic books, a field in which the
eighteen-year-old Robert Bleichner (Daniel

ON THE BIG SCREEN
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Film Forum’s centenary celebration of the director Alain Resnais culminates
in a weeklong run (Aug. 26-Sept. 1) of a new restoration of “La Guerre Est
Finie” (“The War Is Over”), from 1966, one of his most overtly confron-
tational yet self-questioning films. Resnais launched his career with such
complex considerations of politics and memory as “Hiroshima Mon Amour”
and “Muriel,” yet “La Guerre Est Finie,” his fourth feature—a straightfor-
wardly suspenseful thriller—is no less original or audacious. It’s centered on
a long-standing Spanish opponent of the Franco dictatorship, Diego Mora
(Yves Montand), who is smuggled into France and makes his way to Paris,
where he’s awaited by a secret cell of exiled Spanish resisters, by French sympa-
thizers to their cause, and by a longtime lover (Ingrid Thulin). The tense plot
involves the high-risk practicalities of clandestine resistance—the elaborate
fictions that sustain false identities, the meticulous planning of subversive ac-
tion, cat-and-mouse games with the police, intramural left-wing conflicts, and
the dangers posed by romance. The drama’s prime motive—staying faithful to
the legacy of the Spanish Civil War, whether as history, experience, or myth—

is inseparable from the movie’s intellectual explorations.—Richard Brody
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Zolghadri) is a precociously accomplished and
fiercely ambitious artist and writer, dispensing
acerbic opinions while working in the all-male
nerd hothouse of a comic store. Growing up in
bourgeois comfort in Princeton, New Jersey, he
decides to jump-start his career by dropping out
of high school and moving to a grim basement
in Trenton to work on his art. Robert meets the
deeply troubled Wallace (Matthew Maher),
a former minor somebody in the comic-book
world, and pesters him for lessons—which throw
Robert even deeper into chaos and confusion.
Kline sets up sharp lines of conflict between
inspiration and craft, offering a clear perspective
on the crisis of discipleship (including that of a
dubiously overeager high-school teacher, played
by Stephen Adly Guirgis). In making some-
thing of an anti-“Whiplash,” the filmmaker falls
into his own paradox—he creates a smoothly
professional, familiarly quirky, aesthetically
conventional movie about the quest for freedom
and originality.—R.B. (In theatrical release and
on video on demand.)

I Am Not a Witch

In the Zambian writer and director Rungano
Nyoni’s first feature, from 2017, a quiet eight-
year-old girl (Maggie Mulubwa) is accused by
her fellow-villagers of being a witch and sent
to an encampment of witches, all of whom are
adult women who are kept tethered by straps,
to prevent them from fleeing. Their compound
serves as a tourist attraction; during oft-hours,
they’re forced to do farmwork. The girl, whom
the women name Shula (“uprooted,” in Nyanja),
plays her role to the hilt: she’s employed as a
diviner who, taking the place of judge and jury,
identifies criminals on sight, and is summoned
to end a drought, with tragic consequences.
Nyoni depicts a wide range of misogynistic
abuses of power, as when Mr. Banda (Henry
B. J. Phiri), Shula’s “state guardian” with the
Ministry of Tourism and Traditional Beliefs,
protects her as “government property.” Nyoni’s
frank, confrontational style is both derisive
and empathetic; she extracts powerful symbolic
images from the oppressive environment. In
English and Nyanja.—R.B. (Streaming on Tubi,
Kanopy, and other services.)

Terminator: Dark Fate

The latest chapter of the “Terminator” saga,
directed by Tim Miller, is by no means the least.
For one thing, it sees the return of Linda Ham-
ilton as Sarah Connor, the heroine of the first
two films. She is older, wiser, tougher than ever,
and still on the trail of any cyborgs who travel
back from the future. The new model is Rev-9
(Gabriel Luna)—indestructibly malleable and,
for some reason, bent upon killing Dani (Nata-
lia Reyes), a young Mexican woman. The good
news is that Dani is shielded by Grace (Mack-
enzie Davis), an augmented human soldier who,
likewise, has travelled through time for the
occasion. Also on hand is a solid fellow named
Carl (Arnold Schwarzenegger). Among his
other skills, he makes curtains for a living. The
movie drags, and much of the plot is a retread,
but the final third, loaded with shock and awe,
is worth the wait. Released in 2019.—Anthony
Lane (Reviewed in our issue of 11/11/19.) (Stream-
ing on Prime Video, Apple TV, and other services.)

For more reviews, visit
newyorker.com/goings-on-about-town
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TABLES FOR TWO

Wenwen

1025 Manhattan Ave., Brooklyn

Youd be forgiven for assuming that a
dish called BDSM Chicken, at Wen-
wen, a new laiwanese restaurant in
Greenpoint, is a marketing ploy—in not
only its name (which stands for “brined,
deboned, soy milk”) but also its avail-
ability, or lack thereof. One order is a
whole bird, deep-fried, and just five are
offered each day, beginning at 5 P.M.,
when the restaurant opens. People start
lining up at 4:30; by 5:05, they’re gone.

But this scenario of scarcity was
not intentional on the part of the chef
Eric Sze and his business partner Andy
Chuang, who own Wenwen as well as the
restaurant 886, in the East Village. “T've
been working on deboning chicken since
2019,” Sze told me the other day. One
challenge of cooking a chicken whole is
that the breasts finish faster than the legs,
which are denser, with a higher bone-
to-flesh ratio. He knew that spatch-
cocking the bird helped—but wouldn't
removing the bones insure that it would
cook even more uniformly, and faster?

Experiments commenced at 886, using
what are known as “yellow fat chickens,”

sourced from Flushing Live Poultry,
which are fed a diet high in beta-carotene.
The result (whose recipe just happened to
lend itself to the acronym) was a resound-
ing success, and “a spectacle,” Sze said,
an obvious centerpiece of any Wenwen
meal. But frying a whole chicken (twice,
per the final formula) requires a whole
fryer. Wenwen was set up with only two
fryers, and the kitchen wouldn't be able
to produce the rest of the menu with just
one. Five chickens at 5 P.M. it was.

Thanks to the soy-milk-based bat-
ter, which is whipped with sweet-potato
starch and tofu for extra lift and crunch,
the BDSM’s exterior is exceptionally
craggy and crisp. Finished with “Tai-
wan dust” (white pepper, MSG, sugar,
and salt) plus smoked paprika, turmeric,
and curry powder, it cracks open to re-
veal luscious meat punctuated by pockets
of the promised yellow fat. If you can’t
swing a 4:30 P.M. arrival, there’s a loop-
hole: brunch, when the thigh is served on
a roll, accompanied by nori-flecked fries.

But the sandwich is far from the only
consolation prize. As opposed to 886’s
party vibe, Wenwen’s guiding principle
is comfort, inspired by the food that Sze
grew up eating in Taipei, and by the way
he eats at home. The restaurant is named
for his mother, Wenchi, and his wife,
Wenhui; both Wens make a version of
Sze’s shell-on, head-on Huadiao Shrimp,
which are glossed in a tantalizing sauce
of ginger, scallion, garlic, and ketchup
and served with sliced scallion mantou,
or steamed bun, for sopping.

A pork-collar paigu, or cutlet, is al-

most hidden on the menu, as an add-on
to an unflashy bowl of fried rice called
Lily Flemming (an Anglicized play on
the Mandarin for “every grain distinct”).
Marinated in five spice, rice wine, and
sugar, the collar is battered in a mix of
coarse and fine sweet-potato starch, which
makes it as craggy as the chicken. For a
dose of greens, there are pea shoots that
have collapsed into silk in a wok, strewn
with pleasingly spongy tofu skin, or water
spinach that’s been stir-fried with shrimp
paste and tiny, pungent dried shrimp, both
dishes punctuated with generous handfuls
of roughly chopped garlic.

Sze, who has an almost academic
knowledge of Taiwan’s culinary his-
tory—and a deep desire to explore and
preserve it—shared a few theories for
why Taiwanese food skews sweet: the
influence of Shanghainese arrivals in
the nineteen-fifties, after the Chinese
Civil War; the use of sugar, once a lim-
ited commodity, as a way to broadcast
wealth. It might come as a surprise, then,
that Wenwen'’s single (spectacular) des-
sert—inspired by treats at what Sze de-
scribed as an “ice-cream-burrito stall”in
Yilan, in northern Taiwan—leans savory.
Piping-hot tangyuan, traditional Chi-
nese glutinous-rice balls, are deep-fried
and filled with black-sesame paste, then
nestled with scoops of vanilla ice cream,
drizzled in condensed milk, and showered
in chopped cilantro, candied peanuts, and
dehydrated-peanut-butter powder—"a
loose interpretation of a very Taiwanese
pairing,” Sze said. (Dishes §8-$52.)

—Hannah Goldfield
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COMMENT
A PILE OF CANDY

O ne morning in 1957, Truman Capote
arrived at the Miyako Hotel, in

Kyoto, to interview Marlon Brando. The
press-shy star was in Japan shooting
“Sayonara” for Warner Bros. The film’s
director, Joshua Logan, had got wind of
Capote’s plans and, upon seeing the
diminutive, piccolo-voiced writer at the
front desk, picked him up like a disobe-
dient poodle and plunked him outside.
Capote returned later with a bottle of
vodka and found Brando in his hotel
room, surrounded by dirty socks and
hangers-on and books about Buddhism.
Left alone with Capote, Brando inhaled
apple pie and cigarettes and talked—
about his “inability to love,” about how
he was doing “Sayonara” for the money,
about his alcoholic mother—and Capote
listened. He left at two in the morning.

The result, “The Duke in His Do-
main,” ran in 7he New Yorker that No-
vember, at some fourteen thousand words,
giving the public the kind of soul-piercing,
myth-puncturing portrait of a celebrity
uncommon in an era when the studio
system kept its stars on an unreachable
pedestal. Brando, Capote concluded, was
not so much a deity as “a young man sit-
ting on a pile of candy,” by which he meant
the trappings of fame. Brando had begged
Capote not to publish the piece, plead-
ing that his innards would be “festooned
with harlequin streamers for public mus-
ing.” When the story came out, the star
raged to his director, “T'll kill him!”

“It’s too late,” Logan replied. “You
should have killed him before you in-

vited him to dinner.”

As the decade’s preéminent Method
actor, Brando was redefining what a movie
star was: not a suave personality with a
mid-Atlantic accent but a mumbling,
implosive mess of a human being, as vul-
nerable as an open wound. But Capote,
taking inspiration from Lillian Ross’s as-
tonishing New Yorker pieces on Ernest
Hemingway and John Huston, was also
breaking new ground, giving a celebrity
portrait the depth and the detail of fic-
tion. (Regrettably, that detail included
Capote’s cringey descriptions of Japan
and its “gigeling” girls.) Discussing the
Brando assignment with 7%e New Yorker’s
editor, William Shawn, Capote had ar-
gued that certain genres of journalism
could be elevated to high art. “Let’s take
the very lowest form of journalism that
could possibly be: an interview with a
movie star,” he said. “I mean, what could
be lower than that?”

This week’s issue plumbs the maga-
zine’s archives to show how the lowest
form of journalism can reach the heights

of nonfiction prose. This selection of Pro-
files, essays, Talk of the Town pieces, and
even fiction offers extreme closeups of
cultural titans, spanning seven decades.
Together, they tell a story of how the very
concept of celebrity has evolved, from the
dawn of Hollywood to the democratiz-
ing advent of Instagram. (We're all ce-
lebrities now, with the right filter.) They
also trace the idiosyncratic spirit of the
magazine’s celebrity coverage, driven less
by the winds of popular taste than by the
enthusiasms of writers. The oldest piece
in this issue, by A. J. Liebling, is an en-
counter with the chanteuse Edith Piaf
in 1947. The newest, by Lauren Michele
Jackson, is a 2020 deconstruction of Kim
Kardashian's pandemic-flouting birthday
bash and the resulting discourse about
“privilege.”It’s often said that figures like
Kardashian are “famous for being famous,”
but stars have always held an allure that
transcends craft. Consider the silent-film
ingénue Louise Brooks, who helped in-
vent the freewheeling flapper image of
the Jazz Age. Kenneth Tynan’s Profile,
from 1979, captures her ineffable magic,
as Tynan watches her old movies in a rev-
erie, before introducing us to Brooks at
seventy-one, arthritic and reclusive but
still mesmerizing.

Celebrity is, among other things, a
way of marking time. Who were we when
Bob Dylan was a rising folksinger in
1964, the year that Nat Hentoff profiled
him? Or when Missy Elliott burst onto
the hip-hop scene in 1997, the year that
Hilton Als captured her brash, stage-
struck ascent? These pieces of writing
are time capsules but also destinations

of the mind, beckoning us to return.
—Michael Schulman
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NOVEMBER 15, 1947
LUGUBRIOUS MAMA

ne of our men, who used to admire
Edith Piaf, the tiny French singer,
in Paris in 1939, was afraid that she might
have brightened up her repertory for her
engagement at the Playhouse here, on
the theory that Americans demand op-
timism. He was so concerned that he
went over to the Hotel Ambassador to
see her before he took a chance on going
to the show to hear her—said he wanted
to remember her in all her pristine gloom,
and not be disillusioned. In Paris, he said,
she used to stand up straight and plain
in front of a night-club audience—no
makeup, a drab dress—and delight it
with a long series of songs ending in a
drowning, an arrest, an assassination, or
death on a pallet. At the finish of each,
the listeners would gulp a couple of quick
drinks before the next began. “She was
a doleful little soulful,” our man remarked
sentimentally. He made an engagement
with her for one oclock, and when he
called on the hotel phone at that hour,
she thanked him in French for being so
punctual. “T forgot to set the alarm clock,”
she explained, “and if you hadn’t come,
I'd have gone on sleeping.” Our man
went up to the chanteuse’s living room
to wait while she dressed, and while wait-
ing there saw some pencilled notes lying
on a coffee table beside a book titled
“L’Anglais sans Peine,” open to a chap-
ter called “Pronunciation of the English
Th,” which began, “Some people who
lisp pronounce without wishing to do so
the two sounds of the th as in English
perfectly.” The notes were in English and
were obviously for introductory speeches
for songs that Mlle. Piaf was going to
sing in French. Knowing that she had
never appeared before an English-speak-
ing audience, prior to her current en-
gagement, he concluded that she had
been memorizing the speeches with
“L'Anglais sans Peine” as a reference.
“A woman is waiting for a suitor who
promised to return to her when he be-
comes a captain,” the first note read. “In
the corner a phonograph is playing a
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popular record it is cold as long as there
is life there is hope. She waits for 20 years
but he does not come back and the re-
cord keeps on playing until it is worn
out.” The second said, “Perrine—and now
the sad story of Perrine, a pretty girl who
worked for a priest, but had a secret lover.
One night the priest surprises them to-
gether and Perrine hides her lover in a
large box, but alas forgets about him and
leaves him to the mercies of the rats.
When he is found a candlestick is made
from his leg and a basin for the church
from his head, and so ends the sad story
of a young man who liked girls too well.”
Heartened by what he had read, our man
greeted Mlle. Piaf, when she appeared,
like an old friend upon whom he could
depend. She wore gold mules with plat-
form soles about six inches thick, which
increased her height to approximately
five feet. Her mop of rusty-red hair, a
stage trademark, was imprisoned under
a tight turban. She looked sleeker oft-
stage than on, our man said. Mlle. Piaf
was born in Belleville, a quarter of Paris
not generally considered chic,and made
her first public appearance at seven, in a
circus in which her father was an acro-
bat. She made her adult début in 1935,
and was a hit almost from the start. When
our man asked her—disingenuously, it
would seem—whether she had any more
of those wonderful sad songs she used
to sing, she said, “No, I don't feel the old
songs any more. I have evolved. I was
never really a pessimist. I believe that
there is always a little corner of blue sky,
nevertheless, somewhere. In those old
songs, there arrived invariably, at the end,
a catastrophe. But now I have one called
‘Mariage, which is quite difterent. It be-
gins in the cell of a woman who has a/-
ready murdered her husband. She reviews
her life, she hears the wedding bells, she
sees herself in the arms of this man whom
she has killed, an innocent young bride.
It’s very beautiful.” As for herself, Mlle.
Piaf said, she has never married and never
killed anybody. “For me, love always goes
badly,” she said. “It is perhaps because I
have a mania of choosing. I don't wait to
be chosen. That places me in a position
of inferiority. And I always choose badly.
So the relationships turn out badly. Some-
times only two or three days. But I'm al-
ways optimistic.” She is studying English
hard, with the assistance of an associate
professor at Columbia and of the night

clubs of the city. She thinks Ray Bolger
is formidable and had been to see him
three times up to the day our man called.

Reassured, our man went to hear Mlle.
Piaf a couple of nights later, and turned
up at the office the next morning radi-
ant. “The best number she did,” he said,
“was where an accordionist goes off to
the war and gets killed. His sweetheart
listens to the music of another accordion
and goes nuts. Then there is one about
a woman tourist who has one big night
with a sailor in a port where the ship
stops, and the sailor goes off on another
ship and gets drowned. For an encore,
she sang that old honey about the woman
who falls in love with a Foreign Legion
soldier—she hasn't even had time to learn
his name—and he gets killed and they
bury him under the warm sand. I haven't
had such a good time in years.”

—A. J. Liebling

JANUARY 8, 1972
EVERYWHERE'S SOMEWHERE

John Lennon Yoko Ono
New York City are your people.
John Lennon Yoko Ono
New York City is your friend.
—David Peel and the Lower East Side.

ome good local news, for a change:

John Lennon and his wife and co-
worker, Yoko Ono, have become, for most
practical purposes, New Yorkers. They
have been living here more or less con-
tinuously for the past six months; they
have rented a studio in the West Village
to live in and a loft in SoHo to work in;
they have been observed doing New York-
ish things, such as riding their bicycles
in the Park, going to the movies in the
middle of the night, and picking up the
Sunday papers in Sheridan Square. So
tar, they have not been heard to complain
that the city is unlivable. When that hap-
pens, we’ll know that they’re here to stay.

On a recent Saturday, we went down
to the West Village to see for ourself how
they are getting along in their new home.
A long-haired retainer opened the door
and steered us toward a curtain in the
rear. We ducked through it, into what is
surely one of the pleasantest rooms in
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town. It is a studio in the old, romantic
way—high-ceilinged, with serrated sky-
lights, trees outside the windows, and a
cast-iron circular stairway, painted muddy
green, leading to the roof. The walls are
beige, trimmed in the same muddy green.
There was a relaxed dishevelment—piles
of clothing, electronic equipment, a gui-
tar, magazines in English and Japanese.
The only uncluttered horizontal surface
was a bed, big and solid, which jutted
into the room like the stage in a theatre-
in-the-round. A television set, picture on,
sound off, perched at the foot—a prompt-
er’s box. John Lennon, wearing jeans and
a blue tank top, sat cross-legged on the
bed. He was a trifle smaller than we had
expected, his skin was ruddier, his hair
was fairer, but his face was as familiar as
an old friend’s. Yoko, dressed in green,
lounged beside him. We pulled up a chair.

“Why did you choose New York to
live in?” we asked.

“We love it, and it’s the center of our
world,” John said.

“It’s the first international city, race-
wise, if you think about it,” Yoko said.
“It has more Jews than Tel Aviv.”

“And more Irish than Dublin,” John
said.

“And blacks, and Chinese, and Jap-
anese, and they’re all living pretty well
together,” Yoko said. “Right now there’s
fantastic pessimism, both in the art world
and in the general society. Even the most
intelligent people in New York are say-
ing, ‘Oh, nothing is happening in New
York. It’s boring. Let’s all go to the West
Coast.”That was the general tenor when
we got here. We'’re sort of trying to
change the wind to a more positive wind.”

“I think all of us went through a big
depression in the last year and a half, all
over the world,” John said. “We think
there’s something in the air that’s going
to pick us all up again. You know, New
York is a fantastic place. Yoko is a New
Yorker. She spent fifteen years here be-
fore she met me, and she used to go on
about New York to me all the time, but
I had never really seen it. I was over-
whelmed by America in the early days
when the Beatles were here, because we
were all brought up on Americana. Brit-
ain is the fifty-ninth state, or whatever,
and America was the mother country of
the whole culture. There’s an unbelievably
creative atmosphere on this little island
of Manhattan. Like they say, there just
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isn’t anything you can't get in New York.”

“It’s a very rich island,” Yoko said
solemnly.

“It has everything you could possibly
want, night and day. That’s what I can't
stand about England and Europe: it closes
down, unless you go to Hamburg or Am-
sterdam for the night-club scene, which
I don't enjoy. But New York never sleeps.”

“If you had all the money in the world
and you were in Spain or somewhere,
what could you do with it?” said Yoko.
“Here there’s no end to it.”

“In a way, it’s better to be poor in
New York than rich in Spain or En-
gland,” John said.

“Exactly, exactly,” Yoko said. “I was
an artist cum waitress cum lecturer in
New York, and a superintendent also.”

“She was the superintendent of the
building Jerry Rubin’s living in now,”
John said. “Jerry took us to see it, and it
turned out to be a place where Yoko was
superintendent ten years ago.”

“I was fired,” Yoko said, and she
laughed. “One night, I was having a con-
cert at Carnegie Recital Hall,and I for-
got to turn the incinerator on. All the
garbage was stuck, and two days later I
burned it, and the smoke was every-
where, and the Fire Department came,
and I was fired. I was a waitress and a
cook in a macrobiotic restaurant—the
Paradox. The critics would come to in-
terview me about my concerts.”

“She'd serve 'em macro and then sit
down with 'em and talk about her art,”
John said.

“I thought I was a very rich person
then, because this city has that quality,
that even a waitress can feel rich about
it,”Yoko said. “There’s no set thing about

your fate here. Your fate is what you cre-
ate in this city.”

We said that the talk of riches re-
minded us of a recent song of John’s,
“Imagine,”which asks the listener,among
other things, to “imagine no possessions.”

“I wish ‘Imagine’ would come true,”
John said. “T've been listening to it myself,
because I get an objective view after, and
I was imagining. I began to think: I don't
want that big house we built for ourselves
in England. I don't want the bother of
owning all these big houses and big cars,
even though our company, Apple, pays
for it all. All structures and buildings and
everything I own will be dissolved and
got rid of. I'll cash in my chips, and any-
thing that’s left I'll make the best use of.
Yoko is a three-tatami woman, and she’s
been working on me to get rid of this
possessions complex, which is something
that happens to people who were poor
like myself—not starving but poor.”

We asked Yoko about her three tat-
ami, and she said, “One tatami is the
length and width of a person lying down.
A friend of mine in Tokyo says that in
today’s society, with its overpopulation,
the natural space that a person can ac-
quire without fighting or making unnat-
ural efforts is three tatami—one for him-
self to lie down in, a second for his
companion, and a third for them both to
breathe in. There is a kind of poverty
where you have an excess of things, and
all your energy is directed toward getting
and keeping them. John was poor, and it
was natural for him to strive for wealth,
but I come from a background of exces-
siveness. It was very natural for me to live
in New York in a bohemian way, because
I was trying to get away from that.”

John was still preoccupied with his
possessions. “It’s clogging my mind just
to think about what amount of gear I
have in England. All my books and pos-
sessions. Walls full of books I've col-
lected all my life. I have a list this thick
of the things I have in Ascot, and I'm
going to tick off the things I really want,
really need. The rest goes to libraries or
prisons—the whole damn lot. I might
keep my rock-and-roll collection, but
even zhat I'm thinking about.”

“Everything you've got in here looks
like something you use,” we said.

“Yes, it’s very casual,” Yoko said. “If we
lost everything in here, we might be an-
noyed, but not to the point where it would
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A Brilliant Beginning,

Levenger celebrates the anniversary of the ad that

launched its 35 luminous years

It started, literally, as a bright idea: provide high-quality lighting for readers
and writers. |t would become an instantly recognized lifestyle brand. But
in the beginning, Levenger Design Company’s prospects for success were
dim-until founders Steve and Lori Leveen placed an ad in The New Yorker.

“Serious Lighting for Serious Readers,” read the one-inch ad that ran on
October 12,1987. Orders for the company’s new halogen light soon came
pouring in and the future was bright.

Thirty-five years later, the Levenger Seri(]llﬁ L[gl]t_[ﬂg
brand has grown to include an array

tools, from fine writing implements
to furnishings and accessories that
creative

inspire expression  and

maximize productivity.

And every October 12, which also
happens to be Steve's birthday, the Leveens toast The New Yorker and
its readers.

This year, Levenger raises its glass in an extra-special way, by returning to
where it all began.

Levenger.com | 800.544.0880
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Levenger Design Company i
480-C Concord Avenue
Belmont, MA 02178 (617) 484-0014

Seeing the Light
In 1987, all the Leveens wanted was a comfortable place to read in their home.

“There we were in our new living room, in the house we’d stretched for,
and there wasn’t enough light so both Steve and | could read,” Lori recalls.
“We started joking around, fighting for the seat next to Grandma’s old
dinosaur floor lamp. Then it dawned on us.”

The new halogen technology was revolutionizing the lighting industry, and
the Leveens knew they could be part of it. So they cashed in their retirement
funds, sold their car, and went to work in their garage.
The New Yorker helped them reach an educated, upscale
audience of dedicated readers, whose needs for practical
yet beautifully made tools had rarely been met.

Today, Levenger is a celebration of reading and writing
that begins with the evocative descriptions in its catalog
and Steve Leveen’s blog, The Well-Read Life™. Levenger
offers affordable luxury to enhance daily life with
thoughtful aesthetics and ergonomics. To an ordinary
bamboo notepad stand, Levenger adds a pen holder. Laptop desks include
elastic suspenders to keep everything in place. Products are fashioned from
warm woods, soft leather, and other high-quality materials meant to last.

It’s intelligent design at its best; the brilliance is in the anticipation of
the customer’s needs. As the Leveens say,

“We aren’t changing the world; our customers are.”

And yes, they still sell lighting.



affect our health. I like the idea of every-
thing being transient, so that all that is
with me is somebody I love and myself.”

We asked the Lennons how they
liked their new neighborhood, and Yoko
said, “It’s so good! It’s like a quaint lit-
tle town.”

“Yes, it’s like a little Welsh village,
with Jones the Fish and Jones the Milk,
and everybody seems to know every-
body,” John said.

“People don't grab us when we walk
in the Village,” Yoko said. “They sort of
smile from a distance, which is nice.”

“We stand out more in Britain than
in America as a mixed-marriage couple,”
John said. “Although there is race hatred
in America, you see more different-colored
people in America than in Britain.”

“Even the white people are different
colors here,” we said.

“Yes, there are all shades, all differ-
ent kinds of descent,” he said. “In En-
gland, everybody south of Calais is a
‘wog,’ and that includes the French and
the Italians.”

“John has a New York temperament
in his work,” Yoko said. “Liverpool is
very much like New York, for an En-
glish city.”

“Liverpool is the port where the Irish
got on the boat to come over here, and
the same for the Jews and the blacks,”
John said. “The slaves were brought to
Liverpool and then shipped out to Amer-
ica. On the river front in Liverpool you
can still see the rings in the side where
they were chained up. We got the rec-
ords—the blues and the rock—right off
the boats, and that’s why we were ad-
vanced musically. In Liverpool, when
you stood on the edge of the water you
knew the next place was America.”

The sun was setting, and the televi-
sion set glowed more brightly. On the
screen, a gigantic lizard was crunching
Times Square underfoot. “Do you /ike
watching television without the sound?”
we asked.

“T'V to me is like what the fireplace
used to be,” John said. “You always get
these Surreal things happening. I used
to watch the fire as a child, but since
they took the fire away from us, I've de-
cided that TV is it. It’s like the win-
dow—only this picture continually
changes. You'll see China and the moon,
all in ten minutes. You'll see real, Sur-
real, strange, psychedelic—everything.”
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We got up to go, and said goodbye
to Yoko. John walked us to the door,
peered out cautiously, and came out on
the stoop with us for a moment. “Ev-
erywhere’s somewhere, and everywhere’s
the same, really, and wherever you are
is where it’s at,” he said. “But it’s more
so in New York. It does have sugar on

it, and I've got a sweet tooth.”
—Hendrik Hertzberg

JANUARY 12, 1976
TIME WITH PRYOR

wo things we know about Richard
Pryor for sure: he is the funniest
man in America,and, after Muhammad
Ali, he is the baddest person anywhere.
“Bad” here does not mean rotten or no
good. It means being so extraordinarily
good at doing something that for some-
one to call you the greatest, or anything
like that, does not quite measure up to
describing how incredible you are. Only
the word “bad”will do. For instance, not
long ago we saw Pryor performing at
the Felt Forum, in Madison Square Gar-
den, and he said things that are usually
considered uncomplimentary about
blacks, whites, and women, and the au-
dience, which was made up of blacks,
whites, and women, laughed and laughed.
He was in town the other day, and
around dinnertime we stopped by his
suite at the Regency Hotel for a chat
with him. Before we had a chance to
say hello, he stuck a finger out and
showed us a ring he was wearing and
said, “Look at this ring. It’s nice. Ain't
pimpy at all.” We looked. It was a slim,
plain gold band decorated with three
delicately set diamonds. Then we looked
at him. We had never before seen him
close up, and noticed that he is quite
handsome. He is tall, slim (he was di-
eting, he said), with a boyish face that
is especially nice when he smiles. He
was wearing tapered gray trousers, a
mottled black-and-white sweater, and
brown mules. In his room with him were
awoman he introduced as his girl friend;
his manager; his valet; and his jeweller.
We spent three hours with him, and
during that time this is what happened:

he bought a gold necklace with a heart-
shaped, diamond-studded pendant for
the woman he had introduced as his girl
friend; he bought a gold ring for his
manager and a gold ring for his valet;
he wrote a check for sixteen hundred
dollars to his jeweller; he ordered a din-
ner of sweet-and-sour fish from Greener
Pastures, a health-food restaurant not
tar from the hotel; he picked up his spin-
ach with his bare hands and said with a
British accent, “I like my spinach squeeze-
dried, don’t you?”; when the telephone
rang, he spoke into his mules; during
dinner, he watched “The CBS Evening
News with Walter Cronkite” and mim-
icked Walter Cronkite many times; after
dinner, he disappeared for a while with
a copy of U. 8. News (& World Report.
When he was not mimicking Walter
Cronkite, these are some of the things
he said: “I am now a vegetarian. I was
standing at the corner of Forty-second
Street, and this man came up to me and
said, ‘Rise, and go forth and be a vege-
tarian.”One thing I can say—I was lucky
he didn’t pick my pocket. Vegetables are
funny. They have a great sense of humor.
You drop their seeds in the ground and
they rub around in the dirt and then
they grow up and you can eat them. Pol-
iticians are always doing things to Ne-
groes. One will be standing on his head,
another on his ass, and another on his
foot. Politician to Negro: ‘L.ook, buddy,
this is what I can do for you.” Negro to
politician: ‘Man, will you take your foot
off my mother?” I'm trying to figure out
things to sell to the Chinese. They don't
dig Joe DiMaggio. How about an album
of Mao’s greatest hits? I was born under
the sign of funny. I haven't met the other




people born under that sign yet, but I
think a couple of them became scien-
tists. You know how I get to be funny?
I go to sleep for about a year. I wake up
with cobwebs all over my face. I roll
them up in a large ball with milk and
sugar, eat it quickly, and then I start
laughing. People say, What’s so funny?
I tell them. They start laughing. Then I
have lunch. Some of the things I say are
true, some are not, but it all happened.”

—Jamaica Kincaid

MAY 8, 2000
WHERES THE OPRAH IN O?

« nly a hermit could be unaware of
Oprah Winfrey’s new magazine,
and he'd have to be beyond range of tele-
vision, newspapers, radio, records, and
rioting fans,” someone said a couple of
weeks ago, except it was actually thirty-
six years ago and he was talking about
John, Paul, George, and Ringo and the
quote was on the back cover of “Meet
the Beatles!” Still. Oprah Winfrey, Queen
of All Media, put her latest unsinkable
vessel in the water recently, and, in at
least one magazine store on the Upper
West Side, it caused a brief flareup of
Oprahmania. Late in the afternoon a
couple of days after the launch, just
around the time that “The Oprah Win-
frey Show” was starting, three female
subjects of the Queen went into the shop
and, within the space of two minutes,
snapped up the three remaining copies
of the magazine, called O, which were
stacked near copies of F, the magazine
for people who have flunked out of school,
X, the bible of treasure-map collectors,
and I, one of the dozen or so magazines
competing for the market niche of up-
scale self-important blowhards.
Winfrey’s mark is all over the maga-
zine, starting with the cover: under the
title, which comes from its founder’s nick-
name, are the words “The Oprah Mag-
azine,” and posed in a wicker chair is
Oprah herself, looking like a million bucks
(which is 1/150 of what she earned in
1999). The cover looks much like that of
another personality-driven magazine,
Martha Stewart Living, and the maga-

zines contain complementary articles this
month: in O we are told about the vir-
tues of an all-white decorating scheme,
and in M.S.L. we find out how to restore
the original whiteness to our walls, mar-
ble floors, and rubber spatulas. Both mag-
azines, as it happens, have calendars for
the month of May, but the differences in
the two magazines’ Weltanschauung can
be more or less summed up by the en-
tries for May 12th: one of them tells you
what shes going to be doing (“Wash green-
house windows”), and the other tells you
what you should be doing (“Ask yourself
what you're really afraid of in life: Ridi-
cule? Rejection? Loneliness? Instability?”).

Many people find Winfrey’s show in-
spirational, but her magazine is con-
structed more along perspirational lines.
There’s work involved, and you’ll need
tape, refrigerator magnets, and several
notebooks. You are supposed to keep a
journal recording each courageous act
you perform, “no matter how small,”and
to “make it a point to add one new item
every day.” You are supposed to make a
list of your health goals, and then fill in
and tear out the supplied “contract.” There
is a step-by-step planning guide for mak-
ing your dreams come true. You are sup-
posed to write out the words “Don't take
anything personally”—one of the “four
agreements’ concocted by the shamanic
teacher Don Miguel Ruiz—and put them
on your fridge. (Things you might take
personally but shouldn't are, to use Ruiz’s
examples, someone’s saying to you, “Hey,
you are stupid” and “Hey, you look fat.”
I couldn’t agree more; if you allow such
words to bother you, you are a big fat
idiot.) There are questions you are sup-
posed to ask yourself or people in your
reading group, such as “How many of
your statements could others interpret
as criticism?” Next to that page are five
bookmarks you can tear out and equip
with tassels. On page 131, there are four
of Winfrey’s favorite sayings printed on
thick paper. “You can slide these pullout
cards into pretty frames, slip them into
your handbag or paste them into a jour-
nal. Or you can follow Oprah’s lead and
tape the cards to your mirror.” Then by
all means get out the blender and treat
yourself to “Oprah’s favorite smoothie.”

Winfrey may be all over her maga-
zine, but Oprah herself, the charismatic
mover of mountains, is strangely absent
from its pages. In person—on TV, that

is—she is an awesome figure with the
very real power to change lives, and she
talks to and listens to people with a re-
spect and interest that many of them have
never experienced. In print, the force is
not with her: it’s the difference between
an audience with the Queen and a pro-
motional brochure about the Queen’s
life style. O is basically just another one-
dimensional women’s magazine, and it
has a self-nullifying, numbing quality;
it can have a piece about a half-Korean
woman who as a child watched her uncle
and brother kill her mother for refus-
ing to sell her into slavery right next to
a piece about “five fabulous things to do
with fresh strawberries.” (May I sug-
gest a sixth fabulous thing? Try just eat-
ing them.) The literal binding together
of the inane and the serious doesn’t add
up to something that’s worthy of Win-
frey, and, unlike her TV show, which is
new every day, you're stuck with it for a
whole month.

Another important quality missing
from O is Winfrey’s humor; on TV, she
manages to project earnestness and be
funny at the same time. A recent guest
was Sarah Ban Breathnach, who wrote
a book that Winfrey is high on: “Sim-
ple Abundance,”which teaches you how
to feel and express gratitude. (One of the
ways you do this is by keeping a “jour-
nal of gratitude.” The practice of writ-
ing things down in order to find, heal,
nurture, and empower the real you has
become so important to the self-help
way of life that a new word had to be
invented for it: a woman interviewed in
one of the stories in O says, “It took ten
years of journaling for me to even figure
out what I wanted.”) Breathnach’s book
has been very successful, and she told
Winfrey that the book works for people
“because I'm Everywoman.” Oprah, look-
ing shocked and upset at this usurpation
of her identity, said, “I thought I was Ev-
erywoman.” Whether she is or she isn't,
she can at least laugh at herself (and ex-
pertly disarm would-be Oprahphobes
by doing so). I find Winfrey admirable
and compelling, but I won't be subscrib-
ing to what she calls her “personal growth
guide.”I feel kind of bad about that, but
on May 16th I should start to feel bet-
ter. That’s the day when, according to O%
calendar, I'm scheduled to “practice say-
ing no without feeling guilty.”

—Nancy Franklin
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THE NEW NEGRO

Is the hip-hop performer Missy Elliott transforming today’s music?

BY HILTON ALS

he New Negro is an inventive

amalgamation of past and future
trends that are indigenous to black
American style. Generally, the New
Negro—who is “new” every decade or
so—is female, a woman who consid-
ers her marginal status a form of free-
dom and a challenge: she takes the
little she has been given and trans-
forms it into something complex, out-
rageous, and, ultimately, fashionable.
She is outrageous because no one cares
what she does—until, that is, she be-
gins to make money. Missy (Mis-
demeanor) Elliott, the twenty-five-
year-old hip-hop performer who is
energetically redefining the boundar-

ies of rap music, is a singer, a song-
writer, an arranger, a producer, and a
talent scout. Six months ago, few peo-
ple outside the music industry had
heard of her; six months from now, it
will be necessary to pretend that you've
known about Missy Elliott for years.
She is the biggest and blackest female
rap star that Middle America has ever
seen. She is the latest incarnation of

the New Negro.

first met Missy Elliott last June, in
the waiting room at WPGC-FM,
a D.C. soul station. She was there to
promote the release of her début solo

album, “Supa Dupa Fly,”and, in char-

As a rap star, Elliott is the bomb. As a music-video producer, she’s set a new style.
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acteristic Missy Elliott fashion, she
had dressed for the occasion—in a
red-and-yellow baseball jersey, bright-
yellow vinyl overalls, a bright-yellow
vinyl jacket, and brown Timberland
boots. Her hair was styled in crisp fin-
ger waves close to her head, like tiny
black ribbons, and her fingernails, two
inches long, were varnished white. But
there was no publicist or receptionist
to greet her. On the wall above the re-
ception desk were a number of shabby,
poster-size black-and-white photo-
graphs of the station’s disk jockeys,
their hair and teeth celebrity-bright,
which did nothing to dispel the for-
lorn atmosphere. She looked around
and reduced the dim room and the
station’s lack of amenities to a weary
expletive: “Damn.”

Missy had arrived with three peo-
ple in tow: her cousin Malik, who is as
tall and lanky as Missy is short and
round; Rene McLean, a rap promoter
from the Elektra Entertainment Group;
and Keisha, a pretty young black woman
who is a third of the girl group Total.
As is often the case in Missy’s profes-
sional circle, exactly who was promot-
ing whom wasn't initially clear.

WPGC was Missy’s final guest ap-
pearance that day; earlier, she had
publicized her album at three record
stores and another radio station in the
Washington area, and she had been
greeted in all those places with con-
siderable fanfare. (“Yo, it was dope,”
Keisha said, chewing gum as she
smiled her most seductive girl-group
smile.) In an effort to generate a lit-
tle of that excitement at WPGC,
Missy dispatched Rene to find Tig-
ger, the host of the program she was
supposed to appear on. Then she an-
nounced that Keisha would be inter-
viewed on Tigger’s show, too: less air-
time for “Supa Dupa Fly,” maybe,
but more exposure for another Missy
project: she had co-produced and co-
written a number of tracks on Total’s
yet-to-be-released album.

Malik returned with Tigger, and
in short order Missy, sitting opposite
Keisha in the control booth, was in-
troducing her to WPGC’s listening
audience. She then took calls from
her fans—whom she addressed as
Baby, Boo, or Go-Go Head—while
autographing her way through a stack
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of eight-by-ten black-and-white gloss-
ies. Even four months ago—before
she appeared on David Letterman,
before the M'TV Video Music Awards,
before her record went gold—Missy’s
unorthodox blend of personal confi-
dence, professional generosity, and en-
trepreneurial spirit were in ample ev-
idence. After signing off, Mlissy talked
about the lyrics she'd written for her
song “The Rain,” which was already
on its way to becoming a hit: “One
minute I'm talking about weed, the
next minute I'm talking about a man—
like that. Closer to life and closer to
how my mind works.” She walked into
a WPGC conference room and sat
down, her oversized yellow overalls
ballooning up around her. “I don’t
want to be oh-so-brag-about-it, but
“The Rain’is hot,” she said with a shy
laugh, her almond-shaped eyes clos-
ing up tight. Then she made the com-
ment that would become her mantra
in the coming weeks: “We give our
music a futuristic feel. I don’t make
music or videos for 1997—I do it for
the year 2000.”

n the nineteen-sixties, when Diana

Ross was with the Supremes, she
was a superb New Negro. When she
sang, she did so much more than just
sing: she shrugged her shoulders,
bugged her eyes, and bopped her big
head on her skinny neck. When she
sang “Where Did Our Love Go?” she
looked as though she were having a
very controlled, elegant freak-out.
Then, in the seventies, the Pointer Sis-
ters clunked around in Andrews Sis-
ters wedgies and Ruby Keeler shorts,
while waving little American flags and
singing riffs from “Swanee” with a
great deal of energy and irony. In the
eighties, the disco diva Grace Jones
not only intoned that she could feel
like a woman while “looking like a
man” but also, in her extended video
“One Man Show,” resurrected Die-
trich’s “Blonde Venus” ape suit, with
its racist overtones. In 1997, Missy El-
liott is the New Negro of hip-hop.

“‘ N Jomen in rap, it’s the same as
it ever was—they come and
go,” Sharee, a New York d.j., told me.

“Back in the day, in the nineteen-eight-
ies, they were cute and sexy. Now

they’re cute and sexy and mad about
something. They don’t last, because
they work one gimmick—their sex ap-
peal—and that doesn't last long. Think
Marilyn Monroe talking in rhyme,
and you have a pretty good idea of the
way most female rappers go.” But
Missy Elliott has not only avoided the
prevailing stereotypes of the music-
video industry; she has spent the last
few months bringing the industry
around to her style of dance, costume,
and song. “She slowed down rap—she
took chances,” Jac Benson, a senior
producer at M'TV, says. “She opened
the door for other sounds.” As for
Missy’s lyrics, they are about her in-
ternal world—not the material world
of money, jewels, and men—and in
her video she has managed to cata-
pult herself beyond the clichéd horny-
boy images of girls in Jacuzzis chuga-
lugging champagne. Instead, she has
capitalized on the hip aesthetic that
Sly Stone founded in the late nineteen-
sixties, when he developed a persona
that managed to retain a hard-edged
black sound without making white lis-
teners feel hopelessly unhip. Missy
told me that she wants her work to
show “where black folks are from, and
where we're going.”

In the video “The Rain,” her hair,
which fits her like a cap, is reminis-
cent of the marcelled coiffure that
Duke Ellington sported in the forties
and fifties. In some shots, she wears
an inflated black patent-leather suit
and black sunglasses attached to a
rhinestone headpiece—a look that the
Whitney Museum curator Thelma
Golden has described as “cyber mammy.”
In another sequence, she moves to-
ward the camera wearing a lime-green
outfit and oversized yellow-framed
glasses, jerking her arms up and down
and proclaiming, “I'm supa dupa fly!”
Missy’s little dance looks like an ac-
celerated version of Walter Brennan’s
“dead bee” hop-and-skip walk in “To
Have and Have Not.” In another shot,
her lips and eyes are “morphed,” or
enlarged. Features once made gro-
tesque by racist caricaturists are cele-
brated by this New Negro: exaggera-
tions of physiognomy are an aspect
of her style.

In another “Rain” clip, Missy is
chanting—her warm, rich voice lay-

ered against the song’s background
track, the soul classic “I Can’t Stand
the Rain”—*“I feel the wind/ Five,
six, seven, eight, nine, ten/ Nine,
ten/Begin /I sit on hills like Lauryn
until the rain starts comin’ down,
pourin’.” Sitting on a near-psyche-
delic grassy knoll and running her
fingers through a straight-haired wig
she’s wearing, she’s a caricature of the
Little Bo-Peep white girl. “We wanted
to make fun of the ways record com-
panies try to make black women look
white,” Missy has said. “Fake hair,
fake music.”

Missy conceived of “The Rain”
video together with the black music-
video director Hype Williams, who
has also directed the rap stars Busta
Rhymes and the late Tupac Shakur.
Both Missy and Williams were aware
that for many viewers the video would
provide a way into her music. “Vid-
eos are the most valuable tool for sell-
ing songs,” says Gina Harrell, who
heads Elektra’s video-production de-
partment. “Until they saw the video,
radio programmers didn’t understand
“The Rain.” She taught people how
to move to the track. And Hype was
able to pull out the core of Missy—
the performance artist.” It was only
after radio programmers and the gen-
eral public saw Missy dancing that
her position as a New Negro icon was
established. After all, the idea that
“it’s a ten because you can dance to
it”didn't go out with “American Band-
stand.”“The Rain”has inspired a score
of imitations since its release—some
of them directed by Hype Williams
himself. “I wanted the video to look
avant-garde, so white people could
get into it, too,” Missy told me. “And
it I lose cool points with other rap-
pers cause I don’t want my sound and
look to be about one thing, then I lose
cool points.”

elissa Elliott was born in Ports-

mouth, Virginia, in 1971, two
years before “I Can’t Stand the Rain”
was first recorded and released. As an
only child, Missy, as she was called by
her family, amused herself by lining
up her dolls—“Baby Alive, G.I. Joe,
whatever”—and singing to them. Her
parents’ marriage was an unhappy one,
and when Missy was fourteen they
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separated. She and her mother have
lived together in Portsmouth ever since.

A solitary and industrious teen-
ager, she helped form a singing group
with three other neighborhood girls.
The group’s first name was Fay Z;
then it became Sista. “Missy always
wanted to be up there,” her mother,
who works as a dispatcher at an elec-
tric company, recalls. “As a little girl,
she would ask me to bring home
stamps, for all these letters she was
writing. The letters would be returned,
and I'd see that she'd written to Diana
Ross, and whatnot.”

Sista began performing at local tal-
ent shows and local colleges, and in
1992 attracted the attention of Devante,
a member of the popular singing group
Jodeci, by waylaying him at a concert.
When Devante signed Sista (“We had
long-ass weaves, we was a mess,” Missy
recalls), Missy was twenty. She and
another neighborhood friend, Tim
Mosley, who went by the name of Tim-
baland, had written many of the songs
that the group performed. Sista even-
tually dissolved, but Timbaland and
Missy are still partners.

Their songwriting process has been
the same for years: first, they create
the basic tracks (often incorporating
samples from soul classics like “Pass
the Dutchie”). “Then I'll sit down,”
Missy says. “He may go to the mov-
ies, the mall, or something. And I sing
the whole song, background and all.”
The work grows out of a variety of
musical genres—reggae, rap, R. & B.
ballads—but its basis and primary in-
fluence is soul music, ranging from
Rick James’s “Super Freak”to black-ex-
ploitation-movie soundtracks like Cur-
tis Mayfield’s “Superfly.” By 1995, Missy
and Timbaland were writing songs for
the hottest acts in R. & B., from Aa-
liyah to Ginuwine, and were on their
way to becoming a latter-day Ashford
and Simpson.

« hen people say the music busi-

ness, they mean the producer
business,” Jac Benson told me. “Pro-
ducers, not artists, are the ones who
really get to control an artist’s over-
all sound and message.” And Missy
recognized that very early. Unlike most
performers, who first struggle to suc-
ceed as solo artists before they turn to
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producing, Missy did the reverse. Her
experience with Devante turned out
to be a bad one—Sista had made a rec-
ord and then waited for years, in vain,
for it to be released—and she was de-
termined not to repeat it. “I didn’t want
to just be an artist and let someone
else have all that control over me,” she
said. “I knew I would have to produce.”
In fact, Missy’s potential as a solo
artist and video presence didn’t be-
come evident until last year, when her
now signature “hee haw” rap for Gina
Thompson’s remix of “The Things
You Do” was showcased in the video.
“Gina’s song was the ice-cream sun-
dae,” the hip-hop impresario Fab Five
Freddy told me. “Missy’s rap was the
cherry on top.” In contrast to the funky
bubblegum ballads she’d written for
groups like SWV and 702, Missy’s raps
were sharp and strong: the woman was
always saying what she wanted, and
when and where she wanted it. And
Missy’s visual impact proved to be as
captivating as it was unexpected. “She’s
a full-figured black woman,” Freddy
continued, “and, let’s face it—a lot of
black women look like her. She has
Southern sophistication, a country el-
egance.” But there was also an iconic
quality to Missy on video from the
beginning; Freddy described her as
“the twenty-first-century incarnation
of Aunt Jemima; it feels like she’s put-
ting the whole house in order.”
After the Thompson video came
out, rap fans began asking for the “hee-
hee haw-haw” girl. Missy says that

she was approached by companies
from Arista Records to Motown, but
that they wanted to sign her only as
an artist, and she refused. Merlin Bobb
and Sylvia Rhone, two senior execu-
tives at Elektra, agreed to give her
more. “We wanted to set her up in a
small situation where she could de-
velop her songwriting and producing
abilities,” Bobb explains, “whereas

other companies wanted to sign her
as an artist and make some fast money.”
He adds, “Missy was shocked when
she understood that we were inter-
ested in her business sense.” In the
summer of 1996, Elektra agreed to
subsidize a small label called Gold
Mind Records, which Missy now over-
sees. Bobb says that when Missy first
joined Elektra she was writing songs
for other artists, but that she soon
grew confident enough to begin writ-
ing songs for herself. In the spring of
1997, she and Timbaland recorded the
music and Missy’s vocals for “Supa

Dupa Fly” in a week.

n July 22nd, the video of “The

Rain” was nominated for three
MTV Video Music Awards: Best Rap
Video, Best Direction in a Video, and
Breakthrough Video. The next day,
“Supa Dupa Fly” went gold—No. 3
on Billboard’s pop chart, and No. 1
on its R. & B. chart—thereby rein-
torcing Elektra’s belief in Missy as a
strong, marketable artist. By mid-
August, articles had appeared in the
Times, the Washington Post, and the
business section of the Los Angeles
Times. By August 20th, Missy had
begun working on a new video of her
second single, “Sock It 2 Me,” with
Hype Williams.

When I saw Missy at the filming
of the video, in a cavernous hangar in
Long Island City, she was wearing red
superhero boots, white tights, and
red Pac-Man arms, and she had a big
red “M” emblazoned on her chest:
the inspiration for this video, which
also featured Da Brat and Lil’ Kim,
was Japanese superhero animation.
This time, Missy was not only the
video’s main attraction but also its co-
producer. “Sock It 2 Me” had a nine-
hundred-thousand-dollar budget, half
of which Missy was personally respon-
sible for—a budget that she hoped
would make the video harder to rip
off visually. (“If people gonna copy me
this time, they gonna have to come
out of their pockets,” Missy says.) She
is unlike many performers in that her
wit and her sense of character go hand
in hand with her marketing savvy: her
rap on SWV’s “Tonight” begins, “Me
and Timbaland/We got the hits from
here to overseas for SWV.”



Throughout the day, Missy would
look at the playbacks—alone, and then
with whoever else wanted to watch.
(At one point, the stylist for the shoot,
June Ambrose, walked by. Glancing
at Missy’s image on the flickering
screen, she remarked, “She has lost
her mind, and that’s a good thing.”)
Missy consulted with Timbaland sev-
eral times about her performance. She
was not concerned with how she
looked; rather, she wanted to know
whether “Sock It 2 Me” was a suit-
able follow-up to what she had done
before; she wondered out loud if peo-
ple could “really understand where
this Missy thing is going.”

Sylvia Rhone, for one, sees the
“Sock It 2 Me” video going in the di-
rection of television: “No one’s really
used that Japanimation kind of thing,
and I want to take this video and try
to sell the concept of these charac-
ters—which are played by Missy, Lil’
Kim, and Brat—and do a real special
cartoon. Black folks haven’'t moved
into that genre.”

Rhone was particularly pleased
about the coverage that Missy received
in the L.A. Times. “1 want white
America, which is scared of hip-hop
artists, to see that some of us are real
businesspeople, who command major
dollars and a major consumer base,
and have more vision than just doing
a rap record.” Rhone thinks that Mis-
sy’s easygoing manner can be mislead-
ing. “If you ran into Missy, you would
say, “T'his is a ghetto girl with ghetto
curls,”” she told me. “Underneath the
‘hee-hee haw-haw,’ she’s one of the
sharpest businesswomen I've ever
come up against.”

And, if Missy wants greater lon-
gevity than is usually accorded a rap
star, writing and producing under her
own label, Gold Mind, may provide
it. “I feel like, O.K., if I can make it
as a singer, then let me try rapping,”
Missy told me. “If I can make it as a
rapper, then let me try writing. All
right? If I make it as a rap singer and
writer, then why not try to produce?
I don't feel limited in any way. There’s
that saying ‘God gave you talent, and
if you don’t use it He'll take it away
from you.” And I always said, ‘T don’t
want God to come down and take my
talents away.” So, by using all these

“This sure beats cauples caunse[ling. 7

talents and being successful in all of
them, I've always got something to

fall back on.”

O n September 3rd, the night of
the rehearsal for the MTV Video
Music Awards, Missy Elliott arrived
at Radio City Music Hall to perform
her rap on Lil’ Kim’s single “Not To-
night,” along with the radio person-
ality Angie Martinez; Left Eye, from
TLC; and Da Brat. As usual, she was
dressed to thrill, and, as usual, she
looked like no one else there. In an
industry where, as Missy says, “you
either gotta be light-skinned or have
long hair” to satisty a teen-age boy’s
video idea of a proper “vide-ho,” Missy
Elliott has managed to be something
else altogether. Before her “Supa Dupa
Fly” success, she had the feeling that
people “might not like me hopping
around,” she recalls. “You wouldn’t see
me in one of those model magazines
unless it was, like, Healthy Woman.
But I'm cool.”

Lil’ Kim’s number was to have an
Egyptian theme: Lil’ Kim, Left Eye,
and Angie would be dressed in Ne-
fertiti-like costumes; Da Brat would
be dressed as a Roman gladiator. They
all assembled on the stage and, silhou-
etted against a big-screen projection
of a pyramid, began working out var-
ious moves with the choreographer.
Unlike the other participants, Missy
would be entering the act from the
audience, dressed as herself—as though
her fellow-entertainers were her
bitches. While the women gyrated and
gestured onstage, Missy sat with her
cousin Malik, drinking a large bottle
of soda pop and looking apprehensive.
This would be her first live television
performance. It was a far cry from
singing in hair extensions and Jor-
dache jeans at the local high school
in Portsmouth. Billy B., Missy’s
makeup person, had been eavesdrop-
ping when her mother beeped her a
tew days earlier: “I could hear Missy
say, ‘Now, Ma, please don’t come to
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the awards. I'll be too nervous to per-
form—it’s the white people’s awards,
Ma. Very important.””

But when it came time for Missy to
walk the length of the aisle doing her
little Walter Brennan dance, her ner-
vousness seemed to vanish. A number
of MTV staft members, publicists, and
managers representing other artists
moved to seats at the front of the stage
in order to have a clear view. Hop-skip-
ping down the aisle toward her sister
rappers, Missy carried a mike in one
hand and made flapping gestures with
her other, saying, “Yo, yo, Kim, you not
gonna get me on this song just sing-
ing hooks. What I look like—Patti La-
Belle or something?” Then Lil’ Kim
giggled her peroxide giggle as Missy
engulfed her in a tight embrace.

Each time they ran through Lil’
Kim’s number, Missy performed her
part of the song difterently. Sometimes
she added an extra “yo,” or she made
a little “tiki tiki” sound between the
“yo’s, like an urban voodoo priest bent
over a cauldron. One time when she
said, “Oh, what a night,” at the song’s
conclusion, she conveyed a certain flir-
tatiousness; another time she conveyed
boredom. Unlike the majority of rap-
pers, who try to approximate in their
live performances the exact sounds and
movements they’ve used in their vid-
eos for easy audience identification,
Missy approaches rapping the way jazz
musicians approach jazz—as an im-
provisational musical form. It was only
after the rehearsal was over—when the
others had wandered off and she stood
alone on that vast and unfamiliar stage,
blowing kisses and mouthing “Thank
you’s to a nonexistent audience—that
one remembered how astonishing it
was that such a newcomer had per-
formed there in the first place.

week later, on September 10th,

Missy was in a dressing room
on the sixth floor of the Ed Sullivan
Theatre, at Broadway and Fifty-third
Street, getting ready to perform “The
Rain” on the “Late Show with David
Letterman.” Missy had never been on
a late-night show before, and, while
the invitation was a welcome indica-
tion of her recent crossover success,
she did not have a clear idea of who,
precisely, Letterman was. “I never catch
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the show,” she said. “What does he do
up there?”

That afternoon, during Missy’s
pre-taping rehearsal, Letterman’s tech-
nical staft had been plagued by a sim-
ilar question: What, exactly, were Missy
and her entourage planning to do up
there? She was singing with a seven-
piece band, but there were also two
dancers, two more rappers, and two
backup singers in attendance. In ad-
dition, Ann Peebles, the woman who
first made “I Can’t Stand the Rain” fa-
mous, was making a guest appearance
with Missy. “They didn’t know where
to put the camera,” Missy’s manager,
Louise C. West, recalled later.

Fifteen minutes before Missy was
to appear in front of a live studio au-
dience, Anne Kristoff, her publicist,
and Billy B. were waiting outside the
performer’s dressing room. There was
consternation over the fact that Missy
hadn’t announced a final plan for her
performance, and Billy B. was upset
with his client for not giving him the
time he needed to make her up. (“I
was promised an hour to do her face,”
he complained, to no one in particu-
lar. “Missy’s face is my face. I want to
be proud of it.”)

Then Sylvia Rhone stepped off the
elevator with Merlin Bobb, and Rhone
asked how Missy was and what time
she was going on. “Now, replied a young
woman who was passing by in the nar-
row hall. Right behind her was Missy
herself, wearing outsized red leather
trousers, a large white T-shirt, and
a gold pendant depicting an Afrod
woman in silhouette. A sleeveless red
leather basketball jersey had the word
“Supa” written on the front and a big
purple leather fly stitched on the back.
She was trailed by Malik, two dancers
in purple trousers and tops, and the
singers Magoo and Timbaland. Every-
one else stepped into line behind them,
followed Missy into the elevator, and
disappeared, like circus performers
pouring into a tiny joke car.

Downstairs, the non-performing
members of Missy’s entourage sat in
the greenroom watching as Letterman
introduced the number while holding
Missy’s CD upside down. The cam-
era closed in on the face of Ann Pee-
bles singing, “Missy, you can’t stand
the rain,” while Missy performed her

distinctive shimmy and belted out the
lyrics “Beep, beep, who got the keys to
the jeep, vroom!” Rhone was watching
the monitor in the greenroom, and her
eyes filled with tears. “She’s got it, she’s
got it!” she chanted.

At the end of the song, David Let-
terman kissed Missy’s hand. Suddenly,
the woman who only moments before
had been skating from one side of the
stage to the other and making cat’s eyes
at the audience became modest and
subdued. “You Missy people come
back!” Letterman called after her as she
and her fellow-performers left the stage.
Minutes later, Missy was climbing into
a black stretch limousine—with Magoo,
Malik, and Louise in tow—that had
been waiting outside the theatre.
Clutching her cell phone, she called
her mother: “Yo, Ma, watch me tonight
on David Letterman. What channel is
it on, y’all? Yeah, Ma, Channel 4.”

In the coming months, Missy will
be a presenter at the 1997 M'TV Eu-
rope Music Awards. She will tour En-
gland, France, Holland, and Germany
to promote “Supa Dupa Fly.” But she
will also be launching Nicole Ray, a
young singer from her home town, on
Gold Mind, and producing four songs
on the Total album. At twenty-five,
after less than two years as a producer
with Elektra, she’s already sounding
like an old hand (“I like young peo-
ple—not to say that I block old peo-
ple out. It’s just that you can develop
young people”). It also may be time,
Missy thinks, to break into the mov-
ies. “I don’t want big scenes at first,”
she explained to me recently. “I want
to work my way up. Sometimes, when
you get a heavy role, you can't deliver,
and people are so jealous, they'd be
like, ‘Yo, Missy can’t act.” But if it’s
something small people will say, ‘Yo,
Missy is tight.””

After the Letterman taping, as the
limousine moved through the blue
twilight, the driver asked Missy how
the show had gone. When he heard
that Letterman had kissed her hand,
he observed that that was a sign of
great respect—or props, as he called
it. “That means Letterman’s a Euro-
pean,” he explained. “Those Europe-
ans, they can give it up to a Negro;
Missy, one day soon they gonna give
you all your props.” ¢
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INSTAGRAM FACE

How social media and plastic surgery created a single, cyborgian look.

BY JIA TOLENTINO

his past summer, I booked a plane

ticket to Los Angeles with the hope
of investigating what seems likely to be
one of the oddest legacies of our rap-
idly expiring decade: the gradual emer-
gence, among professionally beautiful
women, of a single, cyborgian face. It’s
a young face, of course, with poreless
skin and plump, high cheekbones. It
has catlike eyes and long, cartoonish
lashes; it has a small, neat nose and full,
lush lips. It looks at you coyly but blankly,
as if its owner has taken half a Klono-
pin and is considering asking you for a
private-jet ride to Coachella. The face
is distinctly white but ambiguously eth-
nic—it suggests a National Geographic

A (@)

composite illustrating what Americans
will look like in 2050, if every Ameri-
can of the future were to be a direct
descendant of Kim Kardashian West,
Bella Hadid, Emily Ratajkowski, and
Kendall Jenner (who looks exactly like
Emily Ratajkowski). “It’s like a sexy . . .
baby ... tiger,” Cara Craig, a high-end
New York colorist, observed to me re-
cently. The celebrity makeup artist Colby
Smith told me, “It’s Instagram Face,
duh. It’s like an unrealistic sculpture.
Volume on volume. A face that looks
like it’s made out of clay.”

Instagram, which launched as the
decade was just beginning, in October,
2010, has its own aesthetic language: the

Online metrics push us toward a generic sameness: some things just perform well.

ILLUSTRATION BY SOL COTTI

ideal image is always the one that in-
stantly pops on a phone screen. The
aesthetic is also marked by a familiar
human aspiration, previously best doc-
umented in wedding photography, to-
ward a generic sameness. Accounts such
as Insta Repeat illustrate the platform’s
monotony by posting grids of indistin-
guishable photos posted by difterent us-
ers—a person in a yellow raincoat stand-
ing at the base of a waterfall, or a hand
holding up a bright fall leat. Some things
just perform well.

The human body is an unusual sort
of Instagram subject: it can be adjusted,
with the right kind of effort, to perform
better and better over time. Art direc-
tors at magazines have long edited pho-
tos of celebrities to better match unre-
alistic beauty standards; now you can
do that to pictures of yourself with just
a few taps on your phone. Snapchat,
which launched in 2011 and was orig-
inally known as a purveyor of disap-
pearing messages, has maintained its
user base in large part by providing
photo filters, some of which allow you
to become intimately familiar with what
your face would look like if it were ten
per cent more conventionally attrac-
tive—if it were thinner, or had smoother
skin, larger eyes, fuller lips. Instagram
has added an array of flattering selfie
filters to its Stories feature. FaceTune,
which was released in 2013 and prom-
ises to help you “wow your friends with
every selfie,” enables even more preci-
sion. A number of Instagram accounts
are dedicated to identifying the tweaks
that celebrities make to their features
with photo-editing apps. Celeb Face,
which has more than a million follow-
ers, posts photos from the accounts of
celebrities, adding arrows to spotlight
signs of careless FaceTuning. Follow
Celeb Face for a month, and this con-
stant perfecting process begins to seem
both mundane and pathological. You
get the feeling that these women, or
their assistants, alter photos out of a
simple defensive reflex, as if FaceTun-
ing your jawline were the Instagram
equivalent of checking your eyeliner in
the bathroom of the bar.

“I think ninety-five per cent of the
most-followed people on Instagram use
FaceTune, easily,” Smith told me. “And
I would say that ninety-five per cent of
these people have also had some sort of
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cosmetic procedure. You can see things
getting trendy—like, everyone’s getting
brow lifts via Botox now. Kylie Jenner
didn’t used to have that sort of space
around her eyelids, but now she does.”

Twenty years ago, plastic surgery was
a fairly dramatic intervention: expen-
sive, invasive, permanent, and, often,
risky. But, in 2002, the Food and Drug
Administration approved Botox for use
in preventing wrinkles; a few years later,
it approved hyaluronic-acid fillers, such
as Juvéderm and Restylane, which at
first filled in fine lines and wrinkles and
now can be used to restructure jawlines,
noses, and cheeks. These procedures
last for six months to a year and aren’t
nearly as expensive as surgery. (The av-
erage price per syringe of filler is six
hundred and eighty-three dollars.) You
can go get Botox and then head right
back to the office.

A class of celebrity plastic surgeons
has emerged on Instagram, posting time-
lapse videos of injection procedures and
before-and-after photos, which receive
hundreds of thousands of views and
likes. According to the American So-
ciety of Plastic Surgeons, Americans
received more than seven million neu-
rotoxin injections in 2018, and more
than two and a half million filler injec-
tions. That year, Americans spent $16.5
billion on cosmetic surgery; ninety-two
per cent of these procedures were per-
formed on women. Thanks to inject-
ables, cosmetic procedures are no lon-
ger just for people who want huge
changes, or who are deep in battle with
the aging process—they’re for millen-
nials, or even, in rarefied cases, mem-
bers of Gen Z. Kylie Jenner, who was
born in 1997, spoke on her reality-T'V
show “Life of Kylie” about wanting to
get lip fillers after a boy commented on
her small lips when she was fifteen.

Ideals of female beauty that can only
be met through painful processes of
physical manipulation have always been
with us, from tiny feet in imperial China
to wasp waists in nineteenth-century
Europe. But contemporary systems of
continual visual self-broadcasting—re-
ality TV, social media—have created
new disciplines of continual visual
self-improvement. Social media has
supercharged the propensity to regard
one’s personal identity as a potential
source of profit—and, especially for
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MAY 10, 2004
HATTIE MCDANIEL ARRIVES AT THE COCONUT GROVE

late, in aqua and ermine, gardenias

scaling her left sleeve in a spasm of scent,

her gloves white, her smile chastened, purse giddy

with stars and rhinestones clipped to her brilliantined hair,
on her free arm that fine Negro

Mr. Wonderful Smith.

It’s the day that isn’t, February 29th,
at the end of the shortest month of the year—
and the shittiest, too, everywhere

except Hollywood, California,

where the maid can wear mink and still be a maid,
bobbing her bandaged head and cursing
the white folks under her breath as she smiles

and shoos their silly daughters

in from the night dew ... What can she be
thinking of, striding into the ballroom
where no black face has ever showed itself

except above a serving tray?

Hi-Hat Hattie, Mama Mac, Her Haughtiness,
the “little lady” from Showboat whose name

Bing forgot, Beulah & Bertha & Malena

& Carrie & Violet & Cynthia & Fidelia,

one half of the Dark Barrymores—

dear Mammy we can't help but hug you crawl into

your generous lap tease you

young women, to regard one’s body
this way, too. In October, Instagram
announced that it would be removing
“all effects associated with plastic sur-
gery” from its filter arsenal, but this ap-
pears to mean all effects exp/icitly as-
sociated with plastic surgery, such as
the ones called “Plastica’ and “Fix Me.”
Filters that give you Instagram Face
will remain. For those born with as-
sets—natural assets, capital assets, or
both—it can seem sensible, even au-
tomatic, to think of your body the way
that a McKinsey consultant would think
about a corporation: identify under-
performing sectors and remake them,
discard whatever doesn't increase prot-
its and reorient the business toward
whatever does.

Smith first started noticing the en-
croachment of Instagram Face about
tive years ago, “when the lip fillers
started,” he said. “I'd do someone’s
makeup and notice that there were no
wrinkles in the lips at all. Every lipstick

would go on so smooth.” It has made

his job easier, he noted, archly. “My job
used to be to make people look like that,
but now people come to me already
looking like that, because they’re surgi-
cally enhanced. It’s great. We used to
have to contour you to give you those
cheeks, but now you just went out and
got them.”

There was something strange, I said,
about the racial aspect of Instagram
Face—it was as if the algorithmic ten-
dency to flatten everything into a com-
posite of greatest hits had resulted in a
beauty ideal that favored white women
capable of manufacturing a look of root-
less exoticism. “Absolutely,” Smith said.
“We're talking an overly tan skin tone,
a South Asian influence with the brows
and eye shape, an African-American
influence with the lips, a Caucasian in-
fluence with the nose, a cheek structure
that is predominantly Native American
and Middle Eastern.” Did Smith think
that Instagram Face was actually mak-
ing people look better? He did. “Peo-
ple are absolutely getting prettier,” he



with arch innuendo so we can feel that
much more wicked and youthful

and sleek but oh what

we forgot: the four husbands, the phantom
pregnancy, your famous parties, your celebrated
ice box cake. Your giggle above the red petticoat’s rustle,

black girl and white girl walking hand in hand

down the railroad tracks

in Kansas City, six years old.

The man who advised you, now

that you were famous, to “begin eliminating”
your more ‘common’ acquaintances

and your reply (catching him square

in the eye): “I'hat’s a good idea.

I'll start right now by eliminating you.”

Is she or isn't she? Three million dishes,

a truckload of aprons and headrags later, and here

you are: poised, between husbands

and factions, no corset wide enough

to hold you in, your huge face a dark moon split

by that spontaneous smile—your trademark,

your curse. No matter, Hattie: it’s a long, beautiful walk
into that flower-smothered standing ovation,

SO go on
and make them wait.

said. “The world is so visual right now,
and it’s only getting more visual, and
people want to upgrade the way they
relate to it.”

This was an optimistic way of look-
ing at the situation. I told Smith that I
couldn’t shake the feeling that technol-
ogy is rewriting our bodies to corre-
spond to its own interests—rearrang-
ing our faces according to whatever
increases engagement and likes. “Don’t
you think it’s scary to imagine people
doing this forever?” I asked.

“Well, yeah, it’s obviously terrifying,”
he said.

everly Hills is L.As plastic-surgery

district. In the sun-scorched isos-
celes triangle between the palm trees
and department stores of Wilshire and
the palm trees and boutique eateries of
Santa Monica, there’s a doctor, or sev-
eral, on every block. On a Wednesday
afternoon, I parked my rental car in a
tiny underground lot, emerged next to
a Sprinkles Cupcakes and a bougie psy-

—Rita Dove

chic’s office, and walked to a consulta-
tion appointment I had made with one
of the best-known celebrity plastic sur-
geons, whose before-and-after Insta-
gram videos frequently attract half a
million views.

I'd booked the consultation because
I was curious about the actual experi-
ence of a would-be millennial patient—a
fact I had to keep mentioning to my
boyfriend, who seemed moderately wor-
ried that I would come back looking
like a human cat. A few weeks before,
I'had downloaded Snapchat for the first
time and tried out the filters, which
were in fact very flattering: they gave
me radiant skin, doe lashes, a face shaped
like a heart. It wasn’t lost on me that
when I put on a lot of makeup I am es-
sentially trying to create a version of
this face. And it wasn’t hard for me to
understand why millennial women who
were born within spitting distance of
Instagram Face would want to keep
drawing closer to it. In a world where
women are rewarded for youth and

beauty in a way that they are rewarded
for nothing else—and where a strain of
mainstream feminism teaches women
that self-objectification is progressive,
because it’s profitable—cosmetic work
might seem like one of the few guar-
anteed high-yield projects that a woman
could undertake.

The plastic surgeon’s office was gor-
geous and peaceful, a silvery oasis. A
receptionist, humming along to “I Want
to Know What Love Is,” handed me
intake forms, which asked about stress
factors and mental health, among other
things. I signed an arbitration agree-
ment. A medical assistant took photos
of my face from five different angles.
A medical consultant with lush hair
and a deeply warm, caring aura came
into the room. Careful not to lie, and
lightly alarmed by the fact that I didn't
need to, I told her that I'd never got-
ten fillers or Botox but that I was in-
terested in looking better, and that I
wanted to know what experts would
advise. She was complimentary, and
told me that I shouldn't get too much
done. After a while, she suggested that
maybe I would want to pay attention
to my chin as I aged, and maybe my
cheeks, too—maybe I'd want to lift
them a little bit.

Then the celebrity doctor came in,
giving off the intensity of a surgeon and
the focus of a glassblower. I said to him,
too, that I was just interested in look-
ing better, and wanted to know what
an expert would recommend. I showed
him one of my filtered Snapchat pho-
tos. He glanced at it, nodded, and said,
“Let me show you what we could do.”
He took a photo of my face on his phone
and projected it onto a TV screen on
the wall. “I like to use FaceTune,” he
said, tapping and dragging.

Within a few seconds, my face was
shaped to match the Snapchat photo.
He took another picture of me, in pro-
file, and FaceTuned the chin again. I
had a heart-shaped face, and visible
cheekbones. All of this was achievable,
he said, with chin filler, cheek filler,
and perhaps an ultrasound procedure
that would dissolve the fat in the lower
half of my cheeks—or we could use
Botox to paralyze and shrink my mas-
seter muscles.

I'asked the doctor what he told peo-
ple who came to see him wanting to
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look like his best-known patients. “Peo-
ple come in with pictures of my most
famous clients all the time,” he said. “I
say, ‘I can't turn you into them. I can't,
if you're Asian, give you a Caucasian
face, or I could, but it wouldn’t be
right—it wouldn’t look right.” But if
they show me a specific feature they
want then I can work with that. I can
say, ‘If you want a sharp jaw like that,
we can do that.” But, also, these things
are not always right for all people. For
you, if you came in asking for a sharp
jaw, I would say no—it would make
you look masculine.”

“Does it seem like more people my
age are coming in for this sort of work?”
I asked.

“I think that ten years ago it was seen
as anti-cerebral to do this,” he said. “But
now it’s empowering to do something
that gives you an edge. Which is why
young people are coming in. They come
in to enhance something, rather than
coming in to fix something.”

“And it’s subtle,” I said.

“Even with my most famous clients,
it’s very subtle,” the doctor said. “If you
look at photos taken five years apart,
you can tell the difference. But, day to
day, month to month, you can't.”

I felt that I was being listened to very
carefully. I thanked him, sincerely, and

then a medical assistant came in to show

me the recommendations and prices:
injectables in my cheeks ($5,500 to
$6,900), injectables in my chin (same
price), an ultrasound “lipofreeze” to fix
the asymmetry in my jawline ($8,900 to
$18,900), or Botox in the TM]J region
($2,500). I walked out of the clinic into
the Beverly Hills sunshine, laughing a
little,imagining what it'd be like to have
a spare thirty thousand dollars on hand.
I texted photos of my FaceTuned jaw
to my friends and then touched my ac-

tual jaw, a suddenly optional assemblage
of flesh and bone.

he plastic surgeon Jason Diamond

was a recurring star of the reality
show “Dr. 90210” and has a number of
famous clients, including the twenty-
nine-year-old “Vanderpump Rules”star
Lala Kent, who has posted photos taken
in Diamond’s office on Instagram, and
who told People, “I've had every part of
my face injected.” Another client is Kim
Kardashian West, whom Colby Smith
described to me as “patient zero” for
Instagram Face. (“Ultimately, the goal
is always to look like Kim,” he said.)
Kardashian West, who has inspired
countless cosmetically altered doppel-
gingers, insists that she hasn’t had major
plastic surgery; according to her, it’s all
just Botox, fillers, and makeup. But she
also hasn't tried to hide how her ap-

“It5 a sort of popular-attractive-kid-from-well-to-do-
stable-family-succeeds-against-all-odds story.”

pearance has changed. In 2015, she pub-
lished a coffee-table book of selfies, called
“Selfish,”which begins when she is beau-
tiful the way a human is beautiful and
ends when she’s beautiful in the man-
ner of a computer animation.

I scheduled an interview with Dia-
mond, whose practice occupies the pent-
house of a building in Beverly Hills. On
the desk in his office was a thank-you
note from Chrissy Teigen. (It sat atop
two of her cookbooks.) As with the
doctor I'd seen the day before, Diamond,
who has pool-blue eyes and wore black
scrubs and square-framed glasses, looked
nothing like the tabloid caricature of a
plastic surgeon. He was youthful in a
way that was only slightly surreal.

Diamond had trained with an old
guard of top L.A. plastic surgeons, he
told me—people who thought it was
taboo to advertise. When, in 2004, he
had the opportunity to appear on “Dr.
90210,” he decided to do it, against the
advice of his wife and his nurses, be-
cause, he said, “I knew that I would be
able to show results that the world had
never seen.” In 2016, a famous client
persuaded him to set up an Instagram
account. He now has just under a quar-
ter million followers. The employees at
his practice who run the account like
that Instagram allows patients to see
him as a father of two and as a friend,
not only as a doctor.

Diamond had long had a Web site,
but in the past his celebrity patients
didn’t volunteer to offer testimonials
there. “And, of course, we never asked,”
he said. “But now—it’s amazing. Maybe
thirty per cent of the celebrities I take
care of will just ask and offer to shout
us out on social media. All of a sudden,
it’s popular knowledge that all these
people are coming here. For some rea-
son, Instagram made it more accept-
able.” Cosmetic work had come to seem
more like fitness, he suggested. “I think
it’s become much more mainstream to
think about taking care of your face and
your body as part of your general
well-being. It’s kind of understood now:
it’s O.K. to try to look your best.”

There was a sort of cleansing, crys-
talline honesty to this high-end inter-
section of superficiality and pragma-
tism, I was slowly realizing. I hadn’t
needed to bother posing as a patient—
these doctors spent all day making sure



that people no longer felt they had any-
thing to hide.

Iasked Diamond if he had thoughts
about Instagram Face. “You know, there’s
this look—this Bella Hadid, Kim Kar-
dashian, Kylie Jenner thing that seems
to be spreading,” I said. Diamond said
that he practiced all over the world, and
that there were different regional pref-
erences, and that no one template
worked for every face. “But there are
constants,” he said. “Symmetry, propor-
tion, harmony. We are always trying to
create balance in the face. And when
you look at Kim, Megan Fox, Lucy Liu,
Halle Berry, you'll find elements in com-
mon: the high contoured cheekbones,
the strong projected chin, the flat plat-
form underneath the chin that makes
a ninety-degree angle.”

“What do you make of the fact that
it’s much more possible now for peo-
ple to look at these celebrity faces and
think, somewhat correctly, that they
could look like that, too?” I asked.

“We could spend two whole days
discussing that question,” Diamond
said. “I'd say that thirty per cent of peo-
ple come in bringing a photo of Kim,
or someone like Kim—there’s a hand-
tul of people, but she’s at the very top
of the list, and understandably so. It’s
one of the biggest challenges I have,
educating the person about whether it’s
reasonable to try to move along that
path toward Kim’s face, or toward who-
ever. Twenty years of practice, thou-
sands and thousands of procedures, go
into each individual answer—when 1
can do it, when I can’t do it, and when
we can do something but shouldn't, for
any number of reasons.” I told Diamond
that I was afraid that if I ever tried in-
jectables, I'd never stop. “It is true that
the vast majority of our patients abso-
lutely love their results, and they come

back,” he said.

We talked about the word “addic-
tion.” I said that I dyed my hair and
wore makeup most days, and that I knew
I would continue to dye my hair and
spend money on makeup, and that I
didn’t consider this an addiction but a
choice. (I thought about a line from the
book “Perfect Me,” by the philosopher
Heather Widdows: “Choice cannot
make an unjust or exploitative practice
or act somehow, magically, just or
non-exploitative.”) I asked Diamond if

his patients felt more like themselves
after getting work done.

“I can answer that in part because I
do these things, too,” he said, gesturing
to his face. “You know when you get a
really good haircut, and you feel like the
best version of yourself? This is that
feeling, but exponential.”

n the way to Diamond’s office,

I had passed a café that looked
familiar: pale marble-topped tables,
blond-wood floors, a row of Prussian-
green snake plants, pen-
dant lamps, geometrically
patterned tiles. The writer
Kyle Chayka has coined
the term “AirSpace”for this
style of blandly appealing
interior design, marked by
an “anesthetized aesthetic”
and influenced by the “con-
nective emotional grid of
social media platforms”™—
these virtual spaces where
hundreds of millions of people learn
to “see and feel and want the same
things.” WeWork, the collapsing co-
working giant—which, like Instagram,
was founded in 2010—once convinced
investors of a forty-seven-billion-dollar
vision in which people would follow
their idiosyncratic dreams while en-
meshed in a global network of near-
indistinguishable office spaces featur-
ing reclaimed wood, neon signs, and
ficus trees. Direct-to-consumer brands
fill podcast ad breaks with promises of
the one true electric toothbrush and
meals that arrive in the mail, selling us
on the relief of forgoing choice alto-
gether. The general idea seems to be
that humans are so busy pursuing com-
plicated forms of self-actualization that
wed like much of our life to be assem-
bled for us, as if from a kit.

I went to see another Beverly Hills
plastic surgeon, one who had more
than three hundred thousand Insta-
gram followers. I told the doctor that
I'was a journalist, and that I was there
for a consultation. He studied my face
from a few angles, felt my jaw, and
suggested exactly what the first doc-
tor had recommended. The prices were
lower this time—if I had wanted to
put the whole thing on my credit card,
I could have.

I took the elevator down to the

street with three very pretty women
who all appeared to be in their early
twenties. As I drove back to my
hotel, I felt sad and subdued and self-
conscious. I had thought that I was re-
searching this subject at a logical dis-
tance: that I could inhabit the point
of view of an ideal millennial client,
someone who wanted to enhance
rather than fix herself, who was am-
bitious and pragmatic. But I left with a
very specific feeling, a kind of bottom-
less need that I associated with early
adolescence, and which I
had not experienced in a
long time.

I had worn makeup at
sixteen to my college in-
terviews; I'd worn makeup
at my gymnastic meets
when I was ten. In the pho-
tos I have of myself at bal-
let recitals when I was six
or seven, I'm wearing mas-
cara and blush and lipstick,
and I'm so happy. What did it mean,
I wondered, that I have spent so much
of my life attempting to perform well
in circumstances where an unaltered
female face is aberrant? How had I
been changed by an era in which or-
dinary humans receive daily metrics
that appear to quantify how our per-
sonalities and our physical selves are
performing on the market? What was
the logical end of this escalating back-
and-forth between digital and physi-
cal improvement?

On Instagram, I checked up on the
accounts of the plastic surgeons I had
visited, watching comments roll in:
“this is what I need! I need to come
see you ASAPL” “want want want,”
“what is the youngest you could per-
form this procedure?” I looked at the
Instagram account of a singer born in
1999, who had become famous as a
teen-ager and had since given herself
an entirely new face. I met up with a
bunch of female friends for dinner in
L.A. that night, two of whom had al-
ready adopted injectables as part of
their cosmetic routine. They looked
beautiful. The sun went down, and the
hills of L.A. started to glitter. I had the
sense that I was living in some inexo-
rable future. For some days afterward,
I noticed that I was avoiding looking
too closely at my face. ¢
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“It was clever of Pabst to know even before he met me that I possessed the tramp essence of Lulu,” Brooks said.

28 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022




PROFILES JUNE I, 1979

THE GIRL IN THE BLACK HELMET

one of this would have hap-

pened if I had not noticed, while

lying late in bed on a hot Sun-
day morning last year in Santa Monica
and flipping through the TV guide for
the impending week, that one of the local
public-broadcasting channels had decided
to show, at 1 P.M. that very January day,
a film on which my fantasies had fed ever
since I first saw it, a quarter of a century
before. Even for Channel 28, it was an
eccentric piece of programming. I won-
dered how many of my Southern Cali-
fornian neighbors would be tempted to
forgo their poolside champagne brunches,
their bicycle jaunts along Ocean Front
Walk, their health-food picnics in To-
panga Canyon, or their surfboard battles
with the breakers of Malibu in order to
watch a silent picture, shot in Berlin just
fifty years earlier, about an artless young
hedonist who, meaning no harm, rewards
her lovers—and eventually herself—with
the prize of violent death. Although the
film is a tragedy, it is also a celebration
of the pleasure principle. Outside in the
midday sunshine, California was cele-
brating the same principle, with the shad-
ows of mortality left out.

I got to my set in time to catch the
credits. The director: Georg Wilhelm
Pabst, reigning maestro of German cin-
ema in the late nineteen-twenties. The
script: Adapted by Ladislaus Vajda from
“Erdgeist” (“Earth Spirit”) and “Die
Biichse der Pandora” (“Pandora’s Box”),
two scabrously erotic plays written in the
eighteen-nineties by Frank Wedekind.
For his movie, Pabst chose the title of
the later work, though the screenplay
differed markedly from Wedekind’s orig-
inal text: “Pandora’s Box”belongs among
the few films that have succeeded in im-
proving on theatrical chefs-d'ceuvre. For
his heroine, Lulu (the dominant figure
in both plays), Pabst outraged a whole
generation of German actresses by choos-
ing a twenty-one-year-old girl from Kan-
sas whom he had never met, who was

Louise Brooks remembers.
BY KENNETH TYNAN

currently working for Paramount in
Hollywood, and who spoke not a word
of any language other than English.
This was Louise Brooks. She made only
twenty-four films, in a movie career that
began in 1925 and ended, with enigmatic
suddenness, in 1938. Two of them were
masterpieces: “Pandora’s Box” and its
immediate successor, also directed by
Pabst—*“The Diary of a Lost Girl.” Most,
however, were assembly-line studio prod-
ucts. Yet around her, with a luxuriance
that proliferates every year, a literature
has grown up. I append a few excerpts:

An actress who needed no directing, but
could move across the screen causing the work of
art to be born by her mere presence.—Lotte H.
Eisner, French critic.

Her youthful admirers see in her an actress
of brilliance, a luminescent personality, and
a beauty unparalleled in film history.—Kevin
Brownlow, British director and movie historian.

One of the most mysterious and potent fig-
ures in the history of the cinema . . . she was one
of the first performers to penetrate to the heart
of screen acting.—David Thomson, British critic.

Louise Brooks is the only woman who had
the ability to transfigure no matter what film
into a masterpiece. . . . Louise is the perfect
apparition, the dream woman, the being with-
out whom the cinema would be a poor thing.
She is much more than a myth, she is a magi-
cal presence, a real phantom, the magnetism of
the cinema.—Ado Kyrou, French critic.

Those who have seen her can never forget
her. She is the modern actress par excellence. . . .
As soon as she takes the screen, fiction disap-
pears along with art, and one has the impres-
sion of being present at a documentary. The
camera seems to have caught her by surprise,
without her knowledge. She is the intelligence
of the cinematic process, the perfect incarna-
tion of that which is photogenic; she embod-
ies all that the cinema rediscovered in its last
years of silence: complete naturalness and com-
plete simplicity. Her art is so pure that it be-
comes invisible.— Henri Langlois, director of the
Cinémathéque Frangaise.

On Channel 28, I stayed with the film
to its end, which is also Lulu’s. Of the
climactic sequence, so decorously un-

derstated, Louise Brooks once wrote, in
Sight & Sound, “It is Christmas Eve and
she is about to receive the gift which has
been her dream since childhood. Death
by a sexual maniac.” When it was over,
switched channels and returned to the real
world of game shows and pet-food com-
mercials, relieved to find that the spell she
cast was still as powerful as ever. Brooks
reminds me of the scene in “Citizen Kane”
where Everett Sloane, as Kane’s aging
business manager, recalls a girl in a white
dress whom he saw in his youth when he
was crossing over to Jersey on a ferry. They
never met or spoke. “I only saw her for one
second,”he says, “and she didn't see me at
all—but I'll bet a month hasn’t gone by
since that I haven't thought of that girl.”

I'had now, by courtesy of Channel 28,
seen “Pandora’s Box” for the third time.
My second encounter with the film
had taken place several years earlier, in
France. Consulting my journal, I found
the latter experience recorded with the
baroque extravagance that seems to over-
come all those who pay tribute to Brooks.
I unflinchingly quote:

Infatuation with L. Brooks reinforced by sec-
ond viewing of “Pandora.” She has run through
my life like a magnetic thread—this shameless
urchin tomboy, this unbroken, unbreakable por-
celain filly. She is a prairie princess, equally at
home in a waterfront bar and in the royal suite
at Neuschwanstein; a creature of impulse, a cre-
ator of impulses, a temptress with no preten-
sions, capable of dissolving into a giggling fit
at a peak of erotic ecstasy; amoral but totally
selfless, with that sleek jet cloche of hair that
rings such a peal of bells in my subconscious.
In short, the only star actress I can imagine ei-
ther being enslaved by or wanting to enslave;
and a dark lady worthy of any poet’s devotion:

For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee
bright,
Who art as black as hell, as dark as night.

S ome basic information about Roch-
ester, New York: With two hundred
and sixty-three thousand inhabitants, it
is the sixth-largest city in the state, be-
striding the Genesee River at its outlet
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into Lake Ontario. Here, in the eighteen-
eighties, George Eastman completed the
experiments that enabled him to man-
ufacture the Kodak camera, which, in
turn, enabled ordinary people to capture
monochrome images, posed or sponta-
neous, of the world around them. He
was in at the birth of movies, too. The
flexible strips of film used in Thomas
Edison’s motion-picture machine were
first produced by Eastman, in 1889. Roch-
ester is plentifully dotted with monu-
ments to the creator of the Kodak,among
them a palatial Georgian house, with
fifty rooms and a lofty neoclassical por-
tico, that he built for himself in 1905.
When he died, in 1932, he left his man-
sion to the University of Rochester, of
whose president it became the official
home. Shortly after the Second World
War, Eastman House took on a new
identity. It opened its doors to the pub-
lic and offered, to quote from its bro-
chure, “the world’s most important col-
lection of pictures, films, and apparatus
showing the development of the art and
technology of photography.” In 1972, it
was imposingly renamed the Interna-
tional Museum of Photography. Its li-
brary now contains around five thousand
movies, many of them unique copies, and
seven of them—a larger number than
any other archive can boast—featuring
Louise Brooks. Hence I decide to pay a
visit to the city, where I check in at a
motel in the late spring of 1978. Thanks
to the generous codperation of Dr. John B.
Kuiper, the director of the museum’s
film department, I am to see its hoard
of Brooks pictures—six of them new to
me—within the space of two days.
Screenings will be held in the Dryden
Theatre, a handsome auditorium that
was added to the main building in 1950
as a gift from Eastman’s niece, Ellen An-
drus, and her husband, George Dryden.

On the eve of Day One, I mentally
recap what I have learned of Brooks’s
early years. Born in 1906 in Cherryvale,
Kansas, she was the second of four chil-
dren sired by Leonard Brooks, a hard-
working lawyer of kindly disposition and
diminutive build, for whom she felt noth-
ing approaching love. She herself was
never more than five feet two and a half
inches tall, but she raised her stature on-
screen by wearing heels as high as six
inches. Her mother, née Myra Rude,
was the eldest of nine children, and she
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warned Mr. Brooks before their mar-
riage that she had spent her entire life
thus far looking after kid brothers and
sisters, that she had no intention of re-
peating the experience with children of
her own, and that any progeny she might
bear him would, in effect, have to fend
for themselves. The result, because Myra
Brooks was a woman of high spirits who
took an infectious delight in the arts, was
not a cold or neglectful upbringing. In-
sistent on liberty for herself, she passed
on a love of liberty to her oftspring. Lou-
ise absorbed it greedily. Pirouetting ap-
pealed to her; encouraged by her mother,
she took dancing lessons, and by the age
of ten she was making paid appearances
at Kiwanis and Rotary festivities. At fif-
teen, already a beauty sui generis, as sur-
viving photographs show, with her hair,
close-cropped at the nape to expose what
Christopher Isherwood has called “that
unique imperious neck of hers,” cascad-
ing in ebony bangs down the high, in-
telligent forehead and descending on ei-
ther side of her eyes in spit curls slicked
forward at the cheekbones, like a pair of
enamelled parentheses—at fifteen, she
left high school and went to New York
with her dance teacher. There she suc-
cessfully auditioned for the Denishawn
Dancers, which had been founded in 1915
by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, and
was by far the most adventurous dance
company in America. She started out as
a student, but soon graduated to full
membership in the troupe, with which
she toured the country from 1922 to 1924.
One of her fellow-dancers, Martha Gra-
ham, became a lifelong friend. “I learned
to act while watching Martha Graham
dance,” she said later, in an interview
with Kevin Brownlow, “and I learned to
move in film from watching Chaplin.”

Suddenly, however, the discipline in-
volved in working for Denishawn grew
oppressive. Brooks was fired for lacking
a sense of vocation, and the summer of
1924 found her back in New York, danc-
ing in the chorus of George White’s
“Scandals.” After three months of this,
a whim seized her, and she embarked
without warning for London, where she
performed the Charleston at the Café
de Paris, near Piccadilly Circus. By New
York standards, she thought Britain’s
Bright Young Things a moribund bunch,
and when Evelyn Waugh wrote “Vile
Bodies” about them, she said that only

a genius could have made a masterpiece
out of such glum material. Early in 1925,
with no professional prospects, she sailed
for Mlanhattan on borrowed money, only
to be greeted by Florenz Ziegfeld with
the offer of a job in a musical comedy
called “Louie the 14th,” starring Leon
Errol. She accepted, but the pattern of
her subsequent behavior left no doubt
that what she meant by liberty and in-
dependence was what others defined
as irresponsibility and self-indulgence.
Of the director of “Louie the 14th,” she
afterward wrote, again for Sight {5 Sound,
“He detested all of Ziegfeld’s spoiled
beauties, but most of all me because on
occasion, when I had other commit-
ments, I would wire my non-appear-
ance to the theatre.” In May, 1925, she
made her movie début, at the Paramount
Astoria Studio, on Long Island, play-
ing a bit part in “The Street of Forgot-
ten Men,” of which no print is known
to exist. She has written a vivid account

of filmmaking in its Long Island days:

The stages were freezing in the winter,
steaming hot in the summer. The dressing
rooms were windowless cubicles. We rode on
the freight elevator, crushed by lights and elec-
tricians. But none of that mattered, because the
writers, directors, and cast were free from all
supervision. Jesse Lasky, Adolph Zukor, and
Walter Wanger never left the Paramount of-
fice on Fifth Avenue, and the head of produc-
tion never came on the set. There were writers
and directors from Princeton and Yale. Motion
pictures did not consume us. When work fin-
ished, we dressed in evening clothes, dined at
the Colony or “21,” and went to the theatre.

The difference in Hollywood was that the
studio was run by B. P. Schulberg, a coarse ex-
ploiter who propositioned every actress and po-
liced every set. To love books was a big laugh.
There was no theatre, no opera, no concerts—
just those god-damned movies.

Despite Brooks’s erratic conduct in
“Louie the 14th,” Ziegfeld hired her to
join Will Rogers and W. C. Fields in
the 1925 edition of his “Follies.” It proved
to be her last Broadway show. One of
her many admirers that year was the at-
rabilious wit Herman Mankiewicz, then
employed as second-string drama critic
of the Times. Blithely playing truant
from the “Follies,”she attended the open-
ing of “No,No, Nanette”on Mankiewicz's
arm. As the houselights faded, her es-
cort, who was profoundly drunk, an-
nounced his intention of falling asleep
and asked Brooks to make notes on the
show for use in his review. She obliged,



and the 7imes next day echoed her opin-
ion that “No, No, Nanette”was “a highly
meritorious paradigm of its kind.”
(Somewhat cryptically, the review added
that the score contained “more familiar
quotations from itself ... than even
‘Hamlet.””) Escapades like this did noth-
ing to endear her to the other, more ded-
icated Ziegteld showgirls, but an abid-
ing intimacy grew up between her and
W. C. Fields, in whose dressing room
she was always graciously received. Later,
in a passage that tells us as much about
its author as about her subject, she wrote:

He was an isolated person. As a young man
he stretched out his hand to Beauty and Love
and they thrust it away. Gradually he reduced
reality to exclude all but his work, filling the
gaps with alcohol whose dim eyes transformed
the world into a distant view of harmless shad-
ows. He was also a solitary person. Years of
travelling alone around the world with his jug-
gling act taught him the value of solitude and
the release it gave his mind. . .. Most of his
life will remain unknown. But the history of
no life is a jest.

In September, 1925, the “Follies” left
town on a national tour. Brooks stayed
behind and sauntered through the role
of a bathing beauty in a Paramount movie
called “The American Venus.” Paramount
and M-G-M were both pressing her to
sign five-year contracts,and she looked for
advice to Walter Wanger, one of the for-
mer company’s top executives, with whom
she was having an intermittent affair. “If,
at this crucial moment in my career,” she
said long afterward in London Magazine,
“Walter had given me some faith in my
screen personality and my acting ability,
he might have saved me from further
mauling by the beasts who prowled Broad-
way and Hollywood.” Instead, he urged
her to take the Metro offer, arguing that
if she chose Paramount everyone would
assume that she had got the job by shar-
ing his bed and that her major attribute
was not talent but sexual accessibility. In-
censed by his line of reasoning, she defi-
antly signed with Paramount.

In the course of twelve months—
during which Brooks’s friend Humphrey
Bogart, seven years her senior, was still
laboring on Broadway, with four seasons
to wait before the dawn of his film ca-
reer—Brooks made six full-length pic-
tures. The press began to pay court to
her. Photoplay, whose reporter she re-
ceived reclining in bed, said of her, “She
is so very Manhattan. Very young. Ex-
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“They just built a way more powerful telescope!
Ewveryone put on some pants!”

quisitely hard-boiled. Her black eyes and
sleek black hair are as brilliant as Chi-
nese lacquer. Her skin is white as a ca-
mellia. Her legs are lyric.” She worked
with several of the bright young direc-
tors who gave Paramount its reputation
for sophisticated comedy; e.g., Frank
Tuttle, Malcolm St. Clair, and Edward
Sutherland. Chronologically, the list of
her credits ran as follows: “The Amer-
ican Venus” (for Tuttle, who taught her
that the way to get laughs was to play
perfectly straight; he directed Bebe Dan-
iels in four movies and Clara Bow in
six). “A Social Celebrity” (for St. Clair,
who cast Brooks opposite the immacu-
lately caddish Adolphe Menjou, of whose
style she later remarked, “He never felt
anything. He used to say,'Now I do Lu-
bitsch No. 1, 'Now I do Lubitsch No. 2.’
And that’s exactly what he did. You felt
nothing, working with him, and yet see
him on the screen—he was a great
actor”). “It’s the Old Army Game” (for
Sutherland, who had been Chaplin’s di-
rectorial assistant on “A Woman of Paris,”
and who made five pictures with W. C.
Fields, of which this was the first, and
of which the third, “International House,”
is regarded by many Fieldsian authori-
ties as the Master’s crowning achieve-
ment; Brooks married Sutherland, a
hard-drinking playboy, in 1926—an error
that was rectified inside two years by di-
vorce). “The Show-Off” (for St. Clair,

adapted from the Broadway hit by
George Kelly). “Just Another Blonde”
(onloan to First National). And, finally,
to round oft the year’s work, “Love ’'Em
and Leave 'TEm” (for Tuttle), the first
Brooks film of which Eastman House
has a copy. Here begin my notes on the
sustained and solitary Brooks banquet
that the museum laid before me.

D ay One: Evelyn Brent is the nom-
inal star of “Loove ’Em and Leave
'Em,” a slick and graceful comedy about
Manhattan shopgirls, but light-fingered
Louise, as Brent’s jazz-baby younger sis-
ter, steals the picture with bewitching in-
souciance. She is twenty, and her body is
still plump, quite husky enough for work
in the fields; but the face, framed in its
black proscenium arch of hair, is already
Lulu’s in embryo, especially when she
dons a white top hat to go to a costume
ball (at which she dances a definitive
Charleston). The plot calls for her to se-
duce her sister’s boyfriend, a feckless win-
dow dresser, and she does so with that
tusion of amorality and innocence which
was to become her trademark. (During
these scenes, I catch myself humming a
tune from “Pins and Needles”: “I used to
be on the daisy chain, now I'm a chain-
store daisy.”) Garbo could give us inno-
cence, and Dietrich amorality, on the
grandest possible scale; only Brooks could
play the simple, unabashed hedonist,
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“Remember—kindergarten 15 an excellent opportunity
to make connections for ﬁrsz‘ grade. ”

whose appetite for pleasure is so radiant
that even when it causes suffering to her
and others we cannot find it in ourselves
to reproach her. Most actresses tend to
pass moral judgments on the characters
they play. Their performances issue tacit
commands to the audience: “Love me,”
“Hate me,” “Laugh at me,” “Weep with
me,” and so forth. We get none of this
from Brooks, whose presence before the
camera merely declares, “Here I am.Make
what you will of me.” She does not care
what we think of her. Indeed, she ignores
us. We seem to be spying on unrehearsed
reality, glimpsing what the great photog-
rapher Henri Cartier-Bresson later called
“le moment qui se sauve.” In the best of
her silent films, Brooks—with no con-
scious intention of doing so—is reinvent-
ing the art of screen acting. I suspect that
she was helped rather than hindered by
the fact that she never took a formal act-
ing lesson. “When I acted, I hadn’t the
slightest idea of what I was doing,” she
said once to Richard Leacock, the doc-
umentary filmmaker. “I was simply play-
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ing myself which is the hardest thing in
the world to do—if you znow that it’s
hard. I didn’t, so it seemed easy. I had
nothing to unlearn. When I first worked
with Pabst, he was furious, because he
approached people intellectually and you
couldn’t approach me intellectually, be-

cause there was nothing to approach.”

To watch Brooks is to recall Oscar Wil-
de’s Lady Bracknell, who observes, “Ig-
norance is like a delicate, exotic fruit;
touch it and the bloom is gone.”

Rereading the above paragraph, I
pause at the sentence “She does not care
what we think of her.” Query: Was it
precisely this quality, which contributed
so much to her success on the screen,
that enabled her, in later years, to throw
that success so lightly away?

To return to Frank Tuttle’s film:
Tempted by a seedy and lecherous old
horseplayer who lives in her rooming
house, Brooks goes on a betting spree
with funds raised by her fellow-shop-
girls in aid of the Women’s Welfare
League. The aging gambler is played by

Osgood Perkins (father of Tony), of
whom Brooks said to Kevin Brownlow
years afterward, “The best actor I ever
worked with was Osgood Perkins. . . .
You know what makes an actor great to
work with? Timing. You don’t have to
feel anything. It’s like dancing with a
perfect dancing partner. Osgood Perkins
would give you a line so that you would
react perfectly. It was timing—because
emotion means nothing.” (Emphasis mine.)
This comment reveals what Brooks has
learned about acting in the cinema: Emo-
tion per se, however deeply felt, is not
enough. It is what the actor shows—the
contraband that he or she can smuggle
past the camera—that matters to the au-
dience. A variation of this dictum cropped
up in the mouth of John Striebel’s pop-
ular comic-strip heroine Dixie Dugan,
who was based on Brooks and first ap-
peared in 1926. Bent on getting a job in
“The Zigfold Follies,” Dixie reflected,
“All there is to this Follies racket is to 4e
cool and look hot.” Incidentally, Brooks’s
comparison of Perkins with a dancing
partner reminds me of a remark she once
made about Fatty Arbuckle, who, under
the assumed name of William Goodrich,
apathetically directed her in a 1931 two-
reeler called “Windy Riley Goes Holly-
wood”: “He sat in his chair like 2 man
dead. He had been very nice and sweetly
dead ever since the scandal that ruined
his career. . . . Oh, I thought he was mag-
nificent in films. He was a wonderful
dancer—a wonderful ballroom dancer
in his heyday. It was like floating in the
arms of a huge doughnut.”

What images do I retain of Brooks
in “Love ’TEm and Leave 'Em”? Many
comedic details; e.g., the scene in which
she fakes tears of contrition by furtively
dabbling her cheeks with water from a
handily placed goldfish bowl, and our
last view of her, with all her sins unpun-
ished, merrily sweeping off in a Rolls-
Royce with the owner of the department
store. And, throughout, every closeup of
that blameless, unblemished face.

In 1927, Brooks moved with Para-
mount to Hollywood and played in four
pictures—“Evening Clothes” (with Men-
jou),“Rolled Stockings,”“The City Gone
Wild,” and “Now We're in the Air,” none
of which are in the Eastman vaults. To
commemorate that year, I have a pub-
licity photo taken at a house she rented
in Laurel Canyon: poised on tiptoe with



arms outstretched, she stands on the div-
ing board of her pool, wearing a one-
piece black bathing suit with a tight white
belt, and looking like a combination of
Odette and Odile in some modern-dress
version of “Swan Lake.” Early in 1928,
she was lent to Fox for a picture (hap-
pily preserved by the museum) that was
to change her career—“A Girl in Every
Port,” written and directed by Howard
Hawks, who had made his first film only
two years before. Along with Carole
Lombard, Rita Hayworth, Jane Russell,
and Lauren Bacall, Brooks thus claims
a place among the actresses on David
Thomsonss list (in his “A Biographical
Dictionary of Film”) of performers who
were “either discovered or brought to
new life by Hawks.” As in “Love 'Em
and Leave 'Em,” she plays an amoral
pleasure-lover, but this time the mood
is much darker. Her victim is Victor Mc-
Laglen, a seagoing roughneck engaged
in perpetual sexual rivalry with his clos-
est friend (Robert Armstrong); the em-
battled relationship between the two men
brings to mind the skirmishing of Flagg
and Quirt in “What Price Glory?,”which
was filmed with McLaglen in 1926. In
“A Girl in Every Port,” McLaglen, on a
binge in Marseilles, sees a performance
by an open-air circus whose star turn is
billed as “Mam’selle Godiva, Neptune’s
Bride and the Sweetheart of the Sea.”
The submarine coquette is, of course,
Brooks, looking svelter than of old, and
clad in tights, spangled panties, tiara, and
black velvet cloak. Her act consists of
diving off the top of a ladder into a shal-
low tank of water. Instantly besotted, the
bully McLaglen becomes the fawning
lapdog of this “dame of class.” He proudly
introduces her to Armstrong, who, un-
willing to wreck his buddy’s illusions, re-
frains from revealing that the lady’s true
character, as he knows from a previous
encounter with her, is that of a small-
time gold-digger. In a scene charged with
the subtlest eroticism, Brooks sits beside
Armstrong on a sofa and coaxes McLa-
glen to clean her shoes. He readily obeys.
As he does so, she begins, softly, remi-
niscently, but purposefully, to fondle
Armstrong’s thigh. To these caresses
Armstrong does not respond, but nei-
ther does he reject them. With one man
at her feet and another at her fingertips,
she is like a cat idly licking its lips over
two bowls of cream. This must surely

have been the sequence that convinced
Pabst, when the film was shown in Ber-
lin, that he had found the actress he
wanted for “Pandora’s Box.” By the end
of the picture, Brooks has turned the two
friends into mortal enemies, reducing
McLaglen to a state of murderous rage
mixed with grief which Emil Jannings
could hardly have bettered. There is no
melodrama in her exercise of sexual
power. No effort, either: she is simply
following her nature.

After her fling with Fox, Paramount
cast its young star (now aged twenty-one)
in another downbeat triangle drama,
“Beggars of Life,” to be directed by an-
other young director, William Wellman.
Like Hawks, he was thirty-two years old.
(The cinema is unique among the arts
in that there was a time in its history
when almost all its practitioners were
young. This was that time.) At first, the
studio had trouble tracing Brooks’s
whereabouts. Having just divorced Ed-
ward Sutherland, she had fled to Wash-
ington with a new lover—George Mar-
shall, a millionaire laundry magnate,
who later became the owner of the
Redskins football team. When she was
found, she immediately returned to the
Coast, though her zest for work was
somewhat drained by a strong antipathy
to one of her co-stars—Richard Arlen,
with whom she had appeared in “Rolled
Stockings™—and by overt hostility from
Wellman, who regarded her as a dilet-

tante. Despite these malign auguries,

“Beggars of Life’—available at Eastman
House—turned out to be one of her best
films. Adapted from a novel by Jim Tully,
it foreshadows the Depression movies
of the thirties. Brooks plays the adopted
daughter of a penniless old farmer who
attempts, one sunny morning, to rape
her. Seizing a shotgun, she kills him. As
she is about to escape, the crime is dis-
covered by a tramp (Arlen) who knocks
at the door in search of food. They run
away together, with Brooks wearing over-

sized masculine clothes, topped oft by a
large peaked cap. (This was her first se-
rious venture into the rich territory of
sexual ambiguity, so prosperously culti-
vated in later years by Garbo, Dietrich,
et al.) Soon they fall in with a gang of
hoboes, whose leader—a ferocious but
teachable thug, beautifully played by Wal-
lace Beery—forms the third point of the
triangle. He sees through Brooks’s dis-
guise and proposes that since the police
already know about her male imposture,
it would be safer to dress her as a girl.
He goes in search of female attire, but
what he brings back is marginally too
young: a gingham dress, and a bonnet
tied under the chin, in which Brooks
looks like a woman masquerading as a
child, a sort of adult Lolita. She stares at
us in her new gear, at once innocent and
gravely perverse. The rivalry for her af-
fection comes to its height when Beery
pulls a gun and tells Arlen to hand her
over. Brooks jumps between them, pro-
tecting Arlen, and explains that she would
prefer death to life without him. We be-
lieve her; and so, to his own befuddled
amazement, does Beery. There is really
no need for the title in which he says
that he has often heard about love but
never until now known what it was. He
puts his gun away and lets them go.
Footnote: During the transvestite
scenes, several dangerous feats were per-
formed for Brooks by a stunt man named
Harvey. One night, attracted by his flam-
boyant courage, she slept with him. After
breakfast the next day, she strolled out
onto the porch of the hotel in the Cali-
fornia village where the location se-
quences were being shot. Harvey was
there, accompanied by a group of hoboes
in the cast. He rose and gripped her by
the arm. “Just a minute, Miss Brooks,”
he said loudly. “T've got something to ask
you. I guess you know my job depends
on my health.” He then named a Para-
mount executive whom Brooks had never
met, and continued, “Everybody knows
you're his girl and he has syphilis, and
what I want to know is, Do you have
syphilis?” After a long and frozen pause,
he added, “Another reason I want to know
is that my girl is coming up at noon to
drive me back to Hollywood.” Brooks
somehow withdrew to her room with-
out screaming. Events like these may ac-
count for the lack of agonized regret with
which she prematurely ended her movie

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022 33



career. Several years later, after she had
turned down the part that Jean Harlow
eventually played in Wellman's “T'he Pub-
lic Enemy,” she ran into the director in
a New York bar. “You always hated mak-
ing pictures, Louise,” he said sagely. She
did not bother to reply that it was not
pictures she hated but Hollywood.
“The Canary Murder Case” (directed
by Malcolm St. Clair from a script
based on S. S. Van Dine’s
detective story, with Wil-
liam Powell as Philo Vance;
not in the Eastman collec-
tion) was the third, and last,
American movie that Brooks
made in 1928. By now, her
face was beginning to be
internationally known, and
the rushes of this film indi-

e

berg, Brooks had already heard about
the Pabst offer—and the weekly salary
of a thousand dollars that went with it—
from her lover, George Marshall, whose
source was a gossipy director at M-G-M.
She coolly told Schulberg to inform
Pabst that she would soon be available.
“At that very hour in Berlin,” she wrote
later in Sight & Sound, “Marlene Diet-
rich was waiting with Pabst in his

office.” This was two years

C___ made Dietrich a star. What
she crucially lacked, Pabst
felt, was the innocence he
wanted for his Lulu. In his
own words, “Dietrich was
too old and too obvious—
one sexy look and the pic-
ture would become a bur-

cated that Paramount would )

soon have a major star on

its hands. At the time, the studio was
preparing to take the plunge into talkies.
As Brooks afterward wrote in Image (a
journal sponsored by Eastman House),
front offices all over Hollywood saw in
this radical change “a splendid opportu-
nity ... for breaking contracts, cutting
salaries, and taming the stars.” In the au-
tumn of 1928, when her own contract
called for a financial raise, B. P. Schul-
berg, the West Coast head of Paramount,
summoned her to his office and said that
the promised increase could not be
granted in the new situation. “The Ca-
nary Murder Case” was being shot si-
lent, but who knew whether Brooks could
speak? (A fragile argument, since her
voice was of bell-like clarity.) He pre-
sented her with a straight choice: either
to continue at her present figure (seven
hundred and fifty dollars a week) or to
quit when the current picture was fin-
ished. To Schulberg’s surprise, she chose
to quit. Almost as an afterthought, he
revealed when she was rising to leave
that he had lately received from G. W.
Pabst a bombardment of cabled requests
for her services in “Pandora’s Box,” all of
which he had turned down.

Then forty-three years old, Pabst had
shown an extraordinary flair for picking
and molding actresses whose careers
were upward bound; Asta Nielsen, Bri-
gitte Helm, and Greta Garbo (in her
third film, “The Joyless Street,” which
was also her first outside Sweden) headed
a remarkable list. Unknown to Schul-
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lesque. But I gave her a
deadline, and the contract
was about to be signed when Paramount
cabled saying I could have Louise
Brooks.” The day that shooting ended
on “The Canary Murder Case,” Brooks
raced out of Hollywood en route for
Berlin, there to work for a man who was
one of the four or five leading European
directors but of whom a few weeks ear-
lier she had never heard.

“Pandora’s Box,” with which I had
my fourth encounter at Eastman House,
could easily have emerged as a caution-
ary tale about a grande cocotte whose re-
ward is the wages of sin. That seems to
have been the impression left by We-
dekind’s two Lulu plays, which were
made into a film in 1922 (not by Pabst)
with Asta Nielsen in the lead. Summing
up her predecessor’s performance, Brooks
said, “She played in the eye-rolling style
of European silent acting. Lulu the man-
eater devoured her sex victims . .. and
then dropped dead in an acute attack
of indigestion.” The character obsessed
many artists of the period. In 1928, Alban
Berg began work on his twelve-tone
opera “Lulu,” the heart of which—be-
neath the stark and stylized sound pat-
terns—was blatantly theatrical, throb-
bing with romantic agony. Where the
Pabst-Brooks version of the Lulu story
differs from the others is in its moral
coolness. It assumes neither the exis-
tence of sin nor the necessity for retri-
bution. It presents a series of events in
which all the participants are seeking
happiness, and it suggests that Lulu,

before “The Blue Angel”

whose notion of happiness is momen-
tary fulfillment through sex, is not less
admirable than those whose quest is for
wealth or social advancement.

First sequence: Lulu in the Art Deco
apartment in Berlin where she is kept
by Dr. Ludwig Schon, a middle-aged
newspaper proprietor. (In this role, the
great Fritz Kortner, bulky but urbane,
effortless in the exercise of power over
everyone but his mistress, gives one of
the cinema’s most accurate and objec-
tive portraits of a capitalist potentate.)
Dressed in a peignoir, Lulu is casually
flirting with a man who has come to
read the gas meter when the doorbell
rings and Schigolch enters—a squat and
shabby old man who was once Lulu’s
lover but is now down on his luck. She
greets him with delight; as the disgrun-
tled gas man departs, she swoops to rest
on Schigolch’s lap with the grace of a
swan. The protective curve of her neck
is unforgettable. Producing a mouth
organ, Schigolch strikes up a tune, to
which she performs a brief, Dionysiac,
and authentically improvised little dance.
(Until this scene was rehearsed, Pabst
had no idea that Brooks was a trained
dancer.) Watching her, I recollect some-
thing that Schigolch says in Wedekind’s
original text, though not in the film:
“The animal is the only genuine thing
in man. . . . What you have experienced
as an animal, no misfortune can ever
wrest from you. It remains yours for
life.” From the window, he points out a
burly young man on the sidewalk: this
is a friend of his named Rodrigo, a pro-
fessional athlete who would like to work
with her in an adagio act.

Unheralded, Dr. Schon lets himself
into the apartment, and Lulu has just
time to hide Schigolch on the balcony
with a bottle of brandy. Schon has come
to end his affair with Lulu, having de-
cided to make a socially advantageous
match with the daughter of a Cabinet
Minister. In Lulu’s reaction to the news
there is no fury. She simply sits on a
sofa and extends her arms toward him
with something like reassurance. Un-
moved at first, Schon eventually re-
sponds and they begin to make love.
The drunken Schigolch inadvertently
rouses Lulu’s pet dog to a barking fit,
and this disturbance provokes the hasty
exit of Schon. On the stairs, he passes
the muscle man Rodrigo, whom Schi-



golch presents to Lulu. Rodrigo flexes
his impressive biceps, on which she glee-
tully swings, like a schoolgirl gymnast.

A scene in Schon’s mansion shows
us his son Alwa (Francis Lederer, in his
pre-Hollywood days) busily compos-
ing songs for his new musical revue.
Alwa is joined by the Countess Gesch-
witz (Alice Roberts), a tight-lipped
lesbian who is designing the costumes.
Lulu dashes in to announce her plans
for a double act with Rodrigo, and it is
immediately clear that both Alwa and
the Countess have eyes for her. She
strolls on into Dr. Schén’s study, where
she picks up from the desk a photo-
graph of his bride-to-be. Typically, she
studies it with genuine interest; there’s
no narrowing of eyes or curling of lip.
Schon, who has entered the room be-
hind her, snatches the picture from her
hands and orders her to leave. Before
doing so, she mischievously invents a
rendezvous next day with Alwa, whom
she kisses, to the young man’s embar-
rassed bewilderment, full on the mouth.
With a toss of the patent-leather hair
and a glance, half-playful, half-purpose-
tul, at Alwa, she departs. Alwa asks his
tather why he doesn't marry her. Rather
too explosively to carry conviction, Dr.
Schon replies that one doesn’t marry
women like that. He proposes that Alwa
give her a featured role in the revue, and
guarantees that his newspapers will make
her a star. Alwa is overjoyed; but when
his father warns him at all costs to be-
ware of her, he quits the room in tongue-
tied confusion.

So much for the exposition; the prin-
cipal characters and the main thrust of
the action have been lucidly established.
Note that Luluy, for all her seductiveness,
is essentially an exploited creature, not
an exploiter; also that we are not (nor
shall we ever be) invited to feel sorry for
her. I've already referred to her birdlike
movements and animal nature; let me
add that in the context of the plot as a
whole she resembles a glittering tropi-
cal fish in a tank full of predators. For
the remainder of this synopsis, I'll con-
fine myself to the four great set pieces
on which the film’s reputation rests.

(1) Intermission at the opening night
of Alwa’s revue: Pabst catches the back-
stage panic of scene-shifting and costume-
changing with a kaleidoscopic brilliance
that looks forward to Orson Welles’

handling, twelve years later, of the op-
eratic début of Susan Alexander Kane.
Alwa and Geschwitz are there, revel-
ling in what is obviously going to be a
hit. Dr. Schon escorts Marie, his fian-
cée, through the pass door to share the
frenzy. Lulu, changing in the wings,
catches sight of him and smiles. Stricken
with embarrassment, he cuts her and
leads Marie away. This treatment mad-
dens Lulu, and she refuses to go on with
the show: “I'll dance for the whole world,
but not in front of that woman.” She
takes refuge in the property room,
whither Schén follows her. Leaning
against the wall, she sobs, shaking her
head mechanically from side to side,
and then flings herself onto a pile of
cushions, which she kicks and pum-
mels. Despite her tantrum, she is watch-
ing Schon’s every move. When he lights
a cigarette to calm himself, she snaps,
“Smoking’s not allowed in here,” and
gives him a painful hack on the ankle.
The mood of the scene swings from
high histrionics through sly comedy to
voluptuous intimacy. Soon Schén and
Lulu are laughing, caressing, whole-
heartedly making love. At this point,
the door opens, framing Marie and
Alwa. Unperturbed, Lulu rises in tri-
umph, gathers up her costume, and
sweeps past them to go onstage. Dr.
Schén’s engagement is obviously over.

(2) The wedding reception: Lulu is
in a snow-white bridal gown, suggest-
ing less a victorious cocotte than a girl cel-
ebrating her First Communion. Dr.
Schon’s wealthy friends flock admiringly
round her. She dances cheek to cheek
with Geschwitz, who rabidly adores her.
(The Belgian actress Alice Roberts, here
playing what may be the first explicit
lesbian in movie history, refused point-
blank to look at Brooks with the requi-
site degree of lust. To solve the problem,
Pabst stood in her line of vision, told her
to regard him with passionate intensity,
and photographed her in closeups, which
he then intercut with shots of Brooks.
Scenes like these presented no difhculty
to Brooks herself. She used to say of a
young woman ['ll call Fritzi LaVerne,
one of her best friends in the “Follies,”
“She liked boys when she was sober and
girls when she was drunk. I never heard
a man or a woman pan her in bed, so
she must have been very good.” A shocked
Catholic priest once asked Brooks how
she felt playing a sinner like Lulu. “Feel!”
she said gaily. “I felt fine! It all seemed
perfectly normal to me.” She explained
to him that although she herself was not
a lesbian, she had many chums of that
persuasion in Ziegfeld’s chorus line, and
added, “I knew two millionaire publish-
ers, much like Schon in the film, who
backed shows to keep themselves well
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“So, what are you doing after whale-watching season?”



supplied with Lulus.”) The action moves
to Dr. Schén's bedroom, where Schigolch
and Rodrigo are drunkenly scattering
roses over the nuptial coverlet. Lulu joins
them, and something between a romp
and an orgy seems imminent. It is halted
by the entrance of the bridegroom. Ap-
palled, he gropes for a gun in a nearby
desk and chases the two men out of his
house. The other guests, shocked and
aghast, rapidly depart. When Schon re-
turns to the bedroom, he finds Alwa with
his head in Lulu’s lap, urging her to run
away with him. The elder Schon orders
his son to leave. As soon as Alwa has
left, there follows, between Kortner and
Brooks, a classic demonstration of screen
acting as the art of visual ellipsis. With
the minimum of overt violence, a strug-
gle for power is fought out to the death.
Schon advances on Lulu, presses the gun
into her hand, and begs her to commit
suicide. As he grips her fingers in his,
swearing to shoot her like a dog if she
lacks the courage to do it herself, she
seems almost hypnotized by the desper-
ation of his grief. You would think them
locked in an embrace until Lulu sud-
denly stiftens, a puft of smoke rises be-
tween them, and Schon slumps to the
floor. Alwa bursts in and rushes to his
father, from whose lips a fat thread of
blood slowly trickles. The father warns
Alwa that he will be the next victim.
Gun in hand, Lulu stares at the body,
wide-eyed and transfixed. Brooks wrote
afterward that Pabst always used con-
crete phrases to get the emotional re-
sponses he wanted. In this case, the key
image he gave her was “das Blut.” “Not
the murder of my husband,” she wrote,
“but the sight of the blood determined
the expression on my face.” What we see
is not Venus toute entiere a sa proie attachée

but a petrified child.

(3) Trial and flight: Lulu is sentenced
to five years imprisonment for man-
slaughter, but as the judge pronounces
the sentence, her friends, led by Gesch-
witz, set off a fire alarm, and in the en-
suing courtroom chaos she escapes. With
perfect fidelity to her own willful char-
acter, Lulu, in defiance of movie cliché,
comes straight back to Schoén’s house,
where she acts like a débutante relaxing
after a ball—lighting a cigarette, idly
thumbing through a fashion magazine,
trying out a few dance steps, opening a
wardrobe and stroking a new fur coat,
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JANUARY |, 1979
ONE FOR THE ROSE

Three weeks ago I went back

to the same street corner where

27 years ago I took a bus for Akron,

Ohio, but now there was only a blank space
with a few concrete building blocks

scattered among the beer cans

and broken bottles and a view of

the blank backside of an abandoned hotel.
I wondered if Akron was still down there
hidden hundreds of miles south among
the small, shoddy trees of Ohio,

a town so ripe with the smell

of defeat that its citizens lied

about their age, their height, sex,

income, and previous condition

of anything. I spent all of a Saturday
there, disguised in a cashmere suit

stolen from a man twenty pounds
heavier than I, and I never unbuttoned
the jacket. I remember someone

married someone, but only the bride’s
father and mother went out

on the linoleum dance floor and leaned

running a bath and immersing herself
in it. Only Brooks, perhaps, could have
carried oft this solo sequence—so un-
like the behavior expected of criminals
on the run—with such ingrained con-
viction and such lyrical aplomb. Now
Alwa arrives and is astounded to find
her at the scene of the crime. The two
decide to flee together to Paris. No sooner
have they caught the train, however, than
they are recognized by a titled pimp,
who blackmails them into accompanying
him aboard a gambling ship. Geschwitz,
Schigolch, and the tediously beefy Ro-
drigo are also afloat, and for a while the
film lurches into melodrama—sub-Dos-
toevski with a touch of ship’s Chandler.
Rodrigo threatens to expose Lulu un-
less she sleeps with him; the Countess,
gritting her teeth, distracts his attention
by making love to him herself—an un-
likely coupling—after which she dis-
dainfully kills him. Meanwhile, the pimp
is arranging to sell Lulu to an Egyptian
brothel-keeper. Anxious to save her from
this fate, Alwa frenetically cheats at cards
and is caught with a sleeve full of aces.
The police arrive just too late to prevent
Alwa, Lulu, and Schigolch from escap-
ing in a rowboat. For the shipboard ep-

isode, Pabst cajoled Brooks, much against
her will, into changing her coiffure. The
spit curls disappeared; the black bangs
were parted, waved, and combed back
to expose her forehead. These cardinal
errors of taste defaced the icon. It was
as if an Italian master had painted the
Virgin and left out the halo.

(4) London and catastrophe: The
East End, icy and fogbound, on Christ-
mas Eve. The Salvation Army is out in
force, playing carols and distributing
food to the poor. A sallow, mournfully
handsome young man moves aimlessly
through the crowds. He gives cash for
the needy to an attractive Army girl,
and gets in return a candle and a sprig
of mistletoe. Posters on the walls warn
the women of London against going
out unescorted at night: there is a mass
murderer at large. In a garret close by,
its broken skylight covered by a flap-
ping rag, Lulu lives in squalor with Alwa
and Schigolch. The room is unfurnished
except for a camp bed, an armchair, and
a kitchen table with an oil lamp, a few
pieces of chipped crockery, and a bread
knife. Lulu’s curls and bangs have been
restored, but her clothes are threadbare:
all three exiles are on the verge of star-



into each other like whipped school kids.
I drank whatever I could find and made
my solitary way back to the terminal

and dozed among the drunks and widows
toward dawn and the first thing north.
What was I doing in Akron, Ohio,
waiting for a bus that groaned slowly
between the sickened farms of 1951

and finally entered the smeared air

of hell on U.S. 24 where the Rouge plant
destroys the horizon? I could have been

in Paris at the foot of Gertrude Stein,

I could have been drifting among

the reeds of a clear stream,

like the little Moses, to be found

by a princess and named after a conglomerate
or a Jewish hero. Instead I was born

in the wrong year and in the wrong place
and I made my way so slowly and badly
that I remember every single turn,

and each one smells like an overblown rose,
yellow, American, beautiful, and true.

vation. Reduced by now to prostitution,
Lulu ventures down into the street,
where she accosts the young wanderer
we have already met. He follows her up
the stairs but stops halfway, as if reluc-
tant to go farther. We see that he is
holding behind his back a switchblade
knife, open. Lulu proffers her hand and
leans encouragingly toward him. Her
smile is lambent and beckoning. Hesi-
tantly, he explains that he has no money.
With transparent candor, she replies
that it doesn’t matter: she likes him. Un-
seen by Lulu, he releases his grip on the
knife and lets it fall into the stairwell.
She leads him into the attic,which Alwa
and Schigolch have tactfully vacated.
The scene that follows is tender, even
buoyant, but unsoftened by sentimen-
tality. The cold climax, when it comes,
is necessary and inevitable. Ripper and
victim relax like familiar lovers. He leans
back in the armchair and stretches out
his hand; she leaps onto his lap, land-
ing with both knees bent, as weightless
as a chamois. Her beauty has never
looked more ripe. While they happily
flirt, he allows her to pry into his pock-
ets, from which she extracts the gifts he
received from the Salvation Army. She

—Philip Levine

lights the candle and places it ceremo-
nially on the table, with the mistletoe
beside it. In a deep and peaceful em-
brace, they survey the tableau. The Rip-
per then raises the mistletoe over Lu-
lu’s head and requests the traditional
kiss. As she shuts her eyes and presents
her lips, the candle flares up. Its gleam
reflected in the bread knife on the table
holds the Ripper’s gaze. He can look at
nothing but the shining blade. Long
seconds pass as he wrestles, motionless,
with his obsession. Finally, leaning for-
ward to consummate the kiss, he grasps
the handle of the knife. In the culmi-
nating shot, he is facing away from the
camera. All we see of Lulu is her right
hand, open on his shoulder, pressing
him toward her. Suddenly, it clenches
hard, then falls, limply dangling, behind
his back. We fade to darkness. Nowhere
in the cinema has the destruction of
beauty been conveyed with more elo-
quent restraint. As with the killing of
Dr. Schén, extreme violence is implied,
not shown. To paraphrase what Freddy
Buache, a Swiss critic, wrote many years
later, Lulu’s death is in no sense God’s
judgment on a sinner; she has lived her
life in accordance with the high moral

imperatives of liberty, and stands in no
need of redemption.

After the murder, the Ripper emerges
from the building and hurries oft into
the fog. It is here, in my view, that the
film should end. Instead, Pabst moves
on to the forlorn figure of Alwa, who
stares up at the garret before turning
away to follow the Salvation Army pro-
cession out of sight. A glib anticlimax
indeed; but I'm not sure that I prefer
the alternative proposed by Brooks, who
has said, with characteristic forthright-
ness, “The movie should have ended
with the knife in the vagina.” It may be
worth adding that Gustav Diessl, who
played the Ripper, was the only man in
the cast whom she found sexually ap-
pealing. “We just adored each other,”
she has said in an interview with Rich-
ard Leacock, “and I think the final scene
was the happiest in the picture. Here
he is with a knife he’s going to stick up
into my interior, and we'd be singing
and I'd be doing the Charleston. You
wouldn’t have known it was a tragic
ending. It was more like a Christmas
party.” At Brooks’s request, Pabst had
hired a jazz pianist to play between takes,
and during these syncopated interludes
Brooks and Diessl would often disap-
pear beneath the table to engage in in-
timate festivities of their own.

The Berlin critics, expecting Lulu to
be portrayed as a monster of active de-
pravity, had mixed feelings about Brooks.
One reviewer wrote, “Louise Brooks
cannot act. She does not suffer. She does
nothing.” Wedekind himself, however,
had said of his protagonist, “Lulu is not
a real character but the personification
of primitive sexuality, who inspires evil
unawares. She plays a purely passive
role.” Brooks afterward stated her own
opinion of what she had achieved. “I
played Pabsts Lulu,” she said, “and she
isn't a destroyer of men, like Wedekind’s.
She’s just the same kind of nitwit that
I am. Like me, shed have been an im-
possible wite, sitting in bed all day read-
ing and drinking gin.” Modern critics
have elected Brooks’s Lulu to a secure
place in the movie pantheon. David
Thomson describes it as “one of the
major female performances in the cin-
ema,” to be measured beside such other
pinnacles as “Dietrich in the von Stern-
berg films, Bacall with Hawks, Karina

in ‘Pierrot le Fou.”” It is true that in the

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022 37



same list Thomson included Kim Novak
in “Vertigo.” It is also true that we are
none of us perfect.

D ay Two: My first view of the sec-
ond Pabst-Brooks collabora-
tion—“The Diary of a Lost Girl,”based
on “Das Tagebuch einer Verlorenen,” a
novel by Margarethe Boehme, and shot
in the summer of 1929. After finishing
“Pandora,” Brooks had returned to New
York and resumed her affair with the
millionaire George Marshall. He told
her that a new movie company, called
RKO and masterminded by Joseph P.
Kennedy, was anxious to sign her up for
five hundred dollars a week. She replied,
“I hate California and I'm not going
back.”Then Paramount called, ordering
her to report for duty on the Coast; it
was turning “The Canary Murder Case”
into a talkie and required her presence
for retakes and dubbing. She refused to
go. Under the impression that this was
a haggling posture, the studio offered
ever vaster sums of money. Brooks’s de-
termination remained undented. Goaded
to fury, Paramount planted in the col-
umns a petty but damaging little story
to the effect that it had been compelled
to replace Brooks because her voice was
unusable in talkies.

At this point—April, 1929—she re-
ceived a cable from Pabst. It said that
he intended to co-produce a French
film entitled “Prix de Beauté,” which
René Clair would direct, and that they
both wanted her for the lead—would
she therefore cross the Atlantic as soon
as possible? Such was her faith in Pabst
that within two weeks she and Clair (“a
very small, demure, rather fragile man”
is how she afterward described him)
were posing together for publicity shots
in Paris. When the photographic ses-
sion was over, Clair escorted her back
to her hotel, where he damped her en-
thusiasm by revealing that he proposed
to pull out of the picture forthwith. He
advised her to do the same; the produc-
tion money, he said, simply wasn't there,
and might never be. A few days later,
he officially retired from the project. (Its
place in his schedule was taken by “Sous
les Toits de Paris,”which, together with

2

its immediate successors— Le Million
and “A Nous la Liberté”—established
his international reputation.) With
nothing to do, and a guaranteed salary
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of a thousand dollars a week to do it
on, Brooks entrained for a spree in An-
tibes, accompanied by a swarm of rich
admirers. When she got back to Paris,
Pabst called her from Berlin. “Prix de
Beauté,”he said, was postponed; instead,
she would star under his direction in
“The Diary of a Lost Girl,” at precisely
half her present salary. As submissive
as ever to her tutor, she arrived in Ber-
lin aboard the next train.

Lovingly photographed by Sepp All-
geier, Brooks in “Lost Girl”is less flam-
boyant but not less haunting than she
is in “Pandora’s Box.” The traffic in movie
actors traditionally moved westward,
from Europe to Hollywood, where their
national characteristics were sedulously
exploited. Brooks, who was among the
few to make the eastbound trip, became
in her films with Pabst completely Eu-
ropeanized. To be more exact: in the
context that Pabst prepared for her,
Brooks’s American brashness took on
an awareness of transience and mortal-
ity. The theme of “Lost Girl”is the cor-
ruption of a minor—not by sexuality but
by an authoritarian society that con-
demns sexuality. (Pabst must surely have
read Wilhelm Reich, the Freudian Marx-
ist, whose theories about the relation-
ship between sexual and political repres-
sion were hotly debated in Berlin at the
time.) It is the same society that con-
demns Lulu. In fact, “The Education of
Lulu”would make an apt alternative title
for “Lost Girl,” whose heroine emerges

from her travails ideally equipped for
the leading role in “Pandora’s Box.” Her
name is Thymian Henning, and she is
the sixteen-year-old daughter of a pros-
perous pharmacist. In the early sequences,
Brooks plays her shy and faunlike, peer-
ing wide-eyed at a predatory world. She
is seduced and impregnated by her fa-
ther’s libidinous young assistant. As soon
as her condition is discovered, the dou-
ble standard swings into action. The as-
sistant retains his job; but, to save the

family from dishonor, Thymian’s baby
is farmed out to a wet nurse, and she
herself is consigned to a home for de-
linquent girls, run by a bald and ghoul-
ish superintendent and his sadistic wife.
Life in the reformatory is strictly reg-
imented: the inmates exercise to the beat
of a drum and eat to the tapping of a
metronome. At length, Thymian escapes
from this archetypal hellhole (precursor
of many such institutions in subsequent
movies; e.g., “Midchen in Uniform”)
and goes to reclaim her baby, only to
find that the child has died. Broke and
homeless, she meets a street vender who
guides her to an address where food and
shelter will be hers for the asking. Pre-
dictably, it turns out to be a brothel; far
less predictably, even shockingly, Pabst
presents it as a place where Thymian
is not degraded but liberated. In the
whorehouse, she blossoms, becoming
a fille de joie in the literal sense of the
phrase. Unlike almost any other actress
in a similar situation, Brooks neither re-
sorts to pathos nor suggests that there
is anything immoral in the pleasure she
derives from her new profession. As in
“Pandora,” she lives for the moment,
with radiant physical abandon. Present
love, even for sale, hath present laugh-
ter, and what’s to come is not only un-
sure but irrelevant. I agree with Freddy
Buache when he says of Brooks’s per-
formances with Pabst that they cele-
brated “the victory of innocence and
amour-fou over the debilitating wisdom
imposed on society by the Church, the
Fatherland, and the Family.” One of her
more outré clients can achieve orgasm
only by watching her beat a drum. This
ironic echo of life in the reform school
is used by Pabst to imply that sexual pro-
hibition breeds sexual aberration. (Even
more ironically, the sequence has been
censored out of most of the existing
prints of the movie.) Brooks is at her
best—a happy animal in skintight satin—
in a party scene at a night club, where
she offers herself as first prize in a raf-
fle. “Pabst wanted realism, so we all had
to drink real drinks,” she said later. “I
played the whole scene stewed on hot,
sweet German champagne.”
Hereabouts, unfortunately, the film
begins to shed its effrontery and to pay
lip service to conventional values. Thy-
mian catches sight of her father across
the dance floor; instead of reacting with



defiance—after all, he threw her out of
his house—she looks stricken with guilt,
like the outcast daughter of sentimen-
tal fiction. In her absence, Papa has mar-
ried his housekeeper, by whom he has
two children. When he dies, shortly after
the night-club confrontation, he leaves
his considerable wealth to Thymian.
Nobly, she gives it all to his penniless
widow; so that the latter’s oftspring “won't
have to live the same kind of life as I
have.” Thereby redeemed, the former
whore soon becomes the wife of an el-
derly aristocrat. Revisiting the reform
school, of which she has now been ap-
pointed a trustee, she excoriates the staft
for its self-righteous cruelties. “A little
more kindness,” her husband adds, “and
no one in the world would ever be lost.”
Thus lamely, the movie ends.

“Pabst seemed to lose interest,” Brooks
told an interviewer some years after-
ward. “He more or less said, I'm tired
of this picture,’and he gave it a soft end-
ing.” His first,and much tougher, inten-
tion had been to demonstrate that hu-
manitarianism alone could never solve
society’s problems. He wanted Thymian
to show her contempt for her husband’s
liberal platitudes by setting herself up as
the madam of a whorehouse. The Ger-
man distributors, however, refused to
countenance such a radical dénouement,
and Pabst was forced to capitulate. The
result is a flawed masterpiece, with a
shining central performance that even
the closing, compromised sequences can-
not dim. Brooks has written that during
the making of the film she spent all her
off-duty hours with rich revellers of
whom Pabst disapproved. On the last
day of shooting, “he decided to let me
have it.” Her friends, he said, were pre-
venting her from becoming a serious ac-
tress, and sooner or later they would dis-
card her like an old toy. “Your life is
exactly like Lulu’s, and you will end the
same way,” he warned her. The passage
of time convinced her that Pabst had a
valid point. “Lulu’s story,” she told a jour-
nalist, “is as near as you'll get to mine.”

In August, 1929, she returned to Paris,
where backing had unexpectedly been
found for “Prix de Beauté,” her last Eu-
ropean movie and her first talkie—al-
though, since she spoke no French, her
voice was dubbed. The director, briefly
surfacing from obscurity, was Augusto
Genina, and René Clair received a credit

“My long~term goal is to randomly type my own screenplay.”

for the original idea. Like so much of
French cinema in the thirties, “Prix de
Beauté” is a film noir, with wanly tinny
music, about a shabby suburban crime
of passion. Brooks plays Lucienne, a typ-
ist who enters a newspaper beauty con-
test. It’s the kind of role with which one
associates Simone Simon, though the
rapture that Brooks displays when she
wins, twirling with glee as she shows off
her presents and trophies, goes well be-
yond the emotional range accessible to
Mille. Simon. Lucienne-Brooks is trium-
phantly unliberated; she rejoices in being
a beloved, fleshly bauble, and she makes
it clear to her husband, a compositor em-
ployed by the prize-giving newspaper,
that she wants a grander, more snobbish
reward for her victory than a visit to a
back-street fairground, which is all he
has to offer. She leaves him and accepts
a part in a film. Consumed by jealousy,
he follows her one night to a projection
theatre in which a rough cut of her movie
is being shown. He bursts in and shoots
her. As she dies, the French infatuation
with irony is fearsomely indulged: her
image on the screen behind her is sing-
ing the movie’s theme song, “Ne Sois
Pas Jaloux.” In “Prix de Beauté,” Brooks
lends her inimitable flair and distinction
to a cliché; but it is a cliché nonetheless.

At this point, when Brooks was at
the height of her beauty, her career began
a steep and bumpy decline. In 1930, she
went back to Hollywood, on the strength
of a promised contract with Columbia.

Harry Cohn, the head of the studio,
summoned her to his office for a series
of meetings, at each of which he ap-
peared naked from the waist up. Always
a plain speaker, he left her in no doubt
that good parts would come her way if
she responded to his advances. She re-
buffed them, and the proffered contract
was withdrawn. Elsewhere in Holly-
wood, she managed to get a job in a fee-
ble two-reel comedy pseudonymously
directed by the disgraced Fatty Arbuckle;
her old friend Frank Tuttle gave her a
supporting role in “It Pays to Advertise”
(starring Carole Lombard); and she
turned up fleetingly in a Michael Curtiz
picture called “God’s Gift to Women.”
But the word was out that Brooks was
difficult and uppity, too independent to
suit the system. Admitting defeat, she
returned to New York in May of 1931.
Against her will, but under heavy pres-
sure from George Marshall, her lover
and would-be Svengali, she played a
small part in “Louder, Please,” a feath-
erweight comedy by Norman Krasna
that began its pre-Broadway run in
October. After the opening week in
Jackson Heights, she was fired by the
director, George Abbott. This was her
tarewell to the theatre; it took place on
the eve of her twenty-fifth birthday.
For Brooks, as for millions of her
compatriots,a long period of unemploy-
ment followed. In 1933, determined to
break off her increasingly discordant re-
lationship with Marshall, she married
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“You're w/yy we can't have nice z‘/yings. ”

Deering Davis, a rich young Chicagoan,
but walked out on him after six months
of rapidly waning enthusiasm. With a
Hungarian partner named Dario Bor-
zani, she spent a year dancing in night
clubs, including the Persian Room of the
Plaza, but the monotony of cabaret rou-
tine dismayed her, and she quit the act
in August,1935. That autumn, Pabst sud-
denly arrived in New York and invited
her to play Helen of Troy in a film ver-
sion of Goethe’s “Faust,” with Greta
Garbo as Gretchen. Her hopes giddily
soared, only to be dashed when Garbo
opted out and the project fell through.
Once again, she revisited Hollywood,
where Republic Pictures wanted to test
her for a role in a musical called “Danc-
ing Feet.” She was rejected in favor of a
blonde who couldn’t dance. “That about
did it for me,” Brooks wrote later. “From
then on, it was straight downhill. And
no dough to keep the wolves from the
door.” In 1936, Universal cast her as the
ingénue (Boots Boone) in “Empty Sad-
dles,” a Buck Jones Western, which is
the last Brooks movie in the Eastman
collection. She looks perplexed, discour-
aged, and lacking in verve; and her coif-
ture, with the hair swept back from her
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forehead, reveals disquieting lines of
worry. (Neither she nor Jones is helped
by the fact that many of the major se-
quences of an incredibly complex plot
take place at night.) The following year
brought her a bit part at Paramount in
something called “King of Gamblers,”
after which, in her own words, “Harry
Cohn gave me a personally conducted
tour of hell with no return ticket.” Still
wounded by her refusal to sleep with him
in 1930, Cohn promised her a screen test
if she would submit to the humiliation
of appearing in the corps de ballet of a
Grace Moore musical entitled “When
You're in Love.” To his surprise, Brooks
accepted the offer—she was too broke
to spurn it—and Cohn made sure that
the demotion of an erstwhile star was
publicized as widely as possible. Grudg-
ingly, he gave her a perfunctory screen
test, which he dismissed in two words:
“It stunk.” In the summer of 1938, Re-
public hired Brooks to appear with John
Wayne (then a minor figure) in “Over-
land Stage Raiders.” After this low-
budget oater, she made no more pictures.

In her entire professional career,
Brooks had earned, according to her
own calculations, exactly $124,600—

$104,500 from films, $10,100 from the-
atre, and $10,000 from all other sources.
Not a gargantuan sum, one would think,
spread over sixteen years; yet Brooks
said to a friend, “I was astonished that
it came to so much. But then I never
paid any attention to money.” In 1940,
she left Hollywood for the last time.

E astman House stands in an affluent
residential district of Rochester, on
an avenue of comparably stately man-
sions, with broad, tree-shaded lawns.
When my second day of séances with
Brooks came to an end, I zipped up my
notes in a briefcase, thanked the staff of
the film department for their help, and
departed in a taxi. The driver took me to
an apartment building only a few blocks
away, where I paid him off. I rode up in
the elevator to the third floor and pressed
a doorbell a few paces along the corri-
dor. After a long pause, there was a loud
snapping of locks. The door slowly opened
to reveal a petite woman of fragile build,
wearing a woollen bed jacket over a pink
nightgown, and holding herself defiantly
upright by means of a sturdy metal cane
with four rubber-tipped prongs. She had
salt-and-pepper hair combed back into
a ponytail that hung down well below
her shoulders, and she was barefoot. One
could imagine this gaunt and elderly child
as James Tyrone’s wife in “Long Day’s
Journey Into Night”; or, noting the touch
of authority and panache in her bearing,
as the capricious heroine of Jean Gi-
raudoux’s “T’he Madwoman of Chaillot.”
I stated my name, adding that I had an
appointment. She nodded and beckoned
me in. I greeted her with a respectful em-
brace. This was my first physical contact
with Louise Brooks.

She was seventy-one years old, and
until a few months earlier I had thought
she was dead. Four decades had passed
since her last picture, and it seemed im-
probable that she had survived such a
long period of retirement. Moreover, 1
did not then know how young she had
been at the time of her flowering. Spurred
by the TV screening of “Pandora’s Box”
in January, 1978, I had made some inqui-
ries, and soon discovered that she was
living in Rochester, virtually bedridden
with degenerative osteoarthritis of the
hip, and that since 1956 she had written
twenty vivid and perceptive articles,
mainly for specialist film magazines, on



such of her colleagues and contemporaries
as Garbo, Dietrich, Keaton, Chaplin, Bo-
gart, Fields, Lillian Gish, ZaSu Pitts,and
(naturally) Pabst. Armed with this in-
formation, I wrote her a belated fan let-
ter, to which she promptly replied. We
then struck up a correspondence, con-
ducted on her side in a bold and expressive
prose style. (It matched her handwrit-
ing.) Rapport was cemented by telephone
calls, which resulted in my visit to Roch-
ester and the date I was now keeping.

She has not left her apartment since
1960, except for a few trips to the den-
tist and one to a doctor. (She mistrusts
the medical profession, and this consul-
tation, which took place in 1976, was her
first in thirty-two years.) “You're doing
a terrible thing to me,” she said as she
ushered me in. “I've been killing myself
off for twenty years, and you're going to
bring me back to life.” She lives in two
rooms—modest, spotless, and austerely
turnished. From the larger, I remember
Venetian blinds, a green sofa, a TV set,
a Formica-topped table, a tiny kitchen-
ette alcove, and flesh-pink walls sparsely
hung with paintings redolent of the
twenties. The other room was too small
to hold more than a bed (single), a
built-in cupboard bursting with press
clippings and other souvenirs, a chest of
drawers surmounted by a crucifix and a
statue of the Virgin, and a stool piled
high with books, including works by
Proust, Schopenhauer, Ruskin, Ortega y
Gasset, Samuel Johnson, Edmund Wil-
son, and many living authors of serious
note. “I'm probably one of the best-read
idiots in the world,” my hostess said as
she haltingly showed me round her do-
main. Although she eats little—she turns
the scale at about eighty-eight pounds—
she had prepared for us a perfectly moun-
tainous omelette. Nerves, however, had
robbed us of our appetites, and we barely
disturbed its mighty silhouette. I pro-
duced from my briefcase a bottle of ex-
pensive red Burgundy which I had
brought as a gift. (Brooks, who used to
drink quite heftily, nowadays touches al-
cohol only on special occasions.) Since
she cannot sit upright for long without
discomfort, we retired with the wine to
her bedroom, where she reclined, sipped,
and talked, gesturing fluently, her fin-
gers supple and unclenched. I pulled a
chair up to the bedside and listened.

Her voice has the range of a dozen

birdcalls, from the cry of a peacock to
the fluting of a dove. Her articulation,
at whatever speed, is impeccable, and
her laughter soars like a kite. I cannot
understand why, even if she had not
been a beauty, Hollywood failed to re-
alize what a treasure it possessed in the
sound of Louise Brooks. Like most peo-
ple who speak memorably, she is highly
responsive to vocal nuances in others.
She told Kevin Brownlow that her fa-
vorite actress (“the person I would be
if I could be anyone”) was Margaret
Sullavan, mainly because of her voice,
which Brooks described as “exquisite
and far away, almost like an echo,”and,
again, as “strange, fey, mysterious—like
a voice singing in the snow.” My con-
versations with the Ravishing Hermit
of Rochester were spread over several
days; for the sake of convenience, I have
here compressed them into one session.

She began, at my urging, by skimming
through the story of her life since she last
taced the Hollywood cameras: “Why did
I give up the movies? I could give you
seven hundred reasons, all of them true.
After I made that picture with John
Wayne in 1938, I stayed out on the Coast
for two years, but the only people who
wanted to see me were men who wanted
to sleep with me. Then Walter Wanger
warned me that if I hung around any
longer I'd become a call girl. So I fled to
Wichita, Kansas, where my family had
moved in 1919. But that turned out to be
another kind of hell. The citizens of
Wichita either resented me for having
been a success or despised me for being
a failure. And I wasn't exactly enchanted
with them. I opened a dance studio for
young people, who loved me, because I
dramatized everything so much, but it
didn’t make any money. In 1943, I drifted
back to New York and worked for six
months in radio soaps. Then I quit, for
another hundred reasons, including
Wounded Pride of Former Star. [Peal of
laughter. Here, as throughout our chat,
Brooks betrayed not the slightest trace
of self-pity.] During '44 and 45, I got a
couple of jobs in publicity agencies, col-
lecting items for Winchell’s column. I
was fired from both of them, and I had
to move from the decent little hotel where
I'd been living to a grubby hole on First
Avenue at Fifty-ninth Street. That was
when I began to flirt with fancies related
to little bottles filled with yellow sleeping

pills. However, I changed my mind, and
in July, 1946, the proud, snooty Louise
Brooks started work as a salesgir] at Saks
Fifth Avenue. They paid me forty dollars
a week. I had this silly idea of proving
myself ‘an honest woman,” but the only
effect it had was to disgust all my famous
New York friends, who cut me off for-
ever. From then on, I was regarded as a
questionable East Side dame. After two
years at Saks, I resigned. To earn a little
money, I sat down and wrote the usual
autobiography. I called it ‘Naked on My
Goat, which is a quote from Goethe’s
‘Faust.” In one of the Walpurgisnacht
scenes, a young witch is bragging about
her looks to an old one. T sit here naked
on my goat, she says, ‘and show my fine
young body.’ But the old one advises her
to wait awhile: “Though young and tender
now, you'll rot, we know, you'll rot.” Then,
when I read what I'd written, I threw the
whole thing down the incinerator.”
Brooks insists that her motive for this
act of destruction was pudeur. In 1977,
she wrote an article for Focus on Film
headed “Why I Will Never Write My
Memoirs,” in which she summed her-
self up as a prototypical Midwesterner,
“born in the Bible Belt of Anglo-Saxon
farmers, who prayed in the parlor and
practiced incest in the barn.” Although
her sexual education had been conducted
in Paris, London, Berlin, and New York,
her pleasure was, she wrote, “restricted
by the inbred shackles of sin and guilt.”

Her conclusion was as follows:

In writing the history of a life I believe
absolutely that the reader cannot understand
the character and deeds of the subject unless
he is given a basic understanding of that per-
son’s sexual loves and hates and conflicts. It is
the only way the reader can make sense out of
innumerable apparently senseless actions. . . .
We flatter ourselves when we assume that we
have restored the sexual integrity which was
expurgated by the Victorians. It is true that
many exposés are written to shock, to excite,
to make money. But in serious books characters
remain as baffling, as unknowable as ever. . . .
I too am unwilling to write the sexual truth

that would make my life worth reading. I can-
not unbuckle the Bible Belt.

Accepting a drop more wine, she
continued the tale of her wilderness
years. “Between 1948 and 1953, I suppose
you could call me a kept woman,” she
said. “Three decent rich men looked
after me. But then I was a/ways a kept
woman. Even when I was making a
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thousand dollars a week, I would always
be paid for by George Marshall or some-
one like that. But I never had anything
to show for it—no cash, no trinkets,
nothing. I didn’t even /ike jewelry—can
you imagine? Pabst once called me a
born whore, but if he was right I was a
tailure, with no pile of money and no
comfortable mansion. I just wasn’t
equipped to spoil millionaires in a prac-
tical, farsighted way. I could live in the
present, but otherwise everything has
always been a hundred per cent wrong
about me. Anyway, the three decent men
took care of me. One of them owned a
sheet-metal manufacturing company,
and the result of that affair is that I am
now the owner of the only handmade
aluminum wastebasket in the world. He
designed it, and it’s in the living room,
my solitary trophy. Then a time came,
early in 1953, when my three men inde-
pendently decided that they wanted to
marry me. I had to escape, because I
wasn't in love with them. As a matter
of fact, I've never been in love. And if 1

hadloved a man, could I have been faith-
ful to him? Could he have trusted me
beyond a closed door? I doubt it. It was
clever of Pabst to know even before he
met me that I possessed the tramp es-
sence of Lulu.”

Brooks hesitated for a moment and
then went on in the same tone, lightly
self-mocking, “Maybe I should have been
a writer’s moll. Because when we were
talking on the phone, a few Sundays ago,
some secret compartment inside me burst,
and I was suddenly overpowered by the
teeling of love—a sensation I'd never ex-
perienced with any other man. Are you
a variation of Jack the Ripper, who fi-
nally brings me love that I'm prevented
from accepting—not by the knife but by
old age? You're a perfect scoundrel, turn-
ing up like this and wrecking my golden
years! [I was too stunned to offer any
comment on this, but not too stunned
to note, with a distinct glow of pride,
that Brooks was completely sober.] Any-
how, to get back to my three suitors, 1
decided that the only way to avoid mar-
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riage was to become a Catholic, so that
I could tell them that in the eyes of the
Church I was still married to Eddie
Sutherland. I went to the rectory of a
Catholic church on the East Side, and
everything was fine until my sweet, pure
religious instructor fell in love with me.
I was the first woman hed ever known
who acted like one and treated him like
a man. The other priests were furious.
They sent him off to California and re-
placed him with a stern young mission-
ary. After a while, however, even Ae began
to hint that it would be a good idea if
he dropped by my apartment in the eve-
nings to give me special instruction. But
I resisted temptation, and in September,
1953, I was baptized a Catholic.”

Having paused to light a cigarette,
which provoked a mild coughing spasm,
Brooks resumed her story. “I almost for-
got a strange incident that happened in
1952. Out of the blue, I got a letter from
a woman who had been a Cherryvale
neighbor of ours. She enclosed some snap-
shots. One of them showed a nice-looking
gray-haired man of about fifty holding
the hand of a little girl—me. On the back
she'd written, “This is Mr. Feathers, an
old bachelor who loved kids. He was
always taking you to the picture show
and buying you toys and candy.” That pic-
ture brought back something I'd blacked
out of my mind for—what?—thirty-
seven years. When I was nine years old,
Mr. Feathers molested me sexually. Which
forged another link between me and Lulu:
when she had her first lover, she was very
young, and Schigolch, the man in question,
was middle-aged. I've often wondered
what effect Mr. Feathers had on my life.
He must have had a great deal to do with
forming my attitude toward sexual plea-
sure. For me, nice, soft, easy men were
never enough—there had to be an element
of domination—and I'm sure that’s all
tied up with Mr. Feathers. The pleasure
of kissing and being kissed comes from
somewhere entirely different, psycholog-
ically as well as physically. Incidentally, I
told my mother about Mr. Feathers,and—
would you believe it? [Peal of laughter.]
She blamed ¢! She said I must have led
him on. It’s always the same, isn’t it?” And
Brooks ran on in this vein, discussing her
sex life openly and jauntily, unbuckling
one more notch of the Bible Belt with
every sentence she uttered.

The year 1954 was Brooks’s nadir. “I



was too proud to be a call girl. There
was no point in throwing myself into
the East River, because I could swim;
and I couldn’t afford the alternative,
which was sleeping pills.” In 1955, just
perceptibly, things began to look up,
and life became once more a tolerable
option. Henri Langlois, the exuberant
ruler of the Cinémathéque Francaise,
organized in Paris a huge exhibition en-
titled “Sixty Years of Cinema.” Domi-
nating the entrance hall of the Musée
d’Art Moderne were two gigantic blow-
ups, one of the French actress Falconetti
in Carl Dreyer’s 1928 classic, “La Pas-
sion de Jeanne d’ Arc,” and the other of
Brooks in “Pandora’s Box.” When a
critic demanded to know why he had
preferred this nonentity to authentic
stars like Garbo and Dietrich, Langlois
exploded, “There is no Garbo! There is
no Dietrich! There is only Louise
Brooks!” In the same year, a group of
her friends from the twenties clubbed
together to provide a small annuity that
would keep her from outright destitu-
tion; and she was visited in her Man-
hattan retreat by James Card, then the
curator of film at Eastman House. He
had long admired her movies, and he
persuaded her to come to Rochester,
where so much of her best work was
preserved. It was at his suggestion that,
in 1956, she settled there.

“Rochester seemed as good a place
as any, she told me. “It was cheaper than
New York, and I didn’t run the risk of
meeting people from my past. Up to that
time, I had never seen any of my films.
And I still havent—not right through,
that is. Jimmy Card screened some of
them for me, but that was during my
drinking period. I would watch through
glazed eyes for about five minutes and
sleep through the rest. I haven't even
seen ‘Pandora.’I've been present on two
occasions when it was being run, but I
was drunk both times. By that I mean
I was navigating but not seeing.” When
she watched other people’s movies, how-
ever, she felt no need for alcoholic se-
dation. As a working actress, she had
never taken films seriously; under Card’s
tuition, she recognized that the cinema
was a valid form of art,and began to de-
velop her own theories about it. In 1956,
drawing on her powers of near-total re-
call, she wrote a study of Pabst for Image.
This was the first of a sheaf of articles,

sharp-eyed and idiosyncratic, that she
has contributed over the years to such
magazines as Sight && Sound (London),
Objectif (Montreal), Film Culture (New
York), and Positif (Paris).

The Brooks cult burgeoned in 1957,
when Henri Langlois crossed the At-
lantic to meet her. A year later, he pre-
sented “Hommage a Louise Brooks™—a
festival of her movies that filled the
Cinématheque. The star herself flew
to Paris, all expenses paid,
and was greeted with wild
acclaim at a reception after
the Cinématheque’s show-
ing of “Pandora’s Box.”
(Among those present was
Jean-Luc Godard, who paid
his own tribute to Brooks
in 1962, when he directed
“Vivre Sa Vie,” the heroine
of which—a prostitute—
was played by Anna Karina
in an exact replica of the Brooks hairdo.
Godard described the character as “a
young and pretty Parisian shopgirl who
gives her body but retains her soul.”) In
January, 1960, Brooks went to New York
and attended a screening of “Prix de
Beauté”in the Kaufmann Concert Hall
of the 92nd Street Y, where she made a
hilarious little speech that delighted the
packed audience. The next day, she re-
turned to Rochester, from which she
has never since emerged.

Interviewers and fans occasionally call
on her, but for the most part, as she put
it to me, “I have lived in virtual isolation,
with an audience consisting of the milk-
man and a cleaning woman.” She con-
tinued, “Once a week, I would drink a
pint of gin, and would become what Dick-
ens called ‘gincoherent,’ go to sleep, and
drowse for four days. That left three days
to read, write a bit, and see the odd vis-
itor. No priests, by the way—I said good-
bye to the Church in 1964. Now and then,
there would be a letter to answer. In 1965,
for instance, an Italian artist named Guido
Crepax started a very sexy and tremen-
dously popular comic strip about a girl
called Valentina, who looked exactly like
me as Lulu. In fact, she identified herself
with me. Crepax wrote to thank me for
the inspiration and said he regarded me
as a twentieth-century myth. I appreci-
ated the tribute and told him that at last
I felt I could disintegrate happily in bed
with my books, gin, cigarettes, coffee,

bread, cheese, and apricot jam. During
the sixties, arthritis started to get a grip,
and in 1972 I had to buy a medical cane
in order to move around. Then, five years
ago, the disease really walloped me. My
pioneer blood did not pulse through my
veins, rousing me to fight it. I collapsed.
I took a terrible fall and nearly smashed
my hip. That was the end of the booze
or any other kind of escape for me. I knew
I was in for a bad time, with nothing to
face but the absolute mean-
inglessness of my life. All
I've done since then is try to
hold the pieces together. And
to keep my little squirrel-
cage brain distracted.”

As an emblematic figure
of the twenties, epitomiz-
ing the flappers, jazz babies,
and dancing daughters of
the boom years, Brooks has
few rivals, living or dead.
Moreover, she is unique among such fig-
ures in that her career took her to all the
places—New York, London, Hollywood,
Paris, and Berlin—where the action was
at its height, where experiments in plea-
sure were conducted with the same zeal
(and often by the same people) as ex-
periments in the arts. From her bed-
room cupboard Brooks produced an
avalanche of manila envelopes, each bulg-
ing with mementoes of her halcyon de-
cade. This solitary autodidact, her per-
ceptions deepened by years of immersion
in books, looked back for my benefit on
the green, gregarious girl she once was,
and found much to amuse her. For every
photograph she supplied a spoken cap-
tion. As she reminisced, I often thought
of those Max Beerbohm cartoons that
depict the Old Self conversing with the
Young Self.

“Here I am in 1922, when I first hit
New York, and the label of ‘beautiful but
dumb’ was slapped on me forever. Most
beautiful-but-dumb girls think they are
smart, and get away with it, because other
people, on the whole, aren’t much smarter.
You can see modern equivalents of those
girls on any TV talk show. But there’s
also a very small group of beautiful women
who &now they’re dumb, and this makes
them defenseless and vulnerable. They
become the Big Joke. I didn't know Mari-
lyn Monroe, but I'm sure that her ago-
nizing awareness of her own stupidity

was one of the things that killed her. I

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022 43



became the Big Joke, first on Broadway
and then in Hollywood. . . . That’s Her-
man Mankiewicz—an ideal talk-show
guest, don't you think, born before his
time? In 1925, Herman was trying to ed-
ucate me, and he invented the Louise
Brooks Literary Society. A girl named
Dorothy Knapp and I were Ziegfeld’s
two prize beauties. We had a big dress-
ing room on the fifth floor of the New
Amsterdam Theatre building, and peo-
ple like Walter Wanger and Gilbert Miller
would meet there, ostensibly to hear my
reviews of books that Herman gave me
to read. What they actually came for was
to watch Dorothy doing a striptease in
front of a full-length mirror. I get some
consolation from the fact that, as an idiot,
I have provided delight in my time to a
very select group of intellectuals. . . . That
must be Joseph Schenck. Acting on be-
half of his brother Nick, who controlled
M-G-M, Joe offered me a contract in
1925 at three hundred a week. Instead, I
went to Paramount for two hundred and
fitty. Maybe I should have signed with
M-G-M and joined what I called the
Joe Schenck Mink Club. You could
recognize the members at 21" because
they never removed their mink coats at
lunch. . .. Here’s Fritzi LaVerne, smoth-
ered in osprey feathers. I roomed with

her briefly when we were in the ‘Follies’
together, and she seduced more ‘Follies’

girls than Ziegfeld and William Ran-
dolph Hearst combined. That’s how 1
got the reputation of being a lesbian. I
had nothing against it in principle, and
tor years I thought it was fun to encour-
age the idea. I used to hold hands with
Fritzi in public. She had a little Bulgar-
ian boyfriend who was just our height,
and we would get into his suits and camp
all over New York. Even when I moved
out to Yahoo City, California, I could
never stop by a lesbian household with-
out being asked to strip and join the happy
group baring their operation scars in the
sun. But I only loved men’s bodies. What
maddens me is that because of the les-
bian scenes with Alice Roberts in ‘Pan-
dora’ I shall probably go down in film
history as one of the gloomy dikes. A

friend of mine once said to me, ‘Louise

Brooks, you're not a lesbian, you're a pansy.’

Would you care to decipher that? By the
way, are you getting tired of hearing my
name? I'm thinking of changing it.I no-
ticed that there were five people called
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Brooks in last weekK’s Variety. How about
June Caprice? Or Louise Lovely?”

I shook my head.

Brooks continued riffling through her
collection. “This, of course, is Martha
Graham, whose genius I absorbed to the
bone during the years we danced to-
gether on tour. She had rages, you know,
that struck like lightning out of nowhere.
One evening when we were waiting to
go onstage—I was sixteen—she grabbed
me, shook me ferociously, and shouted,
‘Why do you ruin your feet by wearing
those tight shoes?” Another time, she was
sitting sweetly at the makeup shelf pin-
ning flowers in her hair when she sud-
denly seized a bottle of body makeup
and exploded it against the mirror. She
looked at the shattered remains for a
spell, then moved her makeup along to
an unbroken mirror and went on quietly
pinning flowers in her hair. Reminds me
of the night when Buster Keaton drove
me in his roadster out to Culver City,
where he had a bungalow on the back
lot of M-G-M. The walls of the living
room were covered with great glass book-
cases. Buster, who wasn't drunk, opened
the door, turned on the lights, and picked
up a baseball bat. Then, walking calmly
round the room, he smashed every pane
of glass in every bookcase. Such frustra-
tion in that little body! . .. Here, inevi-
tably, are Scott and Zelda. I met them
in January, 1927, at the Ambassador Hotel
in L.A. They were sitting close together
on a sofa, like a comedy team, and the

first thing that struck me was how small
they were. I had come to see the genius
writer, but what dominated the room
was the blazing intelligence of Zelda’s
profile. It shocked me. It was the profile
of a witch. Incidentally, I've been read-
ing Scott’s letters, and I've spotted a cu-
rious thing about them. In the early days,
before Hemingway was famous, Scott
always spelled his name wrong, with two
‘m’s. And when did he start to spell it
right? At the precise moment when

Hemingway became a bigger star than
he was. .. . This is a pool party at some-
body’s house in Malibu. I know I knock
the studio system, but if you were to ask
me what it was like to live in Hollywood
in the twenties I'd have to say that we
were all—oh!——marvellously degenerate
and happy. We were a world of our own,
and outsiders didn't intrude. People tell
you that the reason a lot of actors left
Hollywood when sound came in was
that their voices were wrong for talkies.
That’s the official story. The truth is that
the coming of sound meant the end of
the all-night parties. With talkies, you
couldn’t stay out till sunrise anymore.
You had to rush back from the studios
and start learning your lines, ready for
the next day’s shooting at 8 A.M. That
was when the studio machine really took
over. It controlled you, mind and body,
from the moment you were yanked out
of bed at dawn until the publicity de-
partment put you back to bed at night.”

Brooks paused, silently contemplat-
ing revels that ended half a century ago,
and then went on. “Talking about bed,
here’s Tallulah—although I always guessed
that she wasn't as keen on bed as every-
one thought. And my record for guess-
ing things like that was pretty good. I
watched her getting ready for a meeting
with a plutocratic boyfriend of hers at the
Elysée Hotel. She forgot to wear the em-
erald ring hed given her a few days be-
fore, but she didn't forget the script of the
play she wanted him to produce for her.
Her preparations weren't scheming or
whorish. Just businesslike. . . . This is a
bunch of the guests at Mr. Hearst’s ranch,
sometime in 1928. The girl with the dark
hair and the big smile is Pepi Lederer,
one of my dearest friends. She was Mar-
ion Davies’ niece and the sister of Char-
lie Lederer, the screenwriter, and she was
only seventeen when that picture was
taken. My first husband, Eddie Suther-
land, used to say that for people who
didn’t worship opulence, weren't crazy
about meeting celebrities, or didn’t need
money or advancement from Mr. Hearst,
San Simeon was a deadly-dull place. I
suppose he was right. But when Pepi was
there it was always fun. She created a
world of excitement and inspiration wher-
ever she went. And I never entered that
great dining hall without a shiver of de-
light. There were medieval banners from
Siena floating overhead, and a vast Gothic



fireplace, and a long refectory table seat-
ing forty. Marion and Mr. Hearst sat with
the important guests at the middle of the
table. Down at the bottom, Pepi ruled
over a group—including me—that she
called the Younger Degenerates, and that’s
where the laughter was. Although Mr.
Hearst disapproved of booze, Pepi had
made friends with one of the waiters, and
we got all the champagne we wanted. She
could have been a gifted writer, and for
a while she worked for Mr. Hearst’s de-
luxe monthly 7The Connoisseur, but it was
only a courtesy job. Nobody took her se-
riously, she never learned discipline, and
drink and drugs got her in the end. In
1935, she died by jumping out of a win-
dow in the psychiatric ward of a hospi-
tal in Los Angeles. She was twenty-five
years old. Not long ago, I came across her
name in the index of a book on Marion
Davies, and it broke my heart. Then I re-
membered a quotation from Goethe that
I'd once typed out. I've written it under
the photo: ‘For a person remains of con-
sequence not so far as he leaves some-
thing behind him but so far as he acts
and enjoys, and rouses others to action
and enjoyment. That was Pepi.”

Of all the names that spilled out of
Brooks’s memories of America in the
twenties, there was one for which she
reserved a special veneration: that of
Chaplin. In an article for the magazine
Film Culture,she had described his per-

formances at private parties:

He recalled his youth with comic panto-
mimes. He acted out countless scenes for count-
less films. And he did imitations of every-
body. Isadora Duncan danced in a storm of
toilet paper. John Barrymore picked his nose
and brooded over Hamlet’s soliloquy. A Fol-
lies girl swished across the room and I began
to cry while Charlie denied absolutely that he
was imitating me. Nevertheless . . . I deter-
mined to abandon that silly walk forthwith.

For me, she filled out the picture. “I
was eighteen in 1925, when Chaplin came
to New York for the opening of “The
Gold Rush.” He was just twice my age,
and I had an affair with him for two
happy summer months. Ever since he
died, my mind has gone back fifty years,
trying to define that lovely being from
another world. He was not only the cre-
ator of the Little Fellow, though that was
miracle enough. He was a self-made aris-
tocrat. He taught himself to speak cul-
tivated English, and he kept a dictionary

“..And then Bambi became a bad deer. He started eating
peoples flowers and vegetables and bushes and nobody was sorry
when hunting season came around again. The end.”

in the bathroom at his hotel so that he
could learn a new word every morning.
While he dressed, he prepared his script
for the day, which was intended to adorn
his private portrait of himself as a per-
fect English gentleman. He was also a
sophisticated lover, who had affairs with
Peggy Hopkins Joyce and Marion Da-
vies and Pola Negri, and he was a brilliant
businessman, who owned his films and
demanded fifty per cent of the gross—
which drove Joe Schenck wild, along
with all the other people who were plot-
ting to rob him. Do you know, I can’t
once remember him s#i//? He was always
standing up as he sat down, and going
out as he came in. Except when he turned
off the lights and went to sleep, without
liquor or pills, like a child. Meaning
to be bitchy, Herman Mankiewicz said,
‘People never sat at his feet. He went to
where people were sitting and stood in
front of them.” But how we paid atten-
tion! We were hypnotized by the beauty
and inexhaustible originality of this glis-

tening creature. He’s the only genius I

ever knew who spread himself equally
over his art and his life. He loved show-
ing off in fine clothes and elegant
phrases—even in the witness box. When
Lita Grey divorced him, she put about
vile rumors that he had a depraved pas-
sion for little girls. He didn’t give a damn,
even though people said his career would
be wrecked. It still infuriates me that he
never defended himself against any of
those ugly lies, but the truth is that he
existed on a plane above pride, jealousy,
or hate. I never heard him say a snide
thing about anyone. He /ived totally with-
out fear. He knew that Lita Grey and her
family were living in his house in Bev-
erly Hills, planning to ruin him, yet he
was radiantly carefree—happy with the
success of “The Gold Rush’and with the
admirers who swarmed around him. Not
that he exacted adoration. Even during
our affair, he knew that I didn’t adore
him in the romantic sense, and he didn't
mind at all. Which brings me to one of
the dirtiest lies he allowed to be told
about him—that he was mean with
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“No, really, I'm so happy for you

money. People forget that Chaplin was
the only star ever to keep his ex-leading
lady [Edna Purviance] on his payroll for
life,and the only producer to pay his em-
ployees their full salaries even when he
wasn't in production. When our joyful
summer ended, he didn’t give me a fur
from Jaeckel or a bangle from Cartier,
so that I could flash them around, say-
ing, Look what I got from Chaplin."The
day after he left town, I got a nice check
in the mail, signed Charlie. And then I
didn’t even write him a thank-you note.
Damn me.”

Brooks’s souvenirs of Europe, later in
the twenties, began with pictures of a
burly, handsome, dark-haired man, usu-
ally alighting from a train: George Pres-
ton Marshall, the millionaire who was
her frequent bedfellow and constant ad-
viser between 1927 and 1933. “If you care
about ‘Pandora’s Box,” you should be
grateful to George Marshall,” she told
me. “I'd never heard of Mr. Pabst when
he offered me the part. It was George
who insisted that I should accept it. He
was passionately fond of the theatre and
films, and he slept with every pretty
show-business girl he could find, includ-
ing all my best friends. George took me
to Berlin with his English valet, who
stepped off the train blind drunk and
fell flat on his face at Mr. Pabst’s feet.”

The Brooks collection contains no
keepsakes of the actress whom she pipped
at the post in the race to play Lulu, and
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. That is z‘ruly great news. Bravo.”

of whom, when I raised the subject, she
spoke less than charitably. “Dietrich?
That contraption! She was one of the
beautiful-but-dumb girls, like me, but
she belonged to the category of those
who thought they were smart and fooled
other people into believing it. But I guess
P'm just being insanely jealous, because
I'know she’s a friend of yours—isn't she?”
By way of making amends, she praised
Dietrich’s performance as Lola in “The
Blue Angel,” and then, struck by a sud-
den thought, interrupted herself: “Hey!
Why don't I ask Marlene to come over
from Paris? We could work on our mem-
oirs together. Better still, she could write
mine, and I hers—'Lulu’ by Lola, and
‘Lola’ by Lulu.” To put it politely, how-
ever, Dietrich does not correspond to
Brooks’s ideal image of a movie goddess.
But who does—apart from Margaret
Sullavan, whose voice, as we know, she
reveres? A few months after our Roch-
ester encounter, she sent me a letter that
disclosed another, unexpected object of
her admiration. In it she said:

I've just been listening to Toronto radio.
There was a press conference with Ava Gard-
ner, who is making a movie in Montreal. Her
beauty has never excited me, and I have seen
only one of her films, “The Night of the Iguana,”
in which she played a passive role that revealed
her power of stillness but little else. On radio,
sitting in a hotel room, triggered by all the old
stock questions, she said nothing new or stir-
ring—just “Sinatra could be very nice or very
rotten—get me another drink, baby—I made

fifty-four pictures and the only part I under-
stood was in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” . . .”
In her conversation, there was nothing about
great acting or beauty or sex, and no trace of
philosophical or intellectual concern. Yet for
the first time in my life I was proud of being
a movie actress, unmixed with theatre art. Ava
is in essence what I think a movie star should
be—a beautiful person with a unique, mysteri-
ous personality unpolluted by Hollywood. And
she is so strong. She did not have to run away
(like Garbo) to keep from being turned into
a product of the machine. . .. What I should
like to know is whether, as I sometimes fancy,
I ever had a glimmer of that quality of integ-
rity which makes Ava shine with her own light.

The next picture out of the manila
envelopes showed Brooks, inscrutable
and somewhat forlorn in a sequinned
evening gown, sitting at a table sur-
rounded by men with pencil-thin mus-
taches who were wearing tuxedos, black
ties, and wing collars. These men were
all jabbering into telephones and laugh-
ing maniacally. None of them were look-
ing at Brooks. Behind them I could
make out oak-panelled walls and an
out-of-focus waiter with a fish-eyed
stare and a strong resemblance to Louis
Jouvet. “You know where that was taken,
of course,” Brooks said.

I was sorry, but I didn't.

“That’s Joe Zelli’s!” she cried. “Zelli’s
was the most famous night club in Paris.
I can’t remember all the men’s names,
but the one on the extreme right used
to drink ether. The one on my left was
half Swedish and half English. I lived
with him in several hotels. Although he
was very young, he had snow-white hair,
so we always called him the Eskimo. The
tellow next to him, poor guy, was killed
the very next day. He was cut to pieces
by a speedboat propeller at Cannes.”

Whenever I think of the twenties, I
shall see that flashlit hysterical tableau
at Zelli’s and the unsmiling seraph at
the center of it.

From the fattest of all her files, Brooks
now pulled out a two-shot. Beaming in
a cloche hat, she stands arm in arm with
a stocky, self-possessed man in a hom-
burg. He also wears steel-rimmed glasses,
a bow tie, and a well-cut business suit;
you would guess he was in his early for-
ties. “Mr. Pabst,” she said simply. “That
was 1928, in Berlin, while we were mak-
ing ‘Pandora’s Box.” As I told you, I ar-
rived with George Marshall, and Mr.
Pabst hated him, because he kept me up
all night, going round the clubs. A few



weeks later, George went back to the
States, and after that Mr. Pabst locked
me up in my hotel when the day’s shoot-
ing was finished. Everyone thought he
was in love with me. On the rare eve-
nings when I went to his apartment for
dinner, his wife, Trudi, would walk out
and bang the door. Mr. Pabst was a highly
respectable man, but he had the most
extraordinary collection of obscene stills
in the world. He even had one of Sarah
Bernhardt nude with a black-lace fan.
Did you know that in the twenties it was
the custom for European actresses to
send naked pictures of themselves to
movie directors? He had all of them.
Anyway, I didn't have an affair with him
in Berlin. In 1929, though, when he was
in Paris trying to set up ‘Prix de Beauté,’
we went out to dinner at a restaurant
and I behaved rather outrageously. For
some reason, | slapped a close friend of
mine across the face with a bouquet of
roses. Mr. Pabst was horrified. He hus-
tled me out of the place and took me
back to my hotel, where—what do I do?
I'm in a terrific mood, so I decide to ban-
ish his disgust by giving the best sexual
performance of my career. I jump into
the hay and deliver myself to him body
and soul. [Her voice is jubilant.] He acted
as if he'd never experienced such a thing
in his life. You know how men want to
pin medals on themselves when they ex-
cite you? They get positively radiant.
Next morning, Mr. Pabst was so pleased
he couldn’t see straight. That was why
he postponed ‘Prix de Beauté’ and ar-
ranged to make “The Diary of a Lost
Gir! first. He wanted the affair to con-
tinue. But I didn't, and when I got to
Berlin it was like ‘Pandora’s Box all over
again, except that this time the man I
brought with me was the Eskimo—my
white-headed boy from Zelli’s.”
Brooks laughed softly, recalling the
scene. “Mr. Pabst was there at the sta-
tion to meet me. He was appalled when
I got off the train with the Eskimo. On
top of that, I had a wart on my neck,
and Esky had just slammed the com-
partment door on my finger. Mr. Pabst
took one stark look at me, told me I had
to start work the next morning, and
dragged me away to a doctor, who
burned oft the wart. If you study the
early sequences of ‘Lost Girl,’ you can
see the sticking plaster on my neck. I
hated to hurt Mr. Pabst’s feelings with

the Eskimo, but I simply could not bring
myself to repeat that one and only night.
The irony, which Mr. Pabst never knew,
was that although Esky and I shared a
hotel suite in Berlin, we didn't sleep to-
gether until much later, when ‘Lost Girl
was finished and we were spending a
tew days in Paris. ‘Eskimo, I said to him
the evening before we parted, ‘this is the
night.” And it was—another first and
last for Brooks.”

M ore fragments of Brooksiana:

I: Do you think there are
countries that produce particularly good
lovers?

BRrooOKks: Englishmen are the best.
And priest-ridden Irishmen are the worst.

I: What are your favorite films?

BrookS: “An American in Paris,”
“Pygmalion,”and “The Wizard of Oz.”
Please don't be disappointed.

I: They’re all visions of wish ful-
fillment. An American at large with a
gamine young dancer in a fantasy play-
ground called Paris. A Cockney flower
girl who becomes the toast of upper-class
London. And a child from your home
state who discovers, at the end of a trip
to a magic world, that happiness was
where she started out.

BROOKS: You are disappointed.

I: Not a bit. They're first-rate mov-
ies, and they’re all aspects of you.

P ostscript from a letter Brooks wrote
to me before we met: “Can you give
me a reason for sitting here in this bed,
going crazy, with not one god-damned
excuse for living?” I came up with more
than one reason; viz., (a) to receive the
homage of those who cherish the im-
ages she has left on celluloid, (b) to be-
stow the pleasure of her conversation on
those who seek her company, (c) to ap-
pease her hunger for gleaning wisdom
from books, and (d) to test the truth of
a remark she had made to a friend: “The
Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset
once said, ‘We are all lost creatures.” It
is only when we admit this that we have
a chance of finding ourselves.”

D espite the numerous men who have
crossed the trajectory of her life,
Brooks has pursued her own course. She
has flown solo. The price to be paid for
such individual autonomy is, inevitably,
loneliness, and her loneliness is prefigured

in one of the most penetrating com-
ments she has ever committed to print:
“The great art of films does not consist
in descriptive movement of face and
body, but in the movements of thought
and soul transmitted in a kind of in-
tense isolation.”

Q. s I rose to leave her apartment, she

gave me a present: a large and
handsome volume entitled “Louise
Brooks—Portrait d'une Anti-Star.” Pub-
lished in Paris in 1977, it contained a full
pictorial survey of her career, together
with essays, critiques, and poems de-
voted to her beauty and talent. She in-
scribed it to me, and copied out, be-
neath her signature, the epitaph she has
composed for herself: “I never gave away
anything without wishing I had kept it;
nor kept anything without wishing I
had given it away.” The book included
an account by Brooks of her family back-
ground, which I paused to read. It ended
with this paragraph, here reproduced
from her original English text:

Opver the years I suffered poverty and rejec-
tion and came to believe that my mother had
formed me for a freedom that was unattainable,
adelusion. Then . . .Iwas. .. confined to this
small apartment in this alien city of Roches-
ter. . . . Looking about, I saw millions of old
people in my situation, wailing like lost pup-
pies because they were alone and had no one
to talk to. But they had become enslaved by
habits which bound their lives to warm bodies
that talked. I was free! Although my mother
had ceased to be a warm body in 1944, she had
not forsaken me. She comforts me with every
book I read. Once again I am five, leaning on
her shoulder, learning the words as she reads
aloud “Alice in Wonderland.”

She insisted on getting out of bed to
escort me to the door. We had been
talking earlier of Proust, and she had
mentioned his maxim that the future
could never be predicted from the past.
Out of her past, I thought, in all its
bizarre variety, who knows what future
she may invent? “Another thing about
Proust,” she said, resting on her cane in
the doorway. “No matter how he dresses
his characters up in their social disguises,
we always know how they look naked.”
As we know it, I reflected, in Brooks’s
performances.

I kissed her goodbye, buttoned up my
social disguise—for it was a chilly eve-
ning—and joined the other dressed-up
people on the streets of Rochester. ¢

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022 47



PROFILES OCTOBER 24, 1964

CRACKIN, SHAKRIN’, BREAKIN SOUNDS

How the young Bob Dylan transcended “finger-pointing” folk songs and found a new, incisive voice.

he word “folk” in the term “folk
music” used to connote a rural

homogeneous community that
carried on a tradition of anonymously
created music. No one person composed
a piece; it evolved through generations
of communal care. In recent years, how-
ever, folk music has increasingly become
the quite personal—and copyrighted—
product of specific creators. More and
more of them, in fact, are neither rural
nor representative of centuries-old fam-
ily and regional traditions. They are often
city-bred converts to the folk style; and,
after an apprenticeship during which
they try to imitate rural models from
the older approach to folk music, they
write and perform their own songs out
of their own concerns and preoccupa-
tions. The restless young, who have been
the primary support of the rise of this
kind of folk music over the past five years,
regard two performers as their pre€mi-
nent spokesmen. One is the twenty-three-
year-old Joan Baez. She does not write
her own material and she includes a con-
siderable proportion of traditional, com-
munally created songs in her programs.
But Miss Baez does speak out explicitly
against racial prejudice and militarism,
and she does sing some of the best of
the new topical songs. Moreover, her
pure, penetrating voice and her open,
honest manner symbolize for her ad-
mirers a cool island of integrity in a so-
ciety that the folk-song writer Malvina
Reynolds has characterized in one of
her songs as consisting of “little boxes.”
(“And the boys go into business/And
marry and raise a family/In boxes made
of ticky tacky/And they all look the
same.”) The second—and more influ-
ential—demiurge of the folk-music
microcosm is Bob Dylan, who is also
twenty-three. Dylan’s impact has been
the greater because he is a writer of songs
as well as a performer. Such composi-
tions of his as “Blowin’ in the Wind,”
“Masters of War,” “Don’t Think Twice,
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It’s All Right,” and “Only a Pawn in
Their Game” have become part of the
repertoire of many other performers, in-
cluding Miss Baez, who has explained,
“Bobby is expressing what I—and many
other young people—feel, what we want
to say. Most of the ‘protest’ songs about
the bomb and race prejudice and con-
formity are stupid. They have no beauty.
But Bobby’s songs are powerful as po-
etry and powerful as music. And, oh, my
God, how that boy can sing!” Another
reason for Dylan’s impact is the singu-
lar force of his personality. Wiry, tense,
and boyish, Dylan looks and acts like a
tusion of Huck Finn and a young Woody
Guthrie. Both onstage and off, he ap-
pears to be just barely able to contain
his prodigious energy. Pete Seeger, who,
at forty-five, is one of the elders of Amer-
ican folk music, recently observed, “Dylan
may well become the country’s most cre-
ative troubadour—if he doesn’t explode.”

Dylan is always dressed informally—
the possibility that he will ever be seen
in a tie is as remote as the possibility
that Miss Baez will perform in an eve-
ning gown—and his possessions are few,
the weightiest of them being a motor-
cycle. A wanderer, Dylan is often on the
road in search of more experience. “You
can find out a lot about a small town
by hanging around its poolroom,” he
says. Like Miss Baez, he prefers to keep
most of his time for himself. He works
only occasionally, and during the rest of
the year he travels or briefly stays in a
house owned by his manager, Albert
Grossman, in Bearsville, New York—a
small town adjacent to Woodstock and
about a hundred miles north of New
York City. There Dylan writes songs,
works on poetry, plays, and novels, rides
his motorcycle,and talks with his friends.
From time to time, he comes to New
York to record for Columbia Records.

A few weeks ago, Dylan invited me
to a recording session that was to begin
at seven in the evening in a Columbia

studio on Seventh Avenue near Fifty-
second Street. Before he arrived, a tall,
lean, relaxed man in his early thirties
came in and introduced himself to me
as Tom Wilson, Dylan’s recording pro-
ducer. He was joined by two engineers,
and we all went into the control room.
Wilson took up a post at a long, broad
table, between the engineers, from which
he looked out into a spacious studio with
a tall thicket of microphones to the left
and, directly in front, an enclave contain-
ing a music stand, two microphones, and
an upright piano, and set off by a large
screen, which would partly shield Dylan
as he sang, for the purpose of improv-
ing the quality of the sound. “I have no
idea what he’s going to record tonight,”
Wilson told me. “It’s all to be stuff he’s
written in the last couple of months.”

I asked it Dylan presented any par-
ticular problems to a recording director.

“My main difficulty has been pound-
ing mike technique into him,” Wilson
said. “He used to get excited and move
around a lot and then lean in too far, so
that the mike popped. Aside from that,
my basic problem with him has been to
create the kind of setting in which he’s
relaxed. For instance, if that screen should
bother him, I'd take it away, even if we
have to lose a little quality in the sound.”
Wilson looked toward the door. “I'm
somewhat concerned about tonight.
We're going to do a whole album in one
session. Usually, were not in such a rush,
but this album has to be ready for Co-
lumbia’s fall sales convention. Except for
special occasions like this, Bob has no
set schedule of recording dates. We think
he’s important enough to record when-
ever he wants to come to the studio.”

Five minutes after seven, Dylan
walked into the studio, carrying a bat-
tered guitar case. He had on dark glasses,
and his hair, dark-blond and curly, had
obviously not been cut for some weeks;
he was dressed in blue jeans, a black jer-
sey, and desert boots. With him were
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Despite his critique of society, Dylan is averse to the neatly defined cause. “I'm not part of no Movement,” he says.
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half a dozen friends, among them Jack
Elliott, a folk singer in the Woody Guth-
rie tradition, who was also dressed in
blue jeans and desert boots, plus a brown
corduroy shirt and a jaunty cowboy hat.
Elliott had been carrying two bottles of
Beaujolais, which he now handed to
Dylan, who carefully put them on a table
near the screen. Dylan opened the gui-
tar case, took out a looped-
wire harmonica holder, hung
it around his neck, and then
walked over to the piano
and began to play in a roll-
ing, honky-tonk style.
“He’s got a wider range
of talents than he shows,”
Wilson told me. “He kind
of hoards them. You go
back to his three albums.
Each time, there’s a big
leap from one to the next—in mate-
rial, in performance, in everything.”
Dylan came into the control room,
smiling. Although he is fiercely accu-
satory toward society at large while he
is performing, his most marked offstage
characteristic is gentleness. He speaks
swiftly but softly, and appears per-
sistently anxious to make himself clear.
“We're going to make a good one to-
night,” he said to Wilson. “I promise.”
He turned to me and continued, “There
aren’t any finger-pointing songs in here,
either. Those records I've already made,
I'll stand behind them, but some of that
was jumping into the scene to be heard
and a lot of it was because I didn’t see
anybody else doing that kind of thing.
Now a lot of people are doing finger-
pointing songs. You know—pointing
to all the things that are wrong. Me, I
don’t want to write for people anymore.
You know—Dbe a spokesman. Like I
once wrote about Emmett Till in the
first person, pretending I was him. From
now on, I want to write from inside me,
and to do that I'm going to have to get
back to writing like I used to when I
was ten—having everything come out
naturally. The way I like to write is for
it to come out the way I walk or talk.”
Dylan frowned. “Not that I even walk
or talk yet like I'd like to. I don't carry
myself yet the way Woody, Big Joe Wil-
liams, and Lightnin’ Hopkins have car-
ried themselves. I hope to someday, but
they’re older. They got to where music
was a tool for them, a way to live more,
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a way to make themselves feel better.
Sometimes I can make myself feel bet-
ter with music, but other times it’s still
hard to go to sleep at night.”

A friend strolled in,and Dylan began
to grumble about an interview that had
been arranged for him later in the week.
“I hate to say no, because, after all, these
guys have a job to do,” he said, shaking
his head impatiently. “But it
bugs me that the first ques-
tion usually turns out to be
‘Are you going down South
to take part in any of the
civil-rights projects?” They
try to fit you into things.
Now, I've been down there,
but I'm not going down just
to hold a picket sign so they
can shoot a picture of me. I
know a lot of the kids in
S.N.C.C.—you know, the Student Non-
violent Codrdinating Committee. That’s
the only organization I feel a part of spir-
itually. The N.A.A.C.P.is a bunch of old
guys. I found that out by coming directly
in contact with some of the people in it.
They didn't understand me. They were
looking to use me for something. Man,
everybody’s hung up. You sometimes
don’t know if somebody wants you to do
something because he’s hung up or be-
cause he really digs who you are. It’s awful
complicated, and the best thing you can
do is admit it.”

Returning to the studio, Dylan stood
in front of the piano and pounded out
an accompaniment as he sang from one
of his own new songs:

Are you for real, baby, or are you just on
the shelf?

I'm looking deep into your eyes, but all I
can see is myself.

If you're trying to throw me, I've already
been tossed.

If you're trying to lose me, I've already
been lost. . . .

Another friend of Dylan’s arrived,
with three children, ranging in age from
four to ten. The children raced around
the studio until Wilson insisted that
they be relatively confined to the con-
trol room. By ten minutes to eight, Wil-
son had checked out the sound balance
to his satisfaction, Dylan’s friends had
found seats along the studio walls, and
Dylan had expressed his readiness—in
fact, eagerness—to begin. Wilson, in
the control room, leaned forward, a stop-

watch in his hand. Dylan took a deep
breath, threw his head back, and plunged
into a song in which he accompanied
himself on guitar and harmonica. The
first take was ragged; the second was
both more relaxed and more vivid. At
that point, Dylan, smiling, clearly ap-
peared to be confident of his ability to
do an entire album in one night. As he
moved into succeeding numbers, he re-
lied principally on the guitar for sup-
port, except for exclamatory punctua-
tions on the harmonica.

Having glanced through a copy of
Dylan’s new lyrics that he had handed
to Wilson, I observed to Wilson that
there were indeed hardly any songs of
social protest in the collection.

“Those early albums gave people the
wrong idea,”Wilson said. “Basically, he’s
in the tradition of all lasting folk music.
I mean, he’s not a singer of protest so
much as he is a singer of concern about
people. He doesn’t have to be talking
about Medgar Evers all the time to be
effective. He can just tell a simple little
story of a guy who ran oft from a woman.”

After three takes of one number, one
of the engineers said to Wilson, “If you
want to try another, we can get a bet-
ter take.”

“No.”Wilson shook his head. “With
Dylan, you have to take what you can
get.”

Out in the studio, Dylan, his slight
form bent forward, was standing just
outside the screen and listening to a play-
back through earphones. He began to
take the earphones off during an instru-
mental passage, but then his voice came
on, and he grinned and replaced them.

The engineer muttered again that
he might get a better take if Dylan ran
through the number once more.

“Forget it,” Wilson said. “You don't
think in terms of orthodox recording
techniques when you’re dealing with
Dylan. You have to learn to be as free on
this side of the glass as he is out there.”

Dylan went on to record a song about
a man leaving a girl because he was not
prepared to be the kind of invincible
hero and all-encompassing provider she
wanted. “It ain’t me you’re looking for,
babe,” he sang, with finality.

During the playback, I joined Dylan
in the studio. “The songs so far sound as
if there were real people in them,” I said.

Dylan seemed surprised that I had



considered it necessary to make the
comment. “There are. That’s what makes
them so scary. If I haven’t been through
what I write about, the songs aren't worth
anything.” He went on, via one of his
songs, to offer a complicated account
of a turbulent love affair in Spanish
Harlem, and at the end asked a friend,
“Did you understand it?” The friend
nodded enthusiastically. “Well, I didn't,”
Dylan said, with a laugh, and then be-
came sombre. “It’s hard being free in a
song—getting it all in. Songs are so
confining. Woody Guthrie told me once
that songs don't have to rhyme—that
they don't have to do anything like that.
But it’s not true. A song has to have
some kind of form to fit into the music.
You can bend the words and the metre,
but it still has to fit somehow. I've been
getting freer in the songs I write, but I
still feel confined. That’s why I write a
lot of poetry—if that’s the word. Poetry
can make its own form.”

As Wilson signalled for the start of
the next number, Dylan put up his hand.
“I just want to light a cigarette, so I can
see it there while I'm singing,” he said,
and grinned. “I'm very neurotic. I need
to be secure.”

By ten-thirty, seven songs had been
recorded.

“This is the fastest Dylan date yet,”
Wilson said. “He used to be all hung up
with the microphones. Now he’s a pro.”

Several more friends of Dylan’s had
arrived during the recording of the seven
songs, and at this point four of them
were seated in the control room behind
Wilson and the engineers. The others
were scattered around the studio, using
the table that held the bottles of Beau-
jolais as their base. They opened the
bottles, and every once in a while poured
out a drink in a paper cup. The three
children were still irrepressibly present,
and once the smallest burst suddenly
into the studio, ruining a take. Dylan
turned on the youngster in mock anger.
“I'm gonna rub you out,” he said. “T’ll
track you down and turn you to dust.”
The boy giggled and ran back into the
control room.

As the evening went on, Dylan’s voice
became more acrid. The dynamics of
his singing grew more pronounced, soft,
intimate passages being abruptly fol-
lowed by fierce surges in volume. The
relentless, driving beat of his guitar was

more often supplemented by the whoop-
ing thrusts of the harmonica.

“Intensity, that’s what he’s got,” Wil-
son said, apparently to himself. “By now,
this kid is outselling Thelonious Monk
and Miles Davis,” he went on, to me.
“He’s speaking to a whole new gener-
ation. And not only here. He’s just been
in England. He had standing room only
in Royal Festival Hall.”

Dylan had begun a song called
“Chimes of Freedom.” One of his four
friends in the control room—a lean,
bearded man—proclaimed, “Bobby’s
talking for every hung-up person in the
whole wide universe.” His three com-
panions nodded gravely.

The next composition, “Motorpsy-
cho Nitemare,” was a mordantly satir-
ical version of the vintage tale of the
tarmer, his daughter, and the travelling
salesman. There were several false starts,
apparently because Dylan was having
trouble reading the lyrics.

“Man, dim the lights,” the bearded
friend counselled Wilson. “He’ll get
more relaxed.”

“Atmosphere is not what we need,”
Wilson answered, without turning
around. “Legibility is what we need.”

During the playback, Dylan listened
intently, his lips moving, and a cigarette
cocked in his right hand. A short break
tollowed, during which Dylan shouted,

“Hey, we’re gonna need some more
wine!” Two of his friends in the studio
nodded and left.

After the recording session resumed,
Dylan continued to work hard and con-
scientiously. When he was preparing
for a take or listening to a playback, he
seemed able to cut himself off com-
pletely from the eddies of conversation
and humorous byplay stirred up by his
friends in the studio. Occasionally, when
a line particularly pleased him, he burst
into laughter, but he swiftly got back
to business.

Dylan started a talking blues—a wry

narrative in a sardonic recitative style,
which had been developed by Woody
Guthrie. “Now I'm liberal, but to a de-
gree,” Dylan was drawling halfway
through the song. “I want everybody to
be free. But if you think I'll let Barry
Goldwater move in next door and marry
my daughter, you must think I'm crazy.
I wouldn’t let him do it for all the farms
in Cuba.” He was smiling broadly, and
Wilson and the engineers were laugh-
ing. It was a long song, and toward the
end Dylan faltered. He tried it twice
more, and each time he stumbled be-
fore the close.

“Let me do another song,” he said
to Wilson. “I'll come back to this.”

“No,” Wilson said. “Finish up this

one. You'll hang us up on the order,and
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if I'm not here to edit, the other cat will
get mixed up. Just do an insert of the
last part.”

“Let him start from the beginning,
man,” said one of the four friends sit-
ting behind Wilson.

Wilson turned around, looking an-
noyed. “Why, man?”

“You don't start telling a story with
Chapter Eight, man,” the friend said.

“Oh, man,” said Wilson. “What kind
of philosophy is that? We're recording,
not writing a biography.”

As an obbligato of protest contin-
ued behind Wilson, Dylan, accepting
Wilson’s advice, sang the insert. His
bearded friend rose silently and drew a
square in the air behind Wilson’s head.

Other songs, mostly of love lost or
misunderstood, followed. Dylan was now
tired, but he retained his good humor.
“This last one is called ‘My Back Pages,”
he announced to Wilson. It appeared to
express his current desire to get away
from “finger-pointing” and write more
acutely personal material. “Oh, but I was
so much older then,” he sang as a re-
frain, “I'm younger than that now.”

By one-thirty, the session was over.
Dylan had recorded fourteen new songs.
He agreed to meet me again in a week
or so and fill me in on his background.
“My background’s not all that impor-
tant, though,” he said as we left the stu-
dio. “It’s what I am now that counts.”

ylan was born in Duluth, on May 24,

1941, and grew up in Hibbing, Min-
nesota, a mining town near the Cana-
dian border. He does not discuss his par-
ents, preferring to let his songs tell
whatever he wants to say about his per-
sonal history. “You can stand at one end
of Hibbing on the main drag an’see clear
past the city limits on the other end,”
Dylan once noted in a poem, “My Life
in a Stolen Moment,” printed in the pro-
gram of a 1963 Town Hall concert he
gave. Like Dylan’s parents, it appears, the
town was neither rich nor poor, but it
was, Dylan has said, “a dyin’ town.” He
ran away from home seven times—at ten,
at twelve, at thirteen, at fifteen, at fifteen
and a half, at seventeen, and at eighteen.
His travels included South Dakota, New
Mexico, Kansas, and California. In be-
tween flights, he taught himself the gui-
tar, which he had begun playing at the
age of ten. At fifteen, he was also play-
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ing the harmonica and the autoharp,and,
in addition, had written his first song,
a ballad dedicated to Brigitte Bardot.
In the spring of 1960, Dylan entered the
University of Minnesota, in Minneapo-
lis, which he attended for something
under six months. In “My Life in a Sto-
len Moment,” Dylan has summarized his
college career dourly: “I sat in science
class an’ flunked out for refusin’ to watch
a rabbit die. I got expelled from English
class for using four-letter words in a paper
describing the English teacher. I also
failed out of communication class for cal-
lin’ up every day and sayin’ I couldn’t
come. ... I was kept around for kicks at
a fraternity house. They let me live there,

an’ I did until they wanted me to join.”

Paul Nelson and Jon Pankake, who edit
the Little Sandy Review,a quarterly mag-
azine, published in Minneapolis, that is
devoted to critical articles on folk music
and performers, remember meeting Dylan
at the University of Minnesota in the
summer of 1960, while he was part of a
group of singers who performed at The
Scholar, a coffeehouse near the univer-
sity. The editors, who were students at
the university then, have since noted in
their publication: “We recall Bob as a
soft-spoken, rather unprepossessing
youngster . .. well-groomed and neat in
the standard campus costume of slacks,
sweater, white oxford sneakers, poplin
raincoat, and dark glasses.”

Before Dylan arrived at the univer-
sity, his singing had been strongly in-
fluenced by such Negro folk interpret-

ers as Leadbelly and Big Joe Williams.
He had met Williams in Evanston, II-
linois, during his break from home at
the age of twelve. Dylan had also been
attracted to several urban-style rhythm-
and-blues performers, notably Bo Did-
dley and Chuck Berry. Other shaping
forces were white country-music fig-
ures—particularly Hank Williams, Hank
Snow, and Jimmie Rodgers. During his
brief stay at the university, Dylan be-

came especially absorbed in the record-
ings of Woody Guthrie, the Oklahoma-
born traveller who had created the most
distinctive body of American topical
folk material to come to light in this
century. Since 1954, Guthrie, ill with
Huntington’s chorea, a progressive dis-
ease of the nervous system, had not been
able to perform, but he was allowed to
receive visitors. In the autumn of 1960,
Dylan quit the University of Minne-
sota and decided to visit Guthrie at
Greystone Hospital, in New Jersey.
Dylan returned briefly to Minnesota
the following May, to sing at a univer-
sity hootenanny, and Nelson and Pan-
kake saw him again on that occasion.
“In a mere half year,” they have recalled
in the Little Sandy Review, “he had
learned to churn up exciting, bluesy,
hard-driving harmonica-and-guitar
music, and had absorbed during his vis-
its with Guthrie not only the great Okie
musician’s unpredictable syntax but his
very vocal color, diction, and inflection.
Dylan’s performance that spring eve-
ning of a selection of Guthrie . . . songs
was hectic and shaky, but it contained
all the elements of the now-perfected
performing style that has made him the
most original newcomer to folk music.”

The winter Dylan visited Guthrie
was otherwise bleak. He spent most of
it in New York, where he found it dif-
ficult to get steady work singing. In
“Talkin’ New York,” a caustic song de-
scribing his first months in the city,
Dylan tells of having been turned away
by a coffeehouse owner, who told him
scornfully, “You sound like a hillbilly.
We want folk singers here.” There were
nights when he slept in the subway, but
eventually he found friends and a place
to stay on the lower East Side, and after
he had returned from the spring hoo-
tenanny, he began getting more fre-
quent engagements in New York. John
Hammond, Director of Talent Acqui-
sition at Columbia Records, who has
discovered a sizable number of impor-
tant jazz and folk performers during
the past thirty years, heard Dylan that
summer while attending a rehearsal of
another folk singer, whom Hammond
was about to record for Columbia Re-
cords. Impressed by the young man’s
raw force and by the vivid lyrics of his
songs, Hammond auditioned him and
immediately signed him to a recording



contract. Then,in September, 1961, while
Dylan was appearing at Gerde’s Folk
City, a casual refuge for “citybillies” (as
the young city singers and musicians
are now called in the trade), on West
Fourth Street, in Greenwich Village,
he was heard by Robert Shelton, the
folk-music critic for the Times, who
wrote of him enthusiastically.

Dylan began to prosper. He enlarged
his following by appearing at the New-
port and Monterey Folk Festivals and
giving concerts throughout the coun-
try. There have been a few snags, as when
he walked off the Ed Sullivan television
show in the spring of 1963 because the
Columbia Broadcasting System would
not permit him to sing a tart appraisal
of the John Birch Society, but on the
whole he has experienced accelerating
success. His first three Columbia al-
bums—“Bob Dylan,”“The Freewheelin’
Bob Dylan,”and “The Times They Are
A-Changin’”—have by now reached a
cumulative sales figure of nearly four
hundred thousand. In addition, he has
received large royalties as a composer of
songs that have become hits through
recordings by Peter, Paul, and Mary, the
Kingston Trio, and other performers.
At present, Dylan’s fees for a concert
appearance range from two thousand
to three thousand dollars a night. He
has sometimes agreed to sing at a nom-
inal fee for new, nonprofit folk socie-
ties, however,and he has often performed
without charge at civil-rights rallies.

usically, Dylan has transcended

most of his early influences and
developed an incisively personal style.
His vocal sound is most often charac-
terized by flaying harshness. Mitch Jayne,
a member of the Dillards, a folk group
from Missouri, has described Dylan’s
sound as “very much like a dog with his
leg caught in barbed wire.” Yet Dylan’s
admirers come to accept and even de-
light in the harshness, because of the vi-
tality and wit at its core. And they point
out that in intimate ballads he is capa-
ble of a fragile lyricism that does not slip
into bathos. It is Dylan’s work as a com-
poser, however, that has won him a wider
audience than his singing alone might
have. Whether concerned with cosmic
spectres or personal conundrums, Dylan’s
lyrics are pungently idiomatic. He has a
superb ear for speech rhythms, a gener-

“This is the best part of the movie.”

ally astute sense of selective detail, and
a natural storyteller’s command of nar-
rative pacing. His songs sound as if they
were being created out of oral street his-
tory rather than carefully written in tran-
quillity. On a stage, Dylan performs his
songs as if he had an urgent story to tell.
In his work there is little of the polished
grace of such carefully trained contem-
porary minstrels as Richard Dyer-Bennet.
Nor, on the other hand, do Dylan’s per-
formances reflect the calculated show-
manship of a Harry Belafonte or of Peter,
Paul, and Mary. Dylan off the stage is
very much the same as Dylan the per-
former—restless, insatiably hungry for
experience, idealistic, but skeptical of
neatly defined causes.

In the past year, as his renown has in-
creased, Dylan has become more elusive.
He felt so strongly threatened by his ini-
tial fame that he welcomed the chance
to use the Bearsville home of his man-
ager as a refuge between concerts, and
he still spends most of his time there
when he’s not travelling. A week after
the recording session, he telephoned me
from Bearsville, and we agreed to meet
the next evening at the Keneret, a restau-
rant on lower Seventh Avenue, in the
Village. It specializes in Middle Eastern
food, which is one of Dylan’s preferences,
but it does not have a liquor license. Upon
keeping our rendezvous, therefore, we
went next door for a few bottles of Beau-

jolais and then returned to the Keneret.
Dylan was as restless as usual, and as he
talked, his hands moved constantly and
his voice sounded as if he were never
quite able to catch his breath.

I asked him what he had meant, ex-
actly, when he spoke at the recording
session of abandoning “finger-pointing”
songs, and he took a sip of wine, leaned
forward, and said, “I looked around and
saw all these people pointing fingers at
the bomb. But the bomb is getting bor-
ing, because what’s wrong goes much
deeper than the bomb. What’s wrong is
how few people are free. Most people
walking around are tied down to some-
thing that doesn't let them really speak,
so they just add their confusion to the
mess. I mean, they have some kind of
vested interest in the way things are now.
Me, I'm cool.” He smiled. “You know,
Joanie—]Joanie Baez—worries about me.
She worries about whether people will
get control over me and exploit me. But
I'm cool. I'm in control, because I don't
care about money, and all that. And I'm
cool in myself, because I've gone through
enough changes so that I know what’s
real to me and what isn't. Like this fame.
It’s done something to me. It’s O.K. in
the Village here. People don't pay atten-
tion to me. But in other towns it’s funny
knowing that people you don't know fig-
ure they know you. I mean, they think
they know everything about you. One
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thing is groovy, though. I got birthday
cards this year from people I'd never heard
of. It’s weird, isn't it? There are people
I've really touched whom I'll never know.”
He lit a cigarette. “But in other ways
being noticed can be a weight. So I dis-
appear alot. I go to places where I'm not
going to be noticed. And I can.” He
laughed. “I have no work to do. I have
no job. I'm not committed to anything
except making a few records and play-
ing a few concerts. I'm weird that way.
Most people, when they get up in the
morning, have to do what they Aave to
do. I could pretend there were all kinds
of things I sad to do every day. But why?
So I do whatever I feel like. I might make
movies of my friends around Woodstock
one day. I write a lot. I get involved in
scenes with people. A lot of scenes are
going on with me all the time—here in
the Village, in Paris during my trips to
Europe, in lots of places.”

I asked Dylan how far ahead he
planned.

“I don’t look past right now,” he said.
“Now there’s this fame business. I know
it’s going to go away. It has to. This
so-called mass fame comes from peo-
ple who get caught up in a thing for a
while and buy the records. Then they
stop. And when they stop, I won't be
famous anymore.”
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We became aware that a young wait-
ress was standing by diffidently. Dylan
turned to her, and she asked him for his
autograph. He signed his name with
gusto, and signed again when she asked
if he would give her an autograph for
a friend. “I'm sorry to have interrupted
your dinner,” she said, smiling. “But I'm
really not.”

“I get letters from people—young
people—all the time,” Dylan continued
when she had left us. “I wonder if they
write letters like those to other people
they don't know. They just want to tell
me things, and sometimes they go into
their personal hangups. Some send po-
etry. I like getting them—read them all
and answer some. But I don’t mean I
give any of the people who write to me
any answers to their problems.” He
leaned forward and talked more rap-
idly. “It’s like when somebody wants to
tell me what the ‘moral’ thing is to do,
I want them to show me. If they have
anything to say about morals, I want to
know what it is they do. Same with me.
All'T can do is show the people who
ask me questions how I live. All T can
do is be me. I can’t tell them how to
change things, because there’s only one
way to change things, and that’s to cut
yourself off from all the chains. That’s
hard for most people to do.”

I had Dylan’s “The Times They Are
A-Changin’” album with me, and I
pointed out to him a section of his notes
on the cover in which he spoke of how
he had always been running when he
was a boy—running away from Hib-
bing and from his parents.

Dylan took a sip of wine. “I kept run-
ning because I wasn't free,” he said. “I was
constantly on guard. Somehow, way back
then, I already knew that parents do what
they do because they’re up tight. They're
concerned with their kids in relation to
themselves. I mean, they want their kids
to please them, not to embarrass them—
so they can be proud of them. They want
you to be what #hey want you to be. So I
started running when I was ten. But al-
ways I'd get picked up and sent home.
When I was thirteen, I was travelling
with a carnival through upper Minne-
sota and North and South Dakota, and
I got picked up again. I tried again and
again,and when I was eighteen, I cut out
for good. I was still running when I came
to New York. Just because you're free to
move doesn't mean you're free. Finally, I
got so far out I was cut off from every-
body and everything. It was then I de-
cided there was no sense in running so
far and so fast when there was no longer
anybody there. It was fake. It was run-
ning for the sake of running. So I stopped.
I've got no place to run from. I don’t have
to be anyplace I don’t want to be. But I
am by no means an example for any kid
wanting to strike out. I mean, I wouldn't
want a young kid to leave home because
I did it, and then have to go through a
lot of the things I went through. Every-
body has to find his own way to be free.
There isn’t anybody who can help you in
that sense. Nobody was able to help me.
Like seeing Woody Guthrie was one of
the main reasons I came East. He was
an idol to me. A couple of years ago, after
I'd gotten to know him, I was going
through some very bad changes, and 1
went to see Woody, like I'd go to some-
body to confess to. But I couldn’t confess
to him. It was silly. I did go and talk with
him—as much as he could talk—and the
talking helped. But basically he wasn't
able to help me at all. I finally realized
that. So Woody was my last idol.”

There was a pause.

“I've learned a lot in these past few
years,” Dylan said softly. “Like about
beauty.”



I reminded him of what he had said
about his changing criteria of beauty in
some notes he did for a Joan Baez album.
There he had written that when he first
heard her voice, before he knew her, his

reaction had been:

“I hate that kind a sound,” said I

“The only beauty’s ugly, man

The crackin’, shakin’, breakin’ sounds’re
The only beauty I understand.”

Dylan laughed. “Yeah,” he said. “I
was wrong. My hangup was that I used
to try to define beauty. Now I take it as
it is, however it is. That’s why I like
Hemingway. I don’t read much. Usu-
ally I read what people put in my hands.
But I do read Hemingway. He didn't
have to use adjectives. He didn't really
have to define what he was saying. He
just said it. I can't do that yet, but that’s
what I want to be able to do.”

A young actor from Julian Beck’s and
Judith Malina’s Living Theatre troupe
stopped by the table, and Dylan shook
hands with him enthusiastically. “We're
leaving for Europe soon,” the actor said.
“But when we come back, we’re going
out on the street. We're going to put on
plays right on the street, for anyone who
wants to watch.”

“Hey!” said Dylan, bouncing in his
seat. “Tell Julian and Judith that I want
to be in on that.”

The actor said he would, and took
Dylan’s telephone number. Then he said,
“Bob, are you doing only your own songs
now—none of the old folk songs at all?”

“Have to,” Dylan answered. “When
P'm up tight and it’s raining outside and
nobody’s around and somebody I want
is a long way from me—and with some-
one else besides—I can't sing ‘Ain't Got
No Use for Your Red Apple Juice.’]
don't care how great an old song it is or
what its tradition is. I have to make a
new song out of what I know and out
of what I'm feeling.”

The conversation turned to civil rights,
and the actor used the term “the Move-
ment” to signify the work of the civil-
rights activists. Dylan looked at him quiz-
zically. “I agree with everything that’s
happening,” he said, “but I'm not part of
no Movement. If I was, I wouldn’t be
able to do anything else but be in ‘the
Movement.’ I just can’t have people sit
around and make rules for me. I do a lot
of things no Movement would allow.”

He took a long drink of Beaujolais. “It’s
like politics,” he went on. “I just can’t
make it with a7y organization. I fell into
a trap once—last December—when I
agreed to accept the Tom Paine Award
from the Emergency Civil Liberties Com-
mittee. At the Americana Hotel! In the
Grand Ballroom! As soon as I got there,
I felt up tight. First of all, the people with
me couldn’t get in. They looked even
funkier than I did, I guess. They weren't
dressed right, or something. Inside the
ballroom, I really got up tight. I began to
drink. I looked down from the platform
and saw a bunch of people who had noth-
ing to do with my kind of politics. I looked
down and I got scared. They were sup-
posed to be on my side, but I didn't feel
any connection with them. Here were
these people whod been all involved with
the left in the thirties, and now they were
supporting civil-rights drives. That’s
groovy, but they also had minks and jew-
els, and it was like they were giving the
money out of guilt. I got up to leave, and
they followed me and caught me. They
told me I had to accept the award. When
I got up to make my speech, I couldn’t
say anything by that time but what was
passing through my mind. Theyd been
talking about Kennedy being killed, and
Bill Moore and Medgar Evers and the
Buddhist monks in Vietnam being killed.
I had to say something about Lee Os-
wald. I told them I'd read a lot of his feel-
ings in the papers,and I knew he was up
tight. Said I'd been up tight, too, so I'd
got a lot of his feelings. I saw a lot of my-
self in Oswald, I said, and I saw in him
a lot of the times we're all living in. And,
you know, they started booing. They
looked at me like I was an animal. They
actually thought I was saying it was a
good thing Kennedy had been killed.
That’s how far out they are. I was talking
about Oswald. And then I started talking
about friends of mine in Harlem—some
of them junkies, all of them poor. And I
said they need freedom as much as any-
body else, and what’s anybody doing for
them? The chairman was kicking my leg
under the table, and I told him, ‘Get out
of here.” Now, what I was supposed to be
was a nice cat. [ was supposed to say, ‘1
appreciate your award and I'm a great
singer and I'm a great believer in liber-
als, and you buy my records and I'll sup-
port your cause.” But I didn't, and so I
wasn't accepted that night. That’s the

cause of a lot of those chains I was talking
about—people wanting to be accepted,
people not wanting to be alone. But, after
all, what is it to be alone? I've been alone
sometimes in front of three thousand
people. I was alone that night.”

The actor nodded sympathetically.

Dylan snapped his fingers. “I almost
forgot,” he said. “You know, they were
talking about Freedom Fighters that
night. I've been in Mississippi, man. I
know those people on another level be-
sides civil-rights campaigns. I know them
as friends. Like Jim Forman, one of the
heads of S.N.C.C.I'll stand on his side
any time. But those people that night
were actually getting me to look at col-
ored people as colored people. I tell you,
I'm never going to have anything to do
with any political organization again in
my life. Oh, I might help a friend if he
was campaigning for office. But I'm not
going to be part of any organization.
Those people at that dinner were the
same as everybody else. They’re doing
their time. They’re chained to what
they’re doing. The only thing is, they’re
trying to put morals and great deeds on
their chains, but basically they dont want
to jeopardize their positions. They got
their jobs to keep. There’s nothing there
for me, and there’s nothing there for the
kind of people I hang around with. The
only thing I'm sorry about is that I guess
I hurt the collection at the dinner.I didn’t
know they were going to try to collect
money after my speech. I guess I lost
them a lot of money. Well, I offered to
pay them whatever it was they figured
they'd lost because of the way I talked.
I told them I didn’t care how much it
was. [ hate debts, especially moral debts.
They’re worse than money debts.”

Exhausted by his monologue, Dylan
sank back and poured more Beaujolais.
“People talk about trying to change so-
ciety,” he said. “All I know is that so
long as people stay so concerned about
protecting their status and protecting
what they have, aint nothing going to
be done. Oh, there may be some change
of levels inside the circle, but nobody’s
going to learn anything.”

The actor left, and it was time for
Dylan to head back upstate. “Come up
and visit next week,” he said to me, “and
I'll give you a ride on my motorcycle.”
He hunched his shoulders and walked
oft quickly. ¢
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T wice I have sat next to a famous
man on an airplane. The first
man was Jason Kidd, of the New
Jersey Nets. I asked him why he didn’t
fly first class, and he said that it was be-
cause his cousin worked for United.

“Wouldn't that be all the more rea-
son to get first class?”

“It’s cool,” he said, unfurling his legs
into the aisle.

I let it go, because what do I know
about the ins and outs of being a sports
celebrity? We didn't talk for the rest of
the flight.

I can't say the name of the second
tamous person, but I will tell you that
he is a Hollywood heartthrob who is
married to a starlet. Also, he has the let-
ter “V” in his first name. That’s all—I
can't say anything more than that. Think
espionage. O.K., the end—that really
is all. 'l call him Roy Spivey, which is
almost an anagram of his name.

It I were a more self-assured person
I would not have volunteered to give
up my seat on an overcrowded flight,
would not have been upgraded to first
class, would not have been seated be-
side him. This was my reward for being
a pushover. He slept for the first hour,
and it was startling to see such a famous
face look so vulnerable and empty. He
had the window seat and I had the aisle,
and I felt as though I were watching
over him, protecting him from the bright
lights and the paparazzi. Sleep, little spy,
sleep. He’s actually not little, but we’re
all children when we sleep. For this rea-
son, I always let men see me asleep early
on in a relationship. It makes them re-
alize that even though I am five feet
eleven I am fragile and need to be taken
care of. A man who can see the weak-
ness of a giant knows that he is a man
indeed. Soon, small women make him
teel almost fey—and, lo, he now has a
thing for tall women.

Roy Spivey shifted in his seat, wak-
ing. I quickly shut my own eyes, and
then slowly opened them, as if I, too,
had been sleeping. Oh, but he hadn’t
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quite opened his yet. I shut mine again
and right away opened them, slowly,
and he opened his, slowly, and our eyes
met, and it seemed as if we had woken
from a single sleep, from the dream of
our entire lives. Me, a tall but otherwise
undistinguished woman; he a distin-
guished spy, but not really, just an actor,
but not really, just a man, maybe even
just a boy. That’s the other way that my
height can work on men, the more com-
mon way: I become their mother.

We talked ceaselessly for the next
two hours, having the conversation that
is specifically about everything. He told
me intimate details about his wife, the
beautiful Ms. M. Who would have
guessed that she was so troubled?

“Oh, yeah, everything in the tabloids
is true.”

“It is?”

“Yeah, especially about her eating
disorder.”

“But the affairs?”

“No, not the affairs, of course not.
You can’t believe the 'bloids.”

“’Bloids?”

“We call them ’bloids. Or tabs.”

When the meals were served, it felt
as if we were eating breakfast in bed to-
gether, and when I got up to use the
bathroom he joked, “You're leaving me!”

And I said, “T'll be back!”

As I walked up the aisle, many of
the passengers stared at me, especially
the women. Word had travelled fast in
this tiny flying village. Perhaps there
were even some bloid writers on the
flight. There were definitely some 'bloid
readers. Had we been talking loudly? It
seemed to me that we were whispering.
I'looked in the mirror while I was pee-
ing and wondered if I was the plainest
person he had ever talked to. I took oft
my blouse and tried to wash under my
arms, which isn't really possible in such
a small bathroom. I tossed handfuls of
water toward my armpits and they
landed on my skirt. It was made from
the kind of fabric that turns much darker
when it is wet. This was a real situation

I had got myself into. I acted quickly,
taking off my skirt and soaking the
whole thing in the sink, then wringing
it out and putting it back on. I smoothed
it out with my hands. There. It was all
a shade darker now. I walked back down
the aisle, being careful not to touch any-
one with my dark skirt.

When Roy Spivey saw me, he shouted,
“You came back!”

And I laughed and he said, “What
happened to your skirt?”

I sat down and explained the whole
thing, starting with the armpits. He lis-
tened quietly until I was done.

“So were you able to wash your arm-
pits in the end?”

“No.”

“Are they smelly?”

“I think so.”

“I can smell them and tell you.”

“No.”

“It’s O.K. It’s part of showbiz.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Here.”

He leaned over and pressed his nose
against my shirt.

“It’s smelly.”

“Oh. Well, I tried to wash it.”

But he was standing up now, climb-
ing past me to the aisle and rummag-
ing around in the overhead bin. He fell
back into his seat dramatically, holding
a pump bottle.

“It’s Febreze.”

“Oh, I've heard about that.”

“It dries in seconds, taking odor with
it. Lift up your arms.”

Ilifted my arms, and with great focus
he pumped three hard sprays under
each sleeve.

“It’s best if you keep your arms out
until it dries.”

I held them out. One arm extended
into the aisle and the other arm crossed
his chest, my hand pressing against the
window. It was suddenly obvious how
tall I was. Only a very tall woman could
shoulder such a wingspan. He stared at
my arm in front of his chest for a mo-
ment, then he growled and bit it. Then
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he laughed. I laughed, too, but I did
not know what this was, this biting of
my arm.

“What was that?”

“That means I like you!”

“O.K”

“Do you want to bite me?”

“No.”

“You don't like me?”

“No, 1 do.”

“Is it because I'm famous?”

“No.”

“Just because I'm famous doesn’t
mean I don't need what everyone else
needs. Here, bite me anywhere. Bite
my shoulder.”

He slid back his jacket, unbuttoned
the first four buttons on his shirt, and
pulled it back, exposing a large, tanned
shoulder. I leaned over and very quickly
bit it lightly, and then picked up my S&y-
Mall catalogue and began reading. After
a minute, he rebuttoned himself and
slowly picked up his copy of SkyMall.
We read like this for a good half hour.

During this time I was careful not
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to think about my life. My life was far
below us, in an orangey-pink stucco
apartment building. It seemed as though
I might never have to return to it now.
The salt of his shoulder buzzed on the
tip of my tongue. I might never again
stand in the middle of the living room
and wonder what to do next. I some-
times stood there for up to two hours,
unable to generate enough momentum
to eat, to go out, to clean, to sleep. It
seemed unlikely that someone who had
just bitten and been bitten by a celeb-
rity would have this kind of problem.

I read about vacuum cleaners de-
signed to suck insects out of the air. I
studied self-heating towel racks, and
take rocks that could hide a key. We
were beginning our descent. We ad-
justed our seat backs and tray tables.
Roy Spivey suddenly turned to me and
said, “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey, I had an amazing time with you.”

“I did, too.”

“I'm going to write down a number,

and I want you to guard it with your life.”

“O.K”

“This phone number falls into the
wrong hands and I'll have to get some-
one to change it, and that is a big
headache.”

“O.K”

He wrote the number on a page from
the SkyMall catalogue and ripped it out
and pressed it into my palm.

“This is my kids’nanny’s personal line.
The only people who call her on this line
are her boyfriend and her son. So she’ll
always answer it. You’ll always get
through. And she’ll know where I am.”

I looked at the number.

“It’s missing a digit.”

“I know. I want you to just memo-
rize the last number, O.K.?”

“O.K”

“It’s four.”

We turned our faces to the front
of the plane, and Roy Spivey
gently took my hand. I was still hold-
ing the paper with the number, so he
held it with me. I felt warm and sim-
ple. Nothing bad could ever happen
to me while I was holding hands with
him, and when he let go I would have
the number that ended in four. I'd
wanted a number like this my whole
life. The plane landed gracefully, like an
easily drawn line. He helped me pull
my carry-on bag down from the bin; it
looked obscenely familiar.

“My people are going to be waiting
for me out there, so I won't be able to
say goodbye properly.”

“I know. That’s all right.”

“No, it really isn't. It’s a travesty.”

“But I understand.”

“O.K., here’s what I'm going to do.
Just before I leave the airport, 'm going
to come up to you and say, ‘Do you
work here?”

“It’s O.K. I really do understand.”

“No, this is important to me. I'll say,
‘Do you work here?” And then you say
your part.”

“What’s my part?”

“You say, ‘No.””

“O.K”

“And I'll know what you mean. We’ll
know the secret meaning.”

“O.K.

We looked into each other’s eyes in a
way that said that nothing else mattered
as much as us. I asked myself if I would



kill my parents to save his life,a question
I had been posing since I was fifteen. The
answer always used to be yes. But in time
all those boys had faded away and my
parents were still there. I was now less
and less willing to kill them for anyone;
in fact, I worried for their health. In this
case, however, I had to say yes. Yes, I would.

We walked down the tunnel between
the plane and real life, and then, with-
out so much as a look in my direction,
he glided away from me.

I tried not to look for him in the
baggage-claim area. He would find me
before he left. I went to the bathroom.
I claimed my bag. I drank from the water
fountain. I watched children hit each
other. Finally, I let my eyes crawl over
everyone. They were all not him, every
single one of them. But they all knew
his name. Those who were talented at
drawing could have drawn him from
memory, and everyone else could cer-
tainly have described him, if they'd had
to, say, to a blind person—the blind being
the only people who wouldn’t know what
he looked like. And even the blind would
have known his wife’s name, and a few
of them would have known the name
of the boutique where his wife had
bought a lavender tank top and match-
ing boy shorts. Roy Spivey was both no-
where to be found and everywhere.
Someone tapped me on the shoulder.

“Excuse me, do you work here?”

It was him. Except that it wasn’t him,
because there was no voice in his eyes;
his eyes were mute. He was acting. I
said my line.

“No.”

A pretty young airport attendant ap-
peared beside me.

“Iwork here. I can help you,” she said
enthusiastically.

He paused for a fraction of a second
and then said, “Great.” I waited to see
what he would come up with, but the at-
tendant glared at me, as if I were rubber-
necking, and then rolled her eyes at him,
as if she were protecting him from peo-
ple like me. I wanted to yell, “It was a
code! It had a secret meaning!” But I knew
how this would look, so I moved along.

hat evening, I found myself stand-
ing in the middle of my living-
room floor. I had made dinner and
eaten it, and then I had an idea that
I might clean the house. But halfway

to the broom I stopped on a whim,
flirting with the emptiness in the cen-
ter of the room. I wanted to see if I
could start again. But, of course, I knew
what the answer would be. The lon-
ger I stood there, the longer I had to
stand there. It was intricate and expo-
nential. I looked like I was doing noth-
ing, but really I was as busy as a phys-
icist or a politician. I was strategizing
my next move. That my next move
was always not to move didn’t make
it any easier.

I let go of the idea of cleaning and
just hoped that I would get to bed at a
reasonable hour. I thought of Roy Spivey
in bed with Ms.M. And then I remem-
bered the number. I took it out of my
pocket. He had written it across a pic-
ture of pink curtains. They were made
out of a fabric that was originally de-
signed for the space shuttle; they changed
density in reaction to fluctuations of
light and heat. I mouthed all the num-
bers and then said the missing one out
loud: “Four.” It felt risky and illicit. I
yelled, “FOUR!” And moved easily into
the bedroom. I put on my nightgown,
brushed my teeth, and went to bed.

O ver the course of my life, I've used
the number many times. Not the
telephone number, just the four. When
I first met my husband, I used to whis-
per “four”while we had intercourse, be-
cause it was so painful. Then I learned
about a tiny operation that I could have

| =
s |
Co—0r o

to enlarge myself. I whispered “four”
when my dad died of lung cancer. When
my daughter got into trouble doing
God knows what in Mexico City, I said
“four” to myself as I gave her my credit-
card number over the phone. Which
was confusing—thinking one number
and saying another. My husband jokes
about my lucky number, but I've never
told him about Roy. You shouldn’t un-
derestimate a man’s capacity for feeling
threatened. You don’t have to be a great

beauty for men to come to blows over
you. At my high-school reunion, I
pointed out a teacher I'd once had a
crush on, and by the end of the night
this teacher and my husband were wres-
tling in a hotel parking garage. My hus-
band said that it was about issues of
race, but I knew. Some things are best
left unsaid.

This morning, I was cleaning out my
jewelry box when I came upon a little
slip of paper with pink curtains on it. I
thought I had lost it long ago, but, no,
there it was, folded underneath a
dried-up carnation and some imprac-
tically heavy bracelets. I hadn’t whis-
pered “four” in years. The idea of luck
made me feel a little weary now, like
Christmas when youre not in the mood.

I stood by the window and studied
Roy Spivey’s handwriting in the light.
He was older now—we all were—but
he was still working. He had his own
TV show. He wasn't a spy anymore; he
played the father of twelve rascally kids.
It occurred to me now that I had missed
the point entirely. He had wanted me
to call him. I looked out the window:
my husband was in the driveway, vac-
uuming out the car. I sat on the bed
with the number in my lap and the
phone in my hands. I dialled all the dig-
its, including the invisible one that had
shepherded me through my adult life.
It was no longer in service. Of course
it wasn't. It was preposterous for me to
have thought that it would still be his
nanny’s private line. Roy Spivey’s chil-
dren had long since grown up. The
nanny was probably working for some-
one else, or maybe she'd done well for
herself—put herself through nursing
school or business school. Good for her.
I looked down at the number and felt
a tidal swell of loss. It was too late. I
had waited too long.

I listened to the sound of my hus-
band beating the car mats on the side-
walk. Our ancient cat pressed against
my legs, wanting food. But I couldn’t
seem to stand up. Minutes passed, al-
most an hour. Now it was starting to
get dark. My husband was downstairs
making a drink and I was about to stand
up. Crickets were chirping in the yard
and I was about to stand up. ¢
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David Sedaris reads and discusses “Roy Spivey.”
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THE QUEEN'S HEART

In time for her Golden Jubilee, two biographies of Elizabeth II.

ord of the car crash reached
\ ; s / Balmoral Castle, in Scot-
land, at one oclock in the

morning of August 31, 1997. Word of
the death came through at four. Prince
Charles was in residence, with his sons;
the Queen advised him not to wake
them (they would need all their
strength), adding, “We must get the ra-
dios out of their rooms.” Charles broke
the news just after seven. Prince Harry,
then twelve, couldn’t quite take it in.
Was everyone sure? he asked; would
somebody check? The boys were asked
it they would like to accompany the
family to church. (It was Sunday.) Prince
William, then fifteen, wanted to at-
tend—so he could “talk to Mummy.”

“The world’s going to go completely
mad,” Charles said, presciently, when
he heard. By the following Thursday,
the Royal Family was facing the strang-
est crisis in its history. Certainly, King
Egbert (802-39) would not have known
what to make of it; and neither did
Queen Elizabeth II (1952- ). “We don’t
have protocol here,” an eminent court-
ier once drawled, “just bloody good man-
ners.” But national cohesion, and in-
deed public order, now depended on a
preposterous punctilio: the people
wanted a flag flying at half-mast above
Buckingham Palace, and the Queen
wasn't having it. Flags were flying at
half-mast at other royal seats; the flag
at the palace, however, flies only when
the Queen is staying there (and she was
still in Scotland: a further scandal). The
tlag at the palace doesn’t go halfway
down for anybody’s death, even the mon-
arch’s. Within the inner circle, the dis-
pute was unprecedentedly fearsome. (“A
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lot of people,” an aide said, “were heav-
ily scarred by it.”) The desperate court-
iers were unanimous: the flag must go
up. But the Windsors hadn't yet sensed
which way the wind was blowing.

As in all matters royal, we are deal-
ing here not with pros and cons, with
arguments and counter-arguments; we
are dealing with signs and symbols, with
fever and magic. To the Queen, the flag
(or its absence) was an emblem of her
nonnegotiable inheritance. To her sub-
jects, the flag was an emblem—a dis-
play—of grief; and a display of grief
was what they were demanding. Prime
Minister Tony Blair was onto “the
mood”so quickly that you feel he must
have partaken of it. Before noon on
that same Sunday, he huskily addressed
the nation: “We are today a nation, in
Britain, in a state of shock, in mourn-
ing, in grief that is so deeply painful for
us. ... She was the People’s Princess,
and that’s how she will stay, how she
will remain in our hearts and in our
memories forever.” Now the British
newspapers, having cheerfully savaged
Diana for years (right up to and includ-
ing that weekend), were cheerfully at
work on her black-bordered canoniza-
tion. “WHERE IS OUR QUEEN? WHERE
IS HER FLAG?” “SHOW US YOU CARE.”
“YOUR PEOPLE ARE SUFFERING. SPEAK
TO US, MAAM.”

iana’s funeral was set for Saturday.

The Queen had intended to pro-
cess south, in the royal train, on Friday
night. But by now she had adapted to
the new reality—had remembered that
she was a servant as well as a potentate.
She flew down on Friday afternoon; she

would speak, she would show us she
cared; the flag, which had not been low-
ered for her father, George VI, would
be lowered for Diana. There were
heightened fears for the safety of the
Queen and Prince Philip when they ar-
rived at Buckingham Palace. Obligingly,
they climbed out of their limousine and
inspected the shoulder-high heaps of
flowers and tributes (“Diana, Queen of
Heaven,”“Regina Coeli,”and so on). It
was felt that, at the very least, there might
be a repetition of Queen Victoria’s ex-
perience in her Golden Jubilee year
(1887), when she was greeted in the East
End by what she called “a horrid noise”
she had never heard before: booing.
It didn’t happen. Here is Robert La-
cey’s account in his exemplary book
“Monarch: The Life and Reign of Eliz-
abeth II” (Free Press; $27.50):

As Elizabeth II, dressed in black, walked
down the line of mourners, an eleven-year-old
girl handed her five red roses.

“Would you like me to place them for you?”
asked the queen.

“No, Your Majesty,” replied the girl. “They
are for you.”

“You could hear the crowd begin to clap,”
recalls an aide. “I remember thinking, ‘Gosh,
it’s all right.””

Well, not yet. There was also the speech.
The Queen would have to come as
close as she could bring herself to pre-
tending that she loved Princess Diana.

Lacey is very good on the Queen’s
teelings about feelings, the “curious
knotting in the impulses” that compli-
cates her expressions of emotion. She
could write a passionate four-page let-
ter to a friend in response to a brief
commiseration about the violent death
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The Queen has been criticized for aloofness; in fact, she respects emotion and cannot fake it.
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of a favorite corgi. This was heartache
of a manageable and articulate order.
But when, in 1966, a hill of slag col-
lapsed on a village in South Wales, Ab-
erfan, killing a hundred and sixteen
children (and twenty-eight adults), the
Queen, against all advice and family
precedent, delayed her visit for more
than a week. Her husband and her
brother-in-law went (and so did the
P.M., Harold Wilson); but she felt she
would be an immodest distraction from
the continuing rescue and relief. When
she did go (and she has maintained her
links with Aberfan), she involuntarily
revealed why she had stayed away. In
the photographs, you can see the ter-
ror, as well as the pity, in her eyes. She
was the Queen. And Aberfan: what did
that tell her about the state of Great
Britain? Monarchical emotion is emo-
tion hugely magnified. It asks for a de-
tachment that Queen Elizabeth only
imperfectly commands.

She respects emotion, and cannot
fake it. This is one of Lacey’s typically

pertinent anecdotes:

Early in her reign, Elizabeth II was due
to visit the Yorkshire town of Kingston upon
Hull and asked one of her private secretaries
to prepare a first draft of her speech.

“I am very pleased to be in Kingston today,”
the draft confidently started.

The young queen crossed out the word
“very.”

“I will be pleased to be in Kingston,” she
explained. “But I will not be wery pleased.”

One duly notes, however, that she was,
nonetheless, sincerely “pleased” to min-
gle with various humdrum worthies in
the dour surrounds of Kingston upon
Hull. The woman is adamantine. How
could she emote, to order, for the de-
finitively brittle Diana?

It was to be, in effect, her first live
televised speech—in two senses. The
Queen addressed the people in real
time; and she also had to show them
the live being, the creature of glands
and membranes. She spoke from the
Chinese Dining Room in Buckingham
Palace. The windows were open, and
you could hear the crowd, ten thousand
or more, milling and murmuring in the
background. An aide asked the Queen,
“Do you think you can do it?” And she
answered, “If that’s what I've got to do.”
The countdown began; the floor man-
ager mouthed “Go.”
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She was being asked to confront
an intense need that she didn’t un-
derstand. No one understood it.
Deborah Hart Strober and Gerald S.
Strober’s “The Monarchy: An Oral
Biography of Elizabeth II” (Broad-
way; $32.50) contains, at this point,
entry after entry from assorted insid-
ers expressing blunt incomprehension:
“absolutely amazed . .. really amaz-
ing ... beyond my capacity to under-
stand . . .inexplicable . . . astonished . ..
staggered,” and so on. And we still
don’t understand it. My best guess is
that the phenomenon was millennial.
Human beings have always behaved
strangely when the calendar zeros
loom. And Dianamania bore several
clear afhinities to the excesses described
in (for example) Norman Cohn’s “The
Pursuit of the Millennium”: it involved
mass emotion,; it exalted a personage
of low cultural level; it was self-flag-
ellatory in tendency; and it was very
close to violence. The phenomenon
was, then, part of mankind’s cyclical
festival of irrationality.

“So what I say to you now,” Eliza-
beth IT made clear, “as your Queen and
as a grandmother, I say from my heart.”
It was an extraordinary performance:
she gave a near-pathological populace
what it wanted, while remaining true
to her own self. Of the two words they
most needed to hear, she allowed them
one (“grief”), but not the other (see
below). She didn't sell her integrity to
the yearnings of the many. Nor did she
attempt the solace of aphoristic elo-
quence. Curiously enough, she saved
that for the events of September 11th:
“Griet is the price we pay for love.” One
final, mangled irony: Diana’s boyfriend,
Dodi Fayed, was an Egyptian Muslim.
“To Diana and Dodi,”read the inscrip-
tion on one floral tribute, “together in
heaven.” Which heaven?

And it was not yet over. With the
Windsors, a familial drama inevitably
becomes a national drama; but the
drama had now become global. At din-
ner on Friday, it was still uncertain
whether the two young princes would
walk behind the gun carriage that held
their mother’s coffin; and “their com-
posure,” as Lacey notes, “would be the
pivot on which the whole occasion
turned.” The struggle, once again, was
not to divulge emotion but to master

it. This was a heavy call on their cour-
age, and, of the two, Prince William
was the more uncertain. The royal, the
kingly thing, plainly, was to walk. Prince
Philip, who had not intended to join

the cortege, finally asked his grandson,
“If T walk, will you walk with me?” And
William walked.

t'we are to tiptoe into the psyches of

the royals, we must first understand
that they were all world-famous babies.
Driven out of the Royal Mews in an
open carriage for her regular airings,
the diapered Elizabeth drew large
crowds of cheering, waving admirers;
one of her earliest skills was to wave
back. She made the cover of Time at
the age of three. The first biography,
“The Story of Princess Elizabeth,” ap-
peared when she was four. “She has an
air of authority & reflectiveness aston-
ishing in an infant,” wrote Winston
Churchill, who would be the first of
her ten Prime Ministers. As the Queen
celebrates her seventy-sixth birthday,
she can reflect that the only time she
misbehaved in public was at her chris-
tening. She cried throughout, and had
to be dosed with dill water.

And the Princess was, at this stage,
a minor royal. She was the grand-
daughter of George V (whom she
called Grandpa England), and the
niece of the heir apparent, Edward,
Prince of Wales. The King died in Jan-
uary, 1936, when Elizabeth was nine.
On December 10th, Edward VIII
signed the “Instrument of Abdication”
(in order to marry the twice-divorced
Wallis Simpson), and, in his later wan-
derings, became a living example of
royal futility. The ten-year-old now
became the heir presumptive. While
her father, who was suddenly George
VI, went off to the Accession Coun-
cil on December 12th, Princess Eliz-
abeth and her sister, Princess Marga-
ret, were given a refresher course on
their curtsy by their governess, Mar-
ion Crawford; on his return they
greeted him with this formality, and
it jolted him. “He stood for a moment
touched and taken aback. Then he
stooped and kissed them both warmly,”
Crawford wrote. “Does that mean
you're going to be Queen?” was a ques-
tion Margaret put to her sister. “Yes,
I'suppose it does,”said Elizabeth. “Poor
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J-J. Sempé, who died on August 11th, created a hundred and thirteen covers for the magazine, starting in 1978.
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you,” said Margaret. Their grand-
mother Lady Strathmore noticed that
Elizabeth had started “ardently pray-
ing for a brother.”

Prince Philip of Greece was her third
cousin, and she had known him, slightly,
since childhood. The coup de foudre
seems to have come when she was thir-
teen and he was an eighteen-year-old
cadet—and the Second World War was
six weeks away. Although penniless and
homeless,and a nomad all his life, Philip
could boast a sensational pedigree (he
had a great-great-grandmother in com-
mon with Elizabeth: Queen Victoria).
His broke father moped in Monte Carlo.
His deaf mother fancied that she was
the mistress of both Jesus Christ and
Buddha; Freud himself advised radia-
tion of the ovaries “to accelerate the
menopause.” The mental frailty of Diana
Spencer has sometimes been attributed
to her unhappy childhood. Much more
graphic insecurity had the opposite ef-
fect on Philip, investing him with a
brisk, and sometimes brusque, self-
sufficiency. Elizabeth knew what she
would be needing in a husband—a
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source of strength. And this was the
strength that Philip was still able to
offer his grandsons, nearly sixty years
later, on that Saturday in 1997.

Philip and Elizabeth both had a
“good”war, Philip distinguishing him-
self on the battleship Valiant, Eliza-
beth forming part of the royal tableau
vivant of national solidarity. (Hitler
called her mother “the most danger-
ous woman in Europe.”) They corre-
sponded, and there were visits to Wind-
sor and elsewhere when Philip was on
leave. Early in 1947, Elizabeth went
abroad for the first time, to South Af-
rica; the idea was to train her up for
royal responsibilities but also to test
the constancy of her feelings for Philip,
to whom she was now unofficially en-
gaged. On April 21st, her twenty-first
birthday, she addressed the Empire and
the Commonwealth, and the speech
was to be broadcast from Cape Town.
“It has made me cry,” she admitted,
after reviewing the final draft. Eliza-
beth was talking to her people, but one
suspects that she was also talking to
her future husband:

It is very simple. I declare before you all
that my whole life whether it be long or short
shall be devoted to your service and the ser-
vice of our great imperial family to which we
all belong. But I shall not have strength to
carry out this resolution alone unless you join
in it with me, as I now invite you to do: I know
that your support will be unfailingly given.
God help me to make good my vow, and God
bless all of you who are willing to share in it.

It is not very simple, is it—to agree to
become a metaphor? At this time,
Philip told a friend, “This is my des-
tiny—to support my wife in what lies
ahead for her.”

They married later that year—a flash
of luxury in the postwar monochrome.
Within three months, Elizabeth was
carrying Charles III. Philip was posted
to Malta, and for a while she experi-
enced the unrelieved exoticism of or-
dinary life. They were in Kenya when
word of the King’s death reached the
royal party. An old friend passed the
news on to Philip, and later said, “I
never felt so sorry for anyone in all my
life.” George VI was fifty-six. The total
claim on the young couple’s freedom
was now formally submitted. “He took
her up to the garden,” the friend went
on. “And they walked slowly up and
down the lawn while he talked and
talked and talked to her.”

In addition to their innumerable du-
ties, almost all of them excruciating,
the Royal Family has one main func-
tion: to go on being a family. In “The
Royals,” Kitty Kelley’s louche but lively
blockbuster of 1997, the most capacious
subsection in the index for Prince Philip
is “and women” (“76, 152, 154-55, 159-60,
192,196, 265, 422, 423-27,510-11"). Lacey’s
emphasis falls the other way (“rumors
of infidelities, 166-168, 212”). And there
is certainly a moral persuasiveness in
Philip’s confidence to a relative, “How
could I be unfaithful to the Queen?
There is no way that she could possibly
retaliate.” The skittish Diana could not
dissimulate her exasperation with mar-
ried life; but neither could the duteous
Charles. The demeanor of his parents,
at least to this distant observer, is elo-
quent of mutual ease and admiration.
Anyway, there they are, still, in 2002.
Divorce is modern, and monarchy
must fear modernity. Now modernity
came to the Windsors in the form of
their own children. When Princess



Margaret broke up with the Earl of
Snowdon, it was the highest-profile
royal divorce in centuries. It used to be
the case that the Lord Chamberlain
personally excluded the divorced from
the Queen’s presence. “In later years
the Lord Chamberlain’s duties were
modified,” Kelley writes eagerly, “so the
Queen could visit her divorced cous-
ins, her divorced sister, her divorced
daughter, and her two divorced sons,
including the heir to the throne.” Mean-
while, her third son, Edward (recently
married), was somehow acquiring the
nickname of Dockyard Doris.

So we come to 1992, the “annus hor-
ribilis.” Princess Anne divorced in April.
In August, the Duchess of York—Fer-
gie—was photographed topless with a
“financial adviser” (who was adminis-
tering the famous “toe-job”). At this
juncture, another tabloid released the
“Squidgygate” tapes, in which Diana
pillow-talked on the phone with a young
car salesman. And that November it
was revealed that Charles had been re-
corded while having a similarly inti-
mate chat with Camilla Parker Bowles.
Long intrigued by the idea of the trans-
migration of souls, Charles saw himself
reborn as, “God forbid, a Tampax,” so
that he could “just live inside your trou-
sers.” The Camillagate and Squidgygate
tapes were both available on phone lines
provided by the newspapers. You could
listen to Charles saying, “I want to feel
my way along you, all over
you and up and down you
and in and out . . . particu-
larly in and out.” Then you
could listen to Diana say-
ing, “Bloody hell, after all
I've done for this fucking
family.” Then came the
great fire at Windsor. The
monarchy was burning.

Or so it seemed. In fact,
only Diana had the power
to bring it all down; and this was her
semi-subliminal intention. George Or-
well, in his long essay “The English
People,” described the placards in the
streets during the Silver Jubilee cele-
brations for George V, in 1935: “Some
of the London slum streets bore . . . the
rather servile slogan ‘Poor but Loyal.””
Other slogans, though, “coupled loy-
alty to the King with hostility to the
landlord, such as ‘Long Live the King.

Down with the Landlord,” or more
often, No Landlords Wanted’ or ‘Land-
lords Keep Away.”” Orwell elaborates:

The affection shown for George V . . . was
obviously genuine, and it was even possible to
see in it the survival, or recrudescence, of an
idea almost as old as history, the idea of the
King and the common people being in a sort
of alliance against the upper classes.

What Diana tried to bring about
was an alliance between herself and the
common people against the Royal Fam-
ily. “The People’s Princess” was an en-
tirely sophistical notion—and it worked.
Despite the “pattern of deceit and nar-
cissism” (Lacey), the schemes and ma-
nipulations, and the near-Sicilian taste
for revenge, Diana, of course, had a ge-
nius for love—for indiscriminate love.
Her besetting humor was self-pity; and
temporary relief from its corrosiveness,
I think, lay behind the undoubted force
of her presence among the suffering.
This connects again to the dangerous
emotions that attended her death. Self-
pity is a natural component of grief,
of a roused sense of mortality, but in
Dianamania it sourly predominated.
“Bloody hell, after all I've done for this
tucking family”: In the end, horribly,
what she did for the family was to die.
It was a Restoration.

This project of Diana’s was doubly
radical, because the monarchy is main-
tained by love. If you are English, then
your patriotism is unconscious (Or-
well again); when it be-
comes conscious, and fo-
cussed, it surprises you with
a sense of hunger awak-
ened and allayed. The feel-
ing is unmistakably famil-
ial. “A princely marriage is
the brilliant edition of a
universal fact,” Bagehot
wrote, “and as such, it riv-
ets mankind.” The same
could be said of a princely
funeral—or, nowadays, of a princely
divorce. The Royal Family is just a
family, writ inordinately large. They
are the glory, not the power; and it
would clearly be far more grownup to
do without them. But riveted mankind
is hopelessly addicted to the irrational,
with reliably disastrous results, plan-
etwide. The monarchy allows us to take
a holiday from reason; and on that hol-
iday we do no harm. ¢

sullivan + associates
A RCHTITTET CTS

.thﬂ

Ml | B T i A

martha's vineyard

Never stop
learning.

Retirement living in proximity to
Oberlin College, Conservatory of
Music and the Allen Art Museum.

KENDAL at Oberéuv

1.800.548.9469
kao.kendal.org/oberlm -connection

©2020,KENDAL

ADVERTISEMENT

WHAT’S THE BIG IDEA?

Small space has big rewards.

TO FIND OUT MORE, CONTACT
JILLIAN GENET | 305.520.5159
jgenet@zmedia-inc.com

THE

NEW YORKER

Cap oft

a great read.

% ORKEF

W 1 }ﬁh,cﬂ

100% cotton twill.
Available in white, navy, and black.
newyorker.com/store

Scan to buy.

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022 65



DEPT. OF POPULAR CULTURE DECEMBER 23, 2020

SORRY NOT SORRY

Kim Kardashian and the year of unchecked privilege-checking.

BY LAUREN MICHELE JACKSON

'W'e have already, I think, exhausted
the subject of Kim Kardashian
West’s birthday bash earlier this year.
But allow me a brief recap: “40 and feel-
ing so humbled and blessed,” she wrote
on October 27th, six days after her spe-
cial day, captioning a series of Instagram
photos showing the Kardashians and
company bronzed and professionally lit
at an indistinct, beachy location that one
might have assumed was Malibu. It was
not Malibu. “After 2 weeks of multiple
health screens and asking everyone to
quarantine, I surprised my closest inner
circle with a trip to a private island where
we could pretend things were normal
just for a brief moment in time,” the

message continued. “I realize that for
most people, this is something that is so
far out of reach right now, so in mo-
ments like these, I am humbly reminded
of how privileged my life is.”

What was so risible wasn’t Kardashian
West's defensive posture; many of us have,
in the past year, sprinkled similar apolo-
gia into tales of our own COVID-19-era
outings. (“Six feet apart!” “All wearing
masks!”) I've come to think of these as a
kind of verbal tic of the pandemic, an
oral asterisk assuring others of our con-
sideration and responsibility—very un-
like zhose heedless people over there. But
the “privilege”so dutifully acknowledged

in Kardashian West’s statement stared

There is a new compulsion to confess ones advantages, even while enjoying them.

66 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 29, 2022

dumbly, blinking, at the phrase “right
now,” spinning a phantasmagoric version
of the world in which the pandemic was
the main obstacle preventing the rest of
us from jetting our own inner circles to
a private island. Nor did it seem to occur
to the universe of Kardashian West’s sen-
tence that, in the eternal words of her
own sister Kourtney, spoken years ago at
another island getaway, “Kim, there’s peo-
ple that are dying.” Kardashian West’s
was a sentence that so badly wanted points
for trying but maybe also didnt give a
fuck; her name-check of privilege was a
feeble Cheeto against the battering ram
of wealth, gaudily flaunted. In one photo
from the festivities, Scott Disick, Kourt-
ney’s ex, clutched their son Mason in the
foreground of a dinner-party scene while,
in the shadowed background, a masked
waiter prepared to serve.

It is inevitable that phrases diagnos-
ing social conditions in situ will mutate
over time. “Performative” has just about
lost the executorial function that the
British philosopher J. L. Austin estab-
lished, no matter how many valiant
e-mails the professor Judith Butler may
write. “Intersectionality,” a term created
by the law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw
to address a special sort of legal negli-
gence that leaves Black women invisible
to grievance, is now more typically ap-
plied to those who lie at the crossway of
two or more discrete identities. “Privi-
lege,” though—which was not created
by, so much as attributed to, the scholar
and educator Peggy MclIntosh—hasn't
dramatically changed. The advantages
of maleness and whiteness captured by
Meclntosh’s image of the “invisible knap-
sack” have been joined, in our current
usage, by other politically significant
traits: cis-ness, thinness, an absence of
disability. But privilege has retained its
capacity to affix an affirmative charge to
dynamics that would otherwise be dis-
cussed strictly in terms of discrimination
and oppression. Privilege gives everyone
something to talk about: the downtrod-
den can articulate society’s injustices
without salting their own wounds, while
those on the cushier side of things can
sidestep an inhospitable language of
struggle and instead gaze inward.

But the urge to make one’s self-aware-
ness known seemed driven to excess by
the events of this year. Over the summer,
as the artist and writer Hannah Black re-
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cently wrote, “The riots saved social life
by proving that it was possible, with masks
and moving air, to spend time together
outdoors without getting sick.” Yet the
more that radical possibilities unfurled
across the country, the more predictable
racial discourse became. In the face of cit-
ies on fire, invocations of “privilege” pro-
liferated, joined by its helpmates “fragility”
and “antiracism,”a fountain of means-well
liberalism. Such words were a civic foil
to the wan corporate statements paying
lip service to “systemic racism,” proffered
as measures of repair against the catastro-
phe of silence. The confessions poured
out on social media and in op-ed pages
and interviews: the anthropologist whod
been arrested for using an allegedly coun-
terfeit bill, in the nineties—privilege, he
now knew, had saved his life. The base-
ball player who realized how privilege had
emptied his empathy for his Black col-
leagues; the Dallas man who was taking
the opportunity to “teach his young sons
uncomfortable lessons about the privileges
their family enjoys because they’re white.”
A “check your privilege” challenge had its
day on TikTok, its creator, Kenya Bundy,
beckoning participants to hold up their
hands and “put a finger down if you've
been followed in a store unnecessarily,”
and so forth. These broadcast testimonies
swirled among more private expressions
that also wanted to be heard, as acquain-
tances and estranged friends, family mem-
bers and hookups, came out of the wood-
work, confessing a privilege that they
hoped to be comforted for. One began
to realize that for some people there must
be ecstasy in saying, over and over, for
whomever would receive it, “Tam ...,”“]
am ..., ”“Thave ...,”“T have ...”

Take, for instance, Jameela Jamil, the

British actress and T'V host. In late Sep-
tember, on Instagram, someone com-
plimented her skin, and she took the
comment as an opening for this three-

part reply:

My skin is currently clear because:

A) Privileged people have more access to
good quality nutrition and also our lives are
significantly less stressful than the lives of those
with less privilege. I also get to sleep more be-
cause of this. All of these things keep my hor-
mones in balance and I'm able to address food
intolerances easily.

B) I believe that trans rights are human
rights. @

C) I exfoliate twice a week.

She was not wrong, exactly, but how
grating was the bulletin? You might have
detected a secret gloating there: some-
one whose needs we might already as-
sume were being met and exceeded, what
with her being a celebrity, going on and
on about how her basic needs were being
met and exceeded. A different kind of
sleight of hand was performed earlier
this month, when Olivia Jade Giannulli,
the daughter of the Operation Varsity
Blues delinquents Lori Loughlin and
Mossimo Giannulli, confabbed with Jada
Pinkett Smith and the other women of
the online interview show “Red Table
Talk.” Giannulli, swathed in the femi-
nine armor of gold hoops and fuchsia
silk, pronounced herself “the poster child
of white privilege,” but it was Pinkett
Smith who helped frame Giannulli’s
privilege as a predicament. Pinkett Smith
said that she was reminded of her own
daughter, Willow, who was also born
into the kind of wealth that can pre-
clude sympathy from the masses. “Peo-
ple go, ‘Your kids are going to be fine
because they’re rich. We don't care,’”

Pinkett Smith said. “And that’s painful.”
Copping to a better life without insight
is its own mark of entitlement, of course.
A more pedestrian example, only recently
called to my attention, was published all
the way back in June, in O, The Oprah
Magazine. Written by the magazine’s dep-
uty editor, Deborah Way, the essay, “What
the Black Lives Matter Movement Has
Taught Me About My Whiteness” (an-
other response to murdered Black peo-
ple, etc., etc.), is notable only for its pains-
taking obliviousness. Its author might not
have been implicated in a national ad-
missions-fraud scandal or commandeered
an island, but she nonetheless felt com-
pelled to unburden the sins of her priv-
ilege, in public and at length. In breath-
less detail, she wrote about the time she
flagged down a Black police officer to ask
if she was in the process of committing
a crime (stealing signs she considered an
eyesore), and the time she got up close
with trees on strangers’ lawns (for gar-
dening inspiration). These “liberties,” as
she calls them, she attributes to—of
course—the privilege of whiteness. “I
trespassed, I stole, I expected no conse-
quences,” Way writes, sounding a hair-
breadth from smug. The liberty she took
in writing a two-thousand-or-so-word,
unself-conscious reénactment of these re-
alizations doesn’t seem to have crossed
her mind. “T'm deciding that from now
on when I take one, I'm also going to
take three additional actions,” she writes.
But even in this promise she cannot imag-
ine a reduced entitlement, only penance
added for liberties taken—a naughty tax
for privilege enjoyed, then lamented. A
cycle repeated ad infinitum. It did not
occur to many people in 2020 that unbo-
soming can be worse than silence. ¢
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose

three finalists, and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this weeks cartoon, by Suerynn Lee,
must be received by Sunday, August 28th. The finalists in the August 15th contest appear below. We
will announce the winner, and the finalists in this weeks contest, in the September 12th issue. Anyone age

thirteen or older can enter or vote. 10 do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST

THE WINNING CAPTION

THE FINALISTS
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T haven't heard from you since we were kids!”
Edgar Grove, Bristol, Conn.
I'm on my landline.” “You wouldn’t understand. I need people to like me.”
Susan Gale Wickes, Richmond, Ind. Lawrence Wood, Chicago, I

“Try using a dgﬁ?erenz‘ can.”

Duane Kelly, Seattle, Wash.
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PUZZLES & GAMES DEPT.

THE
CROSSWORD

A moderately challenging puzzle.

BY PATRICK BERRY

ACROSS
1 Painted Desert sights
6 “As much as I hate to admit it . ..”
10 ___ Report (upscale life-style magazine)
14 Ward oft
15 Guy who's a poser?
17 Slowly, on sheet music
18 Kid’s father?
19 Facing serious negative consequences
21 Cheap cigar
22 Tilt-a-Whirl rider’s cry
23 Audiophile’s purchase
24 Not very recently

28 Stiff ones are the sign of a good
meringue

29 Saw no alternative
30 Slot-machine symbol
31 National rival

32 Like an encounter with one’s

doppelginger
33 Driver’s-ed obstacle
34 Garibaldi’s soldiers wore it
35 Paint alternative
36 Esteemed character actress Martindale
37 Joint protectors
39 Assumes for the sake of argument
40 Reminds ad nauseam

41 Andalusian city where Pablo Picasso
was born

42 Theory that explains why earthquakes
don’t occur everywhere on Earth

46 One thrown for a loop?

47 Toy company whose name is the last half
of a Minnesota lake

48 Being held, in a way

49 Speed-skating rinks

50 Exfoliating spa treatment
51 Eyelid affliction

52 Topographical hollows

1 2 3 Ja s 7 |8 o .10 n |12 |3
14 16
17
19
.21
23 24
28 29
31 32 33
34 35 36
37 39
) .
44 45
47
48 49
50 -51 52
DOWN 35 Sudden outpourings
1 Nation that shares a long border with 36 Namesake of an undrinkable cocktail
Mauritania . , .
38 Cloisonné coating
2 Square
q 39 Touch gently
3 Hill helper . .
P 41 Bobby of seventies music?
4 Gallery collection . )
y 42 Southern side dish
5 Lackeys .
43 Word that ends the second line of
6 Take a stroll “The Raven”
7 Deposited 44 “For wrath killeth the foolish man, and
8 Lowered the velvet rope for, say ___slayeth the silly one”: Job 5:2
9 Subject of some intrusive thoughts 45 Smart-alecky responses
10 Gallery collection? 46 Charlie Parker’s genre
11 Secret target?
12 Worn out Solution to the previous puzzle:
13 Sandwich on toast, briefly EIRIEIA SEMO|K|FITINIE
“You're a Lif " TIE|A|R YRMN[AR|N[I[A
16 “You're a lifesaver! NS N Arlololels
20 Las Vegas hotel where Penn & Teller -i L E|D|F{AaMI1|L|Y
perform AGU?'R 1|o|T s|o
23 Creative catalyst | |ID/S/THMAIGIAIR E|U
. . S|S|A|B Y A|R N|T
24 Toyota subcompact discontinued
. O|R|E L|o
in 2020
G|A N|O|N o LY
25 Like the Warlpiri and Murrinh-patha AlRIR L N
languages G(MOJM| E E
26 Take down as a team G|E/N/D|E|R R|OjU|B
I [N/B|O|R|N E|N[P|O
27 Shelfmates of Lorna Doones
FIIT|A[N|C|E E{|S|T|O/N|I|A|N
29 Competitive advantage TIalRITIEIR Llololklclololp

32 Stands over toilets, say

33 Genius : Einstein :: womanizer :

Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at
newyorker.com/crossword
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