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THE MAIIL

MURDER AND FORGIVENESS

As the director of Just Alternatives,
a nonprofit that supports survivors
of criminal violence and helps en-
able dialogues between victims and
offenders, I was inspired by Eren
Orbey’s piece about Katie Kitchen’s
forgiveness of Joseft Deon White, the
man convicted of murdering her fa-
ther (“Fault Lines,” January 24th). In
my twenty-one years of working with
survivors, I have found that most of
the ones who initiate victim-offender
dialogues (V.0O.D.s), in the states that
allow them to do so, aren’t necessar-
ily looking to forgive. Rather, they are
often seeking to express some of the
anguish and trauma that they have
endured, and to ask questions that
only the offenders can answer. Those
of us who facilitate these dialogues
understand that we cannot compel
offenders to tell the whole story; ad-
mittedly, when they don’t, some of us
are left with the feeling that they don't
“deserve” forgiveness. But, of course,
V.O.D.s aren't for us—they’re for the
survivors. Although forgiveness may
seem like the highest ideal, V.O.D.s
are much more about giving survivors
a chance to work through, and to con-
vey to offenders, the impact of a crime.

Jon Wilson
Brooklin, Maine

ALl IN THE COCKPIT

Sue Halpern, in her article on the use
of artificial intelligence in warplanes,
and the experiences of pilots in the
face of this evolving technology, of-
fers the best illustration that I have
encountered of the issues raised by
the militarization of A.l. (“Flying
Aces,” January 24th). As Halpern ob-
serves, there are individuals and groups
who wish to place limits on the mil-
itary applications of A.lL., but the es-
sential problem—that most people in
this country accept arms races as in-
evitable—remains. The revolving door
between the Defense Department,
the armed services, and defense con-

tractors exemplifies the type of toxic
relationship that Dwight Eisenhower
warned the American public about in
his Presidential farewell speech. The
only sure winners in arms races are
the corporations that supply the tools
of the trade.

Sid Olufs

Tacoma, Wash.

REMEMBERING “BAMBI”

Kathryn Schulz’s essay about the dark-
ness of Felix Salten’s “Bambi” took
me back to my childhood, more than
seven decades ago (A Critic at Large,
January 24th). I still own my copy of
Whittaker Chambers’s translation of
the book, which was given to me at
Christmas in 1944. As an only child
and a keen reader, I must have read
it at least twenty times. How I cried
when the Old Stag told Bambi to
stop accompanying him because “in
the hour which I am approaching we
are all alone. Goodbye, my son. I loved
you dearly.” I had the sudden, terri-
tying epiphany that I, too, was des-
tined to die someday.

I also read Salten’s sequel, the com-
paratively optimistic “Bambi’s Chil-
dren” (1939). In that book, Man still
intrudes into the forest, and violence
between living creatures still occurs,
but the forest society is somewhat
more integrated. Bambi plays a role
in the upbringing of his two children,
and Faline, no longer Bambi’s faded
castoff, basks in her status as the
mate of the King of the Forest. As
the story closes, Faline sends away
her grown children, and she and
Bambi presumably begin producing
a new generation of fawns—close
enough to a happy ending.

Karen B. Evans
Gainesville, Fla.

Letters should be sent with the writer’s name,
addpress, and daytime phone number via e-mail to
themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be edited
for length and clarity, and may be published in
any medium. We regret that owing to the volume
of correspondence we cannot reply to every letter.

VERDI

DON CARLOS

MET PREMIERE
ON STAGE FEB 28-MAR 26

Don't miss the original five-act French
version of Verdi's epic, for the first time
at the Met, in a monumental new staging
by David McVicar. Yannick Nézet-Séguin
leads a world-beating cast, starring
Matthew Polenzani in the title role
alongside Sonya Yoncheva, Jamie
Barton, Etienne Dupuis, Eric Owens,

and John Relyea.

metopera.org 212.362.6000
Tickets start at $25

Met
Opera

PHOTO: ZENITH RICHARDS / MET OPERA
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GOINGS ONABOUT TOWN

Neil Simon’s comedy “Plaza Svite,” from 1968, is a portrait of three marriages, set in one hotel room, with
the same two actors playing a different couple in each act. A Broadway revival, directed by John Benjamin
Hickey and starring the real-life married couple Matthew Broderick and Sarah Jessica Parker, was slated to
open in early 2020 (when the above photo was taken), but it was, like the rest of the Broadway season, swept
away by the pandemic. Now, just like that, the show is finally in previews, at the Hudson, beginning Feb. 25.

PHOTOGRAPH BY GEORDIE WOOD



COURTESY LUHRING AUGUSTINE / FRANCESCA GALLOWAY

As ever, it’s advisable to confirm engagements
in advance and to check the requirements for
in-person attendance.

ART
“Charles Ray: Figure Ground”

America’s most enthralling contemporary sculp-
tor is an artistic and philosophical provocateur
whose ever-startling creations look back in
spirit, if rarely in appearance, to the sublimity
of ancient Greek art. “Space is the sculptor’s
primary medium,” Ray once said, and the point
is emphasized in this succinct retrospective at
the Met by the dispersal of nineteen pieces in
two cavernous rooms. As you wander the in-
stallation, the prevalent emptiness becomes an
aesthetic stimulus in itself. Each item, sampling
Ray’s multifarious subjects and means, scores
a discrete shock. “Family Romance” (1993),
in painted fibreglass and synthetic hair, de-
picts a dad, a mom, a young son, and a tod-
dler daughter, all naked and exactly the same
height (that of a child eight or so years old).
The piece is fraught with inexplicable emotion
and, once seen, apt to take up permanent resi-
dence in your memory. Labor-intensive recent
works—figurative pieces that Ray develops
in clay before they are machined from single
blocks of aluminum, or carved in solid cypress
by Japanese woodworkers—rivet and bemuse.
But one troubles me: “Archangel” (2021), a
huge wooden carving identified as Gabriel,
revered in Jewish, Christian, and Muslim re-
ligious lore. The figure is Ray’s response to
terrorist atrocities in France, such as the Charlie
Hebdo massacre. Though beautiful, it strikes me
as well-meaning to a fault—we-are-the-world
sentimental. I hope it proves to be a passing tour
de force among a tremendous artist’s disciplined
sallies, reliably multivalent in meaning, across
aesthetic and thematic frontiers that, but for
him, we wouldn’t know existed.—Peter Schjeldahl
(Metropolitan Museum of Art; through June 5.)

Marcus Jahmal

The flaming horizons of cadmium red and fuch-
sia favored by this impressive Brooklyn-born
painter situate his distilled arrangements of
lone figures and symbolic motifs—a raven, a
lasso, bare twiggy trees—in a mythic, cataclys-
mic realm. Jahmal is self-taught but attuned to
art-historical precedent, and he cites German
Expressionism as an influence. The mood of
that movement’s cinema is as palpable here as
the mood of its painters—the desolation and
the arresting distortions of “The Cabinet of
Dr. Caligari” come to mind. In the painting
“Living off the land,” a towering male nude
stands on a white car, his dark silhouette cutting
into a red sky; a similar figure in “Silver Disap-
pearance” is outlined in white on a ground of
rich black, which neither the blazing petals of
an orange flower nor the flames of a barbecue
can sufficiently light. The title of Jahmal’s show,
“Mining,” is apt—he draws, with a rare immedi-
acy, from deep psychological terrain.—Johanna
Fateman (Anton Kern; through Feb. 26.)

Kate Millett

In 1967, when Millett first exhibited the “Fan-
tasy Furniture” on view in this surprising
show, she was just three years away from the

publication of her feminist classic, “Sexual
Politics,” a mind-blowing hybrid of literary
criticism and polemic. The quasi-functional
sculptures—tables, chairs, cabinets, a bed—are
anthropomorphized domestic objects, in which
found elements combine with others that were
hand-carved or upholstered by the artist. Mil-
lett’s not quite figures are at once goofy and
strange. Fluted or cabriole legs alternate with
puppet-like limbs; a slatted chair back, painted
bright red, is inset with a pair of blue eyes; a
china cabinet is topped by a smooth wooden
head. In “Blue-Eyed Marble Box,” from 1965,
an undercurrent of perversity surfaces: a Queen
Anne coffee table forms the base of a blocky
centauride, whose rectangular torso is pierced by
rolling-pin finial nipples. On the surface, these
surreal pieces, which Millett made during her
involvement with the feminist-Fluxus avant-
garde of downtown New York, might seem to
be a world away from the best-seller that landed
her on the cover of Time. But the sculptures
and the book share her mordant, synthesizing

brilliance, so indispensable in the early years of
women’s lib.—/.F. (Salon 94; through March 5.)

MUSIC

Big Thief: “Dragon New Warm

Mountain I Believe in You”

rRock The Brooklyn band Big Thief has become
one of the most salient acts of the twenty-tens.
Led by the singer-guitarist Adrianne Lenker,
alongside the guitarist Buck Meek, the bass-
ist Max Oleartchik, and the drummer James
Krivchenia, the unit has steadily grown more
tight-knit and ambitious since its début, in
2016. In 2019, Big Thief ascended with two
spectacular albums—“U.F.O.F.” and “Two
Hands”—that spanned intimate revelations
and vast soundscapes. For a follow-up, its first
music without the producer Andrew Sarlo, the
band looked within to survey its now sweep-
ing sound. Krivchenia suggested that they
travel across the country—to upstate New
York, Topanga Canyon, the Sonoran Desert,
the Colorado mountains—recording with dif-
ferent engineers in each place. The resulting

AT THE GALLERIES

Ages before Vasily Kandinsky began hearing colors and seeing sounds,
painters in India were translating melodies into gem-bright miniatures,
inscribed with poems, in a genre known as ragamala. Fourteen alluring
examples—part of a series made around 1630-50—fll a room in the
wonderful show “Court, Epic, Spirit,” on view through March 24 at
Luhring Augustine, in Tribeca. Co-organized with London’s Francesca
Galloway gallery, the exhibition is a whirlwind tour of Indian art, from
the fifteenth through the nineteenth centuries, in just twenty-nine
pieces, most of them paintings. Ask for a magnifying glass at the front
desk, the better to lose yourself in the details: a pearl-and-gold pierc-
ing in an elephant’s ear at the coronation of Rama; a peacock in a tree
overlooking a gang of drug-addled sadhus; the gray-flecked beard of “A
Man of Commanding Presence” (pictured above). There are decorative
flourishes, too, including a tall cotton panel intricately printed with
flora and fauna in crimson and green, used to line what must have been
a magnificent tent, pitched for royalty on the Coromandel Coast in the
mid-seventeenth century—glampers, take note.—Andrea K. Scott
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album, “Dragon New Warm Mountain I Be-
lieve in You,” is boundless and scenic, push-
ing well past acoustic folk rock and deep into
Americana. The sprawling music is guided by
Lenker’s unassuming, enchanted voice and
her quiet, self-contained narratives.—Sheldon
Pearce (Streaming on select platforms.)

“Don Carlos”

operA The elements of Verdi’s “Don Carlos”
that qualify it as a French grand opera—the
five-act structure, the ballet—are the ones that
typically get cut when it is presented in its
more frequently produced Italian translation.
For the first time in the Metropolitan Opera’s
history, the company offers the original ver-
sion of Verdi’s staggering drama, which pits
love and political idealism against an unholy
union of church and state during the Span-
ish Inquisition. An all-star cast, including
Matthew Polenzani, Sonya Yoncheva, Jamie
Barton, and Eric Owens, handles the work’s
string of magnificent solos and unusually
probing confrontations; Yannick Nézet-Séguin
conducts, and David McVicar directs (Feb. 28-
March 26). Also playing: Lise Davidsen and
Brenda Rae lead competing troupes of trage-
dians and comedians, respectively, in Strauss’s
“Ariadne auf Naxos” (March 1-17), and Alek-
sandra Kurzak takes on the demands of Puc-
cini’s “Tosca” (March 2-12).—Qussama Zahr

George Coleman Quartet

Jazz No one expects the tenor saxophonist
George Coleman, now deep into his eighties,
to sound the way he did when he was storming
through the changes with the likes of Max Roach
and Miles Davis, in the fifties and sixties. Yet
a listen to Coleman’s two affecting guest spots
on Nicholas Payton’s 2021 album, “Smoke Ses-
sions,” is convincing evidence that this patriarch
remains firmly steadfast. If Coleman’s notes are
now parsed out with deliberation, his phrasing

stays sure, and his warming tone tingles like an
Irish coffee on a stormy night.—Steve Futterman

(Dizzy’s Club; Feb. 26-27.)

Superchunk: “Wild Loneliness”
rRock The Chapel Hill, North Carolina, indie-

rock institution Superchunk has managed to
mature gracefully, maintaining the exuberance
that’s defined the band’s work since its début, in
1991. On “Wild Loneliness,” the group’s twelfth
album, the singer-guitarist Mac McCaughan’s
reedy, perpetually adolescent tone hasn’t
changed much, but it’s never callow; at one point
he even flashes a surprisingly supple falsetto.
Some of the material makes steps toward the
drawing room—more piano, slower tempos—but
the album is also, per the Superchunk standard,
festooned with rah-rah choruses: “If you're not
dark/ At least in some little part/ What are you
on?/ Can I have some?”—Michaelangelo Matos
(Streaming on select platforms.)

Voices of Mississippi

BLUES As a young man, in the nineteen-six-
ties, William Ferris crisscrossed his native
Mississippi to document unsung blues and
gospel artists, ultimately assembling that trea-
sure trove into a commanding 2018 boxed
set, “Voices of Mississippi.” This imaginative
companion concert, hosted by Jazz at Lincoln
Center, pairs Ferris’s recorded narration and
archival visuals with live performances. Most
of the folklorist’s subjects are long gone. Yet,
as with many endangered languages, the blues
breathes on through its progeny, with Ferris’s
anecdotes of late musicians (R. L. Burnside,
Othar Turner, and Jim Dickinson) presented
alongside performances from their descen-
dants (Cedric Burnside, Shardé Thomas, and
Luther and Cody Dickinson). The bill’s most
colorful entrée is an elder—Bobby Rush, who,
at eighty-eight, remains a stylistically versatile
and saltily funny performer. He flourishes in

HIP-HOP
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The rapper Snoop Dogg spent his most
successful (and controversial) years per-
forming for Death Row Records; more
than two decades after his messy split
with the label, he returns to the com-
pany, now as its owner, for his nine-
teenth album, “BODR,” or “Back on
Death Row.” Released to coincide with
his Super Bowl performance alongside
his longtime producer Dr. Dre, the re-
cord is clearly nostalgic for the G-funk
of his most formidable days. Snoop isn't
as nimble as he once was, and the music
doesn’t quite have the same bite or ap-
petite, but it is refreshing to hear the
charismatic rapper back in his element.
On songs such as “Doggystylin” and
“House I Built,” he is highly self-refer-
ential, as if reéstablishing his pedigree,
yet his silky, near-timeless flow remains
coolly casual.—Sheldon Pearce

the contemporary moment, but he belongs
to an exotic world where octogenarians en-
thuse about “making love” and kvetch about
romantic partners running off with—who
else?—“the garbage man.”—Jay Ruttenberg
(The Appel Room; Feb. 25-26.)

THE THEATRE
Black No More

George Schuyler’s classic speculative 1931
novel gets a musical adaptation—directed by
Scott Elliott for the New Group—with a book
by John Ridley and music by, among others,
Tariq Trotter (a.k.a. Black Thought, of the
Roots, a rapper for the ages). The result is a
very messy, often indigestible stew of ideas
about Blackness, assimilation, self-love, and,
perhaps above all, trying to make a buck in
America. In nineteen-thirties New York City,
a vaguely sinister doctor, Junius Crookman
(Trotter)—who is Howard-educated, as he
never lets us forget—has invented a treatment
to make Black skin appear white. Suddenly,
any Black person with fifty dollars to spare can
live out a passing plot. Max Disher (Brandon
Victor Dixon), a trickster from Harlem, de-
cides to take the challenge. This production
is a cartoony engagement with ideas that were
given sublime expression during the Harlem
Renaissance. It feels amateurish, and some-
times disastrous—Trotter is a leaden presence,
it pains me to say—but the show is compelling
in a B-movie way.—Vinson Cunningham (Persh-
ing Square Signature Center; through Feb. 27.)

Intimate Apparel

It’s a real risk to add a new element to a play
that already works. In the case of Lynn Not-
tage’s 2003 drama, “Intimate Apparel,” it turns
out that a skillful addition—music—acts only
as enhancement. Now transformed into a fleet,
emotionally astute opera—in a collaboration
between Lincoln Center Theatre and the Met-
ropolitan Opera, directed by Bartlett Sher—
the piece tells the story of Esther (Kearstin
Piper Brown), a talented seamstress, in 1905,
whose yearning for love lands her in a trou-
bled relationship—first epistolary, then all too
expensively real. The opera matches the tone
and the emotional tenor of the original play
strikingly well. Ricky Ian Gordon’s music sets
a trotting, melancholy, urbane pace, redolent
of early-twentieth-century New York; the
melodies, shared between two pianos, sound as
if they were inspired by the sight of gleaming,
rain-soaked pavement. Brown’s voice is won-
derful, and, like Nottage’s libretto, helpfully
multivalent: talky and demotic in the lower
registers, sweet and elegant up top.—V.C.
(Mitzi E. Newhouse; through March 6.)

Prayer for the French Republic

Joshua Harmon’s new play, directed by David
Cromer for Manhattan Theatre Club, tells the
story—partly in the quasi-present, partly in
the years following the horrors of the Second
World War—of a Jewish family in France who
are continually pressurized by anti-Semitism,
which, through decades and generations, is
always morphing, finding new ways to nip
at their heels. An American cousin, Molly
(Molly Ranson), is studying abroad in France

ILLUSTRATION BY AJ DUNGO
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ON BROADWAY

Wialking into the Winter Garden Theatre, where Meredith Willson’s
1957 musical, “The Music Man,” is in revival, is like wandering through
the perfume counters at Bloomingdale’s: prepare to be spritzed with
nostalgia from all sides. Willson’s show takes place in 1912 in the small-
town Jowa of his youth, and this new production, directed by Jerry Zaks,
works hard to convince us that we've been transported back to our own
Before Times, when nobody feared contagion and crowds could flock to
Broadway expecting to be pleased. But despite the enduring pleasures of
Willson's score and the acrobatic efforts of a whopping forty-two perform-
ers, many of them astonishingly accomplished children, the production,
which confuses America with Americana, feels oft key. Parts of Willson’s
script and lyrics have been tweaked to appeal to modern sensitivities,
and that sanitizing spirit puts the show’s stars—Hugh Jackman, as the
huckster Professor Harold Hill, and Sutton Foster, as Marian Paroo,
the stern librarian who sees right through him—in a strange position.
Jackman has oodles of charisma and vigor, but he holds himself at arm’s
length from Harold’s sleaziness in a sweet, mostly zestless performance.
It’s Foster, with her spunky toughness and her rich belting voice, who
shines the brightest, particularly when she’s allowed to move past Marian’s

tight-laced primness and let deliciously loose.—Alexandra Schwartz

and seeking a connection with her distant
aunt, Marcelle (Betsy Aidem), and extended
family; meanwhile, Marcelle’s son, Daniel
(Yair Ben-Dor), has been attacked for wearing
a kippah. The ensuing action is often uneven
and implausible, schmaltzily keyed toward
maximum emotional effect. Still, it’s good to
see theatre that brings huge debates—about
Zionism and nationalism, ethnic togetherness
and what it means to be safe—to the fore.
Francis Benhamou, a recent favorite actor of
mine, plays Elodie, Daniel’s sister—a trou-
bled, funny, argumentative figure who might
remind you of people you know.—V.C. (New
York City Center, Stage I; through March 13.)

Tambo & Bones

This new play by Dave Harris, directed by
Taylor Reynolds for Playwright’s Horizons,

8 THE NEW YORKER, FEBRUARY 28, 2022

extends a long-running conversation about
Black representation in media—a thread
that also includes movies such as Robert
Townsend’s “Hollywood Shuffle” and Spike
Lee’s “Bamboozled,” and, more recently,
Jackie Sibblies Drury’s play “Fairview.”
Harris tugs at that thread. Sometimes his
play verges on insight; more often, it feels
like a half-remembered reboot. Tambo
(W. Tré Davis) and Bones (Tyler Fauntle-
roy) are Black men who find themselves stuck
within a minstrel show. They screw up lan-
guage—“empathy” becomes “Emily” —and
the nervous laughter that this causes among
the largely white audience is, presumably,
part of Harris’s point. Eventually they escape
minstrelsy and end up on a hip-hop stage,
where they feebly attempt both hyper-cap-
italism and conscious treatises on “race in
America.” A futuristic third act—which sets

forth a scenario that makes the previously
giggling audience fall dead silent—is the
most intriguing thing on offer, but it doesn’t
quite redeem what comes before.—V.C. (Play-
wrights Horizons; through Feb. 27.)

DANCE
New York City Ballet

City Ballet is in the throes of a generational
shift. The latest principal dancer to depart
is Gonzalo Garcia, who performs his final
show at the Feb. 27 matinée. The program
features Jerome Robbins’s “Opus 19/The
Dreamer,” which, with its melancholy atmo-
sphere and introspective choreography, has
become one of Garcia’s signatures. Earlier in
the week (Feb. 25-26), the company brings
back “Pavane,” an all too rarely performed
solo, danced by Sterling Hyltin, alongside
theatrically inclined works by Balanchine,
including “Prodigal Son” and “Slaughter on
Tenth Avenue.” A program of new and recent
works (Feb. 22-24) opens with Jamar Rob-
erts’s ballet “Emanon—In Two Movements,”
a vibrant, virtuosic dance set to music by
Wayne Shorter.—Marina Harss (David H.
Koch Theatre; through Feb. 27.)

A.ILM by Kyle Abraham

Can it be that no choreographer has ever given
in to the seduction of devoting an evening
of dance to the catalogue of the R. & B. god
D’Angelo? Kyle Abraham may be the first,
with his new piece “An Untitled Love.” It’s a
promising fit. Like the singer, the choreogra-
pher is attuned to the emotional vulnerability
and beauty inside swagger, and his gorgeous
dancers know how to find all the crevasses in
a superior groove. To paraphrase D’Angelo’s
own “Untitled,” how will it feel? Probably
pretty good.—Brian Seibert (BAM’s Strong
Harvey Theatre; Feb. 23-26.)

Peggy Baker

Inspired by Simone de Beauvoir’s “The Sec-
ond Sex,” the veteran Canadian dance art-
ist Peggy Baker made the film “her body as
words,” which is available to stream for free
on Baryshnikov Arts Center’s Web site. It’s a
collection of nine movement portraits, each
around five minutes long, of female and non-
binary dancers—heartfelt solos in a dark and
crackly space, followed by textual testaments
on the themes of gender, sexuality, disability,
race, motherhood. In Baker’s own haunting
turn, long sticks dangle from her arms like
awkward extra appendages, expressing late-life
confusion.—B.S. (bacnyc.org; Feb. 28-March 14.)

L-E-V

The Israeli troupe returns to the Joyce with
Sharon Eyal’s “Chapter 3: The Brutal Jour-
ney of the Heart,” the last in a trilogy on the
subject of love. This time, the company’s
signature bodysuits are decorated with fac-
similes of full-body tattoos, each with a big
red heart at the chest. Eyal’s style—a kind of
club-kid, cultish offshoot of Ohad Naharin’s
dance language, Gaga—tends to emphasize

hyper-flexible brokenness, but this work is
about repair.—B.S. (Joyce Theatre; Feb. 22-27.)

ILLUSTRATION BY MATTHEW KAM
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MOVIES

Death on the Nile

After much delay, Kenneth Branagh’s film of
the Agatha Christie novel has finally landed
in theatres. There it will keep company with
“Belfast,” Branagh’s other movie of the mo-
ment, which is as precise in its geography,
and in the feelings that arise from a familiar
locale, as the Egyptian mystery is vague and
concocted; the landscapes, often viewed from
above, have the glaze of a video game. As in
his 2017 adaptation of “Murder on the Orient
Express,” Branagh plays Hercule Poirot; this
time, he is a guest on a river vessel when mur-
der is committed—several murders, in fact,
the last of which is choreographed with un-
expected grace. The cast includes Gal Gadot,
Sophie Okonedo, Letitia Wright, Armie Ham-
mer, and Russell Brand, and the script is by

Michael Green; the lightly puzzling plot is
weighed down by agonized emotions that it
was hardly designed to bear. We even get a
flashback to the sleuth’s traumatic wartime
past.—Anthony Lane (In theatrical release.)

Kimi

Steven Soderbergh energizes this new
techno-thriller with a blend of style and pas-
sion. It’s set in Seattle, where a young woman
named Angela (Zoé Kravitz) works for a
startup that produces the titular product, a
competitor to Alexa and Siri. Her job, which
involves monitoring recordings of users’
voices, establishes the surveillance-centric
paranoia on which the drama depends. Pick-
ing up a recording of a woman being violently
attacked, Angela reports the crime to her
supervisors—who do their best to silence
her, permanently. Angela is agoraphobic;
gazing through the windows of her loft, she

ON THE BIG SCREEN

The Metrograph mini-retrospective of four films by Jamaa Fanaka opens,
on Feb. 25, with his first feature, “Welcome Home, Brother Charles,”
from 1975. He made it as an undergraduate at U.C.L.A., filming on
weekends, in the course of seventeen months, and it received a successful
theatrical release as a blaxploitation film. Its audacious blend of realism
and fantasy spotlights the police brutality, judicial persecution, and
sexual stereotypes that Black men endure in American society. Marlo
Monte plays Charles Murray, a small-time drug dealer whose genitals
are mutilated by a racist officer during a wrongful arrest; Charles is then
falsely convicted of assaulting the officer. Upon his release from prison,
Charles seeks revenge—by way of mystical new powers issuing from
his penis, with which he hypnotizes white women and wreaks havoc
on his legally protected persecutors. The movie’s phantasmagorical
exaggerations aren’t satire but horror; they mesh with Fanaka’s furious,
documentary-like view of Black family life and personal relationships
amid the relentless pressure of state violence—and amid the racist
delusions that sustain systemic discrimination. The element of fantasy
dramatizes the tragic impasse of injustice, the impossibility of righting

the wrongs that Charles has borne.—Richard Brody
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peers into other people’s homes and is seen,
in turn, by others—including a lurker with
binoculars. Her hermetic indoor life, medi-
ated by computer screens and cell phones, is
an apt metaphor for pandemic lockdown, but
Soderbergh, working with a script by David
Koepp, ranges more widely into the pitfalls of
digital life itself, targeting tech titans whose
greed leads to depravity. Doing his own
camerawork, Soderbergh brings jazzy flair
to Angela’s productive solitude, her lonely
sense of justice, and her audacious forms of
self-defense.—Richard Brody (Streaming on
HBO Max.)

Marry Me

The charismatic presence of this breezy rom-
com’s stars, Jennifer Lopez and Owen Wilson,
furnishes the film’s very substance. J. Lo plays
Kat Valdez, a pop star who plans to marry
another pop star, Bastian (Maluma), during
a concert. But when Kat learns that Bastian
has been cheating on her, she publicly repu-
diates him and, instead, thrills her audience
by calling a random spectator to the stage and
wedding him on the spot. Her choice is Char-
lie Gilbert (Wilson), a devoted Brooklyn math
teacher and divorced dad who’s there with his
twelve-year-old daughter, Lou (Chloe Cole-
man), and who disdains the world of celebrity.
Yet what starts as Kat’s publicity stunt of mar-
rying (for real) a perfect stranger morphs into
a true relationship as the pair get to know each
other. The contrived premise is invigorated
by the notion of Charlie as a star in his own
milieu, one who's awaiting his moment in the
spotlight. The actors trade good-humored riffs
with life-worn vigor; they bring the movie,
despite its dramatic shortcuts, to life. Directed
by Kat Coiro; co-starring Sarah Silverman and
John Bradley.—R.B. (In theatrical release and
streaming on Peacock.)

The Sky Is Everywhere

The mild drama of Josephine Decker’s new
film, based on a novel by Jandy Nelson, is
overwhelmed by the bold imagination of its
fantasy sequences. Grace Kaufman stars as
Lennie Walker, a high-school senior in a rustic
town in Northern California, whose life is
shattered by grief after the sudden death of
her older sister, Bailey (played, in flashbacks,
by Havana Rose Liu). A gifted clarinettist,
Lennie renounces her plan to apply to Juil-
liard. In her desperate solitude, she pursues
a relationship with another student musi-
cian, Joe Fontaine (Jacques Colimon), but is
romantically distracted by Bailey’s bereaved
boyfriend, Toby (Pico Alexander). Sunk in
her own emotion, Lennie shows little tender-
ness toward her guardians—her grandmother
(Cherry Jones) and her uncle (Jason Segel).
Though the action is schematic and the char-
acters undeveloped, Decker conjures Lennie’s
inner life in wondrous scenes of surrealistic
inspiration, as when green-armed earth spirits
bedeck Lennie and Joe with flowers, furniture
falls from the sky as Lennie races through a
redwood forest, and Bailey dances through
town in a grandly stylized memory that’s
punctured by bitter reality.—R.B. (Streaming
on Apple TV+.)

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

Zaza Lazagna
zazalazagna.com

If youd asked me, a couple of weeks ago,
how I felt about caponata, the agrodolce
(sweet-and-sour) Sicilian relish that is
almost always made with eggplant, plus
tomato, aromatics, olives, and capers,
I would have shrugged. When had I
last eaten it? On sad crostini, cold and
clumpy? Ask me now and I'll tell you
that the other day I had caponata for
lunch—not as a condiment or even a
side dish, just straight caponata, directly
from a plastic deli container, spectacular.

The caponata was made by Zahra
Tangorra, the chef behind the late, be-
loved Cobble Hill Italian restaurant
Brucie, who now operates a takeout
operation called Zaza Lazagna. Her
interpretation featured butternut squash
instead of eggplant, plus white sweet
potato, cauliflower, San Marzano to-
matoes, sage, rosemary, raisins, Castel-
vetrano and Kalamata olives, and red
onion—surprising but deftly layered in
both texture and flavor, an apt example of
her freewheeling, intuitive cooking style.

Before Brucie, Tangorra had never

worked in a kitchen. In 2006, after art
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school and a stint as an Urban Outfit-
ters window designer, she was touring
through California with a group of mu-
sician friends when their bus plunged
over a cliff. Incredibly, everyone survived.
Tangorra was moved to reconsider her
life. She loved to cook, and with set-
tlement money from the accident she
opened Brucie.

When she closed the restaurant, in
2016, “we were kind of at the height of
our popularity,”she told me recently, but
she was feeling burned out, and transi-
tioned to consulting and catering. At
Brucie, she had offered a charming ser-
vice: B.Y.O. pan, and theyd bake you a
lasagna to eat at home. In November,
2020, her friends at Shelsky’s, a smoked-
fish shop on Court Street, agreed to let
her use their kitchen for Zaza Lazagna,
to prep heat-and-serve lasagnas (sold
whole, in disposable aluminum trays, and
by the slice), plus other comfort foods
(including meatballs and enormous
loaves of tomato-butter garlic bread), for
pickup from the shop on Friday evenings.

Every week in the colder months,
Tangorra and her business partner, a
former Brucie cook named Ryan Cross-
man, make a classic meatless lasagna,
with red sauce, ricotta, mozzarella, and
provolone, and a special lasagna, often
inspired by pasta dishes that don't travel
as well (Alfredo, Amatriciana), or by,
say, the Super Bowl, as in the case of a
recent spinach-and-artichoke variety.
That one anchored a loose game-day
theme, rounded out by Negroni ribs,
braised with whole mandarins in gin,

Campari, and vermouth, and Buftalo-
chicken-stuffed shells, laced with blue
cheese and dill.

To compensate for the loss of dining-
room atmosphere, Tangorra and Cross-
man find ways to be playful, from a lively
Web site—the whole classic lasagna ad-
vertised with an image of Garfield the
cat, a pint of Sexy Slaw with a still-life of
vegetables arranged to look like a reclin-
ing nude—to the handful of candy (say,
Andes chocolate mints) that gets tossed
in with orders. Each Friday, they solicit
pairings from Brooklyn Wine Exchange,
across the street from Shelsky’s,and pour
tastes as they distribute the food; if a
bottle strikes your fancy, you can pop
over and buy it at a discount.

A few weeks ago, my Zaza haul in-
cluded a paper cup wearing a skirt of
fringed tinsel, like a go-go dancer; be-
neath its lid I found a foil firework cock-
tail pick sticking out of an Aperol-spritz
cake that could only be described as
groovy, glazed in a tie-dye pattern of
pinks, its glossy crumb fragrant with
olive oil. When we spoke, Tangorra men-
tioned Raymond Carver’s short story “A
Small, Good Thing,” in which a young
couple seeks comfort after a tragedy; a
guest on “Processing,”a podcast that she
co-hosts with her mother, a bereavement
therapist, had recommended it. “Some-
times just doing that small, good thing
tor people—you don't know what they’re
going through,” Tangorra said. “It could
go a long way.” (Dishes $10-$32. Whole
lasagna starts at $40.)

—Hannah Goldfield

PHOTOGRAPH BY ALISTAIR MATTHEWS FOR THE NEW YORKER; ILLUSTRATION BY JOOST SWARTE
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY JOAO FAZENDA

THE TALKR OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
A POST-ROE THREAT

January 22nd marked the forty-ninth
anniversary of Roe v. Wade—and,
likely, the last year that its protections
will remain standing. In December,
during oral arguments, the Supreme
Court’s six conservative Justices signalled
their intention to uphold a Mississippi
law that, in banning almost all abortions
after fifteen weeks of pregnancy, defies
Roe’s protections. Most of those Justices
seemed prepared to overturn Roe en-
tirely. Without Roe, which prohibits
states from banning abortion before fetal
viability—at twenty-eight weeks when
the law was decided, and closer to twenty-
two weeks now—abortion could become
mostly inaccessible and illegal in at least
twenty states.

Some of the potential ramifications
are obvious. The majority of people who
get abortions are already mothers, and
seventy-five per cent live near or below
the federal poverty line. It is the least
advantaged of this disadvantaged group
who will be unable to cobble together
the time, money, and child care required
to travel across state lines to determine
their own reproductive futures. Some
will be able to self-administer abortions
through telemedicine and mail-order
pills—a safe and increasingly common
method for early pregnancies. But, for
those who can't, the long-term conse-
quences could be severe. The Turnaway
Study, a research project that tracked a
thousand women seeking abortions in
the United States in the course of five
years, found that women denied an abor-

tion have an almost four times greater
chance of living below the federal pov-
erty line than women who were not de-
nied one, as well as an increased risk of
serious health problems; and their chil-
dren are more likely to grow up in an
abusive environment.

But there are other severe, metasta-
sizing consequences that could follow
Roe’s repeal. Roe rejects the idea of fetal
personhood, which is a pillar of the anti-
abortion movement. It also repudiates
the argument that the Fourteenth Amend-
ment grants equal protection, and con-
sequently equal legal standing, to fetuses.
(That claim was used as early as 1971,
when a lawyer filed suit against the state
of New York over its liberalized abortion
law, and it has been resuscitated by orga-
nizations such as the March for Life,
whose 2022 theme is “Equality Begins in
the Womb.”) The Supreme Court re-

mains a distance away from this extrem-
ist position—even Justice Antonin Sca-
lia said that the Constitution applies only
to “walking-around persons.” Still, anti-
abortion groups have been pushing fetal
personhood on state legislatures, which
have introduced more than two hundred
pieces of legislation supporting it in the
past decade. Most of the bills have failed;
they are unpopular as well as unconsti-
tutional. But, in 2019, Georgia passed a
near-total abortion ban that allows a fetus
to be claimed as a dependent on one’s
taxes. (The same year, a judge in Alabama
allowed a man to sue an abortion clinic
on behalf of an aborted embryo’s estate.)
The Georgia law is currently before the
Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals, await-
ing the Supreme Court’s Mississippi rul-
ing. If such laws can no longer be chal-
lenged at the federal level, they will surely
begin to proliferate in earnest.

Recent events in Oklahoma provide
an example of what might follow. Though
the state’s Supreme Court struck down
a fetal-personhood amendment to the
state constitution in 2012, the idea has
been affirmed in other ways. In 2015,
state law was amended to require that
any fetal death past twelve weeks be re-
ported as a stillbirth. The Humanity of
the Unborn Child Act, passed in 2016,
requires that the state department of
health “clearly and consistently teach
that abortion kills a living human being.”
Since 2017, according to a report by the
Frontier,an Oklahoma journalism non-
profit, at least forty-five women in that
state have been charged with child abuse,
child neglect, or manslaughter because
of drug use during pregnancy. In 2020,
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according to the Frontier, the district
attorney for Kay and Noble Counties
charged seven women with felony child
neglect for using marijuana during preg-
nancy, even though some of them had
medical-marijuana licenses. The charge
does not require the state to demonstrate
actual harm.

The same year, the district attorney
for Comanche and Cotton Counties
charged three women—-Brittney Poolaw,
Ashley Traister, and Emily Akers—with
manslaughter after they miscarried at sev-
enteen weeks, twenty-one weeks, and
twenty weeks pregnant, respectively. The
fetuses were autopsied, as necessitated by
the 2015 change in the law; and each tested
positive for methamphetamine. As thir-
teen physicians and researchers recently
affirmed in an amicus brief in support of
Akers, studies have shown that meth use
is associated with issues connected to low
birth weight, but not with miscarriage or

stillbirth. Traister pleaded guilty and is

awaiting sentencing. Akers’s case was dis-
missed due to lack of evidence, but Co-
manche County has appealed. Poolaw
was incarcerated for eighteen months be-
fore being convicted by a jury that delib-
erated for less than three hours; she was
sentenced, at age nineteen, to the mini-
mum sentence of four years.

These cases are not anomalous—
they’re part of an intensifying pattern.
In the late eighties and early nineties, at
least a hundred and sixty women who
used drugs while pregnant were charged
with child neglect and distribution of
drugs to minors. Between 2006 and 2016,
according to ProPublica, some five hun-
dred Alabama women were charged with
felony chemical endangerment for using
drugs during pregnancy, even in cases in
which the drugs were prescribed by doc-
tors. One woman, Katie Darovitz, was
arrested when her son was two weeks

old and healthy; she had controlled a sei-

zure disorder with marijuana after her

doctors advised her that her normal med-
ication could be unsafe for pregnancy.
(The case was eventually dismissed.)
Every year, there are about a million
miscarriages in the United States. Under
the doctrine of fetal personhood, these
common, complicated, and profoundly
intimate losses could become legally sub-
ject to surveillance and criminalization.
The blame, as always, would fall on in-
dividual behavior, not on the chromo-
somal or placental abnormalities that
often cause miscarriage, or the social fac-
tors that have been proven to increase a
person’s risk of losing a pregnancy: poor
nutrition, limited health-care access,
night shifts and long hours, exposure to
environmental toxins. Poverty and rac-
ism pose an unequivocal threat to fetal
life and child well-being. In a post-Roe
world, poor and minority women would
find themselves not protected but tar-
geted for further suftering.
—Jia Tolentino

TAKE PICTURE, PART
BAD GIRL

M arcia Resnick was the last pho-
tographer to do a studio shoot of
John Belushi before he died, of an over-
dose, in Los Angeles, in 1982. She was
a friend and had for a few years been
eager to take his picture, for a series of
portraits of more than a hundred New
York “punks, poets, and provocateurs”
that she was calling “Bad Boys.” One
night, in late 1981, she ran into Belushi
at a club called AM/PM, and said, “How
about now?” When she got back to her
loft studio, on Canal Street, his limo was
waiting outside. He and his entourage
came upstairs. It was five or six in the
morning. “He was pretty high,” she re-
called the other day. The famous photo
of Belushi in a ski mask, and the one of
him with a forearm across his forehead,
half covering sanpaku eyes: that was the
session. Afterward, he fell asleep on her
bed. Six months later, he was dead.
That same week, the SoHo Weekly
News, which had employed Resnick as
its staff photographer, went under. She
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wound up in an emergency room with
alcohol poisoning. Things went awry.
Her brief marriage to Wayne Kramer,
the MCs5 guitarist, was falling apart.
She struggled with heroin. Soon came
the AIDS crisis and the deaths of so
many friends. “The club scene died,”
she said. “People got more insular. Peo-
ple were afraid of other people sexu-
ally.” Her career as an artist stalled. She
sold her loft to Laurie Anderson and
disappeared from public view. She went
back to school.

Now Resnick, seventy-one, is getting
a retrospective. It opens this week at the
Bowdoin College Museum of Art, be-
fore travelling to the Minneapolis In-
stitute of Art and to the George East-
man Museum, in Rochester. It brings
out of the attic of cultural oversight a
wild record of her largely underheralded
contributions to the evolution of pho-
tography as a fine art,and of her mostly
unacknowledged place among the so-
called Pictures Generation, to go with
her better-known perch as a chronicler
of the Blank Generation.

The other night in her apartment, in
the Village, she wore a pair of super-
flared Japanese overalls, a black T-shirt,
thickets of silver jewelry, two layers of
polka-dotted socks, and platform high-
top Chucks. Her hair was long and un-

Marcia Resnick

ruly. “I'm a style maven,” she said. The
apartment teemed with archives and ar-
tifacts—black-and-white portraits of
Belushi, Basquiat, Jagger, and John and
Yoko; an old-fashioned radio with a
doll’s head, arms, and legs sticking out
of it, the basis for an ad she designed
for WCBS-FM (the slogan: “Let Me
Entertain You”) while she was a student
at Cooper Union; Myrtle and Schmo,
the half-mannequins she used to keep
in her 1963 Chevy Nova, to ward off
thieves and meter maids.

A corner of her living room was oc-



cupied by some thirty three-foot-tall
vintage dolls. “How do you like my pan-
demic family?”she said. “They were orig-
inally all girls. I turned some of them
into boys by cutting their hair and giv-
ing them freckles.” She went on, “I like
putting them into situations. They don't
move while I'm taking pictures. I've been
writing conversations for them, too.”

She bobbed on her couch as she leafed
through old work. “I recently learned
that I have a movement disorder,” she
said. She was reared in Brooklyn. Her
tather had a print shop in Brighton
Beach, and her mother made copies of
Old Master paintings. In Resnick’s year-
book from James Madison High, the
class’s “brightest” girl and boy were her
and Charles Schumer. Not her type. A
few years later, her dalliance with a mem-
ber of the Weather Underground led to
an arrest for possession of a suspicious
substance that was actually just boric
acid, for the removal of a foreign object
from her eye. (The mug shots are in
the retrospective.) She split for Califor-
nia to study at CalArts, with the likes
of John Baldessari. On a trip to Ansel
Adams’s house, in Carmel, she found,
in his library, a copy of her favorite book,
of Lucas Samaras’s auto-Polaroids—in-
side which Adams had scrawled, “This
is not photography.” Resnick declared
to herself, “I am not Ansel Adams.” Shed
started painting with oil on her photos,
and experimenting with ways of seeing,
and depicting seeing. She taught a course
in three stages: Fun with Photography;
Son of Fun with Photography; The Re-
turn of Son of Fun with Photography.

She moved back to New York in
1973 and self-published books of her
work. In 1978, she brought out “Re-
visions,” a progression of staged images
based on her adolescence, with accom-
panying text. (“Don’t call them cap-
tions,” she said.) A closeup of a loaf
of bread crammed against a woman’s
crotch: “She first learned the facts of
life from a friend while on a class trip
to the bread factory.”

At the SoHo Weekly News, she had a
regular feature called “Resnick’s Believe-
It-or-Not.” One series featured water-
conservation tips: “Spit at each other to
keep clean.” “Forget all about the boat
people.” “Employees must NOT wash
their hands.” Ripley’s sent a cease-and-
desist, so she changed the name of the

column to “Resnick’s Believe It.” By
then, she was deep into the “Bad Boys”
project. “Men were always photograph-
ing girls,” she said. “I wanted to take
pictures of men, and turn the tables.”
Johnny Thunders, Richard Hell, Gil
Scott-Heron, Halston’s boyfriend Vic-
tor Hugo, Steve Rubell with Roy Cohn.
Some bad, some bad. Most dead.
—Nick Paumgarten

TRUTH IN TELEVISION
GRILLING THE GILT

hen HBO announced “The

Gilded Age,”its new series about
a railroad baron and his wife fighting
for social status against the Old Guard
of New York in the eighteen-eighties,
Keith Taillon took note. “I was excited,
but I didn't want to get my hopes up,”
he said the other day, strolling around
Murray Hill. He’s an expert in the ar-
chitecture of the period. “I don’t want
to sound historically conceited. But I
wanted to be pleasantly surprised.”

Taillon, who is thirty-four and has a
B.A. in history and a master’s in urban
planning, runs the Instagram account
keithyorkcity, where he posts about Man-
hattan history, often sharing tidbits in
avoice out of “Gossip Girl.” (“lol sweep-
ing around the room telling the curtain
seamstress what to do,”’reads one “Gilded
Age” post. “Rude.”) On weekends, he
gives walking tours. The show, which
was created by Julian Fellowes (“Down-
ton Abbey”), spent nearly a decade in
development limbo. The set budget is
said to be enormous.

Taillon, who has a generous beard
and round glasses, found the first epi-
sode better than he'd expected, but he
had quibbles. On his walk, he stopped
by spots where real-life dramas of the
Gilded Age had unfolded. At the Mor-
gan Library & Museum, on Madison
Avenue at Thirty-seventh Street, he
pointed out a brownstone mansion from
the eighteen-fifties, noting that it was
the sort of house that “The Gilded Age™’s
Agnes van Rhijn, a forbidding old-
money widow played by Christine Ba-
ranski, would have lived in. It was one

of three adjacent houses owned by the
Phelps-Dodge family, a mining dynasty;
as they died out, the houses were pur-
chased by J. P. Morgan.

“Old money really disdained osten-
tation,” Taillon said. In the show, van
Rhijn lives with her sister and niece on
Sixty-first Street, next to Central Park.
The rapacious robber baron George Rus-
sell (played by Morgan Spector) and his
vulgar wife, Bertha (Carrie Coon), build
a monstrous white mansion across the
street. Russell recalls both Cornelius
Vanderbilt, who amassed the family for-
tune, and his heirs, who were resented
for their gaudy houses and carriages.

Taillon said, “What irks me about
the show is that they portray the van
Rhijns and the Russells living across
from each other, up on Sixty-first Street.”
He headed north on Madison. “And, in
1882, Sixty-first Street was really the hin-
terland, especially for wealthy families.”
(Also a “goat-infested wilderness,” ac-
cording to his feed.) He went on, “My
thing is, if you're going to tell the story
of an old New York family like the the-
oretical van Rhijns, they probably should
have lived down here, in Murray Hill.”

Taillon’s own history is less rarefied.
He was born in Plattsburgh, New York,
and grew up in Abilene, Texas, near
where his father was serving in the mil-
itary. In middle school, he was assigned
to research an old building and write a
proposal arguing that it should have a
historic marker. “For a lot of kids, it was
just another project,” Taillon said. “For
me, there was a spark there.” He moved
on to researching old shipwrecks. When
“Titanic” came out, in 1997, he was upset

Keith Taillon
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that the movie got so many facts wrong,
and that the two protagonists were
made-up characters. “All my classmates
at school suddenly were interested in
this thing that was a very personally
nerdy obsession for me,” he said.

After college, Taillon processed death
claims for a funeral-insurance company
to save money to move to New York,
where he got a corporate position at
Ralph Lauren. When he was furloughed,
during the pandemic, it seemed like a
sign. To fill his days, he decided to walk
every street in Manhattan, a distance of
around a thousand miles. He narrated
the walks on Instagram. “People around
the world who were in lockdown were
watching my stories and feeling like they
were on vacation,” he said. His follow-
ing grew, and now he’s making a living
out of his passion, having been hired by
the Fifth Avenue Association to write
essays about the thoroughfare for its bi-
centennial celebration, in 2024.

After marching past the Cartier Build-
ing, at 653 Fifth Avenue, constructed as
a private home by an heir to a Florida
railroad empire and, as legend has it,
traded to Cartier in 1917 for a strand of
pearls, Taillon reached the site of the fic-
tional Russell house, on Sixty-first Street.
(The spot is currently occupied by the
Pierre Hotel, whose ground-floor restau-
rant faces a plastic surgeon’s office.) He
gestured toward Central Park, which in
“The Gilded Age” appears as a wall of
foliage; in the eighteen-eighties, he said,
it would have been a few scraggly young
trees. “To have so many people intro-

Steinbero,
I

duced to Gilded Age society and the
fight between old and new New York
through, you know, fake characters and
slightly incorrect locations,” he said, sigh-
ing. “I'm not angry by any means. It’s
just frustrating.”

—Sheelah Kolhatkar

LONDON POSTCARD
MINDFULNESS ZONE

hen the daily commute suddenly

disappeared for millions of of-
fice workers, some were jubilant, oth-
ers bereft. Many mourned the loss of a
buffer, of time to read or decompress.
(It’s difficult to finish a crossword on
the 8:30 express to the kitchen table.)
Some tried to re-create their commutes
by putting on headphones, or squeez-
ing into the shower fully dressed with
a magazine. But most people adapted,;
there were perks to working from home.
Things were slower, quieter. Other peo-
ple’s armpits were rarely an issue. You
could Zoom from bed if you wanted.
You could buy fancy pajamas and wear
them all day.

In London, where W.E.H. guidelines
have eased following Omicron’s retreat,
the commute may be poised for a come-
back. Bosses miss their workers. Work-
ers miss their colleagues. But does any-
one miss the train? The numbers are not

T've actually been here awhile—I just can’t grow a beard.”

encouraging. National Rail ridership
stands at sixty-four per cent of its pre-
pandemic level. (The New York metro-
politan area has fared even worse: com-
muter railroads have seen only around
half of riders return.) Railways are court-
ing customers. Like lovers trying to win
back exes, they are promising change.
This time, things will be different. Some
British services are offering freebies: au-
diobooks, hot drinks, bacon rolls. They
have pledged to reduce the number of
annoying announcements. Grant Shapps,
the Transport Secretary, has called for a
“bonfire of the banalities,” to make jour-
neys “that little bit more peaceful.”

Not long ago,on the Docklands Light
Railway, known as the D.L.R., a net-
work of trains in East London, photos
of trees and calming beach scenes began
appearing, alongside a sign: “The Inner
Journey Zone: Pause Relax Reconnect.”
The Inner Journey program, the brain-
child of the mental-health charity You-
manity, aims to turn “‘commuting on the
D.L.R.into a journey of inner balance,
self-confidence and mindfulness.” Med-
itation corners have been set up in three
busy London stations. Riders can down-
load an app with guided meditation
tracks while waiting for a train. And,
scattered among the normal train cars—
hectic, crammed—are twelve “mindful-
ness carriages,” whose walls and ceilings
have been wrapped in pictures of the
natural world and inscribed with quo-
tations. (Oscar Wilde: “To love oneself
is the beginning of a lifelong romance.”)

Just before a recent rush hour, An-
gelo Tudice, the founder of Youmanity,
stopped by an Inner Journey Zone at
the Canary Wharf station, Platform 4.
Inner Journey has four thematic itera-
tions: Ocean, Mountains, Forest, and
Countryside. Iudice, a genial British
Italian, took a seat on a Forest bench,
surrounded by images of trees. He was
wearing a peacoat and a beanie. Trains
arrived every few minutes. “There’s been
quite a lot of anxiety about going back
to work,” he said. He pointed out the
photos of grass on the floor. “What we’re
trying to do is encourage passengers to
really take a step back, to relax, to enjoy
one’s own company. If we can create
scenes that are evocative of nature, or
well-being, you're going to maybe enjoy
your journey a little better.”

He cited a study showing that merely



looking at pictures of nature can lower
stress levels. “It triggers your internal
imagery. You can associate a forest you
see in a postcard with a forest back
home,” he said. “And for that moment
you're not thinking about negative stuff.”
The Forest theme reminded him of his
home, in Puglia: “We have a lot of green
spaces.” He turned to the tree photos.
“You can see through the leaves, and al-
most see through yourself a bit.”

A train arrived and he made a bee-
line for the mindfulness carriage. Its
theme was Ocean. A handful of passen-
gers were staring at their phones, im-
ages of beaches with turquoise water
surrounding them. On the ceiling was
a photo of blue sky. The usual ads re-
mained: probiotics, winter wellness. A
quote by Roy T. Bennett appeared be-
neath a credit-card ad: “More smiling,
less worrying. More compassion, less
judgment. More blessed, less stressed.
More love, less hate.”

Back at Canary Wharf, the Inner
Journey Zone was filling up. A class-
room assistant was sitting on a Forest
bench, having just missed her train home.
“I just sat because I was tired,” she said.
“It’s pretty, but I'm not sure what the
message is.” On another bench, a woman
in a hairnet and gloves was on her way
to a hospital shift. Did she find the For-
est imagery relaxing? She was sched-
uled to be in the emergency room that
day, she said, “so I'm not in the mood.”
Nearby, an older man with a backpack
had stopped to read an Inner Journey
sign. “It’s quite nice. It makes you feel
a bit calm maybe,” he said, over the
shouting of teen-agers. His train arrived.
“It'd be better if it was really like that,
with plants and everything, and trees in
here,” he said. “The real thing!”

—Anna Russell

OLYMPICS JUNIOR
FAST

O ne recent Saturday morning, when
snow-blasted city streets took on
the feel of Alpine downbhills, two Irish
families set off from the Park Central
Hotel toward the subway at Columbus

Circle. Their destination: the Armory
track, in Washington Heights, home
of the century-old Millrose Games
track-and-field meet. Their goal: to find
out if either Cian Donnelly, of Head-
ford, or Grace Foley, of Sligo, both eight
years old, just might be the Got Milk?
Fastest Kid in the World.

“The kids aren’t nervous at all, while
I'm about to vomit all over the place,”
Cian’s father, Keith, said. Leading the
trek was Dermot McDermott, the
Sligo-based coach who has brought
Irish grade-schoolers to Millrose meets
since 2014. He wore Nikes (colorful)
and track pants (gray) and seemed un-
daunted by the raging nor'easter as he
descended the subway stairs. Grace,
who won the under-nine Irish cham-
pionship in the three-hundred-metre
race last summer, approached a turn-
stile at eye level. “Can we go under it?”
she asked.

She settled into a seat on an up-
town 1, alongside Cian and her twin
brother, Oliver, who turned around and
knelt on his seat to watch stations whir
by outside the window. When the train
stopped, the kids slid hard to the right.
“Why do they make it so slippy?” Grace
asked. Cian, in a knit cap with a Play-
Station logo and a pompom, had been
up since six and allowed to play in the
snow, but he was instructed not to run
in it, lest he injure himself before the
race they'd crossed an ocean for.

At the Armory, the group entered
a foyer packed with older runners
warming up, steeling their nerves. Cian’s
mother, Joanne, unsure where to check
in, spied a sign reading “ELITE ATH-
LETES.” “Are they élite athletes?” she
said of the kids. When race time ap-
proached, the eight girls and seven boys
competing assembled beside a camera
stand. Corralling them, wearing a white
jacket, was Rita Finkel, the Armory’s
co-president. Staffers distributed cow-
spotted face masks (part of the races’
new dairy-industry sponsorship) and
small flags (for Ireland, and the na-
tions that the local racers had chosen
to represent). The youngsters hopped
in place and fussed with their cow
masks. Grace and Cian posed for their
dads’ iPhones.

On the track’s infield, as a handful
of Olympians and pros idled between

heats, the entrants in the girls’race were

introduced, waving, on an eighteen-
toot video screen. The fifty-five-metre
sprint lasted all of eleven seconds.
Grace, who finished in just over nine,
tied for third. Then the boys were
introduced, waved their flags, and
took off. Cian, in just over nine sec-
onds, finished third, too. Afterward,
the groups posed for a picture beside
a five-foot-tall plastic glass of milk,
provided by the American Dairy As-
sociation North East.

The girls were led into a pressroom,
and a staffer in a candy-red pants suit
asked, “Where’s my winner?” She then
positioned Bed-Stuy’s Leilani Ariyibi,
running for Nigeria, at the group’s cen-
ter. The girls were asked how the race
went. Michelle Enlow, a Manhattanite,
said, “I was about to feel like I was gonna
die, but then I didn’t.” Leilani, the
sheepish victor, was asked how she
would celebrate. She shrugged. “Eat,”
she said. Anything in particular? She
shook her head.

Next came the boys. Were they tired?
“Yes.”“No.”“A little.” Cian, in the back,
cow mask on his chin, sneezed into his
elbow. The Bronx’s Bryce Hickman,
the winner, said his favorite part was
“when all of us took a picture in front
of the milk statue.” The reminder ex-
cited Jahziyah Taffe, of Queens, who
had represented Jamaica. “We went
near that milk statue, so I'm pretty sure
we are getting a milkshake!” It was a
mistaken assumption.

In the hallway, parents debriefed
their kids. (“Was it fun?” Grace’s dad,
Desi, asked. “Kinda,” she said.) Lei-
lani posed on a podium, holding a
bouquet of off-white roses. Her fa-
ther, a moving-company owner whose
beard peeked from behind a blue sur-
gical mask, snapped photos. He said
she had earned a rare treat. “I'm gonna
let her get a little soda today,” he said,
and laughed.

Up in the grandstand, Cian and his
family found some seats for the rest of
the races. He played a game on an
iPhone, until his dad held up a Face-
Time screen full of cheering relatives.
“Youd swear he’s in the Olympics, with
all the excitement back home,” Joanne
said. For Cian, more excitement loomed:
he'd been promised a trip to the Lego
Store, and pizza.

—Dan Greene
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ANNALS OF MEDICINE

CHANGE OF HEART

The ﬁrsl‘ successful z‘mmp[antaz‘ion from pigto human may solve a donor s/yarz‘age.

BY RIVKA GALCHEN

I n the early hours of January 7th, the
cardiothoracic surgeon Bartley Grif-
fith, unable to sleep, went to his kitchen
to make coffee. It was about 2 A.M. His
usual mug is tall, and he had to remove
the stand from his Krups machine in
order to fit it. “Next thing I realized, I
had coffee all over the floor. I had for-
gotten to put the cup under,” Grifhith
told me. “You get a bit wiggly, a bit su-
perstitious.” He asked himself, “Do you
know what you’re about to do?” Griffith
has forty years of surgical experience. But
later that morning he was scheduled to
perform a surgery that would be unusual
even for him: the world’s first transplan-
tation of a pig’s heart into a human.

Griffith’s team, at the University of
Maryland Medical Center, had received
confirmation from the Food and Drug
Administration only seven days earlier,
on the evening of December 31st, that
the experimental surgery was approved.
“It was just two lines or so,” Griffith
said. “It read, ‘Good luck with the sur-
gery!”” But Grifhith and his colleague
Muhammad M. Mohiuddin, who jointly
run the school of medicine’s Cardiac
Xenotransplantation Program, had been
working together toward this goal for
five years. “So then, there we were in
the hospital on January 1st, thinking
how to make this actually work.” The
medical center had to decide that it was

More than three thousand people are typically waiting far a new heart in the U.S.
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willing to pay for the procedure—in-
surance tends not to cover xenotrans-
plantation. The patient, David Bennett,
Sr., a fifty-seven-year-old man with se-
vere heart failure, had to undergo four
psychiatric evaluations, to make sure he
could give consent. All the staft who
might work on the experiment had to
be given permission to opt out. “So many
people are involved with the care of a
patient,” Grifhth said. “We have a binder
of four hundred or so consents—peo-
ple wanted to participate.”

Mobohiuddin, who led the lab work
that studied the transplantation of the
pig heart, lives an hour from the hospi-
tal. There was a snowstorm on Janu-
ary 6th, so he spent the night on the
sofa in his office. “My wife has given up
on me for a while—she knows what I
am going through,” he told me. “I spent
thirty years just driving for this.” On the
morning of January 7th, he headed the
surgery that extracted the heart from a
year-old genetically modified pig, which
had been raised at a facility in Virginia
run by the company Revivicor. (Reviv-
icor is a spinoff of PPL Therapeutics,
known for making Dolly the sheep, the
first mammal cloned from an adult cell.)
Pigs have about thirty thousand genes.
Ten of those genes in the donor pig had
been altered, through a time-consum-
ing gene-editing process. (CRISPR tech-
nology has recently sped up similar pro-
cesses.) Three genes largely responsible
for making sugars that a human body
would consider foreign were “knocked
out”; a gene that controls how large and
how fast the heart grows was also de-
leted; and six genes that help regulate
antibody function, inflammation, and
coagulation cycles in humans were
“knocked in.” The pig heart was now,
in theory, more likely to be taken on by
the patient’s body as “self” rather than
as “foreign.”

After Mohiuddin’s team extracted
the pig heart, they placed it in a box re-
sembling a high-end automatic bread-
maker; the box keeps a transplant heart
cold and metabolically active. It pumps
a fluid through the heart that is made
up of saline, cocaine, and a few other
components. The box and the solution
were developed by researchers in Swe-
den. “Every time we import one of these
boxes, I have to fill out special forms

from the D.E.A.,” Mohiuddin said.
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The cold pig heart was delivered to
the operating room. “Some people like
to blast music in an O.R., but I like to
hear pins drop,” Griffith said. “I like to
hear the sound of the heart-and-lung
machine.” Griffith estimates that he has
performed more than a thousand heart
transplants, but this one called for a dif-
ferent start: before he made the first in-
cision, he suggested that everyone pause
for thirty seconds to “think about what
this man is entering into.” He described
the transplantation as an opportunity to
learn. Griffith told me, “We don’t usu-
ally take a moment like that. But I think
it relaxed everyone. And then we went
to work.” The process of transplanting a
heart is both brutal and precise. An eight-
inch incision is made in the chest. The
breastbone is cut in half with a bone saw.
The ribs are opened outward to expose
the heart. One large vein and one large
artery are connected by tubes to a car-
diopulmonary-bypass machine; a third
tube washes the organ with a heart-stop-
ping fluid. That’s the beginning.

The human heart being replaced was,
of course, an ill one. It was dilated from
being unable to pump properly. The car-
diac chambers to which the pig heart
would be attached were large. The team
had to stitch the small “O” of the pig
part to a much larger “O” on the hu-
man’s. Griffith was accustomed to mak-
ing modifications, but less drastic ones.
When he first pulled the pig heart out
of its container, it looked small and pale.
“It had an opaqueness that was off-put-
ting,” he said. “I wondered, Did we do
something wacky?” He connected the
pig heart to the patient’s vessels. He re-
leased the clamp, allowing human blood
to flow into the organ. “It was as if we'd
turned on a light. And it was a red light.
The heart just brightened up. And it
went from trembling to pumping.” He
demonstrated the movement with his
hands. “Hearts don't just squeeze when
they beat, they kind of twist, and this
heart—it was doing the hoochy-coochy.
It was one of the best hearts I've ever
seen after transplantation.”

An Irish tale tells of a ruler who loses
an arm in battle. Once maimed, a
king cannot rule. But a doctor shows up
at the king’s door. The doorkeeper, who
is half-blind, won't let him in. The doc-

tor replaces the doorkeeper’s blind eye

with a cat’s eye, curing his sight. The
doctor then replaces the ruler’s missing
arm with a swineherd’s. The doorkeeper
with the cat’s eye is said to stay awake
at night thereafter, looking for mice.

Have our feelings about the extraor-
dinary weirdness of transplants changed
much over the centuries? The history of
transplantation has its horrors. In eigh-
teenth-century England, the poor would
sell their teeth; the rich would have those
teeth implanted. A reasonably eminent
twentieth-century scientist transplanted
second heads onto dogs. The physician
Charles-Edouard Brown-Séquard was
thought by his neighbors to be a sor-
cerer; his back yard had chickens with
rats’tails affixed to their heads, and other
mutilated and altered creatures. Brown-
Séquard made serious contributions to
the field of neurology, and a syndrome
is named for him, but he may be better
remembered for having claimed, at the
age of seventy-two, that injecting him-
self with parts of dog and guinea-pig
testicles had sexually revived him. For a
few decades, “gland grafting” was all the
rage, especially in France.

In 1906, a French physician had two
patients dying of kidney disease; he gave
one a goat kidney and the other a pig
kidney. Both kidneys lasted three days.
It was years before even those dismal re-
sults were matched. Doctors were work-
ing without any substantial knowledge
of the human immune system and its
role in accepting or rejecting transplants;
it was as if one were trying to treat dia-
betes without knowing about insulin.

Transplanting human parts (other
than teeth and patches of skin) didn't
really get going until the middle of the
twentieth century. How could fresh or-
gans be ethically obtained? A kidney,
unlike a heart, can be taken from a
living donor, and kidney transplants de-
veloped earlier. The first kidney trans-
plant with long-term success was per-
formed on the identical twins Ronald
and Richard Herrick, two days before
Christmas in 1954, by Joseph Murray,
in Boston. Richard, the recipient, mar-
ried one of the nurses who had cared
for him; Ronald, with just one kidney,
lived another fifty-six years. Murray per-
formed kidney transplants in non-twin
subjects for the next ten years, but the
patients didn’t do well. It was only with
the advent of effective immunosuppres-

sants that transplants began to work
consistently. In 1990—thirty-six years
after the twin transplant—Murray re-
ceived the Nobel Prize in Physiology
or Medicine.

More than twenty-four thousand
kidney transplants were performed in
the United States in 2021, and more
than three thousand eight hundred heart
transplants. These surgeries are consid-
ered routine, and outcomes are gener-
ally very good. The median survival
time following a heart transplant is
about twelve years; for kidney trans-
plants, that number is nearing twenty
years. In the U.S., there are typically
more than three thousand people wait-
ing for a heart and more than ninety
thousand people waiting for a kidney.
The development of the Uniform Donor
Card in the U.S., a legal document that
was recognized in all states, made organ
donation more straightforward, and the
1984 National Organ Transplant Act
established some legal ethics for the
field, prohibiting the sale of organs and
providing a framework for trying to
distribute organs fairly.

In the U.S,, as of 2019, the rate of
opting in to organ donation is around
fifty per cent, though ninety per cent
of people express support for the idea.
In some countries, people have to opt
out, rather than opt in. Spain has been
a global leader in organ donation for
decades; in addition to having an opt-
out system, it trains professionals in
talking to families about organ dona-
tion. Croatia adopted a similar model
and raised its donation rate to one of
the highest in the world. Japan has one
of the lowest rates of organ donation,
a situation attributed in part to gotai
manzoku, a belief that the body should
be intact. This idea connects to a fear
that, if a corpse is cremated without all
its organs, it cannot be properly put to
rest. Some Japanese stories feature a
ghost whose head is separated from its
body, and this is sometimes interpreted
as a disturbed soul.

ohiuddin moved to the United
States from Pakistan in 1991,
when he was twenty-six, to train in car-
diac surgery. His first mentor asked him
to think about how many patients he
could help as a cardiac surgeon, and

then asked what he would think if he
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was told about a field that would help
a hundred times more patients. “That
was the first fish thrown at me,” Mo-
hiuddin told me. He began research
work transplanting organs from ham-
sters to rats. “And, since then, I have
not looked back.”

There were long periods when fund-
ing for xenotransplantation research
seemed almost nonexistent. Mohiuddin
used to work at the National
Institutes of Health. “When

was that saving lives takes precedence
over everything. That is what I base my
belief on—that what I am trying to do
will help save lives.”

Using baboons in scientific research
is itself anathema to many people. Pro-
testers sometimes demonstrated outside
the N.I.H. when Mohiuddin worked
there. His current lab has no direct en-
trance from outside the building, and

there is security. In 1984, a
baboon heart was trans-

we underwent the external
review, which happens every
five years, they said what we
were doing was a waste of
time and that we should be
shut down,” he said. He se-
cured outside support from
Revivicor. Its C.E.O., Mar-
tine Rothblatt, has a daugh-
ter with pulmonary arterial
hypertension, and the company has
funded research on lung xenotransplan-
tation. At his lab’s next external review,
Mohiuddin said, the assessment was
glowing. It’s difficult for him to explain
to others, even to his wife of nearly thirty
years, exactly what he does. He says he
asked her just to believe in him. “This
was not an easy road,” he said. “There
were many occasions where I thought,
Did I make the right decision?” Mohi-
uddin’s work eventually led to transplants
of pig hearts into baboons; after nine
hundred and forty-five days, the baboons
were still thriving. This work helped per-
suade the F.D.A. to approve the recent
heart transplantation.

Pigs are a preferred xenotransplanta-
tion animal for several reasons: their cir-
culatory system is similar to the human
one, their organs are about the right size,
they grow up fast, they breed easily, and,
well, although they’re as sweet and
emotional as our pet dogs—and often
smarter—they aren’t closely related to
us. Mohiuddin, however, is a religious
Muslim. On his drive to and from work,
he typically listens to the Quran and calls
his mother, who lives in Karachi. “For
me, as a Muslim, of course, pork is a big
no-no,” he said. “We don't eat pork or
talk about pork.” He encountered some
resistance from his family when he began
to work with pigs. Mohiuddin said, “I
talked to religious leaders—not only
Muslim leaders but also Jewish and
Christian leaders—and the consensus
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planted into Baby Fae, an
infant with congenital heart
defects. Baby Fae lived for
only twenty days afterward.
One reason for the rejec-
tion was an unavoidable
blood-type incompatibil-
ity—there were no Type O
baboons available. The doc-
tor who performed the pro-
cedure, Leonard Bailey, stated, regard-
ing the choice of a baboon, that he did
not believe in evolution. The year after
Baby Fae’s procedure, Bailey transplanted
a human heart into a four-day-old in-
tant: Eddie Anguiano, known as Baby
Moses, who in 2014 visited the man
who had transplanted his heart.

In the late nineteen-eighties, Jane
Goodall gave a talk to an international
congress on xenografts. “I'hey were all
talking happily about breeding pigs for
xenotransplant, dogs, and so on,” Good-
all said. “I felt like an alien in a world
tull of people with no empathy.” The
audience was moved by her speech; ba-
boons are now hardly, if ever, used as a
source of organs, though they are still
used in research. Mohiuddin has been
celebrated and criticized in Pakistan,
where organ transplantation from dead
people is relatively recent and rare.

b

hen David Bennett, Jr., visited

his father after the transplant,
David, Sr., in terrible pain, said desper-
ately, “I can’t take this anymore.” By the
end of the day, the pain medications
were working. David, Jr., said, “He was
able to say thank you to the doctors.
That was a huge sigh of relief and peace
to everyone.”

After the surgery, Grifhith and Mo-
hiuddin had two worries that they were
trying to balance: rejection and infec-
tion. Immunosuppressants could stave
oft rejection, but they left Bennett vul-

nerable to infection. Early on, an ab-
dominal infection required an additional
surgery to clear. Later, Bennett had an
unusual response to one of the immu-
nosuppressants, causing his white-blood-
cell count to fall perilously low; his med-
ications were changed. The heart was
beating too powerfully for its fragile
new owner, and it had to be chemically
slowed. By the end of day eighteen, Ben-
nett had outlived the first human-heart-
transplant patient. By the end of day
twenty-one, he had survived longer than
Baby Fae. That day, he remembered to
wish Griffith a happy birthday. He was
able to speak to his son on the tele-
phone, something he had not been strong
enough to do for the ten days before
the transplant. “My dad wants to go
home,” David, Jr., said. “He wants to see
his dog, Lucky.”

Bennett had been on a heart-lung
machine for months before the trans-
plant, leaving him very weak. Even
learning to stand on his own again would
take time. The transplants in Mohiud-
din’s lab had been into young, healthy
baboons; this transplant was a differ-
ent experiment altogether. But, Mohi-
uddin noted, “we also know so much
more about how Mr. Bennett is doing
than we can ever know in the lab.” Grif-
fith said that in the early days, when he
went to check on Bennett, he'd often
find ten experts outside his room, col-
laborating on his care: “There’ll be two
infectious-disease specialists, a trans-
plantation pharmacist, an I.C.U. nurse.
It’s such a team effort—everyone wants
to contribute.”

Transplants of human organs and of
pig organs may seem like very dif-
ferent procedures, but the problem of re-
jection is the central issue in both cases.
Your body decides what is alien and what
is self. If you get a tiny splinter, your body
will likely mount an inflammatory reac-
tion that extrudes it over time. If you get
infected by a virus, your immune system
will attack it.

But it’s tricky. The bacteria Helico-
bacter pylori can move into your gut and
evade detection, because it camouflages
itself with surface sugars that resemble
our own. In a disease such as lupus or
rheumatoid arthritis, by contrast, the
immune system erroneously attacks na-
tive cells, as if they were invaders. If you



think of immunity as a battle, which it
basically is, H. pylori is a case of enemy
soldiers wearing the uniforms of your
own side; lupus is your soldiers being
knocked out by friendly fire.

There are several ways your body
can reject an organ. Hyperacute rejec-
tion can happen within minutes of
transplantation when the body has
preéxisting anti-donor antibodies; it
has met this enemy, or something sim-
ilar, before, and is ready to attack im-
mediately. In hyperacute rejection, large
blood clots rapidly form, obstructing
the blood supply of the donor organ.
This is what would happen if a “regu-
lar” pig organ were used for transplant;
all humans have roughly one per cent
of their antibodies devoted to attack-
ing what are called alpha-gal sugars.
Most mammals have these sugars, but
humans don’t. The alpha-gal gene is
one of the genes that were knocked out
in the transplant pig.

Besides gene-editing—which be-
came practicable only recently and is
not an option for donated human or-
gans—the main approach to getting a
patient’s body to accept a donor organ
has been to suppress the immune sys-
tem. This is dangerous. The first heart
transplant that had some success took
place in 1967 in South Africa. Thanks
to immunosuppressants, the patient did
not immediately reject the organ; also
because of immunosuppressants, the
patient died of pneumonia eighteen
days later. Even when a recipient makes
it past both hyperacute rejection and
postoperative infections, transplant or-
gans can fail later, owing to what is called
chronic rejection, a process that is not
entirely understood.

One pioneer of heart-transplant sur-
gery said, “We were excited about sew-
ing in the heart, which is . . . when you
think about it technically, quite a sim-
ple plumbing job.” The history of ad-
vances in transplantation is, arguably,
more accurately understood not as a
history of surgery but as a history of
immunobiology. The transplant sur-
geons saw that rejected organs were in-
filtrated by cells; trying to understand
the mechanism prompted the tremen-
dous bloom in immunobiology. To re-
turn to the limited but apt battle anal-
ogy, immunobiology is the science that
develops diplomats, who suggest that

there are alternative ways to respond to
the presence of the foreign agent—that
there’s a way to get along.

Allan D. Kirk, a transplant surgeon
in the Duke University Department
of Surgery, who has worked in the field
for more than thirty years, said, “In the
nineteen-seventies, every transplant
case was like a miracle. To decide to
be a transplant surgeon was like say-
ing you wanted to be an astronaut.”
Until recent advances, he said, enthu-
siasm about xenotransplantation had
not been scientifically justified. “It was
driven by companies that would drop
a bunch of money without knowing
the science. But this is the first time I
think the enthusiasm is scientifically
credible.” Kirk attributed the change
to genetic engineering and to better
immunosuppressive drugs. “CRISPR
has made it logistically more reason-
able to change all the genes you need
to change,” he said. “And immunosup-
pressive drugs are not as brutal as they
once were. We can make more refined
interventions.” There are even some
transplant patients walking around who
no longer take any immunosuppressive
drugs, or who take them once a month.
At some point, their bodies learned to
accept the foreign organ as self. “The
problem is that no one knows how it
happened,” Kirk said.

Kirk then turned philosophical, while
apologizing for doing so. “All of us were
allogenic tumors at one point,” he said.
“Allogenic” refers to being foreign, but
from the same species. “That’s called a
tetus. Our mothers didn’t reject us—at
least not until we turned thirteen and
burned down the garage. So we know

as a species how to not reject foreign
organs. Our biology already knows how

to do that, and we need to catch up.”

hen news of the pig-heart oper-

ation was announced, one trans-
plant surgeon found it especially mean-
ingful. Robert Montgomery, the director
of the N.Y.U. Langone Transplant In-
stitute, had received a heart transplant
in 2018. He had a genetically linked heart
condition, which he learned about when
his brother Richard died suddenly at age
thirty-five. Montgomery, a surgical in-
tern at the time, connected this to his
father’s death, some years earlier, from
what was erroneously attributed to a vi-
rus-induced heart condition. Three of
Robert’s children have the same condi-
tion, as do Richard’s two daughters.

I met Montgomery on Novem-
ber 23rd, the day after he completed the
transplant of a pig kidney to a human,
the third such operation ever; the first
had also been performed by Montgom-
ery’s team, two months earlier. (The Uni-
versity of Alabama at Birmingham did
a similar operation in between.) Mont-
gomery had a mustache that made him
look like Wyatt Earp, though it was less
dramatic than the one he had had be-
fore cOVID; he had trimmed it for height-
ened hygiene protocols. Nikki Lawson,
a transplant-research nurse coérdinator
who has been on his team for almost
two decades, “was so upset when I had
to trim it,” he said, laughing. “She said
she thought it was the source of my
power.” Montgomery’s team’s kidneys
also came from Revivicor; they were
attached to brain-dead human bodies,
demonstrating that they would not be

“Ordered fifty-eight days ago and its here already!”



hyperacutely rejected. The kidneys were
monitored for more than fifty hours,
after which the experiment ended.

“To do a trial in a living human, you
need to know that it’s reasonable to be-
lieve the trial will give the patient over
all a better outcome than not being in
the trial,” Montgomery said. People in
need of a kidney who are otherwise rel-
atively healthy have a decent chance of
receiving a human kidney; people less
likely to do well with a transplant are
lower on the list, but that also means
they are less likely to do well with an
experimental procedure, such as a pig-
kidney transplant. In the case of the
pig-heart transplant, the patient, David
Bennett, Sr., had been rejected by sev-
eral centers for a heart transplant, owing
in large part to a history of not being
good about taking medications—a ne-
cessity for transplant success. In the case
of a kidney transplant, many patients
can be sustained by dialysis, a misera-
ble but often effective treatment. Of the
pig-heart transplant, Montgomery said,
“It was stunning. It was incredibly in-
spiring and exciting, and my nieces and
kids called me. It was very personal in
that way.”

The fourth of four boys, Montgom-
ery was seen by his elementary-school
teachers as undisciplined and a slow
learner: “The nun called in my mom to
say she shouldn't expect the same from
me as from my brothers.” He was also,
in his words, a magnet for wounded an-
imals. Robins, squirrels, beavers: he was
obsessed with trying to nurse creatures
back to health. One year, for Christmas,
an older brother gave him a box of min-
iature tombstones, “with the names of
all the creatures that had died under my
care.” His mother put him in a differ-
ent school, but still had him work with
some nuns, who offered therapy of a
sort. It was decided that the problem
was that he had been “a butt-scooter,”
he said. “I had never crawled. So these
nuns would get on the floor with me
and we would all crawl around.”

When he was fourteen, his father fell
very ill with heart troubles. The family
was told that the only thing that could
save him was a heart transplant—a new
procedure at the time—but that he was
too old (fifty!) to qualify. Montgomery
recalls doing his homework in his fa-
ther’s hospital room.
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Montgomery eventually became a
better student (though, as far as I know,
no randomized-controlled trial exists
that can fairly assess the impact of the
crawling therapy). He attended medical
school at the University of Rochester,
and then started a surgical residency at
Johns Hopkins. In his first year there,
after his brother Richard died, Mont-
gomery arranged to have a colleague in
the pathology department of Hopkins
examine his brother’s heart. The col-
league detected familial dilated cardio-
myopathy, or FDC. One aspect of FDC
is sudden death; another is episodes of
ventricular tachycardia. Montgomery
began to wonder how he could continue
in the surgical field.

He wasn't sick enough to qualify for
a heart transplant, but he had a de-
fibrillator put in. “It was just a dumb
box,” he said. If something sets the de-
fibrillator off, it administers a shock di-
rectly to the heart; the shock is so pow-
erful that the fear of it going off is too
much to bear, some patients have told
him, and they wanted theirs taken out.
Montgomery took a break after his
second year of residency to get a Ph.D.
in immunology at Oxford. He learned
to live with the Sword of Damocles,
and returned to his surgical training. “I
taught myself to stay calm,” he said.
“Let’s say I was going to give a talk in
front of people, I would think to my-
self, O.K., what’s the worst thing that
could happen? That would be dying—
that would be pretty bad. But every-
thing below dying began to seem not
so important. That produced a benev-
olent cycle, where I would perform bet-
ter because I was relaxed.”

Montgomery became a celebrated
transplant surgeon. At Johns Hopkins,
he was named the chief of transplant
surgery and directed the team that de-
veloped so-called domino kidney trans-
plants. A fellow-surgeon, Dorry Segeyv,
had studied computer science. One day,
Montgomery was looking at their white-
board of data on kidney patients and
donors, as a way of seeking out matches:
“I said, “There must be a better way to
do this.” And Dorry said to me, ‘Of course
there is.”” That weekend, Segev and his
wife, Sommer Gentry,who was an MLLI'T.
mathematician, wrote a computer pro-
gram, and, not long afterward, Hopkins
began lining up multiple surgeries in-

stead of a single swap. Imagine you want
to donate a kidney to your partner, but
youre not a match. In a domino trans-
plant, several partner donors donate, and
all the patients receive a kidney, but, for
purposes of matching, a donor’s kidney
goes to someone she doesn’t know, just
as her partner receives a kidney from
someone he doesn’t know. In 2009, the
Hopkins team did a twelve-person, mul-
tistate procedure, working in conjunc-
tion with hospitals in Oklahoma City
and St. Louis.

The team also helped expand the
pool of kidneys that would be consid-
ered viable for transplantation. “I had
this colleague, Niraj Desai, and he was
very early thinking about, What if we
used hep-C-positive kidneys?” Mont-
gomery recalled. Every year, hundreds
of organs were deemed unusable because
their donors had hepatitis C. “This was
when there was early treatment for hep C,
but it wasn't very effective,” Montgom-
ery said. But, a couple of years later, an-
tiviral drugs were developed that could
cure hepatitis C. Desai’s idea had come
of age. A trial was conducted of patients
who would otherwise not have received
kidneys but who consented to receive
hep-C-positive organs, and were subse-
quently treated for hep C. Later, the trial
was expanded to hep-C-positive hearts.
Four years ago, Montgomery received a
hep-C-positive heart. “I think I was the
seventeenth patient in the trial,” he said.
“If I'm going to ask others to do it, I
have to be willing to do it myself.”

An unexpected reprieve from mor-
tality—the most poignant example of
this that comes to mind is the one in

which it is a pig whose life is indefinitely

spared. In “Charlotte’s Web,” by E. B.
White, Charlotte, a spider, makes Wil-
bur, the pig, more valuable to the farmer
as a beloved individual than as pork.
Charlotte, though, having completed
her egg sac, will die very soon, in the
natural cycle to which her species is con-
demned. She says to her friend:

Christmas will come, then the snows of
winter. You will live to enjoy the beauty of the
frozen world, for you mean a great deal to
Zuckerman and he will not harm you, ever.
Winter will pass, the days will lengthen, the
ice will melt in the pasture pond. The song
sparrow will return and sing, the frogs will
awake, the warm wind will blow again. All
these sights and sounds and smells will be yours
to enjoy, Wilbur. ¢



LUCI GUTIERREZ

SHOUTS & MURMURS

DEAR ETHICIST, 'VE
PLANTED TWO BOMBS

BY DENNARD DAYLE

Dear Ethicist,

14d like to play a game. For years, 1
considered myself above terrorizing pub-
lic transportation. But I've wound up
doing just that. At this moment, two
high-yield explosives are hidden on rush-
hour buses, and disarming one will trig-
ger the other. Now someone needs to make
a decision.

I'd love to leave it to law enforcement,
but they'll never find my work in time.
And police violence is real. If something
happened to me, the dead-man switch in
both devices would go off. I'm not sure I
could live with that.

Thankfully, there’s you. Arbiter of eth-
ical and unethical. Right and wrong. Life
and death. Can you decide which bus sur-
vives? You have thirty minutes, so I hope
you check your in-box often.

Consider the riders. Among the pas-
sengers on Bus One is a retiree, uncertain
about whether to confess a long-past af-

fair. On Bus Two is a teacher who re-
cently caught a destitute honor student
cheating and is deciding whether fo re-
port it. Which of them should live to pon-
der their separate quandaries?

Ideally, we spare the innocent, right?
Does that mean sparing Bus One, on which
sits a lifelong activist for a race she’s come
to fear? Or Bus Two, where the conflicted
heir of a tobacco billionaire dozes? If you

fail to choose, both will become ash.

Maybe our careers define our worth.
Bus One carries the transmasculine aide
to an Alabama legislator. Bus Two car-
ries the designer of a sustainable fashion
line that relies on Xinjiang cotton. In half
an hour, neither will exist.

Or perhaps love should decide. On Bus
One is a neurologist with a longtime love
of the N.F.L. Bus Two has a woman who
keeps her aging mother from watching
reactionary news networks. I doubt that
either will find peace before the explosion.

Finally, remember the workers who
make mass transit possible. The driver of
Bus One knows that her mother hides
money from the family. Bus Two’s driver

Just received a friend request from an old
fling’s son. What's best for them. silence,
confrontation, or C-42

Thank you for your thoughts.

Name Withheld

Ah, the classic “two ships, two det-
onators” problem. I wish I could say that
this is the first time I've been asked to
choose between two buses, boats, or
theme parks full of people. But chal-
lenges from high-concept domestic ter-
rorists are a daily reality in my field. I
endured three trolley problems before
completing my dissertation.

Destroy both buses. I don't care.

There’s no ethical way to engage in
your game. You're an unreliable source,
so I cannot fairly evaluate the lives at
stake. Even if you're telling the truth,
you've left out critical information about
the passengers’dependents, their health,
and their willingness to explode. There’s
more variance in the latter than you
might assume.

Furthermore, my earnest engage-
ment would encourage you to target
other advice columnists. If you chal-
lenged Dan Savage with sexless cou-
ples suspended over a shark tank, I'd be
blamed. And rightly so.

I advise you to take a closer look at
your potential victims. As their captor,
you have a relationship with them, and
that gives you the responsibility of
choice. What do you want your bombs
to stand for? Destroy any bus that con-
flicts with your values, whether it’s one,
both, or neither.

I suspect that it is neither. Your note
implies that you're not interested in
mass transit at all. That you've compro-
mised your values for attention. What,
then, do you want to terrorize? A stock
exchange? The U.N.? Your father’s
condo? Whatever it is, seek it out and
plant bombs you believe in. Even if it’s
hard. Then, and only then, will you be
ready to face the Batman. ¢
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ON AND OFF THE AVENUE

GETTING RID OF IT

After Marie Kondo, what?

BY PATRICIA MARX
“'\
Vet ;
3 fil=s

Lately, I, a maximalist, have been
yearning to be a minimalist. I am
not alone. “People are stuck in their
houses and sick of their stuff,” Randy
Sabin, who runs estate and Internet sales,
told me over the phone from Morris,
Connecticut. “It’s staring them in the
face. They have to dust it.” A survey con-
ducted by the storage marketplace Neigh-
bor found that quasi-house arrest has
made seventy-eight per cent of respon-
dents realize that they have more pos-
sessions than they need. What to do with
this First World surplus? Your children
don’t want it. The son of a friend, when
offered his pick of items from his grand-
father’s estate—an antique clock? an

Emmy?—took a toilet plunger. In my
apartment, it’s got so cluttered that some-
times, when I leave—usually to acquire
more stuff—it crosses my mind that I
should leave a “Dear Burglar” note, urg-
ing the intruder to help herself.

A few months ago, I decided to de-
accession an assortment of my things by
whatever means feasible: selling, donat-
ing, recycling, giving them away, losing
them on the subway, or reserving a spot
for them on the next Mars Explorer. I
gathered my unwanteds and piled them
in the living room. A fraction of what
was in that jumble: seven antique glass
cake stands that belonged to my mother;
a dormitory’s worth of new sheet sets

Kids have no interest in the loot amassed éy their materialistic boomer parents.
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and blankets for a bed size that is not
mine; a set of Lenox china that my grand-
mother gave to my mother, who gave it
to me, and was never used; clothes ga-
lore; a Viking stove grate that arrived
cracked, and which I saved because I
planned to weld it into a sculpture some-
day, after I learned how to weld; several
rolls of Trump toilet paper that I wrongly
thought were amusing a few years ago.
I'wish I could have added my boyfriend’s
too large Le Corbusier lounger. (There
are Web sites, such as NeverLikedItAny-
way.com, that will buy your ex’s leavings,
ranging from engagement rings to “Rick
and Morty” socks.)

Some will have you believe that the
hardest part of parting with your belong-
ings is choosing which items must go.
Not so; saying goodbye is easy. Finding
new homes for your stuff is the chal-
lenge. In December, a Brooklyn woman
offered the entire contents of her closet
(more than fifty pieces) to her online
neighborhood network, much of it gra-
tis. A month later, lots of her clothes
were still available. Turns out people
prefer cheap to free.

If Melania Trump can auction off the
big white hat she wore when she met
the Macrons (plus a watercolor of her in
the hat and an N.EF.T. of that watercolor)
for a hundred and seventy thousand dol-
lars, don’t we all deserve a little some-
thing for our castofts?

TIP NO. 1: Life is not “Antiques Road-
show.” The thingies you found in your
grandfather’s drawer after he died are his

dentures, not a valuable Jurassic-age fossil.

The first thing I tried to unload was
four folk-art handbags, each constructed
out of braided cigarette-pack wrappers
by incarcerated Americans in the nine-
teen-fifties and sixties. I'd amassed the
collection in the nineties, on eBay, for
reasons that now elude me. I consulted
with Stan Jennings, a retired postal worker,
for guidance on selling them. Jennings
has been selling goods on eBay and Etsy
for clients since 1998. I asked him: Should
I list the purses as a group or individu-
ally? If you offer them as a package deal,
he explained, you'll lose collectors, who
prefer to cherry-pick; your likely buyer
will be a dealer interested in reselling,
and who therefore won’t offer much.
Should I auction the purse or sell it at a
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fixed price? For unique, rare, or high-
demand items, Jennings said, choose the
former—and hope for a bidding war. If
items are readily available, go for the lat-
ter, which allows impulsive buyers to
snatch them at the click of a button. (Ac-
cording to Don Heiden, who runs the
Auction Professor channel on YouTube,
fixed-price “Buy It Now” items tend to
fetch a higher price than those at auc-
tions.) Any particular words one should
use in the description? “Unique.” “Con-
versation piece.” “Smoke-free home.”

TIP NO.2: A goaa’ story can clinch a sale.

Include the provenance and a heart-
warming anecdote in your description.
“This dried filbert nut,” you might say,
“was Napoleon’s lucky charm. He carried
the shell in his pocket during the Battle
of Austerlitz and credits it with his vic-
tory.” Without that narrative, the nut is
just a nut. As to why you are getting rid
of this valuable heirloom, it behooves you
to explain. Received one just like it last
Arbor Day? Downsizing? Nut allergy?

My “Vintage Tramp Art Cigarette
Pack Wrapper purse prison inmates
1960’s” was put up on eBay (“.. . a piece
of history ...”) for the site’s hundred
and fifty-two million buyers for seventy-
five dollars. I'd bought it for about that
much. (Listing is free on eBay for your
first two hundred and fifty items each
month; the fee on sales for most cate-
gories is 12.55 per cent.) No offers. I
added “Collectible” to the title and low-
ered the price to sixty-five dollars. Still
no offers. I tried my luck on Etsy, a site
that specializes in crafts, handmade jew-
elry, wedding accoutrements such as
veils, vintage anything, and decorative
stickers. If the TV show “Portlandia”
were a Web site, it would be Etsy. (Twen-
ty-cent listing fee; five-per-cent trans-
action charge.) No takers.

I shifted my attention to the heaps
of clothes that looked better on my
couch than on me. There are plenty
of eBay alternatives specializing in
schmatta. Depop is the cool-kids’ table
in the cafeteria of e-commerce. Ninety
per cent of the app’s users are twenty-
five or younger, and the merchandise
reflects this demographic: a goth cor-
set bustier with boning (seventy-five
dollars); a plush phone case in the shape
of a panda (twenty-three dollars); roller-

blades (twenty-two dollars and ninety-
nine cents), with many items styled into
ensembles. (Depop takes ten per cent
of every item sold.) Poshmark, fre-
quented by a slightly older buyer, sees
itself as not merely a selling tool but also
as a social stomping ground. Through-
out the day, there are Posh Parties—vir-
tual shopping events organized by sell-
ers around certain themes: “Everything
Petite Posh Party,” “Wow-Worthy Ward-
robe Posh Party,” “Clothes 'm Now Too
Fat to Wear” (I made that one up).
During these virtual gatherings, mem-
bers are encouraged to mingle. Here is
some representative banter from a cos-
metics Posh party: “@ & Congrats on
your HOST PICK!! I'm sharing with my

YE % CHA-CHING!|# M9 V9VWVVV
VOV IPIPIPIVVY BEOELOREE0
BEVEBE? YYVVYYVYVY'Nothank
you, Poshmark; all my friend slots are
taken. (Twenty-per-cent commission
for items over fifteen dollars.)

Are you the type who still ventures
outdoors? The most expeditious way
to discover whether your whatnot is
worth something or nothing is to visit
an actual consignment shop in an ac-
tual building. Not long ago, I lugged a
few bags to La Boutique Resale, an es-
tablishment that occupies the second
and third floors of a brownstone on
Madison Avenue. Frank Aquino, a co-
owner, scrutinized each of my offerings
with the intensity of an F.D.A. inspec-
tor checking a hamburger patty for E.
coli: a fur hat was found to have a small
but fatal stain on the grosgrain interior
band; a pair of beige linen Manolo
Blahniks lacked enough of what Aquino
called the “wow” factor; the dominant
color in a clutch bag—let’s call it Grey
Poupon—was unappreciated. I took
home a receipt for four items (two
scarves, a Krizia tweed suit, and a sting-
ray-skin evening bag; respectively, for-
ty-nine and fifty-nine dollars, a hun-
dred and fifty dollars, eighty dollars).
I'll receive half of whatever sells within

ninety days.

loser to home—wherever you may
live—you can sell your stuff to your
neighbors via one of many online garage-
sale platforms. I tried two of them—
Craigslist and Facebook Marketplace.
According to Jessa Lingel, the author of

“An Internet for the People: The Poli-
tics and Promise of Craigslist,” they rep-
resent two different models of the shared
economy. Craigslist has, by intention, re-
mained a snapshot of the Internet from
the nineties, a time when Web sites were
less about making money than about
fostering community. Craigslist has not
gone public and has made only a small
profit since its beginnings, compared
with Facebook, which made eighty-six
billion dollars in 2020, the vast majority
in targeted ads. When you get rid of a
couch on Craigslist, you are getting rid
of a couch; when you get rid of a couch
on Facebook, you may be saying good-
bye to your data, too.

I listed thirteen items on Facebook
Marketplace and Craigslist, and sold
seven. Here’s what I learned: When it’s
cold out, cozy bed linens sell like hot-
cakes. The transactions were speedy, and
there were no commissions and no ship-
ping fees, since the lucky winners pick
up their acquisitions at a mutually con-
venient spot—for instance, the lobby of
my apartment building. A nurse from
Queens sent me a photograph of my
erstwhile bowl displayed on her shelf,
and the woman who came for the micro-
fibre sheet set followed up with a thank-
you message that included details of her
sister’s weight-loss journey. It is the clos-
est an adult can come to having a lem-
onade stand.

On the other hand, you'd probably
make more money per hour by babysit-
ting. My niece set out to sell a bunch of
things that shed used at her wedding.
She started by listing a water cooler—
original price twenty-five dollars—on
Facebook Marketplace. “I received ten-
plus inquiries, but many turned out to
be no-shows and others tried to haggle,”
she told me. “One guy asked, ‘Can you
do it for seven?’ I had to coordinate a
pickup time and place, and arrange for
payment, and it was a huge hassle.I ended
up deciding to give everything else away
because it felt like way too much work
for seven dollars.”

he gift economy—a system whereby

goods are not sold but given away—
has been around for as long as we’ve had
things. Native Americans from the
Northwest Pacific Coast held potlatch
feasts at which property and goods were
lavished upon neighboring tribes, mainly
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for the purpose of showing oft wealth.
Today, among the seventy per cent of re-
spondents who said they got rid of stuft
during quarantine, the majority donated
them, according to Neighbor, a site billed
as “the Airbnb of storage,”which enables
you to rent space in neighbors”houses to
store your junk. (Who are these people
with extra closets? I hate them.) The rea-
sons for donating are manifold, ranging
from the goodness of your heart to the
goodness of a tax writeoff.

Let’s start with Freecycle and the
Buy Nothing Project, two worldwide
social networks (more than nine mil-
lion and five million members, respec-
tively) that operate on the local level,
where members give away items they
no longer want and request others that
they are looking for. If you like extremely
short stories, the entries on both these
apps are rich with drama:

“My mother-in-law insisted I needed these
jewelry boxes, but I really don’t. Do you?”

“Spray starch, typically used for Men’s shirts.
Feels full. I think this might be left over from

a former relationship. It should also move on.”

“We were totally unprepared for the pos-
sibility of our baby deciding to want out a few
weeks ahead (on our living room floor into her
father’s hands, no big deal). . . . If anyone has
preemie clothing/items they no longer need to
help carry us the next few weeks to when she’s
hopefully grown enough to fit into what we
have, I would be so grateful.”

TIP NO. 3: Ifyou want to giw away
an assortment of things online, stipulate
that the winner takes all. Otherwise, some-
one will cherry-pick the Makita cordless
drill and leave you with the rusty files,

mauve bed skirt, and avocado slicer.

Nobody on Craigslist, I discovered,
cared to pay five dollars for three rolls of
Trump toilet paper, still in the package.
Over on Freecycle, there were seven re-
quests within two days of my posting,
plus one inquiry about whether I had
any Biden toilet paper. A number of Buy
Nothing members were interested in my
good-as-new copy of “The Intelligent
Person’s Guide to Giving in New York
City: How to Donate or Recycle Every-
thing,” by Lynn Savarese, published
twelve years ago.

The etiquette governing whom to se-
lect among multiple suitors is discussed
with Talmudic rigor on Buy Nothing
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message boards. Some favor letting the
offer “simmer” (a Buy Nothing term), so
that you have an opportunity to spend
quality online time conversing with more
neighbors. Others allow a Web site called
Wheel of Names to randomly choose a
winner. Then, there are those who ask
would-be recipients to describe how they
plan to use your gift, so that you can pick
the most compelling story. Bear in mind
that the object under discussion could,
for example, be a partially consumed tub

of cheese balls.

For those who would like to give less
interactively and more anonymously,
there are innumerable worthy charities.
Goodwill was founded in 1902 by a Bos-
ton minister who collected goods from
the rich, hired the poor to mend them,
and then either sold them back to the
rich or gave them to the poor. Today,
Goodwill has more than three thousand
stores across the country. Most of them
are willing to take just about anything
youd give to a friend. The Free Store
Project will accept most things except
furniture, and you're welcome to perma-
nently borrow what’s there. (“Take what
you need. Give when you can”is the slo-
gan of this place; open 24/7; more than
a dozen locations, across Manhattan,
Queens, and Brooklyn.) There are lots
of other obscure, specialized organiza-
tions. For instance, all those old, unus-
able mascara wands in your bathroom

cabinet? Mail them to Wands for Wild-

4
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life, a nonprofit that started off as a pro-
gram at the Appalachian Wildlife Ref-
uge, in North Carolina. These will be
shared with wildlife caretakers to comb
away fly eggs, dirt, fleas, ticks, and larvae
from the wings of birds and the fur of
animals (wandsforwildlife.org). Fur coat?
It is said that nobody wants fur these
days, but animals do. Rehabilitators, like
those at Sacred Friends, in Norfolk, Vir-
ginia, cut up old coats and use the scraps
as little capes and stoles to keep sick an-

imals warm (1sthawksnest@gmail.com).
PETA wants your pelts, too. The organi-
zation donates them to the homeless
(“the only humans with any excuse to
wear fur,” according to its Web site), and
lately it has shipped fur garments to Af-
ghanistan and Iraq for use by refugees.

St. Jude’s Ranch for Children will
accept any greeting cards, used or new,
that you mail to the organization—ex-
cept Hallmark, American Greetings,
and Disney cards. Blame copyright laws.
(100 St. Jude’s St., Boulder City, NV
89005.) That piano you thought you
were going to play? Give it to someone
who really will, or so he thinks (piano-
adoption.com/free-pianos/). Never get-
ting married again? Cash for your wed-
ding dress here: stillwhite.com. Your old
bras are welcomed with open arms at
the Bra Recyclers, a Phoenix-based en-
terprise that has sent more than four
million bras to homeless shelters, schools,
foster programs, and other nonprofits
all over the world. As Elaine Birks-Mitch-
ell, the founder of the Bra Recyclers,
explained to me over Zoom, bras are
not just about fashion. For girls in de-
veloping countries, they make it possi-
ble to play sports and attend school with-
out embarrassment.

What to do with your nine-foot-tall
resin girafte? The people at Burberry
donate theirs, along with a couple of go-
rillas and some toucans (all are retired
store displays) to Material for the Arts—
the largest creative-reuse center in New
York City. The goal of the center, founded
in 1978, is to provide art supplies to
schools and creative types in underserved
communities. Feel free to visit the or-
ganization’s thirty-five-thousand-square-
foot warehouse in Long Island City to
drop off your buttons and beads and
bric-a-brac, where they will join an array
of Winsor & Newton markers, jars from
makeup manufacturers, Flavor Paper
wallpaper, artificial Christmas trees, or-
ange jumpsuits from “Orange Is the New
Black,” office chairs from Bloomberg—
and, soon, the broken grate from my Vi-
king stove.

Another good place to donate: the
sidewalks of New York and many other
cities function as smorgasbords of second-
hand goods. A sofa that I couldn't give
away online was snagged an hour after
I left it at the curb. The Instagram ac-
count StoopingNYC photographically



chronicles what’s up for grabs on the
streets in all five boroughs. No mattresses,
though, since every city dweller fears
bedbugs more than the Delta variant.

In the New York area, Renewable
Recycling will pick up your mattress for
a modest fee and repurpose its compo-
nents, turning the padding into cush-
ion fillings, the springs into appliances,
and the wood frames into mulch. To
find a taker or hauler near you, consult
the listings on ByeByeMattress.com and
Earthgi1.com. If you have too many
corks from wine bottles lying around,
maybe recycling isn’t your biggest prob-
lem. Nevertheless, two companies,
Recork and the Cork Forest Conser-
vation Alliance, will take your bottle
stoppers, and make sure they find an
afterlife in shoes, fishing tackle, model-
train tracks, and more.

Electronics deserves its own para-
graph, given that e-waste is “the fastest
growing waste stream in the world,” ac-
cording to the World Economic Forum.
Always looking out for herself, Alexa in-
forms me that it’s illegal to throw out
electronics in many states. Yet more than
fifty million tons of the stuff is produced
every year and only twenty per cent of
it is formally recycled. (If you like to mea-
sure everything in Eiffel Towers, that’s
the equivalent of about five thousand of
them.) Better to give your old tech items
to Computers with Causes, which passes
them on to people and organizations
that need them, or to World Computer
Exchange, an organization that refur-
bishes computers and then donates them
to schools, libraries, community centers,
and hospitals in developing countries
(computerswithcauses.org; worldcom-
puterexchange.org). If youd rather sell
your devices, Decluttr will give you cash;
Amazon’s trade-in program will com-
pensate you in Amazon gift cards; and
SellCell compares more than forty buy-
back companies so that you can get the
most cash for your cell phone.

Finally we come to the heavy, bulky
crapola, especially furniture, that is
prohibitively expensive to ship, and not
much fun to drag to a thrift shop. Most
of it arrived in trucks and, I am happy
to report, some of it can be taken away
in trucks. There are many junk-removal
services (1-800-GOT-JUNK?, Junk King,
College HUNKS Hauling Junk & Mov-

“I'm robbing the Sheriff of Nottinghams coach at ten-thirty. Then yoga at
noon. Followed by my bassoon lesson. The baguette is for lunch.”

ing), but I'm partial to the Junkluggers,
because once it showed up with two
trucks and swooped up mountains of
castofts (including a parking meter) from
my boyfriend’s storage unit; so far, the
junk has never come back. (It charges
around nine hundred to a thousand dol-
lars to remove a truckful in the New York
area.) Moreover, the organization tries
its darndest to donate your junk to char-
ity and give you a tax-deductible receipt.
GreenDrop, which may sound like a
square on the Candy Land board, is a
donation dropoft-and-pickup service that
serves the East Coast. You can designate
which of the handful of charities it part-
ners with youd like your flotsam and jet-
sam delivered to. The organization ac-
cepts kitchenware, games, books, and
small appliances and furniture. If you live
somewhere outside the GreenDrop do-
main, you can consult the directory on
the Donation Town Web site which sug-
gests charities nationwide that pick up
in or nearest your Zip Code (Donation-
town.org). Other organizations that just
might come for your stuff include Hab-
itat for Humanity ReStores (home goods,
including air-conditioners); and Pickup
Please (easy-to-arrange scheduling and
pickups, usually within twenty-four hours
of request; helps American veterans).

Schedule permitting, volunteers at the
House of Good Deeds, in New York
City, will pick up whatever you have to
give, in its graffiti-covered van or school
bus. The aims of this nonprofit are to
help those in need and to keep as much
as possible out of landfills. The charity
was started, in 2017, by Leon Feingold
and his fiancée, Yuanyuan Wang, who
was given a diagnosis of terminal endo-
metrial cancer a few days after the cou-
ple became engaged. They were so moved
by the kindness of strangers and friends,
who, responding to a social-media post,
helped not only with medical bills but
also with all the wedding costs, that Fein-
gold and Wang created the House of
Good Deeds. Wang died shortly after
the wedding, but the charity has flour-
ished. Since its founding, there have been
regular giveaway events, at which every-
one is encouraged to take whatever he
or she desires rather than leaving it for
a hypothetical person who might need
it more, and then to reciprocate the ges-
ture later. “Let’s say Bill Gates saw a belt
buckle he liked,” Feingold told me over
the phone. “We'd want him to take it
and pay it forward.” Has Gates ever come
to an event? “Not yet, but he’s welcome
to the belt buckle.” Donations can be
dropped oft 24/7 at the House of Good

THE NEW YORKER, FEBRUARY 28, 2022 29



OVERHEARD AT THE CENTRAL PARK ZOO BY EDWARD STEED

——

— e
..-'—"'_H

/ H'”—.F,A.LJ ],_J'er'q"' 7 5

you SHOWLD BuY A HOUSE.
STOP PAYING RENT.

Yol WASTE mMoONEY oN
BENT EVERY MonTH AND
n' GeTS }"aﬂ MNOTH /v .

Deeds office, which is also Feingold’s
apartment. If Feingold is away or asleep,
you can leave them with the doorman
(1 River Place, Suite 1406, New York,
New York; 917-325-4548).

P eople divesting themselves of quan-
tities of books (and this applies to
LPs, too) often start by thinking, Oh,
boy, I'm going to make so much money
selling these precious volumes!, and end
up saying, “I will pay you any amount

of money to take this shit off my hands.”

A friend who specializes in rare books
at a big auction house told me, “I get
calls all the time from people who say,
‘I have four thousand books, and I think
they’re valuable.” My first thought is: No,
they’re not. Usually, if a collection is valu-
able someone knows.” To determine how
much a single book will go for (not what
you'll get for it), check the price of sim-
ilar books on a site, such as AbeBooks,
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Alibris, or Biblio. If you have a huge li-
brary, Michael Pyron, a bookbinder and
bookseller in Conshohocken, Pennsyl-
vania, suggests putting together a rep-
resentative box and taking it to a book-
seller, who can then decide whether your
collection warrants a house call. The
Strand, in Manhattan, will accept walk-
ins of up to forty books and will give
you cash. (If you'd prefer store credit,
you'll earn fifty per cent more.) As to
what types of books are accepted, Billy
Mowbray, who co-manages the buying
desk, e-mailed to say that “a good guide-
line for most subjects is going to be ti-
tles which are considered classics or those

published within the past year.”

TIP NO. 4: Be forewarned: Age doesn’t
make a book intrinsically valuable.

Nor is the worth of a book neces-
sarily enhanced by its being a first edi-

ALL FLYING ApounD /N HERE.
/TS Fuckinvg cCra 2.

DM FLETE L,‘;l’l
f o ANT SEE
L .H}‘IHIN

tion. The first printing of the first Lon-
don edition of the first Harry Potter
book is “stupidly expensive” (one sold
for around $471,000), Pyron said, ex-
plaining that not many copies were
printed because no one expected that
it would become the Pet Rock of the
publishing business. First editions
late in a series can go for less than the
cost of postage. The same supply-and-
demand reckoning applies to signed
copies. Hemingway? Yes. Updike? Not
so much. It turns out he signed so many
books that it’s a mystery how he found
time to write any.

“For me, the threshold is a book I
can put a price of twenty-five dollars or
above on,” Pyron told me. “If a dealer is
offering you a dollar a book, it’s not worth
shopping around,” he said. “If someone
offers you a hundred and fifty dollars for
a book, it might be worth getting an-
other opinion.”



PEOPLE HARE ALWAYS TELLING Me
To BEHAYE (N FACEBook, AND I'M,
LIKE, "mo wAY"

1L L

mom, Im NoOT
INTERESTED
IN OWLS.

10 read comics by other cartoonists in this series, visit newyorker.com/overheard

It’s probably time to throw your re-
maining books overboard—but throw
them where they’ll matter. For instance,
prison libraries (libguides.ala.org/Prison-
Libraries/bookstoprisons); Books for Af-
rica (booksforafrica.org); public libraries
(betterworldbooks.com/go/donate).

he desperate go to the dump, which

seems like a not-trying-too-hard
euphemism for the landfill. What we
used to call a dump—ripe rubbage, rats,
[ eau du rotten egg—has been illegal since
1976. The dump has been replaced by
the transfer station, strictly regulated
sites that operate as temporary reposi-
tories until the refuse can be transported
to landfills. If landfills are the Las Vegas
of waste management (what goes there
stays there), recycling and transfer sta-
tions are communist utopias where giv-
ers are encouraged to be takers, too.
Need some Christmas decorations, side

tables, the contents of an old lady’s scarf
drawer, perfectly good books, mulch?

As you surely have heard, the younger
generations have no interest in inherit-
ing the loot amassed by their material-
istic baby-boomer parents. Silver, crystal,
fondue sets, Ethan Allen hutches—they
want none of it. Why are they looking
gift horses in the mouth? A young friend
tried to explain. “Our generation wants
to feel like we're in a space that we put
together and designed ourselves, not a
microcosm of our parents’ house,” he
said.“Since so many of us were largely
financially dependent on our parents
into our early twenties, we want to feel
like we built some aspect of our lives
without help.”

A twenty-seven-year-old told me that
she’s grown used to sharing six hundred
square feet of space, “which involves a

very defined stuff limit.” She added, “Also,

I think our generation doesn’t have the

expectation of owning a home or living
in a much larger space, so we learn to
buy things that we need and have space
for, rather than accumulating a bunch of
junk that will fit into some larger home
that we’ll live in someday.” A friend’s
twenty-eight-year-old son offered the
most philosophical explanation. “Maybe
we buy as much stuff as any other gen-
eration, but much of it is digital—in-app
purchases or memberships or things to
be stored in the cloud,” he said. “This al-
lows us the illusion of being minimalist.
We've substituted spiritual clutter for
stacks of paper.”

TIP NO. 5: A major perk of death is
that you don’t have to clean up after your-
self- If you can’t muster the courage to deal
with your three storage units, leave the
contents to your heirs. Mention in the
will that there’s something valuable in
one of them.
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LATE HARVEST

Wendell Berry renounced modernity sixty years ago, but his ideas have never been more pressing.

idden in the woods on a slope
H above the Kentucky River, just

south of the Ohio border, is
a twelve-by-sixteen-foot cabin with a
long front porch. If not for the con-
crete pilings that raise the building high
off the ground, it would seem almost a
living part of the forest. Readers around
the world know the “long-legged house”
as the place where Wendell Berry, as a
twenty-nine-year-old married man with
two young children, found his voice.
As he explained in his essay by that
name, he built the cabin in the sum-
mer of 1963—a place where he could
write, read, and contemplate the lega-
cies of his forebears, and what inheri-
tance he might leave behind.

The cabin began as a log house built
by Berry’s great-great-great-grandfa-
ther Ben Perry, one of the area’s first
settlers, and it lived on as a multigen-
erational salvage operation. In the nine-
teen-twenties, with the original house
in disrepair, Wendell’s bachelor great-
uncle Curran Mathews painstakingly
took apart what remained and used the
lumber to make a camp along the Ken-
tucky River, where he could escape “the
bounds of the accepted.” Wendell, “a
melancholic and rebellious boy,” found
peace in the tumbledown camp, even
though it flooded every time the river
overflowed. Eventually, it became un-
inhabitable, and he pried off some pop-
lar and walnut boards to use in build-
ing his own cabin, on higher ground—a
“satisfactory nutshell of a house,” he
wrote. Standing on its long legs, it had
“a peering, aerial look, as though built
under the influence of trees.”

Berry,who is eighty-seven, has writ-
ten fifty-two books there—essays, po-
etry, short stories, and novels—most
of them while also running a farm,
teaching English at the University of
Kentucky, and engaging in political
protests. This summer, he’ll publish a

sprawling nonfiction book, “The Need
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BY DOROTHY WICKENDEN

to Be Whole,” followed by a short-story
collection in the fall.

Last October, Berry showed me the
camp, asking only that I not say where
it is. Although he has laid bare his en-
tire life in print, he tightly guards his
privacy. The single room, containing an
antique woodstove against the back wall
and a neatly made cot in one corner,
was dominated by his worktable, set
before a forty-paned window—"*the eye
of the house”—that looks out onto the
porch, the woods, and the river below.

The camp has no plumbing or elec-
tricity. Half a dozen well-sharpened
pencils were lined up on the worktable,
alongside small stacks of paper. On
top of one stack was a note Berry had
made, and crossed out, about Marianne
Moore’s poem “What Are Years?” Above
a small safe, curling photographs were
taped to a wall: Wallace Stegner, Er-
nest Gaines, Donald Hall and Jane Ken-
yon, Thomas Merton. Berry pointed
out a youthful shot of his wife, Tanya,
with cropped, wavy hair, striding along
a hillside by their house. He had made
a bird feeder and fastened it to the porch
railing, so he could watch the comings
and goings of chickadees, titmice, jun-
cos, and jays. I remembered a line from
“The Long-Legged House”: “One
bright warm day in November it was
so quiet that I could hear the fallen
leaves ticking, like a light rain, as they
dried and contracted, scraping their
points and edges against each other.”

The place was so inviting, I won-
dered if anyone had ever broken in—
seeking, perhaps, a little food and a fur-
tive night’s rest. “Yes, once,” Berry said.
He was pretty sure he knew the culprit.
“Someone took out a few panes and
tried to get into my safe. I wrote him a
note—Dear Thief, if youre in trouble,
don't tear this place up. Come to the
house, and I'll give you what you need.””

From this sliver of vanishing Amer-
ica, Berry cultivates the unfashionable

virtues of neighborliness and com-
passion. He divides his time between
writing and farmwork, continuing his
vocation of championing sustainable
agriculture in a country fuelled by in-
dustrial behemoths, while striving to
insure that rural Americans—a mocked,
despised, and ever-dwindling minor-
ity—do not perish altogether. When-
ever the country struggles with a new
man-made emergency, Berry is redis-
covered. A Twitter feed called @Wen-
dellDaily recently circulated one of his
maxims: “Rats and roaches live by com-
petition under the law of supply and
demand,; it is the privilege of human
beings to live under the laws of justice
and mercy.”

Berry’s admirers call him an Isaiah-
like prophet. Michael Pollan and Alice
Waters say that he changed their lives
with five words: “Eating is an agricul-
tural act.” Pollan became a scourge of
the meat industry, genetically modified
food, and factory farms; Waters launched
the farm-to-table movement. The cul-
tural critic bell hooks, another Ken-
tuckian, began reading Berry in college,
finding his work “fundamentally radi-
cal and eclectic.” Decades later, she vis-
ited him at his farm to talk about the
importance of home and community
and the complexities of America’s ra-
cial divide.

Berry’s critics see him as a utopian
or a crank, a Luddite who never met a
technological innovation he admired. In
“Why I Am Not Going to Buya Com-
puter,” an infamous 1987 essay that ran
in Harpers, he announced, “I do not see
that computers are bringing us one step
nearer to anything that does matter
to me: peace, economic justice, ecolog-
ical health, political honesty, family and
community stability, good work.”When
indignant readers sent a blizzard of let-
ters to the editor, Berry noted in reply
that one man, who called him “a fool”
and “doubly a fool,” had “fortunately
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misspelled my name, leaving me a speck
of hope that I am not the ‘Wendell Barry’
he was talking about.”

first heard of Wendell Berry when I

was ten years old. One evening in
1964, my father, Dan Wickenden, came
home from his editorial office at Har-
court Brace, in midtown Manhattan,
and described his new author: a lanky
youth of thirty, who sat with his elbows
on his knees, talking in a slow Ken-
tucky cadence and gesturing with large,
expressive hands. An image lodged in
my mind—busy men in dark suits, their
secretaries typing and taking dictation,
while Berry told amusing stories in
bluejeans and scuffed shoes. (Tanya dis-
abused me of that part of the memory:
“Khakis, maybe. Not bluejeans.”)

I remembered this encounter not
long ago when I pulled from a book-
shelf “A Continuous Harmony,” a col-
lection of Berry’s essays that my father
edited in 1971. With its homely brown
jacket and yellowing pages, it looked
its age, yet it spoke urgently to our
current compounding crises. One of
the pieces, “Think Little,” announced,
“Nearly every one of us, nearly every
day of his life, is contributing directly
to the ruin of this planet.” Berry went
on to say that he was “ashamed and
deeply distressed that American gov-
ernment should have become the chief
cause of disillusionment with Ameri-
can principles.”

I was curious about Berry’s evolu-
tion from a self-described “small writer”
into an internationally acclaimed man
of letters. After my father died, my
mother xeroxed his correspondence with
Berry and gave it to me—a pile of let-
ters that covered the years they worked
together, 1964 to 1977. The two were
well matched. My family lived rather
austerely in what Dan called “exurban”
Connecticut, where he chopped wood
for our fireplace and tended an organic
vegetable garden. His father, Leonard
Wickenden, a chemist, had been writ-
ing for decades about the dangers of
tertilizers and pesticides. Dan and Wen-
dell shared a love of the land, a droll
wit, and a punctilious commitment to
proper usage. Dan wrote to Wendell
about a load of horse manure that had
just been delivered for his garden. Wen-
dell tutored Dan in the mating habits
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of toads: “Sometimes the male is found
still clinging to the dead female who
has perished in his embrace.”

There were moments of tension, as
there always are between writer and
editor. In July, 1966, as Berry entered
the seventh year of trying to tame his
unwieldy novel “A Place on Earth,” my
father presented him with “extensive
suggestions” for excision, notifying him
that, “unless further and fairly drastic
cuts are made, the book in print will
be some 672 closely set pages.” Wen-
dell replied, “Let me make myself per-
tectly clear. I am damned doubtful that
I'll cut anything like a hundred more
pages out of this book.” Yet, he added,
“if I keep finding so much to agree with
in your complaints I ought to get the
MS back and rewrite it from one end
to the other.”

Thinking that the elderly Berry
might like to reacquaint himself with
the young Berry, I mailed a letter to
introduce myself. He replied on the
pages of a yellow legal pad: “Dear Dor-
othy,I'm hurrying to answer,and I hope
you don’t mind being written to with
a pencil. I no longer have the courage
to write if I can’t erase.” He recalled
that his work on “A Place on Earth”
had been “a long and awkward strug-
gle, and so having Dan’s help and en-
couragement at that time was won-
drous good fortune.” After more letters
and phone calls, he and Tanya invited
me to visit.

A few hours west of the decapitated
mountains of Appalachia is the part of
Kentucky known as the Bluegrass re-
gion. The Kentucky and Ohio Rivers
wind through hills dotted with sheep,
cows, horses, and handsome old to-
bacco barns. Lanes Landing Farm sits
in this landscape, a white clapboard
farmhouse on a hundred and seventeen
acres. Wendell and Tanya share the
house with their amiable sheepdog, Liz,
who greeted me in a light rain as I
climbed a set of steep stairs from the
road. Wendell—rangy, with a slight
writer’s stoop—stood on the porch,
holding the door open with a wide
smile. Tanya, petite and cordial, led me
into their kitchen, where I sat with
Wendell at a round wooden table by a
wall of books and a window overlook-
ing a grapevine.

The Berrys live barely a mile from

the town of Port Royal, which has not
prospered over the years. It consists of
about sixty residents, Parker Farm Sup-
ply and Restaurant, a Baptist church
and a Methodist church, a fire station,
and a post office, where Berry drops
off and picks up his mail six days a
week. On Sundays, he sometimes ac-
companies Tanya to the Port Royal
Baptist Church (“not Southern Bap-
tist”), where they worship with neigh-
bors and four generations of Berrys.
Tanya, who grew up in a bohemian, ac-
ademic family in Lexington, is the pi-
anist for the choir. “Never did I dream
I would end up playing Baptist hymns
in a Baptist church,” she wrote to me.
“But it has become such a pleasure.”

In the early sixties, the Berrys seemed
to be launched on a very different life.
After Wendell received a Guggenheim
Fellowship, they lived for a year in Tus-
cany and southern France, then moved
with their children, Mary and Den, to
New York, where Wendell taught at
New York University. In 1964, he an-
nounced to his astonished colleagues
that he had accepted a professorship at
the University of Kentucky, in Lexing-
ton, and that he was going to take up
farming near his family’s “home place.”
That year, he and Tanya bought their
house and their first twelve acres. His
New York friends, imagining him sur-
rounded by moonshine-swilling hill-
billies and feuding clans, were sure he
had consigned himself to intellectual
death. He set out to prove them wrong,
even as he admitted, “I seem to have
been born with an aptitude for a way
of life that was doomed.”

He found a kind of salvation, and a
subject, in stewardship of the land. With
renunciative discipline, he tilled his
fields as his father and grandfather had,
using a team of horses and a plow. And
he took up organic gardening. I'd
learned from the letters that it was my
tather who introduced Berry to the
practice, sending him Leonard’s book
“Gardening with Nature,” and recom-
mending the works of Sir Albert How-
ard. An early-twentieth-century En-
glish botanist, Howard had studied
traditional farming methods in India
and emerged as an evangelist for sus-
tainable agriculture. In 1977, Berry
quoted Howard, his defining guide on
the topic, as “treating the whole prob-
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lem of health in soil, plant, animal, and
man as one great subject.”

I confessed that I'd never read How-
ard. Berry, turning professorial, retrieved
“An Agricultural Testament” and read
aloud, enunciating each word: “ ‘Mother
Earth never attempts to farm without
livestock; she always raises mixed crops;
great pains are taken to preserve the
soil and to prevent erosion; the mixed
vegetable and animal wastes are con-
verted into humus; there is no waste.””
Berry closed the book. “That’s it,” he
said. “That’s the pinch of the hourglass.”

wo years ago, in 75he New York Re-

view of Books, Verlyn Klinkenborg
complained about Berry’s habit of point-
ing out our “hollow lives, our degener-
ate bodies, our feelings of dislocation
and spiritual bankruptcy.” T'rue enough.
Berry made his name with “The Un-
settling of America,” a furious polemic
published in 1977. The immediate vil-
lain was President Nixon’s Agriculture
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When Berry moved to the country with his wife, Tanya, he gave her a privy that “never aspired 50 bigb as to have a door.”

Secretary, Earl Butz, who warned small
tarmers to “adapt or die.” But Berry had
a bigger target, which he came to call
“technological fundamentalism”: “If we
have built towering cities, we have raised
even higher the cloud of megadeath. If
people are as grass before God, they are
as nothing before their machines.”
When I told a friend, a dedicated or-
ganic gardener, that I was writing about
Wendell Berry, she replied, “I wonder
if your father ever asked Berry to lighten
up.” Readers of his fiction and poetry
might find that line of inquiry puzzling.
The novelist Colum McCann told 7%e
Atlanticin 2017 that Berry’s poems “have
a real twinkle in their eyes in the face
of a dark world.” He recited “The Mad
Farmer’s Love Song,” which features
one of his favorite figures in the canon:

O when the world’s at peace

and every man is free

then will I go down unto my love.
O and I may go down

several times before that.
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Bobbie Ann Mason, a Kentucky nov-
elist who has known Berry for decades,
e-mailed with me about his fictional uni-
verse of Port William. Like Port Royal,
it is a vest-pocket farm town on the west
side of the Kentucky River. From the
Civil War to the present, Port William
has been home to a dozen families and
to an entertaining supporting cast. Mason
cited Miss Minnie and Ptolemy Proud-
foot, a couple she found particularly en-
dearing. Miss Minnie is a neat, ninety-
pound schoolteacher. Ptolemy, known as
Tol, is a tall, dishevelled, three-hundred-
pound farmer. Minnie adores him—even
though, as Berry writes, “T'he only time
Tols clothes looked good was before he
put them on.”

I asked Mason how Berry managed
to be funny about his characters with-
out patronizing them. She replied, “In
a small community, humorous banter
has to affirm energy and purpose. It can’t
be hostile, or gossipy.” She suggested
that Berry’s storytelling grew naturally
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from long hours of working with other
tarmers: “Stripping tobacco, for instance,
is hard, tedious labor, and a group gets

through it by telling jokes and stories.”

When Wendell and his three sib-
lings were young, Henry County was
tamous for a light-leafed, unusually fra-
grant crop known as burley tobacco. The
small farmers of the “burley belt”—in-
cluding parts of Kentucky, Missouri, In-
diana, Ohio, and West Virginia—saw
themselves as part of a centuries-old
culture that produced the most labor-
intensive agricultural product in the

world. In “Tobacco Harvest: An Elegy,”

a book of photographs that Berry’s col-
lege friend James Baker Hall took in
1973 at a neighbor’s farm, Berry writes
about the cultivation of tobacco as “a
sort of agrarian passion, because of its
beauty at nearly every stage of produc-
tion and because of the artistry required
to produce it.” At harvest time, neigh-
bors “swapped work,” as they did when
putting up hay or killing hogs, under-
takings that took days and required in-
tense collective labor. In one story, Andy
Catlett, Wendell's fictional counterpart,
tells a young helper, “If you don’t have

people, alot of people, whose hands can
make order of whatever they pick up,
youre going to be shit out of luck.”

I had always associated tobacco with
lung cancer. Seeing that I needed help
understanding it as a cultural touchstone,
Berry said, “I'd better tell you about my
daddy.” His father, John Marshall Berry,
had a searing early experience that shaped
his life, as well as the lives of his chil-
dren and grandchildren. In January, 1907,
when John was six, he woke up in what
he called “the black of midnight”to the
sound of his father’s horse on the gravel
driveway. He was heading for the an-
nual tobacco auction, in Louisville. The
family had sat around the fire earlier,
speculating about how much he would
get for the year’s crop, and how they
would use the money to pay down their
debts. Instead, he returned empty-
handed. The American Tobacco Com-
pany, a trust run by the tycoon James B.
Duke, had forced the price of tobacco
below the cost of production and trans-
port. Wendell said, “My dad saw grown
men leaving the warehouses crying.”

John Berry became an attorney, mar-
ried Virginia Erdman Perry, from Port

I really loved taking this for a three-week joyride in my backpack.”

Royal, and established himself as a
prominent citizen of Henry County.
According to Tom Grissom, who is
writing a book about the local history
of tobacco, Berry was a member of his
town’s bank board, a trustee of his col-
lege, and a Sunday-school teacher at
the Baptist church. He was also a fer-
vent advocate of a new organization,
the Burley Tobacco Growers Cooper-
ative Association. It enabled farmers to
free themselves from the grip of the
trust by establishing production con-
trols and parity prices, and by selling
their tobacco directly to manufacturers.
In 1933, as prices plummeted during
the Great Depression, the Franklin D.
Roosevelt Administration passed the
Agricultural Adjustment Act, to save
farmers from ruin. The act introduced
production controls in return for price
supports—a federal version of the re-
gional Burley Association. John Berry
served as the association’s president from
1957 until 1975, and insisted that the
programs were not handouts but the
equivalent of a minimum wage. Wen-
dell maintained that the purpose of the
Burley Association was to “achieve fair
prices, fairly determined, and with min-
imal help from the government.”
Berry often writes of trying to nur-
ture a “human economy”—the antith-
esis of America’s “total economy,” run
by latter-day robber barons and the pol-
iticians who count on their donations.
By his definition, a corporation is “a
pile of money to which a number of
persons have sold their moral allegiance.”
Objecting to Supreme Court rulings
that treat corporations as persons, Berry
argues that “the limitless destructive-
ness of this economy comes about pre-
cisely because a corporation is 7o a per-
son.” In other words, “It can experience
no personal hope or remorse, no change
of heart. It cannot humble itself. It goes
about its business as if it were immor-
tal, with the single purpose of becom-

ing a bigger pile of money.”

hen the rain let up, Berry and I

drove south from Port Royal to-
ward New Castle, to see his “native
land,” where he and his brother, John,
rambled as boys. We drove along a
creek called Cane Run, through a for-
est of sycamores, hickories, and ma-
ples, in shades of gold and rust. He



stopped where the woods by the creek
gave way to an open field and a to-
bacco barn. The land was part of a
fifty-acre tract that Wendell’s mater-
nal grandfather sold in 1931, to a man
Wendell referred to as Mr. Arthur Ford
and his sons Melvin and Marvin. Wen-
dell and Tanya bought the tract after
Melvin died, in 1984.

As we climbed a steep rise, Wen-
dell talked about how the Fords had
felled trees and extracted rocks, so that
the hill could be plowed for tobacco.
Before the advent of commercial fer-
tilizers, hill farmers needed the highly
fertile fresh-cleared soil. The Fords
used a team of horses or mules to pull
a jumper plow, with a vertical blade
called a coulter. “If you came to a root
or a rock,” Wendell said, “the coulter
would raise the plow. You need a very
settled team, because when it rose up,
it you didn’t look out, it would break
your leg—or your neck.”

When Wendell was a boy, he be-
came close to Melvin and Marvin,
contemporaries of his father whom ev-
eryone called Meb and Mob. The
brothers stopped going to school after
the eighth grade, but Wendell consid-
ers them among his most knowledge-
able teachers. He especially loved Meb,
who on Sunday afternoons took him
through the countryside, on foot and
horseback, teaching him about the wild-
life and telling him stories about his
parents and grandparents, whod lived
entirely off the land.

Mr. Arthur Ford was famous for his
teats of strength. Once, Meb told Wen-
dell, his father “carried in a sack on his
back fifty rabbits and a big possum”up
the slope we were climbing, and across
the ridge to the road to Port Royal,
where he sold the animals at the farm
store. Meb recalled, “It was the tired-
est my daddy ever got.”

School held little interest for Wen-
dell. “T didn’t like confinement,” he said.
Second-grade teachers gave boys knives
tor perfect attendance, but he spurned
the bribe, and by the eighth grade was
earning F’s in conduct. When he was
fourteen, his parents, determined to see
their bright children buckle down, sent
him and John to Millersburg Military
Institute; their younger sisters, Mary
Jo and Markie, later went to a private
school in Virginia.

Millersburg had an effect on Wen-
dell, but not the one his parents had
intended. “The highest aim of the
school was to produce a perfectly obe-
dient, militarist, puritanical moron who
could play football,” Berry writes in
“The Long-Legged House.” His great-
est lesson from those years: “Take a
simpleton and give him power and con-
front him with intelligence—and you
have a tyrant.” Each year, when school
let out for the summer, Wendell headed
to his great-uncle Curran’s camp with
an axe and a scythe, to mow the wild
grass and horseweed. “It was some in-
stinctive love of wilderness that would
always bring me back here,” he wrote,
“but it was by the instincts of a farmer
that I established myself.”

He turned himself around at the
University of Kentucky, where he earned
undergraduate and master’s degrees in
English. He studied creative writing
with Robert Hazel, a charismatic poet
and novelist with a gift for shaping raw
talents, including Ed McClanahan,
James Baker Hall, Gurney Norman,
and Bobbie Ann Mason. Wendell re-
called, “He did me the great service of
never allowing me to be satisfied with
any work I showed him.”

Among the students at the univer-
sity was Tanya Amyx, the daughter of
an art professor and a textile artist, who
was studying French and music. Wen-
dell spotted her standing beside the
newel post of a staircase in Miller Hall.
When he learned afterward that the
building was being remodelled, he told
a workman, “Look, when you tear that
post out, I want it.”Wendell and Tanya
were married a year and a half later,
and they spent their first summer to-
gether at the camp. “For me, that was
a happy return,” Wendell wrote. For
Tanya, it meant “hardships she could
not have expected.” His gift to his bride
was a new privy, “which never aspired
so high as to have a door, but did sport
a real toilet seat.” In a letter to me,
Tanya dismissed the talk of hardships:
“We had helpful family (of Wendell’s)
close around who offered a bathtub if
necessary.”

She became her husband’s first reader
and best critic. She was also, in me-
chanical terms, his typist, a fact that
outraged feminists when Berry men-
tioned it in his Harpers essay. (Tanya

looks back on the controversy with
amusement: “Did I tell you several
women have greeted me with ‘Oh, you're
the one who types!’”) Berry responded
that he preferred his admittedly old-
tashioned view of marriage—"“a state of
mutual help”—to the popular idea of
“two successful careerists in the same
bed,”and “a sort of private political sys-
tem in which rights and interests must
be constantly asserted and defended.”

In 1958, Berry was awarded a Wal-
lace Stegner writing fellowship at Stan-
tord. He and Tanya packed their things
and three-month-old Mary in their
Plymouth and drove across the coun-
try. Berry prized his seminars with
Stegner, whom he considers the West’s
foremost “storyteller, historian, critic,
conservator and loyal citizen.”In a Jef-
ferson Lecture in 2012, he quoted Steg-
ner’s description of Americans as one
of two basic types, “boomers”and “stick-
ers.” Boomers are “those who pillage
and run,” who “make a killing and end
up on Easy Street.” Stickers are “those
who settle, and love the life they have
made and the place they have made it
in.” They are “placed people,” in Ber-
ry’s term—forever attached to the look
of the sky, the smell of native plants,
and the vernacular of home.

At Stanford, Berry attended semi-
nars with Ken Kesey, and, improbably,
they became lasting friends. He grew
particularly close to Ernest Gaines, an-
other Stegner Fellow. Gaines was one
of twelve children from a sharecrop-
ping family who lived in former slave
quarters on a sugar plantation in Lou-
isiana. Berry was descended from slave-
holders on both sides of his family. But,
as he puts itin “The Need to Be Whole,”
he and Gaines had “a shared sense of
origin in the talk of old people and our
loyalty to the places and communities
that nurtured us.” bell hooks liked to
quote a line of Berry’s about Gaines:
“He has shown that the local, fully imag-
ined, becomes universal.” She saw the
same gift in Berry.

Ithough Berry is enviably prolific,

he doesn’t find writing easy. When
I asked about his process, he replied
with a parable. On a bitterly cold win-
ter day, he had to leave the comfort of
the house: his livestock was out, and a
fence had to be mended. His gloves
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made his fingers clumsy, so he took
them off, freezing his hands as he
twisted the wire. “What’s curious to me
is that, once started, you're interested,
you're into it, youre doing your work,
and you're happy,” he said. “That ap-
plies to writing. Sometimes I don't be-
lieve I can stand it another day, but then
I'm working at problems I know how
to deal with, to an extent.”

In 1960, as he embarked on “A Place
on Earth,” he felt lost. “I didn’t know
anything, you see,” he told me. He
wanted to write an ambitious regional
novel, but he was “just stuck and de-
pressed.” At one point, Tanya suggested,
“Maybe you need to mature a bit.” But
his cussedness prevailed, and year by
year the novel grew. He'd long since
forgotten his prickly response to my
father’s insistence that he cut those final
hundred pages. I read the exchange to
him, and he listened thoughtfully. Then
he said, “Your father must have known
what an ass I was making of myself.”

When it came time to design the
book’s jacket, Berry refused anything
that might be construed as self-pro-
motion. He wrote to Dan that he'd like
to forgo an author photo, and asked
that the flap copy, “if there must be any
at all, be kept to a description of the
book, objective as possible.” As for au-
thor interviews: “Why, before I have
come to any coherent understanding
myself of what I'm doing here, should
I admit some journalist to render it all
in the obvious clichés?” He finally re-
lented about the photo, after Dan
pleaded, “Perhaps absurdly, it can help
to persuade people to read the book it
adorns, and we do want people to read
your book, and I dare say even you
won’'t mind too much if people read
your book.”

In those days, the best-seller lists
were filled with novels by Bernard Mal-
amud, Philip Roth, Joseph Heller, and
Saul Bellow—not to mention Jacque-
line Susann and Harold Robbins—and
it wasn't clear that Berry would ever
find an audience. The sales figures were
grim. Wendell wrote to Dan in June,
1969, about “The Long-Legged House™:
“I'm glad you told me the book hasn't
yet sold 2,000 copies. The particularity
of that saves me a lot of trouble trying
to imagine how poorly it must be doing.”

Almost despite himself, Berry built
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FROM “AN OTHERW/ISE”

Downwind, I walked the wide hallways

of a great endowment.

It didn’'t matter if I did or didn’t.
It changed only myself, the doing.

It fed down to one knuckle

then the next, this compromise.

It fed down to one frequency
and another, leaving me only a scrambled sound.

It would burn your fingertips
to walk the length of the hall

dragging them along the grass-papered walls

where they punished you

for not

Wanting enough. For not wanting

to be nonbelligerent
by naming the terms

for belligerence.

The shellacked

a following. Most readers first discov-
ered his fiction and poetry, then his es-
says, where they found a lyrically ren-
dered view of a peril-stricken world. In
1972, after spending two days flying over
the coalfields of Kentucky, he wrote,
“T’he damage has no human scale. It is
a geologic upheaval.” Entire mountain-
tops were “torn off and cast into the
valleys,” he added. “It is a scene from
the Book of Revelation. It is a domes-
tic Vietnam.” My father, responding to
an essay about war and ecological deg-
radation, asked, “Hasn’t ‘civilized’ man
almost always been out of tune with
the natural world, a parasite and a de-
stroyer of his planet?” Berry replied,
“T’homas Merton says man went wrong
when he left the Stone Age.”

In 1977, as my father was being ush-
ered into retirement, Berry was told
that it was time to find a new publisher.
‘Two years later, he said, North Point
Press “adopted me.” North Point was a
new venture in Berkeley, co-founded
by Jack Shoemaker, a thirty-three-year-

old former bookseller. Shoemaker, who

now edits Berry at Counterpoint Press,
told me that his books were popular
with environmentalists, hippies, and
civil-rights advocates: “Wendell was a
hero to those people, saying the unsay-
able out loud.” His ideas about the vir-
tues of agrarian societies had sweeping
implications—to solve the problems of
the modern world required thoroughly
reconceiving how we live. Wallace Steg-
ner once wrote to him, “Your books
seem conservative. They are actually pro-
toundly revolutionary.”

Berry distrusts political movements,
which, he writes, “soon decline from
any possibility of reasonable discourse
to slogans, shouts, and a merely hate-
tul contention in the capitols and
streets.” Still, he is a lifelong protester.
In 1967, he helped lead the Sierra Club’s
successful effort to block the Red River
Gorge Dam, in east-central Kentucky.
The following year, he marched against
the Vietnam War in Lexington, where
he told the crowd that, as a member of
the human race, he was “in the worst
possible company: communists, fascists



shelves, the softly shaking

pens in their pen case.

What was given there

could be taken, and

quietly, you were reminded of this.
You were reminded all

was property of the West.

The mess of a raven’s nest

built behind a donor’s great bust

then gone.

The mess of bird shit on the steps
then gone. All dismantled and scrubbed

sensibility. And this was it.

This nowhere.

My school of resentment commenced.

and totalitarians of all sorts, militarists
and tyrants, exploiters, vandals, glut-
tons, ignoramuses, murderers.” But, he
insisted, he was given hope by people
“who through all the sad destructive
centuries of our history have kept alive
the vision of peace and kindness and
generosity and humility and freedom.”

On Valentine’s Day weekend, 2011,
Berry joined a small group of activists
to occupy Governor Steve Beshear’s
office in Frankfort, as hundreds more
marched outside with “I Love Moun-
tains” placards. They aimed to convince
the Governor to withdraw from a law-
suit that the Kentucky Coal Associa-
tion had filed against the E.P.A. for its
efforts to clean up waters polluted by
toxic mining runoft. Beshear agreed to
visit a few particularly afflicted towns.
In Hueysville, a resident named Ricky
Handshoe took him to Raccoon Creek,
which had turned a fluorescent orange.
Aghast, Beshear asked, “But youre on
city water, aren’t you?” Handshoe said
recently that the Governor meant well,
but was no match for the coal lobby:

—Solmaz Sharif

“After he left, nothing much happened.”

Berry puts his faith in citizens who
are committed to restoring their com-
munities. One of the people at the sit-in
was his friend Herb E. Smith, from a
tamily of miners in Whitesburg. In
1969, at the age of seventeen, Smith
and seven other young people founded
a film workshop, called Appalshop, to
produce stories about eastern Kentucky
that countered the conventional nar-
rative about benighted Appalachians.
Smith told me that in the past half
century, as coal jobs have disappeared,
Appalshop has grown. With support
from government agencies and foun-
dations, it runs a radio station, a the-
atre program, an art gallery, a film-
making institute, and a record label.
Another nonprofit in town provides
health care to the uninsured. A bak-
ery up the road employs recovering
opioid addicts. Addressing political
disagreements in a solidly red state,
Smith said, “These are people with
deep concerns about community sur-
vival, even in places thought of as full

of reactionaries. In reality, people ac-
commodate each other.”

Berry hailed the concentration of
talent, work, and courage in Whites-
burg, citing its most famous resident,
Harry Caudill, whose history of Ap-
palachia, “Night Comes to the Cum-
berlands,” came out in 1963 and “brought
the war on poverty to eastern Ken-
tucky.” He also talked about a married
couple, Tom and Pat Gish, who in 1956
bought the local newspaper, the Moun-
tain Eagle,and ran it for fifty-two years.
Their first decision was to replace its
anodyne motto, “A Friendly Non-
Partisan Weekly Newspaper,” with “It
Screams.” Not everyone welcomed the
paper’s candor about the hazards of
mining and the misdeeds of corrupt of-
ficials. In 1974, someone threw a fire-
bomb into its offices. The Gishes moved
the paper’s operations to their house
and got out the next issue. Chuckling,
Berry noted that the only thing they
changed was the slogan: “It Still
Screams.” He added, “That story has
been worth a lot to me. And so much
has gathered there and kept on right
in the presence of the permanent de-
struction of the world.”

n the kitchen at Lanes Landing Farm,

I heard a tap at the door and saw a
dark-haired young woman with a blond
toddler in her arms: the Berrys’grand-
daughter Virginia and her daughter
Lucinda. Lucie, already full of the Berry
hospitality,let me hold her stuffed bunny
as Virginia conferred with her grand-
mother about who would host Thanks-
giving, and about friends in the church
who hadn’t been well. (After they de-
parted, Tanya told me that Lucie had
asked excitedly to “say goodbye to Dor-
othy.” I was charmed, until she said,
“Our donkey is named Dorothy.”)

Wendell explained that Lucie was
named for his great-grandmother Lu-
cinda Bowen Berry, the heroine of sto-
ries he told his children and grandchil-
dren. Lucinda, a tall, lean, no-nonsense
woman married to John J. Berry, was a
young mother during the Civil War.
Kentucky was a border state, and civil-
ians were subject to routine acts of law-
lessness by bands of soldiers, Confed-
erate and Union. On a summer night
near the end of the war, Lucinda saw
men in uniform making oft with her
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husband on horseback, and set out be-
hind them on foot, in her nightgown.
Finding their camp, she reached for
John’s hand and took him home. I rec-
ognized the story, which he included
in a piece of fiction in a recent issue of
The Threepenny Review.

Despite Berry’s veneration of his
ancestors, he can be unsparing about
their sins. “I am forever
being crept up on and
newly startled by the re-
alization that my people
established themselves
here by killing or driving
out the original posses-
sors, by the awareness that
people were once bought
and sold here by my peo-
ple, by the sense of the vi-
olence they have done to
their own kind and to each other and
to the earth,” he wrote in his 1968
essay “A Native Hill.” He saw the ra-
pacious practices of modern agribusi-
ness, Big Coal, the military-industrial
complex, and Wall Street as the per-
petuation of “some intransigent de-
structiveness” that drove the Euro-
pean settlers in America.

That year, Berry began writing “The
Hidden Wound,” a book that exam-
ines racism as “an emotional dynamics
which has disordered both the heart of
the society as a whole and of every per-
son in the society.” The title refers to
an ugly story handed down through
generations of Berrys, in which John J.
Berry sold a slave who, the story went,
was “too defiant and rebellious to do
anything with.” Although it showed
the “innate violence of the slave sys-
tem,” it was relayed “as a bit of inter-
esting history.” Berry admitted, “I have
told it that way many times myself.
And so the wound has lived beneath
the skin.”

The hero of the book is Nick Wat-
kins, a Black man who worked for
Wendell’s grandfather and lived in a
two-room house on the Berry prop-
erty. As a boy, Wendell tagged along
with Nick on his daily rounds, talking
about Nick’s old foxhound Waxy, about
how to judge a good saddle horse, and
about the prospect of camping to-
gether in the mountains. This idyll
was shattered on his ninth or tenth
birthday, when his grandmother threw
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him a party, inviting the family and
some of the neighbors. Wendell in-
vited Nick. Writing about the tense
reaction of his elders, he observed, “I
had scratched the wound of racism.”
Nick knew that Wendell would be
stricken if he did not attend, so he
came and sat on the cellar wall behind
the house. Wendell spent the party
with him, bringing out ice
cream and cake to share.

hooks, who taught “The
Hidden Wound” at Berea
College, told Berry how
moved she was by the
image of a little boy inter-
vening in a scene “charged
with the hidden violence
of racism.” Berry, though,
wrote almost twenty years
later that he considered it
perhaps the least satisfying book he'd
ever written—hed barely begun to make
sense of the subject. Now he has tried
again. In “The Need to Be Whole,” he
argues that the problem of race is in-
extricable from the violent abuse of our
natural resources, and that “white peo-
ple’s part in slavery and all the other
outcomes of race prejudice, so damag-
ing to its victims,” has also been “gravely
damaging to white people.” The book’s
subtitle is “Patriotism and the History
of Prejudice.”

Before sending me the manuscript,
Berry wrote that he belongs to “a tiny
side but no party.” Indeed, this “pon-
dering and ponderous book,” as he calls
it, contains something to offend almost
everyone. “A properly educated conser-
vative, who has neither approved of
abortion nor supported a tax or a reg-
ulation, can destroy a mountain or poi-
son a river and sleep like a baby,” he
writes. “A well-instructed liberal, who
has behaved with the prescribed deli-
cacy toward women and people of color,
can consent to the plunder of the land
and people of rural America and sleep
like a conservative.”

Thomas Friedman, of the Times, is
scolded for a preening column in which
he calls himself a “green capitalist”and
blames Congress for not cracking down
on coal, oil, and gas producers. Berry
observes, “T'he deal we are being of-
tered appears to be that we can change
the world without changing ourselves.”

This kind of thinking enables us to

)

continue using too much energy “of
whatever color,” hoping that “fields of
solar panels and ranks of gigantic wind
machines” will absolve us of guilt as
consumers. Which is not to say that
Berry renounces the use of green en-
ergy. He posed for a photograph sev-
eral years ago in front of the solar pan-
els by his house, grinning and flashing
a peace sign.

Berry summons writers, from Homer
to Twain, who extended “understand-
ing and sympathy to enemies, sinners,
and outcasts: sometimes to people who
happen to be on the other side or the
wrong side, sometimes to people who
have done really terrible things.” In this
spirit, he offers an assessment of Rob-
ert E. Lee, whom he calls “one of the
great tragic figures of our history.” He
presents Lee as a white supremacist and
a slaveholder, but also as a reluctant sol-
dier who opposed secession and was
forced to choose between conflicting
loyalties: his country and his people.
“Lee said, T cannot raise my hand against
my birthplace, my home, my children,””
Berry writes. “For him, the words ‘birth-
place’and ‘home’and even ‘children’had
a complexity and vibrance of meaning
that at present most of us have lost.”

Berry wants readers to hate Lee’s
sins but love the sinner, or at least un-
derstand his motives. War, he suggests,
begins in a failure of acceptance. He
writes of exchanging friendly talk with
Trump voters at Port Royal’s farm-sup-
ply store, a kind of tolerance that is
necessary in a small town: “If two neigh-
bors know that they may seriously dis-
agree, but that either of them, given
even a small change of circumstances,
may desperately need the other, should
they not keep between them a sort of
pre-paid forgiveness? They ought to
keep it ready to hand, like a fire extin-
guisher.” Without this, we risk confla-
gration: “A society with an absurdly at-
tenuated sense of sin starts talking then
of civil war or holy war.”

If readers were incredulous about
Berry’s claim that a pencil was a better
tool than a computer, it’s not hard to
imagine how many will react to his plea
that we extend sympathy to a general
whose army fought to perpetuate slav-
ery in America. Several of Berry’s friends
urged him to abandon the book, antic-
ipating Twitter eruptions and wither-



ing reviews. He writes, “My friends, I
think, were afraid, now that I am old,
that I am at risk of some dire breach of
political etiquette by feebleness of mind
or some fit of ill-advised candor.” He lis-
tened, and fretted, but kept going. “They
are asking me to lay aside my old effort
to tell the truth, as it is given to me by
my own knowledge and judgment, in
order to take up another art, which is
that of public relations.” In a letter, he
told me that he didn’t want to offend
“against truth or goodness,”although the
book “at times certainly does offend, I
think necessarily, against political cor-
rectness.” Tanya crisply told him, “It’s
too late for it to ruin your whole life.”

hen the Berrys’ children were
growing up, the family had two

milk cows, two hogs, chickens, a veg-
etable garden, and a team of draft
horses. These days, Den, a master
woodworker, raises cattle and hay with
his wife, Billie, at their farm nearby.
He also helps Wendell at Lanes Land-
ing, and grazes some of his cattle on
his parents’ land. Mary and her hus-
band, Steve Smith, own a steep, heav-
ily wooded three-hundred-acre farm
in Trimble County. But for the past
decade Mary has spent most of her
time as the executive director of the
Berry Center, a nonprofit in New Cas-
tle, which promotes “prosperous, well-
tended farms serving and supporting
healthy local communities.” Next door,
Mary’s daughter Virginia runs the
Agrarian Culture Center and Book-
store, and a literary league that spon-
sors a county-wide reading program.
The headquarters of the Berry Cen-
ter occupy a capacious white brick Fed-
eral-style house on South Main Street.
In the center’s library, Mary said that
the project began a decade ago, when
she went to talk with her father about
how the local-food movement, so pop-
ular among urbanites, wasn't doing
enough to support small farmers in
their region. Mary told Wendell that
she imagined a liberal-arts program
that would teach students how to raise
livestock and grow diversified crops,
and encourage them to pursue farming
as a life’s work. Wendell said to her, “It
sounds like you're starting a center.”
Mary had no idea how to run a non-
profit, but, she told me, “I had what was

left of a pretty good farm culture and
a well-watered landscape.”

She admits that growing up on her
parents’ farm wasn't easy: the outdoor
composting privy, the absence of vaca-
tions, the mandatory chores that pulled
her out of bed each morning before
dawn. “It was a subsistence farm,” she
said. “Mom and Dad were producing
eighty to eighty-five per cent of what
we were eating.” She thought that they
were poor: “We didn't live in a ranch
house, drink Coke, or have a TV.” A
friend, taking pity on her, got on the
phone each week to offer a running
narration of popular shows. Mary com-
plained to her father, “Why do we al-
ways have to do things the hardest way?”
But she never considered moving away.

The Berry Center, with a staff of eight
and a board of ten, attracts visitors from
around the world who share many Amer-
icans’sense of deracination. “They want

to know how to belong to a place,” Mary
told me. When they express alarm about
climate change, she tells them, “You can’t
throw up your hands in despair. You're
not responsible for solving the whole
problem—you just do what you can do.”

Four years ago, the Berry Center and
Sterling College, an “experiential learn-
ing” school in Craftsbury, Vermont,
started the Wendell Berry Farming Pro-
gram, which provides twelve students
tuition-free study on Henry County
tarms. Leah Bayens, the program’s dean,
told me that the students spend much
of their time working outside. “Ulti-
mately, we're using the curriculum as a
way for farmers to make decisions in-
tormed by poetry, history, and litera-
ture, as well as the hard sciences.”

It sounded impossibly idealistic,
given the number of family-farm fore-
closures. According to a study by the
University of Iowa, the suicide rate for

“If its not me, is it my sinister cat?”



farmers is three and a half times that
for the general population. Bayens said
that everyone in the program worried
about the risks: “We are in a terrible sit-
uation. Most U.S. farmers, regardless of
scale, receive off-farm income”—work-
ing other jobs to stay afloat. The to-
bacco program launched under the Ag-
ricultural Adjustment Act collapsed in
2004, and the Burley Association soon
tollowed, done in by sustained assaults
from cigarette manufacturers, health ad-
vocates, and globalization. Today, some
eighty per cent of U.S. government sub-
sidies go to farms with revenues of more
than a million dollars a year.

Ashland Tann, a 2021 graduate of
the farming program, who is Black, is
clear-eyed about the difficulties. Black
farmers contend with structural ineq-
uities that date back to Reconstruction.
There were a million of them in 1920;
today, there are fewer than fifty thou-
sand. Tann plans eventually to open an
agrarian-science center—a “farm-to-
table Wonka factory,” where he’ll serve
locally sourced meals and proselytize
about diversified farming. In the mean-
time, he works in a Louisville restau-
rant, North of Bourbon, and volunteers
with the nonprofit Feed Louisville.

Tann said that his studies in New
Castle were transformative, but he was
sometimes made to feel out of place.
He grew up in Baltimore, surrounded
by Black “market owners, Morgan State
graduates, mayors, murals, and Maya
Angelou poems.” Henry County is
ninety-four per cent white. As he drove
into Kentucky for the first time, he said,
“I felt like the air pressure changed.”
Taking a walk one day with his fox-
hound, he was stopped by a white man:
“He gives me the third degree—"Who
are you? Why are you here?” Ashland
replied, “Actually, sir, 'm a member of
the Wendell Berry Farming Program.”

In 2017, Mary started Our Home
Place Meat, a beef program inspired by
the Burley Association. Currently, a
dozen farming families participate.
When the cows reach weight, Home
Place arranges for the meat to be butch-
ered and sold. Mary admits that prog-
ress has been slow: “That’s where the
nonprofit work comes in. Philanthropy
gives us time to work out the problems.”
Tom Grissom, the tobacco historian, is
affiliated with the center, but he doesn’t
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think that Home Place is comparable
to the Burley Association: “Price sup-
ports and parity worked with tobacco
because the product was addictive.”
Mary put me in touch with two
members of the program, Abbie and
Joseph Monroe, a couple in their thir-
ties with two young children and an-
other expected this April. Seven years
ago, the Monroes moved onto a hun-
dred and sixteen acres, about ten miles
from Port Royal, which they named
Valley Spirit Farm. I drove slowly along
a rutted, muddy lane, to avoid hitting
a party of ducks. As I got out of the car,
three dogs bounded up, followed by
Abbie and Joseph. The ducks, I learned,
belong to their partners, Caleb and Kelly
Fiechter, who live across the road. The
Fiechters sell the duck eggs, along with
pigs and mushrooms that they raise.
Joseph grew up in Dupont, Indiana
(population three hundred and forty),
where his parents ran two small farms
and his father worked full time for the
Department of Natural Resources. After
the town’s school closed, along with its
bank and its grocery store, Joseph was
bused to school in Madison, fifteen
miles away; he met Abbie in junior
high. At first, he wanted to become a
pastor, but his father asked him, “You
want to live off the plate, and be de-
pendent on others’ hard work?” Joseph
and Abbie decided that he was right
about the value of producing some-
thing on your own. They put a down

R

payment on the farm, using money
that Joseph’s grandparents had left him.

We walked through a greenhouse and
their five-acre vegetable garden—aspar-
agus, squash, carrots, cucumbers, toma-
toes, garlic, onions, potatoes, celery, and
lettuce—and on to the Fiechters’pigs, a
tive-way cross between Red Wattle,
Duroc, wild boar, Wessex Saddleback,
and Meishan. The Monroes’ cattle were
grazing on seventy acres that they lease
from a neighbor. The two couples sell

the vegetables and much of the pork and
beef at Louisville’s two farmers’ markets,
to the local Community Supported Ag-
riculture organization, and to a recently
opened restaurant, the New Castle Tav-
ern. Our Home Place Meat markets and
sells the rest of the beef.

Nothing went to waste at Valley
Spirit Farm—Sir Albert Howard would
have approved. Joseph said they'd use
the hay bales in the far field as winter
feed for the animals, spreading it around
their cropland to make sure that the
manure was evenly distributed, enrich-
ing the topsoil. Produce that can’t go
to market—bolted lettuce, oversized
zucchini, frostbitten Brussels sprouts—
becomes more food for the livestock,
and for the family. Walking me to my
car, Joseph leaned down and pulled up
a fat, misshapen carrot, which he washed
under a spigot and presented to me as
a parting gift.

I called Abbie after I got back to
New York. She was outside, and one
of the roosters was crowing raucously.
I said I'd thought they crowed only at
dawn. “They do get excited early in the
morning,” she replied. “But often it’s
just to check in on the hens—like I call
for the kids.” She admitted that farm-
work is gruelling and filled with un-
certainty. “At times, we haven't felt all
that optimistic. I think what gives us
the most hope is collaborating with
others. C.S.A. and Home Place take
so much of the burden off a small
farmer. We see a lot of young farmers
with the dream and the drive, but with-
out the starter money.” She went on,
“It’s about expectations—knowing not
to expect a super-glamorous life, and
being willing to appreciate what you
do have. Like when the cats leave you
a dead mouse on the doorstep.” It up-
sets her daughter, but, she said, “I kind
of love it when they do that. It means
the mouse isn’t in my pantry.”

B ack at Lanes Landing Farm, Berry
said that it was time to feed the
sheep, so we set out in his battered
pickup. Liz jumped onto the cargo bed.
I sat in the passenger seat, resting my
feet on a chainsaw, one of Berry’s few
labor-saving devices. It was “dangerous
and a polluter,” he acknowledged, but
also “handy and fast.” On the dash-
board were two lengths of wood, sharp-



ened at one end, which he identified as
tobacco sticks. Back when the harvest
was performed by hand, the sticks were
made by using a maul to drive a froe
into a log until it was split to the proper
size. The sticks were “jobbed upright
into the ground” at even intervals in
“stickrows” between rows of tobacco.
The tobacco stalks were cut down with
a hatchet, pierced with a spear, then
slid onto a stick, before being hung in
a tobacco barn to dry.

As Liz ran into the pasture, Wen-
dell and I went into the barn. Pouring
feed for the animals, he shouted, “Liz,
bring 'em on!” She quickly rounded up
a flock of thirty—white-faced, bare-
legged, their torsos wrapped in shaggy
fleece. Wendell explained that they were
Cheviot sheep, a breed from the bor-
der of England and Scotland. They
were known for the quality of their
wool, but he'd found it too costly to
have them shorn. In the early winter,
he takes some ewes to the steep lots
near the house, where they serve as
lawnmowers, then brings them back to
the barn for lambing.

Berry’s writing, like the seasons, has
a cyclical quality, returning again and
again to the same ideas. Tanya once
told him that his knack for repeating
himselfis his principal asset as a writer.
He noted a few years ago, “That in-
sight has instructed and amused me
very much, because she is right and so
torthrightly right.” In his new book, he
has a characteristically bittersweet mes-
sage: “Because the age of global search
and discovery now is ending—because
by now we have so thoroughly ran-
sacked, appropriated, and diminished
the globe’s original wealth—we can see
how generous and abounding is the
commonwealth of life.” But he has never
suggested that everyone flee the city
and the suburbs and take up farming.
“I am suggesting,” he once wrote, “that
most people now are living on the far
side of a broken connection, and that
this is potentially catastrophic.”

I asked him if he retains any of his
youthful hope that humanity can avoid
a cataclysm. He replied that he’s be-
come more careful in his use of the
word “hope”: “Jesus said, “Take no
thought for the morrow, which I take
to mean that if we do the right things
today, we’ll have done all we really can
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for tomorrow. OK. So I hope to do the
right things today.”

At the old Ford acreage, he showed
me where the tobacco was taken after
the harvest. He opened the barn doors
onto a cavernous space, where light fil-
tered through the siding boards. Cran-
ing my neck, I could imagine how the
tobacco sticks, laden with heavy leaves,
were once hung on the rafters to dry.
It was a perilous undertaking called
“housing tobacco”—each man support-
ing a sheaf of leaves larger than he was,
balancing on a beam like a circus per-
former as he set the stick in place.

Wendell picked up a maul, which
Meb had made from a hickory tree. It
had a smooth handle and a bulbous
head, squared off at the end. “With it,”
he told me, “you can deliver a blow of
tremendous force to a stake or a split-
ting wedge.” Thinking about a mod-
ern sledgehammer, I asked how the
handle was inserted into the head. He
put his hand on my shoulder and said,
“No, no, honey,” then hastily explained
himself: “That’s our way of taking the

sting out of it, you see, when we cor-
rect someone.” He showed me the
swirling grain of the maul’s head,
chopped from the roots of a tree, and
swung it over his shoulder to demon-
strate how it becomes a natural exten-
sion of the body.

When I was back home, he sent me
a diagram and explained how the
strength of the wood came from the
tree’s immersion in the soil: “The growth
of roots makes the grain gnarly, gnurly,
snurly: unsplittable.” After you cut the
tree, you square off the root end. Then,
above the roots, where the grain isn’t
snurly, you saw inward a little at a time,
“splitting off long, straight splinters to
reduce the log to the diameter of a han-
dle comfortable to hold. And so you've
made your maul. It is all one piece, im-
possible for the strongest man (or of
course woman) to break.” He scrawled
at the bottom of the page, “There is a
kind of genius in that maul, that be-
longs to a placed people: to make of
what is at hand a fine, durable tool at
the cost only of skill and work.” ¢
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

AFTER THE FAL

The Taliban fought for decades z‘o‘We A]fgbamsmn How wzl[ they rule?

BY JON LI?E ANDERSON

Without foreign support, the Afghan economy is foundering. At a drug-rehab facility established on a former U.S. military base
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near Kabul, staff members haven't been paid for months. With food running out, patients risk starvation.
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or fifteen years, Zabihullah Mu-

F jahid was the Tokyo Rose of the
Taliban: a clandestine operative

who called reporters to claim responsi-
bility for his fighters’attacks and to exult
in their victories. Sometimes the vic-
tims were American soldiers or their
coalition allies. Sometimes they were
Afghan government troops. Often, ci-
vilians were killed. For reporters, Mu-
jahid was a kind of phantom, a disem-
bodied voice on the phone. No one ever
saw his face, and, when one journalist
claimed to have encountered him, Mu-
jahid fiercely denied it. But he seemed
to talk to everyone, all the time, and a
rumor spread to explain his output:
Zabihullah Mujahid was a composite
identity, assumed by a rotating group
of Talibs, who perhaps weren't even liv-
ing in Afghanistan. He denied this, too.
Last summer, Mujahid appeared in
public for the first time. After years of
steady gains in the countryside, the
Taliban had swarmed into Kabul, as
President Ashraf Ghani fled to Abu
Dhabi. While the Taliban asserted their
authority, Mujahid held a press con-
ference to announce that he was the
new government’s acting Deputy Min-

ister of Information and Culture. With
the fall of Kabul, he had been trans-
formed from the covert spokesman of
a long-running insurgency to the face
of a national administration. He was,
it turned out, a lean, sharp-featured
man in middle age.

In September, after the U.S. mili-
tary’s last humanitarian-evacuation
flight left the Kabul airport, Mujahid
introduced the interim government of
the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.
This was the same name that the Tal-
iban had adopted during their previ-
ous stint in power, a brutal period that
extended from 1996 to 2001. But Mu-
jahid offered a vision of a more ecu-
menical Afghanistan, with an “inclu-
sive” government that protected the
rights of women and ethnic minorities.
He maintained that the Taliban weren’t
after revenge, and would ofter amnesty
to their former enemies. This was hard
to believe. A few weeks earlier, Muja-
hid had issued a press release rejoicing
in the assassination of the previous gov-
ernment’s spokesman, a man named
Dawa Khan Menapal. He didn’t say
what his predecessor’s offense was, only

that he had been “punished for his mis-

T would work from home, but I don’t want my
kids to see all the screen time I get.”

deeds, killed in a special operation car-
ried out by the mujahideen.”

One December evening, I met with
Mujahid in an unheated corner office
at the Afghan Media and Information
Center, the mostly empty ministry that
he now ran. Wearing a black turban
with white stripes, he sat very still, his
eyes watchful.

I asked how his new position com-
pared with his old one. “In the past, it
was a military situation, and it wasn’t
very pleasant,” he said. “We had to an-
nounce how many people were killed.
That in itself was painful. The second
really painful aspect was the civilian ca-
sualties. We had to gather information
and publish it. It was heartbreaking. It
is three months now that we do not
have such heartbreaking news.”

The Taliban had achieved an aston-
ishing victory: after years of guerrilla
warfare, they had seized power from
an established government backed by
some of the world’s best-equipped mil-
itaries. Afghanistan is now in the hands
of an insurgent force, fervently com-
mitted to bringing about a truly Is-
lamic state. The country seems to be
at the beginning of a revolution just as
sweeping as the Communist victory
that remade China in the nineteen-for-
ties, or the Islamist takeover of Iran in
1979. But, when I asked Mujahid if the
Taliban were imposing a revolution, he
seemed taken aback. “This is a soft rev-
olution,” he said. “Revolutions are sharp
and problematic, causing bloodshed,
destruction of foundations. That is not
what has happened.” He added, “T'his
was a change that was needed. We
fought for twenty years to free Afghan-
istan from the foreigners, so that the
Afghans would have a government of
their choice.” Now that the Americans
were gone, Mujahid suggested, Af-
ghanistan could begin anew. “The for-
eign forces were the cause of the casu-
alties, and when they left the war
ended,” he said. “There were also some
authorities who were pocketing the
public wealth. They were corrupt. The
country is free of them, and now we
will try to lead the country toward a
positive change.”

During several weeks I spent talking
with Taliban officials, they all expressed
a desire for good relations with the
United States. Some even argued that



the U.S. should reopen its embassy and
lead international efforts to rebuild Af-
ghanistan. But had the Taliban really
changed, or were they just saying what
they needed to say in order to stabilize
the economy and keep themselves in
power? Until August, some eighty per
cent of the Afghan government’s bud-
get had come from the United States,
its partners, and international lenders.
That support had disappeared. The
Biden Administration also froze all Af-
ghan government funds in U.S. banks—
some seven billion dollars. The Afghan
banking system, without access to over-
seas assets, risks collapse. “Our message
to the world, especially to the Ameri-
can public and the American politi-
cians, is that they should choose a dif-
terent path, different from the path of
war,” Mujahid told me. “Sanctions, pres-
sures, and threats have not resulted in
anything positive in the past twenty
years. We can go forward through pos-
itive interactions.”

The Taliban seemed assured that
their victory allowed them to reshape
the story of the country’s future, and
of its past. I asked Mujahid if he felt
any regrets over the killing of his
predecessor. “You mean Dawa Khan
Menapal?” he said, and laughed, for
the first time in our talk. He waved his
hands dismissively. “It was war,” he
said. The Americans had tried to kill
him “more than ten times,” he claimed.
“I was just a spokesman, too. Was [ a
justifiable target?”

At a traffic circle in Kabul, I came
upon a man selling white satin Tal-
iban flags, bearing the invocation “There
is no God but Allah, and Muhammad
is his messenger.” Until August, he had
been a soldier in the Afghan Army, he
told me. Since the government had dis-
solved, and the Army with it, he had
turned to selling the flags. He smiled
and cupped his hands in the air, as if to
say, “It’s a living.”

To most of the Taliban, Kabul is
terra incognita—a cosmopolitan en-
clave in an otherwise rural, and deeply
traditional, country. To the city’s resi-
dents, the Taliban are interlopers, as
out of place as Texas militiamen on the
Upper West Side. Three months after
the takeover, the residents of Kabul
were uneasily adapting to the new re-

ality. Just about all the foreigners had
left the country, but the Taliban were
ubiquitous, manning roadblocks and
access points, riding in Humvees and
pickup trucks with guns at the ready.
Some kept their hair long and wore
the traditional shalwar kameez—
occasionally in incongruously bright
blues, oranges, or yellows—with their
eyes lined with black kohl. Others bor-
rowed the style of U.S. Spe-
cial Forces, wearing cam-
ouflage uniforms, boots,

—
—

and wraparound sunglasses, —

and carrying weapons left -

behind by American troops. —_—
—

For the most part, the ci-
vilians pretended the Tal-
ibs weren't there.

In 2001, when the
American-led invasion
forced out the Taliban, the
Afghan capital was a forlorn place, much
of it in ruins after more than two de-
cades of Soviet occupation and civil war.
By the following spring, it had begun
to revive, as more than a million refu-
gees returned from abroad. Since then,
Kabul’s estimated population has nearly
doubled, to almost five million; the coun-
try has grown from some twenty-one
million citizens to forty million. The
median age is just eighteen.

Kabul is now a bustling commercial
city, with new apartment buildings ris-
ing above the skyline. Its endemic in-
equities remain: there are beggars in the
streets, and the slums on the surround-
ing hills have expanded. But there are
gaudy wedding palaces and dress shops
for the middle class, along with pool
halls, gyms, and hairdressers for young
men. Billboards advertise a startling va-
riety of imported energy drinks.

In the nineties, the Taliban forced
Afghans to conform to their stringent
interpretation of Islam. Violators could
have limbs amputated, or be publicly
stoned to death. Women were made to
wear all-concealing burqas and pre-
vented from holding jobs or attending
school. Morality commissars hunted
down graven images; in shops, men
with markers blacked out illustra-
tions on packages of baby soap. Even
road-crossing signs for livestock were
painted over.

The current residents of Kabul clearly
feared that the terror of those days would

return. But, aside from a few incidents,
the Taliban had subjected them to little
visible repression. Signs on dress shops
still showed Bollywood-style images of
glamorous women, which in the nine-
ties would have brought their proprietors
a beating, or worse. The battle over graven
images was effectively lost: just about ev-
eryone has a smartphone, with access to
Instagram. Although women and girls
had been provisionally ban-

ished from workplaces and

high schools, they were still

out on the streets. All wore

L head scarves, but few had
4| on burqas. Some even wore
L makeup, without evident ha-

1 rassment from soldiers.

One afternoon, I spoke
about the new regime with
Sayed Hamed Gailani, a
prominent former politician
and an astute observer of his country. We
met at his home, in a wealthy section of
Kabul, where a servant brought fresh
pomegranate juice and pastries on deli-
cate porcelain plates. Gailani, a onetime
mujahideen fighter against the Soviets,
is now a rotund, urbane man in his six-
ties. His father was Pir Sayed Gailani, a
Sufi spiritual leader who also controlled
a mujahideen faction—known, in tribute
to its leader’s elegant taste, as the Gucci
Muj. When I mentioned it to Gailani,
he laughed good-naturedly and said, “I
must point out that my father much pre-
ferred Hermes.”

Gailani was among a handful of po-
litically connected Afghans who had re-
mained in the country after President
Ghani fled, hoping to persuade both the
Taliban and the international commu-
nity that there was a viable way forward.
He didn't pretend that the conflict was
over in Afghanistan. “I don't think my
life will be long enough to see the end
of this drama,” he said, laughing. “It’s
like one of those Turkish T'V series that
never end.” But he professed guarded
optimism. Unlike most revolutionaries,
he argued, the Talibs had not killed a
lot of people in their return to power;
they had behaved themselves this time.
When the Taliban seized power twenty-
five years ago, he said, “you couldnt go
out without a beard, and the women
couldn’t leave the house.” But, he sug-
gested, the reason the Taliban hadn’t
moved faster to reshape the country was
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that Ghani’s flight and the quick fall of
Kabul had taken them by surprise. “They
werent really ready for it,” Gailani said.
“They still have problems to work out
among themselves.”

N ear Kabul’s Bird Market, an an-
cient bazaar where poultry, fight-
ing birds, and songbirds are sold, is a
twenty-foot obelisk, topped with a red
clenched fist. It was erected in honor of
Farkhunda Malikzada, a young woman
who was beaten and burned to death
by a jeering mob of men in 2015, after
being falsely accused of burning a Quran.

The question of women’s rights is
perhaps the greatest unresolved issue in
the new Afghanistan. After taking
power, the Taliban leadership announced
that girls up to the sixth grade could
resume schooling, but for the most part
older girls had to wait until “conditions”
were right. When I talked with Muja-
hid, the spokesman, he was vague about
what those conditions were, and about
whether women would be allowed to
work. The impediment was funding, he
said. “For education and work, women
need to have separate spaces,” he ex-
plained primly. “They would also re-
quire special separate means of trans-
portation.” But, he added, “the banks
are closed, the money is frozen.”

Mujahid didn’t answer when I asked
about plans for women in government.
Instead, he pointed out that there were
still women working in various minis-
tries, including health, education, and
the interior, and also at the airports and
in the courts. “Wherever they are needed,
they come to work,” he insisted.

But some of these women were being
torced to sign in at their jobs and then
go home, to create the illusion of eq-
uity. The Taliban had also closed the
Ministry of Women’s Affairs, which was
created soon after the U.S. invasion; the
building was repurposed as the new
headquarters of the religious police, the
Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue
and Prevention of Vice. In September,
on the day that Mujahid announced the
new government, a group of women
gathered on the street to protest. Tali-
ban fighters pushed their way into the
crowd, striking some of the demonstra-
tors and firing weapons into the air.

Senior Taliban officials tended to de-

flect concerns about the future of women
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in Afghanistan. When I asked Suhail
Shaheen, the Taliban nominee for Am-
bassador to the U.N., whether his gov-
ernment would allow women in schools
and in the workplace, he shot back, “If
the West really cares about girls, they
should attend to their poverty. Sanc-
tions are punishing the fifteen million
girls in this country.”

Shaheen was in Kabul, rather than
at the U.N. headquarters, in New York,
because the Taliban regime has not been
granted diplomatic recognition. I met
him in the garden of the Serena Hotel,
an old haunt of journalists and politi-
cians. Shaheen was happy to talk about
America’s failings but grew testy when
pressed on sensitive matters. I asked
about the Hazaras, a predominantly
Shiite minority that has historically
been persecuted by the Taliban, who
are mostly Sunnis from the Pashtun
ethnic majority. Shaheen replied that
the new government had no intention
of harming them. I noted that, in the
nineties, his comrades had slaughtered
thousands of Hazaras, whom they re-
garded as apostates. He stared stonily
at me. Finally, he said, “The Hazara
Shia for us are also Muslim. We be-
lieve we are one, like flowers in a gar-
den. The more flowers, the more beau-
tiful.” He went on, “We have started a
new page. We do not want to be en-
tangled with the past.”

D espite the talk of inclusion, the
highest ranks of the Taliban gov-
ernment initially contained no Hazaras,
and no women. In late September, amid
international criticism, the Talibs added
an ethnic Hazara, as the deputy health
minister, and an ethnic Tajik, as the
deputy trade minister. The additions
struck many Afghans as tokenism. As
an adviser to the Taliban told me, “Call-
ing their government inclusive is not a
help—because it’s noz.”

The government is also said to
be profoundly divided. On one side is
the Kandahar faction, named for the
southern city where the late Mullah Mo-
hammed Omar founded the Taliban. It
includes the country’s Supreme Leader,
an enigmatic scholar of Islam named
Mawlawi Haibatullah Akhundzada, and
the acting defense minister, Mullah Mo-
hammad Yaqoob, who is Mullah Omar’s
son. Its public face is Abdul Ghani Bara-

dar, the acting Deputy Prime Minister,
who played a crucial role in negotiations
with the Americans.

On the other side is the Haqqani net-
work, a clan of militants closely linked
to Pakistan’s secret services. Where the
Kandahar faction began as an insular,
rural force, primarily concerned with
ruling its home turf, the Haqqanis were
interested in global jihad. It was the clan’s
founder, the late Jalaluddin Haqqani,
who connected the Taliban with Osama
bin Laden. For some members of the
Kandahar faction, this is a kind of orig-
inal sin in modern Afghan history—a
crucial miscalculation that led to the at-
tacks of September 11th and to the for-
eign intervention that forced the Tali-
ban from power.

The Haqqanis led the military take-
over of Kabul this summer, and their
leader, Sirajuddin Haqqani, is the act-
ing interior minister. The U.S. govern-
ment has offered a ten-million-dollar
bounty for Haqqani’s arrest, in connec-
tion with a series of terror attacks. One
occurred in 2008 at the Serena Hotel,
where I'd met Shaheen; a U.S. citizen
and five other people were killed.
Haqqani is thought to be responsible
for at least two other hotel attacks, and
for two attacks on the Indian Embassy,
in which dozens of people died. He
and his clan now control a prepon-
derance of security positions in Af-
ghanistan. As interior minister, he has
authority over the police and the in-
telligence services. His uncle Khalil
Haqqani, who is also wanted for ter-
rorism, leads the Ministry of Refugees.
Elite Haqqani commandos run mili-
tary bases in and around Kabul.

Mawlawi Mohammad Salim Saad,
a former head of suicide bombers, is in
charge of security at the Kabul airport.
I met him one evening at his office,
surrounded by a dozen of his men. They
had just come from their prayers, and
Saad, a tall, severe-looking man, told
me that he was fasting. When I asked
how he had felt sending men to their
deaths, he said, “You should ask what
it is that makes people become willing
to give up their lives. These were op-
pressed people, willing to sacrifice them-
selves against a much larger army.”

For the Haqqani faction, it was the
suicide missions and other “complex
attacks” that secured victory over the
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Outside the governor’s office in Herat is a kind of coat check, where visitors can leave their weapons.
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foreign occupiers. For Baradar, the war
was won at the negotiating table, where
Trump’s envoys agreed to lenient terms
for a withdrawal. I asked Shaheen, the
diplomat, “Are there two Talibans?”
Shaking his head, he said, “There is
one Taliban. They have different view-
points and different angles on how to
proceed, but there is one Islam.” Mu-
jahid went further, insisting, “There is
no Haqqani network.”

The government remains opaque to
many Afghans: its major figures, after
decades as secretive insurgents, avoid ap-
pearing in public. The Supreme Leader
has never been seen. The single known
image of Sirajuddin Haqqani is a sil-
houette. Officials like Yaqoob, the de-
fense minister, typically appear in care-
tully controlled videos. Among the top
leaders, the most familiar face belongs
to the acting Prime Minister, Mullah
Mohammad Hassan Akhund. He was
the Taliban’s foreign minister in the nine-
ties, and remains under sanction by the
U.N. Security Council.

The rumors of internal conflict per-
sist. In mid-September, Baradar van-
ished from view, as reports circulated
that he had been wounded in a brawl
with Haqqani men at the Presidential
palace. The fight was ostensibly set off
by a dispute over which faction had done
more to secure Kabul. Baradar, after an
absence of several days, released a video
denying the reports; his office explained
that he had travelled to Kandahar, be-
cause he needed “rest.”

During my visit, I went to Wardak, a
rural province west of Kabul. It was one
of the last major battlefields in the coun-
try; many of its villages had been partly
destroyed, and the crude stone graves of
war dead were everywhere, marked with
martyrs’ flags. As we drove through a
roadside village, there was a commotion
just ahead of us: gunmen were yelling
and waving their weapons as frightened
civilians hustled past them. An elderly
man explained that the Taliban were hav-
ing an armed standoff. No one seemed
to know what the men were fighting
over; it was just another fight.

I n Kabul, street markets have sprung
up, where desperate people sell off
their possessions, everything from rugs
and heaters to pet birds. There are beg-
gars everywhere: young children, el-
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derly women, men pulling carts from
straps around their foreheads. On the
city’s outskirts, women in burqas sit in
the middle of the road with their chil-
dren around them, hoping that people
in passing cars will toss them some
food or some money.

Without financial backing from
the U.S. and from international lend-
ing institutions, Afghanistan’s econ-
omy has all but evaporated. Hundreds
of thousands of government employ-
ees have not received a salary for months.
In the cities, there is food for sale in
the bazaars, but prices have risen so
steeply that Afghans find it difficult to
sustain their families. In the country-
side, drought has caused widespread
hunger, worsening during the cold win-
ter months. The U.N. World Food Pro-
gram country director, Mary Ellen Mc-
Groarty, told me that the situation was
dire. “22.8 million Afghans are already
severely food-insecure, and seven mil-
lion of them are one step away from
famine,”she said. “You have the drought
banging into the economic crisis, and
it’s been one of the worst droughts in
thirty years.” She concluded, “If this
trajectory continues, ninety-five per
cent of the Afghan population will fall
below the poverty line by mid-2022.
It’s just devastating to watch. If I were
an Afghan, I'd flee.”

As the economic crisis intensifies,
there is a threat of deepening anti-
Western resentment among citizens. In

f

a curious reversal, Taliban officials I met
with often made overtures of friend-
ship with the U.S., while former U.S.
allies expressed bitterness about Amer-
ica’s failure in their country. Gailani re-
called warmly how President George W.
Bush had invited him to the 2006 State
of the Union address and told him,
during a photo op, “Hamed, buddy,
we're proud of you!” But he was shocked
at the money that the U.S. had ex-
pended in Afghanistan. “They say as

much as two and a half #://ion dollars
was spent here since 2001,” he said. “No
doubt some great things were achieved
in Afghanistan in that time, but you
don’t see any big changes in the coun-
try’s infrastructure, do you?” Gailani
shook his head. “The fact is, most of
the money that supposedly came to
Afghanistan—probably eight and a
half dollars out of every ten—went
back to the U.S., and meanwhile the
corruption here was out of control. Af-
ghan society became corrupted, and it
was that corruption which brought
about this day, with the Taliban back
in power.” With a smile, Gailani said,
“The Americans spent two and a half
trillion dollars to clear this country
from the Taliban, only to give it back
to them again. I will go to my grave
trying to figure out this riddle.”

Hamid Karzai, who served as Pres-
ident from 2004 to 2014, was also deeply
critical of America’s occupation. He
received me in his private library, in a
residential compound in Kabul. It is
surrounded by high concrete blast walls
and situated in the Green Zone, a
highly fortified area around the for-
mer U.S. Embassy.

An elegant, ceremonious man, Kar-
zai urged green tea on me and spoke
about poetry. He especially loved Em-
erson. Kipling was fine, except for “White
Man’s Burden,”he said, shaking his head.
In a marvelling tone, Karzai mentioned
that he had been “greatly impressed” by
the poem Amanda Gorman had recited
at Biden’s Inauguration.

Karzai would not have been Presi-
dent without U.S. support, but while
in office he became increasingly frus-
trated by America’s counter-insurgency
tactics. In 2013, he visited Washington
and, in a tense meeting with Obama
in the Oval Office, raised the issue of
civilian casualties. Karzai told me that
he had shown Obama a gruesome pho-
tograph: an American soldier stood
with his boot on an elderly Afghan
man’s severed hand, while a terrified
woman and children looked on. “I asked
Obama, ‘How can you expect me to be
your ally and to go along with such ac-
tions when I am the Afghan President
and am supposed to protect my peo-
ple?”” Karzai waved his arms in a wide
arc: “And here we are.”

Karzai’s government, built on un-



easy alliances, accommodated a range
of aggressive warlords and corrupt of-
ficials. Hoping to end the war, he made
strenuous efforts to start a dialogue
with the Taliban. These had served
mostly to compound his image as a
hapless leader, trapped in a toxic rela-
tionship with his American patrons,
but he hadn't given up. “I've been say-
ing for years that the Taliban are our
brothers,” he told me. “Let’s work to-
gether for a common future.”

Karzai’s status in the new Afghan-
istan is tenuous; he is not in power, but
neither is he entirely out. A well-con-
nected Afghan suggested that Karzai
was a “sort of hostage” of the Taliban,
who had prevented him from leaving
because they needed him as an inter-
locutor with the West. (Karzai and Mu-
jahid both deny this.) Karzai had rea-
son to be wary of the new government.
Sirajuddin Haqqani had once tried to
assassinate him. But Karzai told me
that he had been meeting regularly with
Taliban ministers, and insisted that they
had “an absolute conviction that the
government needs to be inclusive.” He
emphasized that Afghan society had
changed in the previous two decades.
“There were downsides to the Ameri-
can experience, but there were positives,
too,” he said. He mentioned increased
education, especially among women,
and the improved roads.

The question of how Afghanistan
would be governed remained open, he
conceded. A provisional constitution
had to be enacted; a commission would
then draft a permanent constitution
and submit it to a national /Joya jirga,
or grand council. “The future state
should present the will of the people,”
Karzai said. “I will be pushing for a de-
mocracy, of course.” He laughed. “But
there will be those who oppose it, who
will say, ‘Look at the sham of a democ-
racy that was here before.””

n a road east of Kabul is Camp

Phoenix, a military base erected
by the U.S. In 2014, the Americans
handed it over to the Afghan military,
and it was turned into a rehabilitation
center for a burgeoning population of
drug addicts. The Taliban, during their
first tenure, virtually stamped out opium-
poppy cultivation. But, after the Amer-
icans invaded, several prominent war-

L

“Bad news—the rats are subletting to cockroaches.”

lords allied with the U.S. reportedly
became involved in the heroin trade.
Opium farming expanded hugely, and
Afghanistan reémerged as the world’s
primary supplier. There are now be-
lieved to be more than three million
addicts in the country.

When the Taliban returned in Au-
gust, about a thousand addicts were
housed on the former base, where a six-
week rehabilitation program had been
instituted under the auspices of the
Ministry of Public Health. By Decem-
ber, the Talibs had picked up some two
thousand more on the street and brought
them to the center. But the program’s
staff, like other civil servants in Afghan-
istan, had not been paid for months.
There was no budget for food, and the
patients were starving.

I toured the center with a young so-
cial worker named Mohammad Sabir.
The patients, most of them wearing
dirty hospital smocks, were shuffling
around the grounds, or sprawled in an
unkempt yard. All were painfully thin.
Many pantomimed hunger, rubbing
their bellies or gesturing as if eating an
imaginary meal.

Sabir acknowledged that the only
food the camp had was what remained
in its stores from before the govern-
ment fell. The patients were given a

cup of watered-down milk and a piece
of naan for breakfast, rice for lunch,
and beans and a half-piece of naan for
dinner. As we approached a garbage
bin, Sabir chased away a man who was
scrounging for food. “Two nights ago,
they ate the camp cat,” he said. “They
tore it apart and ate it raw.”

In the yard, one man was carrying
another on his back. They were Aman-
ullah and Abdul Rahman, two friends
in their early thirties. They had grown
up in the farm country near Kunduz,
and had joined the Afghan Army when
they were in their late teens. Amanul-
lah explained that he was being car-
ried because he had lost a leg when he
stepped on a mine in Helmand. Abdul
Rahman’s arm had been wounded in
the same explosion; he wore a metal
vise, with pins going into his humerus.
They had both started using heroin to
ease their pain.

Abdul Rahman sat by silently,
wearing a vacant look. Amanullah
told me that the explosion had af-
fected his friend: “He was different
before.” Amanullah said that his great-
est wish was to return to his wife and
three children. He believed that his
addiction was cured, and he was de-
termined never to use heroin again.
In his hand, he carried what remained

THE NEW YORKER, FEBRUARY 28, 2022 Sl



-

. i 3 .ﬂ‘r

Kabul'’s Kart-e-Sakhi cemetery surrounds a shrine favored by Hazaras, a Shiite group that has been persecuted by the Tualiban.

of a broken prosthesis. Holding it up,
he declared, “I am still ready to sac-
rifice for my country.”

M any Taliban I spoke to suggested

that the viciousness of the war
was an inevitable response to the pres-
ence of foreigners. One senior leader
complained, “When there were forty-
five countries present in Afghanistan,

and hundreds of people were being

killed a day, that was called security.”

Now that the Taliban were in charge,
he argued, there was no need for fur-
ther unrest. “Not one person a day is
killed,” he said, without apparent irony.
“Is this not called security?”

In some ways, though, the Taliban’s
rejection of the previous order has in-
creased the chaos in Afghanistan. On
the day that they took Kabul, they opened
the gates of the city’s main prison, at
Pul-e-Charkhi, and of Bagram prison,
on a former U.S. airbase outside the cap-
ital. More than twelve thousand inmates
rushed out. They included senior lead-
ers of Al Qaeda and at least a thousand
members of IS-K, the Afghan afhiliate
of 1818. On August 26th, one of the IS-K
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fighters blew himself up outside the gates
of the Kabul airport, killing thirteen
American soldiers and nearly two hun-
dred Afghans seeking evacuation.

During my visit, there were “sticky
bomb” explosions every few days in
Kabul: bombs attached to a magnet
were slapped onto the exterior of a car
and set off with a signal from a cell
phone. I came upon the site of an at-
tack just a few blocks from the police
headquarters. The bombed vehicle had
been removed, and Taliban were di-
recting traffic around strewn debris and
a large scorch mark in the road. Down
the street, gunmen moved in pairs, scan-
ning rooftops and searching in alley-
ways. The civilians passing by kept their
eyes averted, determined not to reveal
any interest.

The sticky-bomb attacks were re-
ported on social media, but with no in-
formation about who had carried them
out or why. Last summer, IS-K claimed
responsibility for two such attacks on
vans carrying Shiite “disbelievers.” The
group has slaughtered hundreds of Shi-
ites, in schools, hospitals, and mosques.
It has also targeted the Taliban, whose

members it regards as apostates. Not
long after the fall of Kabul, Zabihullah
Mujahid, the spokesman, held a wake
for his mother, who had died of an ill-
ness. While he and other officials were
at the mosque, an IS-K suicide bomber
struck. Mujahid survived, but several
people were killed and many others were
wounded—victims of the kind of at-
tack that he had once applauded.
Taliban officials mostly brushed aside
the dangers of IS-K. At a military base
in Logar, a strategic hill town outside
Kabul, a senior Haqqani commander
named Mawlawi Deen Shah Mokhbit
assured me that IS-K had “already been
defeated, by God.” In the manner of
someone unused to being interrupted,
he intoned, “When we were fighting the
Americans and their Afghan mercenar-
ies and slaves, doing jihad against them,
we were also fighting the Daesh, the
Khawarij”—those who fight other Mus-
lims in the name of Islam. “But God
defeated them, God obliterated and fin-
ished them.” Noting that the country
had endured forty years of war, Mokh-
bit added a caveat: “Afghanistan is full

of weapons and of people who grew up



in war, so there may be small incidents.
But they cannot pose a threat to our na-
tion and system of government.” As we
talked, a bodyguard stood at his side,
staring at me with a finger on the trig-
ger of his weapon. At the end of the in-
terview, Mokhbit, evidently in an abun-
dance of caution, ordered a group of his
gunmen to escort me down the moun-
tainside. About halfway, they handed me
oft to another armed convoy, who ac-
companied me to the edge of the city.

I n large swaths of the countryside, as
the Taliban took territory in the past
decade they became a kind of shadow
government. The Talibs were popular
among some locals; they were, after all,
sons of the same soil. As the Ameri-
cans withdrew, many people surren-
dered to the Taliban without a fight—
some of them motivated by survival,
others by genuine affinity. In the town
of Bamiyan, eighty miles west of Kabul,
the new governor, Mullah Abdullah
Sarhadji, told me that he had taken the
territory peacefully. “There was no
fighting, praise be to God,” he said.

In Bamiyan, the Taliban occupy a
fortified complex on a high hilltop.
Governor Sarhadji, a spare-looking man
with a gray beard, wore a black turban
and a short umber shawl, called a pazou.
He told me that he had joined the jihad
during the Soviet invasion, and had
been a fighter ever since. “I have many
scars on my body,” he said. He had lost
an eye in a firefight outside Kabul, he
explained: a bullet had entered his head
and come out through his eye socket.

In 2001, during the Taliban’s last
stand, at Kunduz, Sarhadi had been
taken prisoner, and militiamen had
locked him in an airless shipping con-
tainer, along with hundreds of other
fighters. Many asphyxiated, but Sar-
hadi was saved by a fluke: his captors
fired into the container, and he survived
by breathing through the bullet holes.
Afterward, he was handed over to the
Americans and held for four years in
Guantdnamo. Following his release, he
returned to the battlefield and was cap-
tured again; he spent eight more years
in prison, this time in Pakistan.

In Bamiyan, though, he and his men
felt at home. “We have no concerns,”
he told me. “This is part of our nation,
and we all belong to the same nation.”

He had been there before the Ameri-
cans came, he said, and it had been fine
then, too.

This was a strikingly revisionist view.
If there is a single place that embodies
the Taliban’s abuses, it is Bamiyan. The
small town, set in a beautiful mountain
valley, is inhabited mostly by Hazaras.
Distinguished by their Mongol features,
the Hazaras are said to be descendants
of Genghis Khan’s army, which invaded
in the thirteenth century.

Many Hazaras live in caves hewed
into the valley’s vast wall of sandstone
cliffs. The caves were first excavated by
Buddhist hermits—monks who had
made their way along the ancient Silk
Road, which connected China with the
Middle East and Europe. About fif-
teen hundred years ago, the monks
carved two statues of the Buddha, each
as big as a jetliner, into the porous stone.

The Bamiyan Buddhas became Af-
ghanistan’s greatest tourist attraction.
But, in 2001, Mullah Omar decreed that
they were un-Islamic idols and had to
be destroyed. As archeologists and world
leaders pleaded for restraint, militants
demolished the statues with explosives
and artillery. Around the same time,
Taliban entered the Kabul Museum
and took sledgehammers and axes to
thousands of years’ worth of artifacts.
On my recent visit, when I brought this
up with officials in Kabul, they gener-
ally tried to change the subject.

Sarhadi had been in Bamiyan when
the Buddhas were destroyed, and I asked
if he thought that it had been a mis-
take. His aides looked upset, but he
waved a hand dismissively. “This was a
decision by the leadership,” he said.
“Whatever the leaders and the emirs of
the Islamic Emirate decide, we follow.”

According to reports, Sarhadi was
also linked to killings of Hazaras, in-
cluding a massacre in 2001 that Am-
nesty International said took the lives
of “over three hundred unarmed men
and a number of civilian women and
children.” Sarhadi denied any involve-
ment. His aides protested that I had no
right to question him. “Have you ever
asked officials in the West about the
atrocities they have committed in the
Islamic world?” one asked. Sarhadi added
that the West had nothing to teach Mus-
lim countries about human rights. “We

challenge the whole world!”he said. “In

Islam, even when you slaughter a sheep,
the first condition is that you should
not sharpen your knife in front of it,
and the second condition is that the
knife should be very sharp, so that the
sheep does not suffer.”

Sarhadi told me that he had brought
peace to the area. “By the grace of God,
there are no problems now, and there
will be none in the future,” he said. If
I wanted to know how the local peo-
ple felt about his leadership, he said, I
should go ask them: “We serve the peo-
ple day and night.”

Later that day, I met some of the
local people. Near the base of the clift
where the Buddhas once stood, some
young men had dug a hole and set a
fire to bake potatoes. There was no
work, they explained, and so they were
trying to stave off hunger.

At the great gash where the smaller
Buddha had been, I found Hazara men
and boys staring into the dark recess.
They explained that they had come from
a neighboring province, after hearing
that the new authorities were handing
out food coupons. At the governor’s
compound, they had joined a crowd that
gathered to plead for help. The Taliban
guards had said that they had nothing
to give, and ordered them to leave.

The Hazaras decided that, before
returning home, they would visit the
site of the Buddhas. They had never
seen them, and now they had come too
late. I asked what they thought about
their destruction. The oldest man said,
cautiously, that he thought it was a pity,
since the statues had been “a part of
history.”When I asked what he thought
about the Taliban, he looked away, pre-
tending not to hear me.

S prawled on an arid plain four hun-
dred miles west of Kabul is Herat, an
elegant oasis city distinguished by an im-
mense mosque with exquisite blue-and-
yellow tile work. It has been fought over
many times in its long history. The lat-
est battle ended on August 13th, when,
after weeks of fighting, government forces
surrendered to the Taliban. Kabul’s col-
lapse came just forty-eight hours later.

Herat’s defense was led in part by
its former governor Ismail Khan, a
tough-as-nails warlord in his late sev-
enties. Khan is renowned in Afghani-
stan as a mujahideen leader, a minister
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Are you sure you want to present your ideas in the form 0f an airp[ane? ”

in Karzai’s government, and a longtime
enemy of the Taliban. He spent some
three years as their prisoner, before es-
caping, and he later survived a suicide
bombing that killed several civilians.
Zabihullah Mujahid claimed responsi-
bility for the attack.

When Herat fell, the Taliban cap-
tured Khan, but he managed to flee to
Iran. It is not clear that he poses less
risk from afar. Along with other polit-
ical figures—including two of Ghani’s
Vice-Presidents, Amrullah Saleh and
the warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum—
Khan may attempt to raise an armed
insurrection if the new government ap-
pears weak.

In Herat, the Taliban announced
their presence by hanging the bodies of
four alleged kidnappers above the city
from construction cranes. Since then,
things have mostly been quiet, but
during the autumn the city began fill-
ing with displaced people, as thousands
of peasant farmers and their families
fled the drought-stricken provinces of
Badghis and Ghor. According to Mary
Ellen McGroarty, the W.E.P. director,
the refugees were in a desperate state;
on a recent visit, she had nearly been
taken hostage by a mob of them.

I found the refugees along a road
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that leads through the desert from Herat
to Badghis. On a patch of treeless dirt,
a few dozen families had cobbled to-
gether shelters from rocks, plastic sheet-
ing, and discarded tin. Most of the men
had worked as day laborers, paid with
a portion of whatever crops they helped
plant. With the drought, though, there
had been no harvest, and no pay.

Two of the women had tuberculo-
sis, and two others were pregnant.
Zainab, one of those with TB, had four
children. She squatted in the dirt and
explained that she couldn’t sleep well;

she coughed constantly and had pain

in her hands and her head.

An elderly man named Ibrahim lived
nearby, with his sister Guljan. As Gul-
jan spoke, Ibrahim stood silently, lean-
ing on a stick. She explained that he
had been beaten by militiamen in their
village three years earlier. “He hasn't
been the same since,” she said. “He talks
nonsense and swears and sometimes
breaks things.” The other refugees stood
and listened, nodding sympathetically.
They seemed distressed that their el-
ders had no one to help them. When I
asked their ages, Guljan looked uncer-
tain and said, “Ibrahim may be seventy
or eighty,and I am fifty or sixty.” (Most
Afghans do not know their precise age,

because they don't traditionally cele-
brate birthdays.)

Down the road, I stopped at a field
where a larger group had camped out.
Men and boys crowded around, jos-
tling and talking, until their elders man-
aged to calm them down. One elder,
Jan Muhammad, told me that he had
led about a hundred people to Herat,
because there had been no rain where
they lived: “We had nothing to eat, so
we left.” He had no plan, he said. “We
are hoping for some aid from the U.N.,
after some of its officials visited.” No
one from the Afghan government had
come to see them yet. A wealthy busi-
nessman had arrived a few days earlier
and distributed tents, but there had not
been enough for everyone.

A man carried a young boy over to
me, pulling aside his smock to show his
back and left arm, where the skin had
been burned to a livid, bubbled mass.
The Americans had bombed his village
the previous year, he explained. His
older son was killed, and this boy, who
was six, had sustained these burns. “It
itches him,” the man said. “He can’t
sleep at night.”

Everyone there had a story of pri-
vation and despair. A young man who
worked in a roadside eatery next to the
encampments told me that at night,
from his adjoining bedroom, he could
hear the children crying of cold and
hunger. With a despairing look, he said
that he hoped something could be done.

The most important local authority
was the governor of Herat, Noor Mo-
hammad Islamjar, a scholar of Islam
whom the Taliban had drafted into of-
fice. When I visited the governor’s pal-
ace, there was a kind of coat check, where
visitors could leave their Kalashnikovs,
and an armed guard posted by the door.
Inside, Islamjar had set up an office in
an elegant sitting room, a legacy of the
days of the Afghan monarchy.

Islamjar, wearing glasses and a white
shalwar kameez, spoke about the ref-
ugees with scholarly detachment. “The
security problems are over, but the eco-
nomic problems are not,” he said. “Part
of this is climate change. Other fac-
tors include the unfair sanctions.” He
gave me a scolding look. “The Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan will not suf-
fer much,” he added. “But the women
and old people will.”



I reminded him that there was a hu-
manitarian crisis on his city’s outskirts.
“I hope that climate change and the
drought will end,” he replied. There was
also a plan to send people back to their
villages, “with the help of N.G.O.s.”
But what could he do now? Many of
the people I had met had nothing to
eat. Islamjar assured me that he had “in-
structed the Red Crescent and others
to give them some assistance.” He added,
“But we're trying not to give them free
food, because it creates a pattern of more
people coming and establishing them-
selves here just to receive assistance. The
main problem we have is that our as-
sets are frozen. The situation of these
people is the responsibility of those who
have frozen our assets.”

ust about everyone I spoke to in Af-

ghanistan believed that the U.S. and
its allies should release funds for hu-
manitarian assistance. Withholding
them would be cruel, and would also
likely deepen anti-Western resentments.
“Punishment is not the answer,” Gailani
told me. “Sanctions don’t hurt the lead-
ers, only ordinary people.”

The public-relations disaster of the
U.S. withdrawal left Joe Biden with a
conundrum: ignoring the desperate sit-
uation in Afghanistan would make him
look callous, but codperating with the
Taliban would make him look weak.
Zalmay Khalilzad, who led the Amer-
ican team in negotiations with the Tal-
iban, told me, “I thought after the over-
throw that we should use the leverage
we had to get the Taliban off the terror
list, gradually release funds, and reopen
the Embassy—so we could get what we
wanted from them in exchange, which
is counterterror codperation, women’s
rights, and an inclusive government.”
But, he said, “it’s a problem for the Biden
people, politically. How do you talk
about a grand bargain with the Taliban
if the American people think they’re a
terrorist group? Especially when the
Talibs have not done enough to dispel
that perception.”

Since last fall, the Administration
has been working to provide relief with-
out giving the regime access to funds.
It granted licenses for hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in U.S. aid, and has
backed a “humanitarian exchange fa-
cility” that would allow aid organiza-

tions to help pay doctors, nurses, and
other workers. The Administration has
also encouraged the World Bank to re-
lease hundreds of millions of dollars
from its Afghanistan Reconstruction
Trust Fund. During my visit, I saw
cash, food, and winter clothing being
handed out by people working under
the aegis of international agencies.

In February, Biden announced a
plan for handling the seven billion
dollars in Afghan money held in U.S.
banks. Half would be set aside to po-
tentially pay damages to a group of
relatives of 9/11 victims who are suing
the Taliban and Al Qaeda; the other
half would go into a trust fund for hu-
manitarian aid in Afghanistan. This
plan provides continued relief, but it
leaves the Taliban almost unable to
govern, with a teetering central bank
and no diplomatic recognition from
the West. “The Americans need to en-
gage with the current Afghan govern-
ment through official channels, to rec-
ognize the Afghan government and
cooperate with it,” Mujahid, the spokes-
man, told me. “Like the good relations
the United States has had with Saudi
Arabia, an Islamic country—they can
have the same with us.”

In recent years, though, Saudi Ara-
bia has made at least token gestures at
making its version of Islamic law more
palatable to the West (notwithstanding
its persecution of political dissidents).
In Herat, Governor Islamjar suggested

that the Afghans, too, were pursuing a
“softer” sharia. The new appointees to
the Ministry for the Promotion of Vir-
tue and Prevention of Vice were “just
encouraging people to behave,” he said.
Under updated rules, “criminals will be
tried three times.” In the case of a death
sentence, he said, the Supreme Leader
would have to sign the authorization;
no one else would have the authority to

order people killed. When I asked about
the men who had been hanged from

cranes in his city, Islamjar looked cha-
grined. “They don't plan to do this in
the future,” he said quietly.

In Kabul, I spoke with Mullah
Abdul Salam Zaeef about the diffi-
culty of reconciling these disparate vi-
sions of Islamic governance. A legend-
ary figure, Zaeef is a big, broad-faced
Pashtun in his mid-fifties. He grew up
in Kandahar, went to a Pakistani ma-
drassa, joined the war against the So-
viets, and helped create the Taliban.
A close friend of Mullah Omar, he
served for a time as the Taliban’s de-
fense minister and, after their fall, spent
four years at Guantinamo.

Zaeef, dressed in a white shalwar ka-
meez, told me that he was still a Talib
but had not joined the government be-
cause he wanted to “be free.” (An Af-
ghan who knows him well told me that
his real motivation was concern about
the Haqqanis, though Zaeef denies this.)
In the meantime, he had an N.G.O.,
which helped war orphans, and ran a
radio station, with broadcasts to “ex-
plain Islam to people” in the country-
side; he also had a madrassa, with fif-
teen hundred students. Zaeef seemed
most enthusiastic about farmland he
owned in Kandahar, where he grew pis-
tachios, pomegranates, and grapes.
“They are good for the birds, and na-
ture,” he said.

The Taliban’s laws are being applied
inconsistently across the country, and
some abuses are clearly occurring. During
my visit, reports circulated of Hazara
farmers being forced from their land by
ethnic Pashtuns, of raids on activists’
homes, and of extrajudicial executions
of former government soldiers and in-
telligence agents. Zaeef acknowledged
that the criminal-justice system remained
slow and uneven, because the new au-
thorities were not up to speed on the
laws; it would take time. “Afghanistan
will not be a democracy,” he said. “But
it won't be a complete dictatorship, ei-
ther. For at least fifteen years, we need
a system that will not allow the people
to do wrong.”

His dream was for sharia to be im-
plemented in a way that benefitted all
Afghans. He conceded that the Tali-
ban, like the Americans, had made mis-
takes, but he hoped they would get it
right this time. “Islamic law should not
be hard. For the Muslim, it is a good
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life,”he said. “The problem is that there
is not a model for Islamic law in the
world today. Even I cannot explain it.
It is like an ocean when you enter. But
a way must be found.”

brahim Haqqani, the uncle of the

Taliban’s interior minister, met me
in his fortified residence in Kabul.
Armed men guarded the approaches;
at the end of a long driveway lined with
blast walls, more gathered outside.
Haqqani received me in a room with
long yellow curtains, drawn against the
sunlight. Apparently in his sixties, he
had along dyed-black beard and a tur-
ban flamboyant enough for a villain in
“Pirates of the Caribbean.”

Haqqani told me that he had spent
most of his life fighting for two goals:
to free Afghanistan of foreign inter-
vention, and to implement sharia law.

The first had been achieved. The sec-
ond had yet to be. “We speak of the
sharia that has been brought to us from
God by its messenger,” he explained.
“That is the sharia we want.”

I told Haqqgani that there was confu-
sion about what kind of sharia the Tal-
iban wished to implement. “There is one
sharia,” he replied. “Within sharia, there
is behavior that is neither sinful nor makes
one an infidel, and that brings about at-
titudes of mercy and compassion. We
are inching toward that, in order to bring
ease to people and yet protect ourselves
from infidel behavior.”

I asked if the Taliban intended to
revive the strict form of sharia that they
had imposed in the nineties. Haqqani
told me that, to explain, it would be
necessary to counter the negative im-
pressions that had been spread by in-
fidel propaganda. “I will give you one
example,” he said. “In the past govern-
ment, did we allow people to take pho-
tos? No. But now have we prevented
anyone from taking photos? No, we
have not. In the previous government,
we prevented women from going to
the marketplace on their own. What
was the reason? The reason was the
depravity that existed here, from the
Russian era. There was no trust, and
we were not confident in the women.
That is why we were trying to limit
women until we insured their proper
security. Nowadays, though, there are
not restrictions on women. They roam
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freely, they go to work, they are doc-
tors, they are sitting in offices.”

Haqqani begged my forgiveness; he
had to attend the sunset prayer. While
he was out of the room, I thought about
the dissonance between the new gov-
ernment’s professions of softness and
its lingering ferocity. Just weeks ear-
lier, Haqqani’s nephew Sirajuddin had
held a celebration for the families of
suicide bombers. The commander
Mokhbit had told me that the men he
sent to their deaths were “closer to God
than you or 1.”

After a few minutes, Haqqani re-
turned and continued his thought. “We
still have some concerns about the ef-
fects of American influence,” he said.
But, he added, “there is a trust that Af-
ghans will not repeat the actions of the
past, and that the actions of the for-
eigners, and the services that were pro-
vided to them, will not be repeated. We
try to take a softer approach in all as-
pects of sharia, where it does not con-
tradict God’s orders.” He spoke with
the assurance of an all-knowing parent:
“Severity is a global principle. When-
ever there is chaos in a country, strict
measures are put in place, and when
things become normal again the strict
measures can be relaxed.” He went on,
“God is patient. If a tribe takes the right
path, God will give them ease and com-
fort, but if the tribe takes the wrong
path, denying the Quran and such
things, then God gives them severe pun-
ishment. This is God’s way and the

world’s way.”

O n December 3rd, the Taliban is-
sued a decree, in the name of
the Supreme Leader, which held that
women should have some inheritance
rights and should not be forced into
marriage. But it did not address their
rights to work and to pursue second-
ary education.

The next day, I met with a group of
former senior employees of the Minis-
try of Women’s Affairs. They ranged in
age from thirty-two to forty-six, and
most had been the primary breadwinner
in their family. Although female activ-
ists in Afghanistan risked violence and
censure, all of them were willing to show
their face and to use their real name.

Nazifa Azimi, who had been the
Ministry’s I.'T. director, explained that

when the Taliban swept into Kabul she
and her colleagues went home, unsure
what was going to happen. Quickly,
though, they decided to stand their
ground, and began showing up at the
Ministry every morning. They found
the building cordoned oft by guards. “At
the beginning, the Taliban guards at the
door were polite and would come out-
side and speak to us,” Azimi said. But,
after two weeks went by and nothing
changed, the women decided to protest.

Shahlla Arifi,who had been in charge
of education and culture at the Minis-
try, led the protests. Ever since then, she
said, she had been receiving threats, in-
cluding texts warning her that her hus-
band, a teacher at a school for boys,
would be “taken down.” Arifi and her
husband have five children, between
three and fifteen years old. They had
considered joining the crowds trying to
evacuate from the Kabul airport, but
were deterred by the chaos.

Since then, the risks for female pro-
testers have only increased. According
to reports, several women in Kabul have
vanished after attending anti-Taliban
rallies in recent months. All the women
I spoke to wanted to leave Afghanistan,
convinced that they had no future there.
Indeed, virtually every Afghan I met
who was not a Talib intended to flee.
Many asked for my help. In the end,
they believed that what the resurgent
Taliban were offering was not a “soft
revolution”but, rather, an update of their
previous rule. The degree of severity
they apply in governing Afghanistan
will depend on the circumstances they
tace. But people who have experienced
freedom don't like having it taken away;,
and many more Afghans will likely seek
a way out of the country. Some may
fight. The majority, however, especially
the poor, will have no choice but to
adapt in order to survive.

When I asked Arifi about the Su-
preme Leader’s decree, she laughed and
shook her head. “Their ideology hasn't
changed,” she said. “There I was in the
street, asking for my rights, but they
were not ready to give them to me. They
pointed a gun at my head, and they
shouted obscenities at me. They will do
anything to convince the international
community to give them financing, but
eventually I'll be forced to wear the
burqa again. They are just waiting.” ¢
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In Bamiyan, a fighter guards the site where the 1aliban demolished two historic Buddha statues in 2001.
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n Friday, July 29th, Dublin got
O the weather that had been fore-

cast. All morning, a brazen sun
shone down on Merrion Square, reach-
ing onto Cathal’s desk, where he was
stationed, by the open window. A taste
of cut grass blew in, and every now and
then a warm breeze played with the ivy
on the ledge. When a shadow crossed,
he looked out: a gulp of swallows skir-
mishing, high up,in camaraderie. Down
on the lawns, some people were out
sunbathing and there were children,
and beds plump with flowers; so much
of life carrying smoothly on, despite
the tangle of human conflicts and the
knowledge of how everything must end.

Already, the day felt long. When he
looked back at his screen, it was 14:27.
He wished, now, that he had gone out
at lunchtime and walked as far as the
canal. He could have sat on one of the
benches there for a while and watched
the swans and the cygnets gobbling up
the crusts and other bits and pieces peo-
ple threw down for them on the water.
Not meaning to, he closed the budget-
distribution file he'd been working on
without saving it. A flash of something
not unlike contempt charged through
him then, and he got up and walked
down the corridor to the men’s room,
where there was no one, and pushed
into a stall. For a while he sat looking
at the back of the door, on which noth-
ing was written or scrawled. When he
felt a bit steadier, he went to the basin
and splashed water on his face, and
slowly dried his face and hands on the
paper towel that fed, automatically, from
the dispenser.

On the way back to his desk, he
stopped for a coffee, pressed the Amer-
icano option on the machine, and
waited for it to spill down into the cup.

It was almost ready when Cynthia,
the brightly dressed woman from ac-
counts, came in, laughing on her mo-
bile. She paused when she saw him,
and soon hung up.

“All right there, Cathal?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Grand. You?”

“Grand.” She smiled. “Thanks for
asking.”

He took up the coffee, leaving be-
fore he'd sugared it, before she could
say anything more.

When he got back to his desk and

looked at the top of the screen, it was

14:54. He reopened the file, reading over
what was there, and was about to com-
pose some of the changes he would
have to make again when the boss
stopped by.

The boss was a Northern man, al-
most ten years younger than him, who
wore designer suits and played squash
at the weekends.

“Well, Cathal. How are things?”

“Fine,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Did you get a bite of lunch, some-
thing to eat?”

“Yeah,” Cathal said. “No bother.”

The boss was looking him over, tak-
ing in his usual jacket, tie, and trou-
sers, the unpolished shoes.

“You know, there’s no need to stay
on,” the boss said. “Why don’t you call it
a day?” He flushed a little then, seeming
uneasy about the well-intentioned phrase.

“I'm just finishing the outline now,”
Cathal said. “I'd like to get this much
done.”

“Fair enough,” the boss said. “What-
ever. Take your time.”

The boss withdrew to his office then,
and Cathal heard the door softly closing.

Wohen he looked back out the win-
dow, the sky was blank and blue. He
took a sip of the bitter coffee and stared
again at the file he hadn’t saved. It wasn't
easy to see it now, in the glare of the
sunlight, so he changed the font to bold
and tilted the screen. For a while he
tried to focus again on what was there,
but in the end decided to switch to the
raft of letters, which would all be iden-
tical, except for the name:

Dear |

Thank you for your application for a Bur-
sary in Visual Arts. The selection committee
has now convened, and made its decisions. The
final round was extremely competitive, and we
regret to inform you that on this occasion . . .

By 5 P.M., he had most of the rejec-
tion letters printed on letterhead and
was waiting by the elevator. When he
heard someone coming, he pushed
through the door to the stairwell. It was
hotter and smelled musty there. The
Polish girl who cleaned after hours was
leaning against the bannister, texting.
He felt her watching him as he passed,
and was glad to reach the foot of the
stairs and the exit, to get out onto the
street, where it was noisy and a hot queue
of cars pushed at the traffic lights. He
took his tie and jacket off and felt for

the bus pass, which was there, in his
breast pocket,and walked to the Daven-
port, to wait for the Arklow bus. For no
particular reason, a part of him doubted
whether the bus would come that day,
but it soon came up Westland Row and
pulled in, as usual.

Almost every seat was occupied, and
he had to take an aisle seat beside an
overweight woman, who slid a bit closer
to the window, to give him room.

“Wasn’t that some day,” she said,
brightly.

“Yeah,” Cathal said.

“They say it’s meant to last,” she
said. “This fine weather.”

He had chosen badly; this woman
would want to talk. He wished she
would stay quiet—then caught him-
self. “That’s good to know,” he said.

“We're taking the kids to Brittas
Bay for a dip on Sunday,” she went on.
“If we don’t soon go, the summer could
get away from us.”

She took a tube of Polo mints from
her pocket and offered him one, which
he refused.

“How about you?” she said. “Any
plans for the long weekend?”

“I'm just going to take it easy,” Cathal
said, threading the speech into a cor-
ner, where it might go no further.

He would ordinarily have taken out
his mobile then, to check his messages,
but found that he wasn't ready—then
wondered if anyone ever was ready for
what was difficult.

“And we're taking them to my broth-
er’s dairy farm,” the woman went on.
“We don't want them growing up think-
ing milk comes from a carton. Aren’t
children so privileged nowadays.”

“They are, surely.”

“Have you children yourself?”

Cathal shook his head. “No.”

“Ah, you could be as well oft,” she
said. “Don't they break your heart.”

He thought she would go on, but
she reached into her bag and took out
a book, “The Woman Who Walked
Into Doors,” and was soon engrossed
and turning the pages.

The traffic was heavy at that hour,
heading out of town and along the top
of the N11, but once theyd passed the
turnoff for Bray and got on the motor-
way the road opened up. He looked out
at the trees and the fields sliding past,
and the wooded hills beyond, which
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he noticed almost daily but had never
climbed. Sooner than hed expected, they
were bypassing the turnoft for Wick-
low Town and heading farther south, at
about the usual time.

It had been an uneventful day, much
the same as any other. Then, at the stop
for Jack White’s Inn, a young woman
came down the aisle and took the vacated
seat across from him, wearing a familiar
perfume. He sat breathing in her scent
until it occurred to him that there must
be thousands of women, if not hundreds
of thousands, who smelled the same.

ittle more than a year ago, he had

almost run down the stairwell from
the office to meet Sabine, at the en-
trance to Merrion Square where the
statue of Wilde lay against a rock. She
was wearing a white trouser suit and
sandals, sunglasses, a string of multi-
colored beads around her neck. They
crossed over to the National Gallery,
to see the Vermeer; she'd booked tick-
ets online. He stood close, breathing in
her Chanel, as they viewed the paint-
ings. Although she admired Vermeer’s
women, most, to him, looked idle:
sitting around, as though waiting for
somebody or something that might
never come—or staring at themselves

in a looking glass. Even the hefty milk-

maid seemed to be pouring the milk
out at her leisure, as though she had
nothing else or better to do.

They took the bus down to his place
in Arklow afterward and lay in bed with
the window wide open: warm air and
the steely sounds of his neighbor’s wind
chimes coming in. She slept for an hour
or more before walking to Tesco for
groceries and making dinner: chicken
roasted with branches of thyme, and
shallots, fennel. The woman could cook;
even now, he had to say that much for
her. But part of him always resented the
number of dirty dishes, having to rinse
them all before stacking them in the
dishwasher—except for the roasting
dish, which she usually said they could
leave to soak overnight, and which was
sometimes still there in the sink when
he got back from work on Mondays.

They had met more than two years
earlier, at a conference in Toulouse. She
was petite and dark-haired, with a good
figure and oak-brown eyes that were
not quite properly aligned, a little bit
crossed. He'd been drawn to how she
was dressed—in a skirt and blouse of
slate blue—and how at ease in herself
she seemed, and alert to what was around
her. Hed sat behind her on that first
morning, and while the introductory
speaker jargoned on he'd looked at

“Our new digital wallet app is going to
revolutionize the way people get robbed.”

the little buttons on the back of her
blouse, wondering if shed fastened them
through the loops herself. There was no
ring on her finger. He approached her
at the coffee break and it turned out
that she, too, worked in Dublin City
Centre—for the Hugh Lane Gallery—
and was renting a flat in Rathgar, which
she shared with three younger women.

“Have you spent any time in Wicklow?”

“I have visited Glendalough and
Avondale,” she said. “And walked the
hills. It is such pretty countryside.”

“You might come down to visit
again sometime,” Cathal said, and got
her number.

Things were lukewarm on her side
at the beginning, but he didn’t push.
Then she started coming down on week-
ends, and staying over. She had grown
up in Normandy, by the coast, and liked
getting out of the city, liked the town
of Arklow with the river running through
it,and the nearby beach where she often
walked the strand barefoot, even in win-
ter. Her father was French, had married
an Englishwoman—but her parents di-
vorced when she was a teen-ager, and
hadn't spoken since.

At some point, Sabine began spend-
ing most of her weekends in Arklow,
and they started going to the farmers’
market together on Saturday mornings.
She didn’t seem to mind the expense
and bought freely: loaves of sourdough
bread, organic fruits and vegetables,
plaice and sole and mussels off the fish
van, which came up from Kilmore Quay.
Once, hed seen her pay three euros for
an ordinary-looking head of cabbage.
In August, she went out along the back
roads with the colander, picking black-
berries off the hedges. Then, in Sep-
tember, a local farmer told her that she
could gather the wild mushrooms from
his fields. She made blackberry jam,
mushroom soup. Almost everything
she brought home she cooked with ap-
parent light-handedness and ease, with
what Cathal took to be love.

One evening, they walked to Lidl
and bought half a kilo of cherries. They
halved and stoned them at the kitchen
island with glasses of the Beaujolais
shed brought, and she made a tart,which
she said was a version of a French des-
sert, a clafoutis. The pastry had to be
left to chill while she made a custard.
Then she rolled the pastry out with a



cold wine bottle and fluted the edges
deftly, with her thumbs.

Finally,when the tart was in the oven,
he looked at their empty glasses and
replenished them, and asked if they
should marry.

“Why don’t we marry?”

“Why don’t we?” She let out a sound,
a type of choked laughter. “What sort
of way is this of asking? It seems like
you are almost making some type of
argument against it.”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” Cathal said.

“So what is it then that you did mean?”

Her command of the English lan-
guage sometimes grated.

“It’s just something to consider, is
all. Won't you think about it?”

“Think about what, exactly?”

“About making a life, a home here
with me. There’s no reason you shouldn’t
live here instead of paying rent. You
like it here—and you know neither one
of us is getting any younger.”

She was looking at him with her
brown eyes.

“And there’s no reason why we couldn’t
have a child,” he said, “if you wanted.”

He watched her closely then; she
didn’t seem to turn from the idea.

“And we could get a cat,” he said.
“Youd like a cat, I know.”

She let out a genuine laugh then,
and Cathal felt some of her resistance
subsiding and gathered her into his
arms—but it took more than three weeks
and some persuasion on his part before
she finally relented and said yes. And
then another month passed before she
found an engagement ring to suit her,
at a fancy jeweller’s oft Grafton Street:
an antique with two diamonds set on a
red-gold band, but it was loose on her
finger and had to be resized.

When they went back to collect it,
some weeks later, on a Friday evening,
an additional charge of a hundred and
twenty-eight euros plus VAT was added,
for the resizing. He took her outside to
the street then, saying that they should
refuse to pay this extra charge—but she
insisted she'd told him about the addi-
tional cost.

“Do you think I'm made of money?”
he said—and immediately felt the long
shadow of his father’s words crossing
over his life, on what should have been
a good day, if not one of his happiest.

She stared at him and was about to

turn and walk, but Cathal backed down,
and clutched her arm, and apologized.

“Please wait,” he pleaded. “I didn’t
mean it. I just didn’t want to be taken
advantage of, is all. I got it all wrong.”

He went back into the shop then
and, with some difficulty as his hands
weren't steady, prized the Mastercard
from his wallet.

The jeweller, a red-haired man with
gold-rimmed glasses, placed the ring
into a little domed box and
handed him the card reader.

“You know that this item
is nonrefundable now that
it is custom-made?”

“There’ll be no need
for anything like that,”
Cathal said.

The jeweller pressed his
lips together as though re-
sisting the urge to say some-
thing more, but when the
transaction was approved he simply
handed Cathal the receipt and the lit-
tle box, which weighed no more than a
box of matches.

Afterward, they went to Neary’s,
where it was quiet, and ordered tea
and grilled cheese sandwiches, which
the barman brought to their little
marble-topped table. She reached for
the sugar, the ring catching the light,
shining freshly on her hand, where he
had placed it—but she had little ap-
petite, took just a few bites out of the
sandwich and let her second cup of
tea grow cold.

A drizzle of rain started coming
down as they walked past St. Stephen’s
Green to the bus stop. For almost half
an hour they waited there, outside the
Davenport, before the bus finally came.

But the rest of the weekend went
remarkably well: as the hours passed
she seemed to slowly forgive him, to
soften, and the time between them
grew sweet again, perhaps even a lit-
tle sweeter than it had ever been, the
hurdle of their first argument having
been crossed.

hen the bus stopped in Arklow,
Cathal got oft, along with some
others. A big man in work clothes and
Wellingtons was sitting on the wall
outside the newsagent’s, licking an ice-
cream cone, a 99. The man nodded but

did not speak, and Cathal wondered if

this wasn’t the same man whod told
Sabine that she could gather the mush-
rooms from his fields.

He wasn’t sure he would make it
back to the house without meeting oth-
ers and was relieved to reach his front
door, where a bunch of wilted flowers
lay, on the step. He stepped over them,
turned the key in the lock, and pushed
the door. A small pile of post had gath-
ered there, on the mat. He stooped to
lift the envelopes and placed
them on the hall stand,
alongside the rest.

As soon as he had the
door closed, he felt that the
house was unusually still,
and quiet. He stood for a
minute and called out to
Mathilde, the cat. When
he called again and still
there was no sound, his
heart lurched and he went
looking, opening doors, but the cat was
nowhere to be found—until he found
her, in the bathroom. He must have
locked her in there by mistake that
morning, before he left for work. He
opened the back door and let her out,
then looked into the fridge.

There was nothing fresh there: a jar
of three-fruits marmalade, Dijon mus-
tard, ketchup, a packet of short-dated
rashers, champagne, a phallus-shaped
cake with flesh-colored icing, which his
brother had ordered, as a joke, for the
stag party. He took a Weight Watchers
chicken-and-veg out of the freezer and
stabbed the plastic a few times with a
steak knife before putting it into the
microwave on high for nine minutes.
Then he emptied the last pouch of
Whiskas into the cat’s dish and filled
her water bowl. As the bowl was filling,
a thirst came over him and he dipped
his head and drank from the running
tap. A feeling not unlike happiness mo-
mentarily passed through him. It was
something he used to do in college: drink-
ing from the water fountain at U.C.D.
after cycling in from the flat he shared
with his brother and two other fellows—
but he was so much younger then.

In the sitting room, he took his
shoes off and picked up the remote,
sifted through the channels. There
was little of interest on: a rerun of
the Wimbledon final, a “Dr. Phil,”
“Judge Judy,”a cookery program with
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a man in chef’s whites cutting an av-
ocado in half, removing the stone, the
skin, and mashing it up with a fork.

He opened the window and looked
out at the street, at the brightness of
the houses across the way. This eve-
ning, a bunch of helium balloons was
tied to a gate and there were children
bouncing on an inflated castle, screams.
He drew the curtains together, closing
out the light, and instantly felt a little
better. He told himself that he should
take a shower and change out of his
work clothes, but he did not feel like
going upstairs, or changing. He slipped
his belt off and pushed all the cush-
ions to one side of the couch, and
punched them together. There was no
need for all those cushions; six of them,
on one couch.

When the microwave dinged, he
sifted through the channels again. Still
there was nothing there he wanted to
see, so he went back to the kitchen and
took the carton out of the microwave,
peeled oft the cellophane. He sat at the
island for a while with a fork, chewing
and swallowing. Weight Watchers. That
had been her big thing since the first
of April, so she wouldn't fit so snugly
into the little vintage dress she'd found:
a white, lacy dress with pearls stitched
onto the bodice. She hadn’t minded
showing it to him, was not supersti-
tious. She’d stopped making dinner
most evenings, except for the big green
salad with vinaigrette dressing that
she usually made. Hed told her that it
didn’t matter, that she wasn’t fat—but
she wouldn't listen. That was part of
the trouble—the fact that she would
not listen, and wanted to do a good
half of things her own way.

And then, this time last month, the
moving van had arrived with all her
things: boxes of books and DVDs, CDs,
a table and chairs, two suitcases filled
with clothes, a large Matisse print of
a cat with its paw in a fish tank, and
framed photographs of people he did
not know, which she placed and hung
about the house, pushing things aside,
as though the house now belonged to
her, too. A good half of her books were
in French, and she looked different
without her makeup, going around in
a tracksuit, sweating and lifting things
and making him lift and move his own
things, rearranging furniture, the strain
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showing so clearly on her face. And
there were pans and a wok, a yoga mat,
skirts and blouses, wooden hangers, a
water filter, cannisters of tea, a coffee
grinder, lamps.

“Tell me you still love me,” she said,
once most of her things were in place
and several of his had been repositioned.

They had sat down at that point, on
the edge of the bed.

“Of course.”

“So what is wrong?”

“There’s nothing.”

“Tell me.” She insisted.

“I just don't know about this stuft,
that’s all.”

“Which stuft? My stuff?”

“These things. All your things. All
this.” He was looking around: at the
blue throw, the two extra pillows, pairs
of shoes and sandals, most of which
he'd never seen her wearing, poking
out from under his chest of drawers.

He himself owned just one pair
of shoes.

“Did you think I would come with
nothing?”

“It’s just a lot.” He tried to explain.

“A lot? I do not have so very much.”

“Tust a lot to deal with.”

“What did you imagine?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Not this.
Just not this.”

“I cannot understand,” she told him.
“You knew I had to vacate the apart-
ment at Rathgar by the end of the
month. You asked me to come and live
here with you, to marry you.”

“I just didn't think it would be like
this, is all,” he said. “I just thought about

.
0

your being here and having dinner to-
gether, waking up with you. Maybe it’s
just too much reality.”

He made an attempt to pull her to
him then so as not to see what was in
her eyes, to block it out, but she was
rigid in his arms and got up, deter-
mined to empty out the last box, mov-
ing his razor and toothpaste to one side

on the little glass shelf in the en suite,
to make room for her own. And there
were lotions, contraceptives, hair con-
ditioner and a makeup bag, tampons.

She took a long shower then and
changed and drank a full litre of Evian
over a Chinese that he'd had to order
on the phone. The restaurant charged
four euros for delivery. He'd wanted to
walk down to collect it—it wasn’t far—
but she didn'’t feel like walking that
night, and he didn’t think it right to
leave her there, on her own.

After theyd eaten, a change seemed
to come over her and she opened up a
bit, and started to talk.

“I went out for a drink with your co-
worker Cynthia last week.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” she said. “She took me to the
Shelbourne.”

“I didn’t know you knew each other.”

“We don't, really,” she said. “She just
handles the funding for some of our
work at the gallery. In any case, we wound
up drinking a bottle of Chablis, and
started talking about men, Irish men—
and I asked her what it is you really
want from us, what is her experience.”

Cathal felt a sudden need to get up,
but he made himself stay in the chair,
facing her.

“Would you like to know what
she said?”

“I'm not sure.” He almost laughed.

“Then perhaps you can answer?”

“I don’t know,” he said, truthfully.
“I've never once thought about it.”

“But I am asking you to think about
it now.”

Cathal lifted his hand and reached
for her plate, rose, and placed it on the
draining board with his own before lean-
ing back and holding on to the edge of

the counter.

“I really don't know,” he said. “What
did she say?”

“She said things may now be chang-
ing, but that at least half of men your
age just want us to shut up and give you
what you want, that you're spoiled and
become contemptible when things don't
go your way.”

“Is that so?”

He wanted to deny it, but it felt un-
comfortably close to a truth he had not
once considered. It occurred to him that
he would not have minded her shutting
up right then, and giving him what he



LEAVING THE FIELD

I watched you kneel to measure what was
Against what was not. The horse and cow
Rattle the gate as you turn to the road,

Through. Abundance no longer anything
But another day done. Burn the old grasses,
Plow in the remainder, the dusk folds

To an emptied bucket. Each row sown
Was how you would never raise enough
To stop, or get out before you began

To hate what might fail. You will never be
What the field remembers. The latch holds—
Alone in the grief of being

Outside what you have made, and the possible
That lies in whatever green you leave behind.

wanted. He felt the possibility of mak-
ing a joke, of defusing what had come
between them, but then the moment
passed and she turned her head away.
That was the problem with women fall-
ing out of love; the veil of romance fell
away from their eyes, and they looked
in and could read you.

But this one didn’t stop there.

“She also said that to some of you we
are just cunts,” she went on, “that she has
often heard Irish men referring to women
in this way. We had reached the end of
the bottle and had not yet eaten, but I
remember clearly—that’s what she said.”

“Ah, that’s just the way we talk here,”
Cathal said. “It’s just a cultural thing.
It means nothing, half the time.”

“Monika, the cleaner, told her that
you were the only person in the whole
building who didn't give her so much
as a card at Christmas. Is this truer”

“I don’t know.” He genuinely didn't.
He couldn’t remember giving her some-
thing or not giving her anything.

“Do you know you’ve never once
thanked me for a dinner I made here
or bought any groceries—or made even
one breakfast for me?>”

“Did I not order our dinner tonight?
And haven't I helped you here all day,
moving your things?”

“The night you asked me to marry

—Sophie Cabot Black

you, you bought cherries at Lidl and
told me they cost you six euros.”

“Sor”

“You know what is at the heart of
misogyny? When it comes down to it?”

“So I'm a misogynist now?”

“It’s simply about not giving,” she
said. “Whether it’s not giving us the
vote or not giving help with the dishes—
it’s all clitched to the same wagon.”

“Hitched,” Cathal said.

“What?”

“It’s not ‘clitched,”” he said. “It’s
‘hitched.””

“You see?” she said. “Isn’t this just
more of the same? You knew exactly
what I meant—but you cannot even
give me this much.”

He looked at her then and saw
something ugly about himself looking
back at him, not angrily but calmly, in
her gaze.

“Can you not even understand what
I am talking about?” She seemed to
be genuinely asking, and looking for
an answer.

But Cathal didn’t say much more. At
least, he didn’t think he had said much
more. He might, later on, have made
some ugly remark about her eyes—he
did not like to think of this—but the
fact was that he couldnt remember much
else about that evening, except that he

was glad he hadn't had to help with any
dishes afterward; he'd simply put his
foot down on the pedal of the bin and
thrown the cartons from the Chinese
in on top of the other waste that was

there, before letting the lid drop.

t was past 8 P.M. when Cathal went

back into the sitting room. He'd de-
cided to watch a series on Netflix, to
binge-watch another over the weekend,
but a documentary had come on, on
the BBC, about Lady Diana, some type
of commemoration, or an anniversary.
He had never taken any interest in the
Royal Family, yet found himself watch-
ing in a kind of trance: there she was,
in the white dress, with a veil over her
face, getting out of the carriage with
her father and turning to wave before
climbing the steps and taking the long
walk up the aisle to marry the man wait-
ing for her there, at the altar.

As soon as the vows were made and
the wedding rings had been exchanged,
Cathal automatically pressed the Re-
wind button on the remote before re-
alizing that it was not something he
could rewind. And then Mathilde came
in—he felt her coming back—and soon
afterward, during the ads, the screen
grew a bit fuzzy and his eyes stung.

He felt hot and took his socks off
and dropped them on the floor and left
them there. There was such pleasure
in doing this that he wanted to do it
again. Instead, he sat watching the sec-
ond half of the program: Diana get-
ting pregnant and producing a son,and
then another. Toward the end, after she
had left her husband and gone oft with
another man, a wealthy Egyptian, she
was sitting out in a bathing suit, on a
diving board. And then there was the
car crash in the tunnel in Paris, and all
those flowers rotting outside Kensing-
ton Palace and Buckingham.

When the credits started to roll, he
felt the need for something sweet and
went into the kitchen. He opened the
fridge and reached in for the flesh-col-
ored cake, lifted it out onto the island.
He took the steak knife and sliced the
whole tip off. Then he took out the
champagne and removed the foil and
untwisted its wire cage. The bottle had
been in there since the night of the
hen party, as Sabine had no taste for
fizzy drinks. The cork was stubborn
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and tight—but he kept pushing at it
with his thumbs until it gave and came
away with an exhausted little pop.
Back in the sitting room, he flicked
through the channels. Again, there was
nothing he really wanted to see. He ate
mouthfuls of the cake and drank the
champagne neither slowly nor in any
rush until the cake and the champagne
were gone, and then a painful wave of
something he hadn’t experienced be-
fore came at him, without blotting out
the day, which was almost over. He
would have liked to sleep then, but
sleep, too, seemed beyond his reach.
At last, he took out his mobile and
switched it on: there were several e-mails,
most of them junk, and just a few text
messages. Nothing from her. From his
brother, his best man, there was one
missed call and a text of just two words:
“You O.K.?” Cathal made an effort to
reply, then read over and deleted what he
had written, and turned the mobile off.
After awhile, he put his head down
on the cushions and let his mind fall
into a series of difficult thoughts, which
he labored over. At one point, some-
thing from years ago came back to him:
his mother standing at the gas cooker,
making buttermilk pancakes, turning
them on the griddle. His father was at
the head of the table, he and his brother
seated on either side. Both were in their
twenties at that time, in college. His
mother had served everyone, brought
their plates to the table, and they had
begun to eat. When she went to sit
down, with her own plate, his brother
had reached out and quickly pulled the
chair out from under her—and she had
fallen backward, onto the floor. She
must have been near sixty years of age
at that time, as she had married late,

but his father had laughed—all three
of them had laughed heartily, and had
kept on laughing while she picked the
pancakes and the pieces of the broken
plate up oft the floor.

If part of him now asked how he
might have turned out if his father had
been another type of man and had not
laughed, Cathal did not let his mind
dwell on it. He told himself that it meant
little, that it had just been a bad joke.
When he no longer felt able or inclined
to think over or consider anything else,
he turned on his side, but at least an-
other hour must have passed before sleep
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finally reached out and he felt himself
talling into its relief and a new darkness.

When he woke, it was past mid-
night. The TV was still going: some
poker tournament with men in base-
ball caps and dark glasses, guarding
their cards. For a while he watched
these near-silent men placing and hedg-
ing their bets and bluffing. Most lost
and kept losing, or folded before they
lost more. Eventually, he turned the
TV off and sat listening to the quiet
of the house, and realized that Mathilde
was there on the armchair, purring. He
reached for her, lifted her into his arms.
She weighed far more than he'd ex-
pected her to weigh and he put her out
the back, watched her going off through
the hedge, and locked the door.

By now, they would have had their
first dance and might still have been
dancing, into the early hours, at the
Arklow Bay Hotel. He had paid for
trays of snacks to be served with tea at
11 P.M.: several types of sandwiches,
cocktail sausages, and mini vol-au-vents
that would, by now, have been served
and eaten by those with whom they
might, in one way or another, have spent
their lives. It was money he would never
again see. His mind hovered half stu-
pidly over these unwelcome facts while
he stared at the empty champagne bot-
tle on the floor, realizing he probably
wasn't sober. He thought of those cher-
ries and what his going over their cost,
those six euros, had cost him. Then he
thought of the tart, the clafoutis, and
how it had turned out to be burned at
the edges and half raw in the center—
and a strange, almost comical noise came
from somewhere deep inside him. Didn't
they say that a woman in love burned
the dinner and that when she no lon-
ger cared she served it up half raw?

When he pulled the curtains, the
window was wide open. The inflated
castle was still out there—he could see
it clearly, under the street light—but
there were no children now.

“Cunt,” he said.

Although he couldn’t accurately at-
tach this word to what she was, it was
something he could say, something he
could call her.

He stood in the quiet for a minute
or two, then heard a noise and realized
that a wasp had come in and was fly-

ing about, zigzagging and bumping

against things. He took one of his shoes
up off the floor and turned the over-
head light on and found himself going
after the wasp, following its haphazard
motions. A current of excited anger was
rising up through his blood and, at one
point, when he was standing on the sofa
to reach, unsuccessfully, to kill it, he
thought of Monika, that foreign cleaner
on the stairs, and how she'd watched
him as he passed on what should have
been his wedding day; and of Cynthia,
and how she had smiled that morning
and how she had taken Sabine off, un-
beknownst to him, to the Shelbourne.

“Fucking cunts.” It sounded better
in the plural, stronger.

He kept after the wasp, making big-
ger, bolder swipes until it flew back to
the window to get away from him and
he had it cornered between the pane
and the sill, and killed it.

After hed thrown the dead wasp out
and closed the window, he felt a bit
cooler and used the downstairs toilet to
take a long piss. There was some satis-
faction in doing this without having to
lift the lid, without having to put the
lid back down or having to wash his
hands or make a pretense of having
washed his hands afterward—but the
pleasure quickly vanished, and he then
had to make himself climb the stairs.

As he climbed, he felt himself hold-
ing on to the bannister, realizing he was
pulling himself, woodenly, up the steps.
He knew he could not blame the cham-
pagne but nonetheless found himself
blaming it. Then a line from something
he'd read somewhere came to him, to do
with endings: about how, if things have
not ended badly, they have not ended.

When he went into the bedroom and
unbuttoned his shirt and took his trou-
sers off and lay down, he did not want
to close his eyes; when he closed his eyes
he could see more clearly the white cuft
of his wedding shirt poking out from
the built-in wardrobe and the stack of
unopened, congratulatory cards and let-
ters on the hall stand and the diamond
ring, which he couldn’t return, shining
inside its box on the bedside table, and
heard her saying, yet again, and so late
in the day, and very clearly, that she did

not want to marry him after all. ¢
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“What I'm interested in is disrupting these really narrow ideas that people unfortunately still have about Blackness onstage,”
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Harris says.
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Aleshea Harriss Black village onstage.

BY HILTON ALS

cally to that,” the actress Steph-
anie Berry told her director,
Whitney White, as they stood in a spa-
cious rehearsal room in the East Vil-
lage in mid-January. They were work-
ing out a bit of business that might or
might not end up in “On Sugarland,”
Aleshea Harris’s third full-length play,
which premiéres at New York Theatre
Workshop on March 3rd. “On Sugar-
land” was inspired by “Philoctetes,”
Sophocles’ play about an expert archer
plagued by chronic pain and exiled be-
cause of the smell of a wound on his
foot. (A snake bit him while he was
walking on sacred ground; so much for
hubris.) Sophocles’ character may be
powerful and gifted, but he is also set
apart by the stench of his difference.
Eventually, the god Heracles promises
to heal Philoctetes’ foot if he returns
to Troy to fight in the Trojan War. This
is the mythology that jump-starts Har-
ris’s new play, which is itself about my-
thology: one myth being that, by serv-
ing your country, you are protecting
your community and yourself; another
being that love can vanquish pain.
“On Sugarland” is sour with heart-
ache and bristling with unexpected
words and sounds. Saul (Billy Eugene
Jones) is a vet who wants to reénlist,
despite the fact that part of his foot
was torn off in combat. Being in the
military gives him an identity and
makes him a model for his son, Addis
(Caleb Eberhardt), who wants noth-
ing more than to be a soldier, just like
his dad. There is love in this story about
the search for identity, but it’s a love
surrounded by grief: Saul pines for a

(44 I 'm just trying to get authenti-

female officer who died in the service,
and he’s the kind of guy who's enthralled
by the erotics of absence.

“On Sugarland” sharpens and ex-
pands on the overriding theme in Har-
ris’s work: betrayal. In her plays, trust
is often tenderly offered, like a flower,
but then gets stomped on by the heavy
boot of racism, sexism, loss, or patriar-
chal disregard. Just as Tennessee Wil-
liams made “deliberate cruelty” and its
effect on difference one of the major
concerns of his work, Harris aims to
show how love can make you a target,
especially when you think you're safe
in your own community. As in Toni
Morrison’s novel “Sula” (1973), or
Ntozake Shange’s adaptation of Ber-
tolt Brecht’s “Mother Courage” (1980),
or the “Greeks” section of Suzan-Lori
Parks’s “Imperceptible Mutabilities in
the Third Kingdom” (1989), home, in
Harris’s world, is not a shelter but a
spirit house, a dream of a place not in-
habited by male distance or neglect.

Some of Harris’s strongest charac-
ters, however, wish not to belong to
any community at all. Take Evelyn
(Berry). She doesn’t like where she
lives—Sugarland is a community that
Harris describes as “three mobile homes
in a cul-de-sac in a small city in the
South”—or its small-minded ways.
Evelyn is in her late sixties, and she
revels in knowing who she is, in dress-
ing that self up and flaunting it, un-
like her straitlaced sister, Tish, who
just wants to fit in. (Evelyn is a won-
derful, smart presence, part philo-
sopher, part town critic, and part an-
archic Sula.) She’s through with

menstruation, she says, but she does
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bleed—from her eyes, from her nip-
ples—which is what happens after she
runs into her younger neighbor Saul,
whom she is fond of. Evelyn is anti-
war, and she despairs when Saul tells
her that he wants to go back into the
military. The world has so much beauty
and wonder—why make it smaller with
war and death? The scene that Berry
and White were working on, with
Jones, involved this question, and Berry
was trying to “get to” something like
shame as well as pride.

As the actress pondered her char-
acter’s intentions, Harris, who is forty,
looked on quietly from a table that had
been placed stage left. Petite but strong-
limbed, with long dark hair and an
open face that doesn't look for the worst
but doesn’t turn away from it, either,
Harris studied the scene, and then stud-
ied her script, as a dramaturge, some
tech people, and other actors worked
nearby. Harris, who was dressed in
jeans and a green-grayish knit top,
was worried that what she called the
“metatheatricality” of the piece might
be getting rubbed away. “A lot of folx
don’t think Black people can exist on-
stage unless the work is one of real-
ism,” Harris has written. “ ‘On Sugar-
land’begs to differ. It is aware of itself
as a play and is not trying to be a work
of realism or naturalism. . .. This play

knows it is taking place in a theatre
before an audience and thus, welcomes
organic moments of metatheatrical-
ity.” But, for any theatricality, meta or
otherwise, to work, the actors have to
know how they’re moving around the
stage, and why. Pointing to her chest,
Harris said, “I like that Stephanie said
she could say the line, but it had to
come from here.” She put her hand
down and reflected for a moment, then
said, “Because she’s right. For sure sure.
So, when Evelyn moves away from
Saul, she’s not just walking away.
There’s just so much ...” She paused
again, and Jones began to whistle a
tune that wasn't from “On Sugarland.”
White asked him what he was whis-
tling, and he admitted that it was a
song from “Dreamgirls.” White and
some of the crew started laughing;
“Dreamgirls,” like “A Raisin in the Sun”
and a number of other traditionally
structured, popular shows about Black
life, casts a shadow over any new pro-
duction that’s not that. “I can't! Every
show!” White said, laughing the lon-
gest of all. “Let ‘Dreamgirls’ resz.”

“I think what I'm interested in is dis-
rupting these really narrow ideas
that people unfortunately still have
about Blackness onstage,” Harris told
me. [t was a Sunday, a week and a half

“Did you remember to back up the last 4.5 billion years?”

after the rehearsal, and we were hav-
ing breakfast downtown, on the West
Side. The play’s first previews were
coming soon, and Harris was worried
that the production was too rooted in
the specific, with a set that material-
ized a world she had taken great pains
to create as an atmosphere, filled with
words and gestures, not stuff. She was
afraid that, if there wasn’t “air around
the words,”“On Sugarland”was in dan-
ger of becoming predictable, a palat-
able way of looking at Black lives and
narratives. Harris’s aim as a playwright
is to remove the kitchen sink and slather
the stage with blood and celebration,
the intimate sounds of a Black village,
even when it offers little welcome. To
get her points across, the playwright
was clear in her notes and, sometimes,
in her silence.

Harris’s first play produced in New
York, “Is God Is” (2018), is suffused
with bad memories. The ninety-min-
ute work tells the story of legacy—and
what it looks like, feels like, when one’s
legacy is only bad news and violence.
Racine and Anaia are twenty-one-year-
old twins who were disfigured by a fire
their father set when they were little
girls. They don’t remember much about
it, or about their father or their mother.
But one day the sisters receive a letter
from Mama; she’s living in a care home
in the “dirty South” and wants to see
her daughters before she dies. So they
make the trip, and enter a nefarious
world where women aren’t worth much,
especially to one another.

In an extraordinary speech, She—
the name that Harris gives to Racine
and Anaia’s mother—tells the girls that
she wants them to understand that she
“ain’t just up and leave you.” On the
day it happened, She says, their father
wasn't living with them anymore. She
was starting to make dinner, but felt
something funny in the house—an-
other presence. In the bathroom, She
found her children’s father standing
behind the shower curtain. He'd bro-
ken into their sanctuary. “He pull the
curtain aside,” She says. “And just stands
there No smile or nothin. No frown,
neither. Face as plain as a slice of wheat
bread.”When he grabs her by the throat,
she passes out, and wakes up to the
smell of liquor that the father has
soaked her in:



And he’s whistling like a little bird while
he do it.

His boots step all in it. He’s whistling and
pouring

Not rushing, just easy. He’s gonna kill me
easy.

Then the boots are still. Here go. Here go.

I close my eyes

but nothin happens

A full minute passes—all I hear is my breath
and you two in the kitchen giggling like

how babies giggle like they got the sun in
they mouth. . . .

And the boots move tward y’all in the
kitchen

And I can’t talk 'cause he took the wind
outta my mouth

but in my throat is a rattle like:

‘Dont you fucking
touch my babies!l”

But he already bringin y’all. . . .

And ’Cine, you wasn’t scared. You said
to him

“Daddy . . . whasss wrong with Mommy?
What she on the ground for?”

And he said, “Mommy’s sleepy and she
want us to wake her up. You gonna help me
wake her up, Anaia?”

And ’Naia, you was always the emotional
one, you could tell something was off and you
was scared. You say, “I I wanna I wanna go
back and watch Scooby Doo.”

“Just a minute. Let’s wake Mommy up.”

“How?”

“Like this.”

The stage direction that follows—A
sound like a thousand matches being
struck simultaneously”—shook me to
the core when I reread the play re-
cently. I had a similar visceral reaction
when I saw it at the SoHo Rep in 2018,
brilliantly directed by Taibi Magar. I
heard Suzan-Lori Parks’s distinctive
early-career locutions in the dialogue,
but, as the play continued, it became
clear that Harris, like any young writer,
needed her predecessors in order to get
on with the business of being herself.

“Is God Is” was well received. Ben
Brantley wrote, in the Times, “Step
aside, Quentin Tarantino and Martin
McDonagh, and all you macho pur-
veyors of mutilation and mayhem with
a smile. A snarly new master of high-
octane carnage has risen into view.”
But I felt that many critics were miss-
ing the point of this fierce and sad
spectacle: that the violence, loss, ne-
glect, and grief that affect so many
Black families are handed down from
generation to generation, and where
do they come from, and where do they

BARBARA CHASE-RIBOUD
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The Great Mrs. Elias, 4y Barbara Chase-Riboud (Amistad).
Using hitherto overlooked documents, this novel reconstructs
the life of Hannah Elias, who was born in poverty in Phila-
delphia in 1865 but became, at the turn of the century, one of
the wealthiest Black women in the country. In this telling,
Elias, confident that she is destined for greatness, joins New
York’s “sisterhood” of sex workers and meets a rich client
whose pillow talk consists of finance lessons. Putting her un-
orthodox education to use, Elias amasses a real-estate for-
tune, but the empire teeters after her unexpected connection
to the murder, in 1903, of the civic leader Andrew Haswell
Green. Chase-Riboud’s narrative challenges us to confront
the ways in which race, class, and gender inform whose lives
are deemed worthy of remembering.

Last Resort, by Andrew Lipstein (Farrar, Straus &3 Giroux). Caleb,
the protagonist of this novel of literary-world chicanery, is an
aspiring Brooklyn writer who discovers his voice by pinching
someone else’s story. An acquaintance, Avi, tells him about a
torrid affair in Greece, and Caleb, abandoning his own lack-
lustre project, fashions the material into something that nei-
ther of them could have produced alone. This gets him a lucra-
tive book deal, but Avi and others quickly recognize themselves
in the story. In the ensuing acrimony, Lipstein gleefully scru-
tinizes the nature of success in an industry that runs as much
on vanity as on financial gain. The book’s command of contem-
porary-hipster details is wincingly precise, and Caleb’s voice,
initially charming, gradually reveals his incompetent careerism.

Putting the Rabbit in the Hat, 4y Brian Cox (Grand Central).
The author of this memoir, best known for his role as Logan
Roy, on “Succession,” offers a bold, funny account of his path
from an impoverished boyhood in Scotland to the Royal
Shakespeare Company, the National Theatre, and Holly-
wood. The narrative is punctuated with gossip (“Did I for-
get to mention that I got touched up by Princess Margaret
once?”), frank appraisals of industry bigwigs (Johnny Depp
is “so overblown, so overrated”), and reflections on his own
shortcomings as a spouse and a father. At its core, though,
the book is a meditation on craft and a paean to acting, which
is, for Cox, “an almost spiritual experience. . . . about reflect-
ing back to people how we are.”

Index, a History of the, by Dennis Duncan (Norton). In this en-
gaging study, the humble index emerges as an unexpected site
of anxieties and tensions. From its beginnings, in the fifteenth
century, it was viewed as both a miraculous time-saver and a
threat to depth and concentration. As indexes gained in pop-
ularity, appearing in novels, poetry, and political writing, fears
about their misuse intensified, sometimes justifiably; in the
eighteenth century, the Whigs and the Tories produced mock
indexes of each other’s literature. Duncan draws rich parallels
to anxieties surrounding our own “age of search” and makes
an impassioned case for the continued relevance of the human-
crafted index, which he calls a “child of the imagination.”
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stop? What happened to the Black vil-
lage where everyone looked out for ev-
eryone’s children?

arris’s mother, a twenty-year vet-
I Ieran of the Army, raised Aleshea

and her two brothers primarily on her
own; Harris has no memory of her fa-
ther being in her life. Although she was
too young to recall the painful events
of his separation from the family, she
credits her mother for standing between
her and “complete chaos.” As an adult,
she tried to reach out to her father. “I
had this phone conversation with him,”
she told me. “He was blaming my
mother. It was awful.” She paused. “I'm
grown. He’s really grown. And I just
said to myself, “This man can’t be in
your life. You just can’t have that inside
of your life.””“Is God Is,” Harris added,
was her way of working out what it
meant to be the child that she was.

If Harris had to face some hard truths
early on, there was also the refuge of
her imagination. “Doll play was very se-
rious for me as a child,” she said. “It was
like I had a full story with characters. I
think I just started out with a strong
impulse to put a story where there hadn't
been one before.” After graduating from
high school, in Biloxi, Mississippi, Har-
ris studied visual art for two years at a
community college; her plan was to go
into graphic design, because it was a
marketable skill. But then she trans-
ferred to the University of Southern
Mississippi, and it occurred to her that
she'd rather go broke doing the thing
she loved, so she switched to the the-
atre department. The Black drama she
was exposed to there was primarily the
work of August Wilson, which drew on
a more conventional style of conflict
and resolution than Harris was looking
for in her work. She wrote her first play
out of frustration. “It was called ‘Our
Fathers,’” she said. “It was this mono-
logue, these five women talking back to
their dads, essentially.”

After graduating, Harris got a job as
an actor with the Eckerd Theatre Com-
pany, a children’s-theatre group, in Flor-
ida.“I was really hungry for performance,
for being able to create a performance
that I was excited by,”she said. She began
hitting open-mike nights in the Tampa
Bay area’s spoken-word scene. This, she

said, taught her about the “rhythm of
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language”and “intentionality.” Thus gal-
vanized, Harris and two female friends
co-founded a theatre company called
Blue Scarf Collective, where they
mounted their own plays.

By 2010, Harris felt “grown” enough
to apply to CalArts, in Southern Cali-
fornia, where she studied writing for
performance. There, her gifts were ap-
parent to the visual poet Doug Kearney
and others, who encouraged her to tell
stories in her own way. Harris was dogged
about submitting her work to places that
might support it, and in 2016 she was
awarded the American Playwriting
Foundation’s appropriately titled Relent-
less Award, for “Is God Is.” Created in
honor of the late actor Philip Seymour
Hoffman, the award came with a cash
stipend that allowed Harris to spend
more time writing and less time figur-
ing out how to support her writing. She
was late to class that day because she
was on the phone with her mother, cry-
ing. After that, things happened quickly.
More honors, and, eventually, a produc-
tion of the astonishing “What to Send
Up When It Goes Down” (2018). Like
all of Harris’s plays, it has little in com-
mon stylistically with her other works.
Each play, as Harris sees it, grows out
of a different self. The Aleshea she was
yesterday is not the Aleshea she dreams
about being tomorrow.

Over breakfast, Harris told me that
she had been working on “What to
Send Up” before “Is God Is,” but the
latter was finished first. In “What to
Send Up,” subtitled “A play. A pageant.
A ritual. A home-going celebration,”
Harris depicts the Black village, but it’s
a village of the dead. When I arrived at
A.R.T./New York Theatres to see the
2018 staging of the play, the theatre’s
lobby was wallpapered with Black and
brown faces, and in the gallery I no-
ticed a photograph of someone I had
met a few times in the early eighties,
the artist Michael Stewart, who died
in 1983, after an encounter with transit
cops, who accused him of graffitiing.
Over and over again: the wronged dead,
and the wrongdoers celebrating their
acquittal. To see Stewart’s face—fixed
in time, so young, so young—only added
to the haunting power of the play, which
honors the Black dead by making a safe
space for the Black living. Entering the
theatre, audience members were offered

a black ribbon. The characters onstage
(most of whom were identified by num-
bers, rather than by names) spoke to us
from the depths of the love with which
Harris infuses her plays:

Welcome everyone. The black ribbon sym-
bolizes our grief. If you'd like a ribbon, please
take one, put it on and get into a circle. . . .
Thank you for joining us. What we are about
to carry out is a ritual honoring those lost to
racist violence. If at any point during this rit-
ual you find you don’t wish to do something
that’s been asked of you, please just step out
of the circle. . . . Now, let’s talk about physi-
cal safety. Has anyone here ever seen someone
physically threatened or assaulted and feel that
it was because they were Black? If so, step for-
ward. If you've been physically threatened or
assaulted and you believe it was because you
are Black, step forward.

I kept stepping forward. Harris had
created an event at which grief was a
bridge to the past—to the Black men
and women killed—and to the poten-
tial future: more deaths. The actors per-
formed scenes in which white liberal-
ism became a kind of slime, shoved down
the throats of Black people who did not
speak so much as enact that liberal con-
sciousness’s ideas about race, roles that
only reinforced whiteness, violence upon
violence. Experiencing pain, or recalling
it, was essential to being emotionally in
the piece; as in life, you could exorcise
the damage only by confronting it.

“I wanted to do something that
was activated, something an audience
couldn’t just passively experience,”
Harris told the playwright Branden
Jacobs-Jenkins in a 2019 interview for
American Theatre. “1 also wanted to be
really clear about rage, because rage and
anger are central to a lot of my work.
This has to do with the cultural pres-
sure for me not to be angry, or the ways
that, since I was a little girl, I received
a message that anger wasn't something
that I could hold on to.” With “On Sug-
arland,” Harris has taken the anger she’s
held on to and married it to her criti-
cal insight into how people respond to
hope and trust, and how little they can
handle any of it. It was Sophocles who
helped point Harris toward the succu-
lent despair of “On Sugarland,”but the
pathos at the heart of the story had been
in her since she was the young child of
a soldier who could be deployed at any
moment, ever aware that the winds of
war could blow all love away. ¢



BOOKS

MOTHERLESS TONGUE

In the fiction of Yoko Tawada, every language is foreign.

BY JULIAN LUCAS

ccording to Yoko Tawada, litera-

ture should always start from zero.
She is a master of subtraction, whose
characters often find themselves stripped
of language in foreign worlds. They are,
for the most part, at the mercy of cir-
cumstances: a literate circus bear be-
trayed by her publisher, an interpreter
who loses her tongue, a nineteenth-cen-
tury geisha discussing theology with an
uncomprehending Dutch merchant. But
their creator—a novelist, a poet, and a
playwright—has chosen her estrange-
ment. Tawada, who was born in Tokyo
and lives in Berlin, writes books in Ger-
man and Japanese, switching not once,

like Vladimir Nabokov or Joseph Con-

rad, but every time she gets too com-
fortable, as a deliberate experiment. Her
work has won numerous awards in both
countries, even as she insists that there’s
nothing national, or even natural, about
the way we use words. “Even one’s mother

tongue,”she maintains, “is a translation.”

Tawada’s latest novel, “Scattered All
Over the Earth”(New Directions),imag-
ines a world in which Japan has disap-
peared. Stranded in Denmark, a refu-
gee named Hiruko searches for fellow-
survivors, torn between longing for her
mother tongue and the desire to fash-
ion a new one. Her odyssey becomes a
fairy-tale test of the commonplace idea
that, as one character puts it, “the lan-

Writing one novel, Tawada alternated languages at five-sentence intervals.

ILLUSTRATION BY PEI-HSIN CHO

guage of a native speaker is perfectly
fused with her soul.” Tawada has been
described as the world’s leading practi-
tioner of “exophonic literature,” or writ-
ing in a foreign language, a description
that her unique practice has made ap-
plicable to nearly all her work. “I have
to let my German go when I work with
Japanese,” she has said. “I don't want to
get familiar with one language.” The
constant shuttling has more to do with
existential displacement than with cross-
cultural exchange: Tawada, as the new
novel’s English translator, Margaret Mit-
sutani, has observed, is “not nearly as
interested in crossing borders as she is
in the borders themselves.”

Sometimes these boundaries are geo-
graphic. In her short story “The Shadow
Man,” Tawada imagines the philoso-
pher Anton Wilhelm Amo’s journey
from enslavement in Ghana to the courts
of eighteenth-century Europe, pausing
over the long ocean crossing. In other
cases, the divide is metaphysical. Tawa-
da’s novella “The Bridegroom Was a
Dog,” a slim erotic fable, concerns a
schoolteacher whose suitor may or may
not be a dog. Most of the time, the bor-
ders themselves occupy a borderland
between real and unreal.

In Tawada’s dreamlike travelogue
“Where Europe Begins,” an early short
story, a young Japanese woman travel-
ling on the Trans-Siberian Railway tries
to identify where, exactly, one continent
shades into another, but none of the pas-
sengers can agree. Gradually, she de-
scends into a trance brought on by read-
ing Tungus and Samoyed fairy tales,
which cut across the journey like a polar
wind. The woman learns from an atlas
that Japan is, tectonically, a “child of Si-
beria that had turned on its mother and
was now swimming alone in the Pa-
cific ... a seahorse, which in Japanese is
called 7atsu-no-otoshigo—the lost child
of the dragon.” She begins to dread the
finality of arrival.

A s a young woman, Tawada took the
same six-thousand-mile railway
trip, on a visit to Germany in 1979; she
left Japan permanently three years later.
“When I was a child, I thought all peo-
ple in the world spoke only Japanese,”
she has said. But a larger world of let-
ters revealed itself through her father,
who owned a bookshop in Tokyo and
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imported titles from abroad. Tawada
studied Russian literature at Waseda
University and yearned to pursue fur-
ther study in the Soviet Union—an im-
possibility, as it turned out, because of
the Cold War. Instead, Tawada went to
Hamburg, where she initially took a job
at one of the companies that supplied
her father’s bookshop. At Hamburg
University, she fell under the influence
of writers like Gertrude Stein, Jorge
Luis Borges, Walter Benjamin, and es-
pecially Paul Celan, a German-speak-
ing Jew from Romania, whose poetry
became a model for her anti-national-
ist vision of language and translation.

Tawada published her first book, a
bilingual poetry collection, in 1987, and
steadily won acclaim in Germany and
Japan. A major breakthrough came in
2004, with the novel “The Naked Eye.”
She wrote it in German and Japanese
simultaneously, alternating languages at
five-sentence intervals, as though play-
ing a solitary game of exquisite corpse.
Perhaps her finest work, it is narrated
by a Vietnamese high-school student
who’s abducted in East Berlin before
delivering a speech to other Commu-
nist youth leaders. She escapes to Paris,
where what might have been a tragedy
shades into a down-and-out adventure
as absurd and exhilarating as Dosto-
yevsky’s “Notes from Underground.”

The girl takes refuge from street life
in an obsession with the films of Cath-
erine Deneuve. Her trips to the cinema
become portals to an alternate reality—
never mind that she can’t understand a
word. Eventually, a wealthy compatriot
takes her in, but the girl finds that her
“stomach” can no longer endure Viet-
namese, and she refuses to learn French.
Movies are the only language that her
freedom requires, as she confides to De-
neuve’s image: “I was studying a science
that had no name. I was studying it on
the screen, along with you.”

The displacement is yet more surreal
in “Memoirs of a Polar Bear,”a saga pub-
lished in 2011 about three generations of
ursine acrobats in Berlin. It is, as im-
probable as it sounds, a historical novel:
Tawada fictionalizes the lives of Tosca,
the Canadian-born star of the East Ger-
man state circus, and her son, Knut, whom
she rejected at birth, and whose mirac-
ulous survival at the Berlin Zoo sparked
aworldwide craze in the early two-thou-
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sands. Tawada augments the family with
an imperious matriarch from Moscow,
who defects to West Germany and writes
a best-selling memoir entitled “Thun-
derous Applause for My Tears.”

The novel is at once a sardonic par-
ody of émigré literature, a meditation on
climate change, and an earnest consid-
eration of what it means to live in the
interstices of species, countries, and cul-
tures—especially those around the Arc-
tic, where so many borders disappear.
Tawada returns again and again to the
miraculous unlikelihood of all commu-
nication. In a trick called “the kiss of
death,” a human trainer places a sugar
cube on her tongue and offers it to her
polar-bear companion. The bear and the
human have improvised the stunt in a
shared dream, which neither can be cer-
tain is real until the moment their tongues
meet. “A human soul turned out to be
less romantic than I'd imagined,” the bear
reflects. “It was made up primarily of
languages—not just ordinary, compre-
hensible languages, but also many bro-
ken shards of language, the shadows of
languages, and images that couldn’t turn
into words.”

After the nuclear disaster in Fuku-
shima, in 2011, Tawada’s preoccupation
with linguistic precarity found a new
focus. She was among the many Japanese
writers who spoke out against atomic
energy, and when she toured the aban-
doned city she was struck by the frag-
ments of orphaned language: a “Closed
Today” sign on the door of a beauty
salon, unread newspapers stacked in an
office. They were mute testaments, she
wrote, to a meltdown in “the core of trust
for continuity”—an unease that she chan-
nelled, in 2014, in her novel “The Em-
issary.” Set in an irradiated Japan where
the young die early while their elderly
caretakers are condemned to live forever
and watch, it imagines a society decay-
ing from within. Tokyo is abandoned:
“In banquet halls, the smell of cigarettes
smoked long ago froze in the silver si-
lence . .. and rats took leisurely naps in-
side high-heeled shoes.”

Tawada satirizes the reactionary iso-
lationism that so often preys on disas-
ter. The remnants of Japan's government
ban travel and foreign imports, in an
echo of the islands’ isolation under the
Tokugawa shogunate. The language
withers; the protagonist, an elderly writer,

notes, “The shelf life of words was get-
ting shorter all the time.” Meanwhile, a
secret society sends the young abroad to
find help. The novel’s original title, “Ken-
toshi,” alludes to a series of delegations
sent by Japan’s imperial court in the sev-
enth century to study China, whence
they brought back everything from new
Buddhist sects to tea. Bold exchanges,
the novel suggests, will be needed to sur-
vive the future’s ecological devastation—
or even to find words to describe it.

« Y cattered All Over the Earth,” T'awa-

da’s playful and deeply inventive
new novel, isn't quite a sequel to “The
Emissary,” but it shares the conceit of a
Japan amputated from the world. The
first installment of a trilogy, it begins in
Copenhagen, where a graduate student
in linguistics named Knut is watching a
televised panel on vanished countries.
Among the speakers is Hiruko, a young
woman originally from “an archipelago
somewhere between China and Polyne-
sia.” During her years of seeking asylum,
she has invented a language called Panska,
which is intelligible throughout Scandi-
navia. Knut is transfixed: “The smooth
surface of my native language broke apart,
and I saw fragments of it glittering on
her tongue.” He finds Hiruko and joins
her search for another surviving native
speaker of Japanese.

Hiruko lives in Odense, Denmark, the
birthplace of Hans Christian Andersen,
where she teaches refugee children to
speak Panska using folkloric picture dra-
mas. Tawada applies the same fairy-tale
conventions—mistaken identity, unex-
pected metamorphosis—to the dilem-
mas of finding linguistic shelter in a world
of rising seas and ceaseless migration.

When people lose their homes, words
lose their moorings: is it better to resist
the drift or to swim with the tide? Panska
may be the future, but Hiruko still yearns
for “my native language, the one I used
to breathe in along with the air that
filled my lungs, that went down my gul-
let along with the sweet-and-sour taste
of soy sauce and mirin and seeped into
the cotton lining of my stomach.”

Linguistic dilemmas repeatedly find
their way to the culinary realm. One re-
curring joke is the European assimila-
tion of sushi, which Knut innocently
describes to Hiruko as “Finnish home
cooking.”When she objects, Knut shows



her a local sushi shop decorated with a
Finnish cartoon creature resembling a
hippo—Moomin, from Tove Jansson’s
beloved children’s series—as proof of
the cuisine’s nationality. But Hiruko
counters that Moomin, too, is Japanese,
noting the nineties anime show that
catapulted the character to worldwide

celebrity. She replies in Panska:

moomin to my country as exile came . . .
finland between ussr and western europe in
difficult balance was caught, great stress for
moomin loss of weight caused, to restore round
body shape moomin exile. became, as lover of
snow, in my area lived.

Such games of telephone intensify
as more people attach themselves to
Hiruko’s quest. Knut accompanies her
to the German city of Trier, where they
hope to meet a Japanese chef at a work-
shop on making dashi. But when they
arrive they learn that the chef, Tenzo,
has suddenly left town. His crestfallen
girlfriend, Nora, a German, agrees to
join them in following him, as does
Akash, a trans woman from India who
falls in love with Knut. The characters
all take turns as narrator, contributing
their own incongruous understanding;
Tawada elevates the comedy of mis-
translation to a principle of narrative.

Tenzo, as it happens, isn’t Japanese
atall. He’s an Indigenous Greenlander
originally named Nanook, who stum-
bled into a Japanese identity while liv-
ing in Denmark and Germany; because
of his work and his anime-inspired hair
style, everyone, including Nora, has as-
sumed that he’s from the “land of sushi.”
The character is an elaborate joke at
the expense of ethnolinguistic authen-
ticity: he has, ironically, assumed a Jap-
anese identity to escape the assump-
tions around being an “Eskimo” in
Denmark. Yet Tenzo’s escape from one
authenticity trap only leads him to an-
other, when he’s forced to leave for
Oslo to keep Nora from learning that
he isn't Japanese.

His masquerade also reveals unex-
pected lines of kinship. “Nanook”is the
name of a legendary Inuit polar-bear
king—an allusion to Tawada’s earlier
novel and her long-standing interest in
the Far North as a realm beyond na-
tional borders. When Hiruko asks Tenzo
where he’s from, he says Karafuto, a for-
mer prefecture of Japan that is now Rus-
sia’s island of Sakhalin. It’s a place where

Indigenous Siberians once lived along-
side groups native to the Japanese ar-
chipelago, such as the Ainu. A further
connection is suggested when Knut re-
veals that his great-grandfather was a
polar explorer. Perhaps these lost chil-
dren of the Arctic are related, after all.

Tawada wrings a lot of punning
mileage from the concept of a “mother
tongue.” Her male characters are all in
flight from women. Tenzo is fleeing not
just Nora but also a Danish benefactor,
who gave him a scholarship
out of maternal affection
for the “Eskimos.” Knut is
avoiding his real mother,
mostly because of her in-
stinctive grasp of the way
he uses language to evade
responsibility. His repulsion
leads him toward Hiruko,
whose Panska sounds free-
ingly strange—but she,
of course, is in the grip of
an ambivalent longing for her native
speech. The linguistic love triangles cul-
minate in a somewhat chaotic dénoue-
ment, filled with comedy and coinci-
dence. Hiruko does eventually find
another native speaker, but the encoun-
ter comes with a twist that undermines
the whole search.

Tawada has always had a talent for
ventriloquizing eccentrics, follow-
ing singular minds through fugue and
limbo. “Scattered All Over the Earth”
departs from this model by introducing
a team of such characters—a shift from
exploring the inner worlds of linguistic
displacement toward Babel-like allegory.
As metafiction, it succeeds brilliantly,
sketching a grim global dilemma with
the sort of wit and humanism that Italo
Calvino, in a discussion of lightness in lit-
erature, described as “weightless gravity.”

But the novel occasionally falters in
its efforts to imbue the characters with
psychological depth; splitting the dif-
ference between a high-concept fairy
tale and a realist novel is a hard trick to
pull off. Family traumas and romantic
dramas can feel like laborious pretexts
to illuminate some aspect of language
as lived experience. Akash, for instance,
is conveniently drafted into the narra-
tive by falling in love with Knut not
long after he recognizes her language:
“You knew that we were speaking

Marathi, didn't you? I am truly amazed.”
There’s a lot of syntactically stiff expo-
sition. A reader who doesn't know Jap-
anese can only guess at how much of
this rests with Mitsutani’s translation—
and how much is Tawada’s stylistic
choice. Perhaps a novel about the messy
birth of a language isn't supposed to
sound “natural,”a concept that Tawada
has always viewed with suspicion.

Hanging over the search for a native
speaker is all the ethnocentric baggage
that the concept implies.
When Hiruko and the oth-
ers reach Oslo, they find
that they have arrived in the
wake of Anders Behring
Breivik’s devastating 2011
mass shooting, a grisly pro-
test against immigration.
The atrocity functions as a
strange footnote to their ad-
venture: Tenzo is meant to
compete in a dashi compe-
tition at an Oslo sushi restaurant owned
by an ultranationalist who also happens
to be named Breivik—and who soon
talls under suspicion of killing a whale.
The turn of events skewers Japanese
and Norwegian nationalism (both coun-
tries attempt to justify whaling through
appeals to culinary tradition) by under-
cutting each society’s imagined unique-
ness. Recipes, whales, and words all get
around; even in a culture’s most chau-
vinistic totems, Tawada seems to say,
there are traces of the foreign.

Her novel is, in fact, an oblique re-
joinder to the founding text of its lan-
guage’s literary tradition: “Kojiki,” an
eighth-century chronicle of the archi-
pelago’s divine origins, and the oldest
extant book in Japanese. Tawada has
often mocked its austerity, especially its
telling of how deities conceived the sun
goddess—and, through her, the impe-
rial family. “Scattered All Over the
Earth,” by contrast, pays homage to a
rejected child of the gods: Hiruko, the
bastard “leech-child” of a goddess who
has violated the mores of feminine mod-
esty. Like Moses, Hiruko is set adrift in
a boat made of reeds, a dead end of Jap-
anese myth that Tawada rewrites as a
feminist, migrant-centered beginning.
What might it look like, she asks, if the
heroes of our myths weren't founders of
nations but stateless castaways, inven-
tors of motherless tongues? ¢
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BOOKS

ARIS AND LEISURE

What Florine Stettheimer brought to American art.

BY ADAM GOPNIK

hortly after the birth of Pop art, in

the nineteen-sixties, came the dis-
covery of the precursors of Pop, the
American artists who had anticipated
the Pop fascination with commercial
culture: billboards, magazine advertise-
ments, Broadway shows, department
stores, the works. Frozen out by the win-
try regime of absolute abstraction, these
artists sprang back to life: Stuart Davis,
with his Damon Runyon imagery of
Lucky Strike packs and newspaper head-
lines; Charles Demuth, with his feed-
store signs and water-tower lettering;
Gerald Murphy, with his precisionist
studies of watches and razors and safety
matches, who went from being cast as a

beautiful Fitzgerald loser, having inspired
the character of Dick Diver in “Tender
Is the Night,” to sudden recognition as
an American rhapsodist alongside Fitz-
gerald himself.

Of all these, the painter and scenic
designer Florine Stettheimer has been
the most challenging to weave back into
the story of American art, because her
reévaluation has involved a number of
contradictions. On the one hand, she
was a perfect heroine for the emergence
of a feminist-minded art history. Forty
years ago, Linda Nochlin wrote an essay
in Art in America reintroducing Stett-
heimer to the world, and celebrating

“The Cathedrals of New York”™—a se-

“The Cathedrals of Broadway” (1929) celebrates a secular sacrament of the city.
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ries of four paintings that were meant
to encapsulate the secular religions of
mid-century Manhattan—as a deep and
permanent contribution to our self-
understanding. On the other hand, Stett-
heimer belonged, unashamedly, to a
world of what we call privilege. She lived
for many years in the extravagantly ro-
coco Alwyn Court apartment building,
with her mother and two of her sisters,
who, like Florine, never married or set
up a household with anyone, male or fe-
male. (This seemed as unusual then as
it does now.) A wealthy woman from
the top of German Jewish New York
society, Stettheimer seldom engaged in
the vulgar business of selling her work.

A famous exemplum virtutis has the
young Andy Warhol calling on the also
young Met curator Henry Geldzahler
in the early sixties, with the curator vol-
unteering that the artist might want to
see the museum’s Stettheimers, then not
always on view. Warhol assented enthu-
siastically, and a sensibility was not so
much born as retrofitted. Yet there was
little Pop practice in Stettheimer’s work:
no appropriation, no collage, no photo-
graphic or typographic images taken di-
rectly from the living stream of popular
culture. The world of movies and mu-
sical comedy and department-store sales
was always translated into her own feath-
ery, ornamental style, all cockatoo col-
ors and birthday-cake surfaces. She pi-
oneered Pop subjects and Pop manners
without Pop strategies. It was Stett-
heimer, though, who was perhaps the
closest American friend of the Pop pro-
genitor Marcel Duchamp, the inventor
of ordinary-object appropriation and the
readymade, the man who took a urinal
from a shopwindow and brought it into
the art gallery.

Now the art historian Barbara Bloe-
mink has arrived to untangle these con-
tradictory impulses and attainments, with
the publication of “Florine Stettheimer”
(Hirmer), the first extensive and schol-
arly biography of the artist. Stettheimer
turns out to have been surprisingly shrewd
in her judgments of others and self-
reflective about her talents and motives.
Her faux-naif, fluorescent style has been
regarded as a fountain of exuberance
from a semi-trained, instinctive artist; in
truth, she was a highly trained drafts-
man who could turn a torso with the
best of the academics. One particular gift
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of Bloemink’s biography is that it pre-
sents the vers-libre poetry that Stett-
heimer wrote alongside her paintings,
and shows that her verse, though pro-
duced without the immense technical
care that she poured into her visual art,
is in its way just as remarkable. Its tone
presages Frank O’Hara’s affable, ofthand
“Lunch Poems” of the fifties and sixties,
his soda-fountain haiku. (There is a small
Canadian edition of Stettheimer’s com-
plete poems, but they deserve a full-scale,
illustrated trade publication.) Bloemink
also does the necessary work of putting
pictorial circumstance into social con-
text: she discovers, for instance, that an
ice-skating picture long thought to de-
pict Rockefeller Center actually shows
a forgotten rink in Central Park, near
Columbus Circle, and she explains what
this urban space looked like and meant
to New Yorkers at that time.

Bloemink can't resist some panicky
pieties, to be sure. She regularly insists
that her subject was “subversive,” even
though Stettheimer was a wealthy so-
ciety bohemian who never had to work
tor a living and who had the habits and
manners of her class and kind. To rep-
resent her as a model contemporary is
to miss exactly what was courageous in
her life and work. Being subversive or
transgressive is not in itself a virtue; as
the Trump years have shown us, every-
thing depends on which rule is being
transgressed and what norm subverted.
Stettheimer’s originality lay in how un-
apologetically she embraced her own
condition, how clearly she looked at her
world as it was, rather than trying to
paint the equivalent of the socially con-
scious cartoons in the New Masses. More
than any artist, she painted as a New
Yorker, in love with New York, and cap-
tured its whole culture, not so much un-
cosmeticized as wearing makeup of its
own exultant choosing, mascara and lip-
stick and glitter laid on thick.

A n essential book remains to be writ-
ten on the American garment and
haberdashery business in its relation to

art: Gerald Murphy was a Mark Cross
heir, while Diane Arbus and Richard
Avedon were shaped by money made
and lost from schmatte stores on Fifth
Avenue. The old European pattern in
which one generation makes the money,
the next consolidates the social position,

and the third practices the arts got am-
putated in New York, with the second
generation leaping directly from dry-
goods to wet surfaces, from the store
to the studio. (One could add to the story
the role of both Gimbels and Wanama-
ker’s in Manhattan as spaces for showing
advanced painting. Stettheimer exhibited
her work five times at Wanamaker’s.)

Stettheimer, born in 1871, was one of
those drygoods legatees on both sides of
her family tree: her maternal grandfa-
ther, Israel Walter, had a successful dry-
goods business downtown, on Beaver
Street; her father, Joseph Stettheimer,
had made money in the garment trade
in Rochester. But Joseph, for unclear rea-
sons, abandoned his family when Flo-
rine was a small girl. They moved to New
York, and she grew up in a wholly ma-
triarchal environment, with her aunts
Caroline and Josephine, alongside her
mother, Rosetta, as the dominant figures
in her life. (Caroline had married into
still another wealthy Jewish garment-busi-
ness family, the Neustadters of San Fran-
cisco.) Bloemink reproduces an extraor-
dinary photograph of Florine’s relatives,
six aunts and a single outmatched uncle.
Matriarchal families have a complicated,
braided relationship with feminism.
Those who live within them know that
women can do it all, but they do it as
women, among women, and can turn in-
ward for reinforcement as readily as they
fight outward for equality. That was how
Rosetta and the Stetties, as her three
youngest daughters were known, ended
up: a defensive phalanx of four.

The Stetties and their mother wan-
dered through Europe in the last de-
cades of the nineteenth century and early
in the twentieth, with long stops in Rome
and Florence, where Florine, already
having decided to become an artist, ab-
sorbed a love of Quattrocento painting;
Botticelli’s marriage of coloring-book
fantasy and intricate linear decoration
was a particular passion. As was then
the custom among aesthetic-minded
people, the family spent at least as much
time in romantic Germany as in ad-
vanced Paris. They lived for some three
years in Munich, where Florine studied
painting in the academic mode.

Living and learning in Germany, how-
ever, produced in her an abhorrence of
German culture, with its pervasive ethic

of Pflich+—duty or high seriousness. Even

Beethoven didn't escape her disgust at
Teutons being Teutonic. “Oh horrors/1
hate Beethoven,” she wrote in a private
poem. “And I was brought up/To re-
vere him/ Adore him/Oh horrors/1 hate
Beethoven/I am hearing the Fifth/Sym-
phony/ Led by Stokowski/It’s being
done heroically/ Cheerfully pomp-
ous/ Insistently infallible.” She was bored
and irritated by the cheerfully pompous,
the insistently infallible, the piously ec-
static: everything that bore traces of sol-
emn instruction and humorless purpose.
She believed that the only duty of an
artist was not to have one.

Bloemink argues, persuasively, that
the pivot point of Florine’s artistic life
came about, as it did for so many, through
an encounter with the Ballets Russes,
which she attended in Paris in 1912. “I
saw something beautiful last evening,”
she wrote in her journal. “Bakst the de-
signer of costumes and painter is lucky
to be so artistic and able to see his things
executed.” The crisp edges and diagonal
excitement of the movement must have
seemed overwhelming and liberating.
With characteristic ambition, and per-
haps characteristic impracticality, she
began designing her own never-produced
ballet, exploring ideas that she would
later return to in her designs for the opera
“Four Saints in Three Acts,” by Virgil
Thomson and Gertrude Stein.

She returned to New York in 1914,
with the onset of the war, a dancer’s leap
from the ever-darkening Pficht of Eu-
rope. Where émigrés typically accepted
New York while longing for Europe,
she loved New York, much preferring
it to any European capital, and even
after the war remained faithful to it,
never returning to the Continent. One
of her poems reads:

Then back to New York

And sky towers had begun to grow

And front stoop houses started to go
And life became quite different . . .
Which I think is America having its fling
And what I should like is to paint this thing.

But how to paint this thing? She
turned to Thalia, Greek muse of com-
edy, while others turned to Thalia’s dim-
mer and more sober sisters. Her first
truly masterly painting was “Heat,” from
1919, a fabulously funny and evocative
portrait of the Stettheimer women during
a New York summer heat wave. Mom
sits regally in the back, dressed in black,
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while, toward the foreground, two ele-
gant sisters, wearing pastel gowns, are
splayed out and gasping on lounge chairs.
'The women have fashion-figure propor-
tions—long bodies, small heads, serpen-
tine arms—against a background of hot
color. The proportions of Edward Gorey
with the colors of Bonnard: that was her
tavorite formula for women. The picture
surface sizzles and sweats and droops in
mimesis of the weather, while the bands
of aerated brick and orange that orga-
nize the landscape capture the tempera-
ture, too. (Eliminate the figures and one
would be left with the nuanced stripes
of colors of Rothko, who was also, later
on, drawing on Bonnard.)

Her color is loud. In any museum
room of early-twentieth-century paint-
ing, Stettheimer’s work makes even brash
contemporaries, such as Reginald Marsh
or Thomas Hart Benton, seem circum-
spect, with their still academic patterns
of chiaroscuro. She knew this and liked
it, writing in a poem that although she
had once given herself “to the moment
of quiet expectation,” she had then
seen “Time/ Noise/ Color/ Outside
me/ Around me/ Knocking Me . ..
Smiling/Singing/ Forcing me in joy to
paint/them.”

Stettheimer from then on had the
most recognizable and flamboyant style
in American art: her pictures at the Met
blazon out like Jelly Roll Morton solos
in a German music school. Usually sim-
ilar in size, about four feet by three feet,
her pictures are often vertical, like the
posters and magazine covers that clearly
inspired her. There’s an empty space up
top, as if waiting for a title to be filled
in; then an event in the middle; and, be-
neath that, a crowd of her willowy, ele-
gant figures. The surfaces are nervous
and brightly acidic in feeling; the paint,
laid on with a palette knife, deliciously
resembles cake frosting.

Stettheimer’s deliberate simplifica-
tion of drawing, her repetitive figure
style, and her relentlessly additive,
crowded compositions can at first evoke
“outsider art.” But there are two types
of outsider art, one made from below
and one from above. There is the out-
sider who is, at first, indifferent to the
possibility that money might be made
from art, and then there is the outsider
who needs to make no money from her

art. Though blessed by the first kind of
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folk artist, American art has also had its
share of the second. Charles Ives was
able to compose mainly unperformed
music because he was solidly in the in-
surance business. Stettheimer, like Proust,
her beloved literary hero, enjoyed the
detachment provided by wealth, the lux-
ury—shared by Edith Wharton, Ger-
ald Murphy, and Cole Porter—of mak-
ing what she wanted. It was long claimed
that, after a 1916 gallery show that sold
no paintings, Stettheimer refused to ex-
hibit ever again. This isn't quite true, as
Bloemink tells us: she did show her work,
including at the first Whitney Biennial
and at the Museum of Modern Art. But
she nursed an inveterate distrust of deal-
ers, and could afford to.

“Primitive”in her day could also refer
to the art of the Italian Trecento and
Quattrocento, and #hat was a form of
temporal “outsiderism” that she certainly
responded to; she used the formats of
Giotto’s Scrovegni Chapel in the mock-
epic armature of her “Cathedrals” series.
Just as often, she recycled the propor-
tions of Quattrocento narrative paint-
ing. She was surely affected as well by
pictures like Fra Carnevale’s “The Birth
of the Virgin,” at the Met, with its isos-
celes triangle of figures parading at the
bottom of the frame.

But, even though she was, through
her European exposure, probably better
acquainted with Old Master art than her
American contemporaries were, Stett-
heimer did choose to play the amateur.

The art historian Sarah Archino has re-
cently made an incisive case for the vital
role of a now lost “amateur aesthetic” in
the growth of early-twentieth-century
American art. It celebrated the happy
processes of the visual artist who did it
for the sake of doing it, with an empha-
sis on the active, non-professionalized
pleasures of cartoons and illustrations
and décor. Gelett Burgess, a cartoonist
and a humorist who exhibited at the
photographer Alfred Stieglitz’s gallery

in the nineteen-tens, evolved an entire
mock theory for this kind of deliberately
amateur art. Not unlike Warhol’s “Pop-
ism,” Burgess’s theory was both a bur-
lesque of his ideas and an explication of
them. It involved a set of comically sim-
plified characters that he drew called the
Goops, and insisted that there was no
hierarchy among cartoons, children’s
drawings, commercial illustration, and
“advanced”art. Stettheimer is, in this way,
more Goopist than avant-gardist, with
the proviso that Goopism was a kind of
American avant-garde. In a warning with
resonances for Stettheimer’s career, Bur-
gess sagely wrote that a series of satiri-
cal watercolors of his “will of course be
misinterpreted; they will be taken too
seriously and too frivolously.”

S tettheimer’s big pictures kid the ab-
surdities they show, and yet approve
of society’s investment in the absurdities.
None is more audacious than her 1921
work “Spring Sale at Bendel’s.” No other
artist at the time, avant-garde or acade-
mic, would have regarded a department-
store sale as an event worthy of being
treated as the central Manhattan sacra-
ment it has always been. On the ground
floor of Bendel's—then an upscale de-
partment store, before it became a cut-
ting-edge one—>Stettheimer’s women
grab for bargain dresses with the fren-
zied grace of maenads on a Greek red-
figure vase: they pose, strut, try on. One
shopper, with a long, sword-shaped green
plume on her hat, of the kind a Homeric
warrior might have on his helmet, leaps
into the air to seize a blue dress from a
rival shopper.

Stettheimer’s signature emotion is
found in the way she burlesques the cock-
roach-caught-in-the-light busyness of
her American shoppers even as she reg-
isters a deep affection for their pursuits.
Bloemink rather primly suggests that
Stettheimer was “not immune to peri-
odic personal indulgences in these stores”;
in fact, as Stettheimer wrote, her atti-
tude was “one of love” for “Maillards
sweets/and Bendel’s clothes/and Nat
Lewis hose.” Everyone rushes to the light
of pleasure, and if the figures look ab-
surdly insectlike, well, Stettheimer loved
insects, and designated the dragonfly her
“alter ego.” She was—as Susan Sontag
later characterized the camp aesthetic,
unintentionally echoing Burgess’s for-



mula—“serious about the frivolous, friv-
olous about the serious.”

Given her ambition to “paint this
thing,” this American thing, Stettheimer
landed on a simple, direct solution, and
that was to paint

Our Parties
Our Picnics

Our Banquets
Our Friends

The lines have more bite than it might
seem; as Proust believed, it is only when
society people are remade as art that they
are worth memorializing. In the nine-
teen-twenties, Stettheimer was in her
fifties, considerably older than most of
the fashionable avant-gardists in her cir-
cle. She assumed a role in her salon like
the classic American one of the benev-
olent if caustic aunt—a more intellec-
tual Auntie Mame of the avant-garde.
She kept her head, and her irony, intact
even among the enthusiasts. Her por-
traits usually involve a tongue-in-cheek
homage in which her avant-garde friends
are subsumed by an older portrait tradi-
tion, the kind that shows the sitter com-
plete with the tool of his vocation, paint-
brush or seaman’s wheel, neatly lodged
in the background. She filled her por-
traits with pet familiars and emblematic
objects. In her portrait of Alfred Stieg-
litz, the maker of suave black-and-white
photographs is himself transformed into
a suave black-and-white photograph, the
world around him largely drizzled out
to grisaille as in his own work. In an-
other painting, we see Stettheimer’s sis-
ter Carrie in the didactic foreground,
with the doll house she labored over for
decades, and again in the distance, din-
ing with the rest of the family in the
country. Carl Van Vechten is painted
with his typewriter, his violet stockings
(an obvious index of his sexual “inver-
sion”), and his black cats, part of his
half-playful diabolism, while a second-
ary, fatter dream figure of Van Vechten
hovers in the background, a genie com-
plete with an Orientalist turban.

There could be, as Van Vechten rec-
ognized, an element of malice in Stett-
heimer’s stylized portraits. In her portrait
of her sister Ettie, the attendant icon is
a highly decorated Christmas tree. “I my-
self have a very unpleasant conscience
about celebrating Xmas at all,” Ettie wrote
once to a friend, making it “highly doubt-

“I dooon’t know this sooonngg. I'm just heeeere with
my daaaaaughter and her frieceends.”

ful,” as Bloemink writes, that she would
have wanted to be pictured in such a goy-
ische scene. It was a family tease, and, like
all family teases, was well-meaning in its
affect and sharp-edged in its effect.

Of all Stettheimer’s portraits, the best
are of Duchamp himself. One shows him
in his two guises, as masculine Marcel
and as his alter ego, cross-dressed Rrose
Sélavy. (Bloemink makes a good case
that the latter is also modelled on a self-
portrait of Stettheimer.) Another, from
the mid-nineteen-twenties, shows him
as a disembodied shaved head, spoofing
the image of Jesus on the Veil of Veron-
ica while suggesting the mentalist-ma-
gicians’ posters of the period. He is pure
mind, radiating out into the world. In
return, Duchamp made at least one draw-
ing of Stettheimer, a pencil sketch that
is, touchingly, not at all Duchampian but
a skillful, unsentimental registry of her
sharp, intelligent features.

Some of Stettheimer’s winking,
Goopist spirit infuses a nude self-por-
trait, painted soon after her return to

New York, which her friends and fam-
ily called “A Model,” and which graces

the cover of Bloemink’s book. (It wasn't
recognized as a self-portrait until re-
cently, the consensus having before been
that she was too proper for such ex-
posure.) In her mid-forties when she
painted it, she presents herself as every
bit the equal of the approaching flapper
generation, a knowing woman unafraid
to embrace others’ eroticism along with
her own. With bobbed hair and a come-
hither smile, her pubic hair displayed in
a way then rare, she is fetching and con-
frontational, ready for any eventuality. It
seems improbable that so casually erotic
a personage could resist all attachments,
but, with the exception of one or two
mysterious shipboard-style romances,
she seems to have.

Very much an artist at home in
the twenties, cut to the same ec-
static pattern as Fitzgerald and Edna
St. Vincent Millay—whom she often
resembled in her self-made modernism
and her assault on puritanism—=Stett-
heimer had a happy local vision that

seemed to stand on shakier soil when
the Depression hit New York hard. Still,
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she finally had a chance, in the early
thirties, to fulfill the dream—one that
she had carried since the Ballets Russes
days—of making her own theatrical
Gesamtkunstwerk, when she was asked
to design the Thomson-Stein opera
“Four Saints in Three Acts,” a mysti-
cal-medieval story with an all-Black
cast. Its director, John Houseman, de-
scribed her as “formidable but enchant-
ing,” and recalled that she stubbornly
insisted on finding a stage light sufh-
ciently pure and white to glare poeti-
cally at her designs. She also pioneered
the use of cellophane as a set-design
material; she loved its crinkled translu-
cence, and treated it as a kind of indus-
trial tafteta. The show was, improbably,
a hit, transferring from Hartford to
Broadway and giving her one real mo-
ment of suitable New York glory.

But for the rest of her life she mostly
worked in the privacy of her midtown
studio, pressing down hard on complet-
ing the four “Cathedrals” paintings,
which she had begun in 1929, just as the
stock market collapsed. In fact, the four
pictures—which offer a rhapsodic in-
ventory of New York pleasures, and
which have now been given a place of
prominence in the Met’s installation of
modern American art, filling their own
wall—act as a kind of framing device,
the first dating from the very beginning
of the Depression, and the last dating
from the early forties, as the Depression
ended, though her work on the paint-
ings seems to have been more or less
perpetual and consistent.

Her four “Cathedrals” still represent
the four pillars of Manhattan Life: Wall
Street (meaning big money), Broadway
(meaning show business), Art (mean-
ing the political-social life of museums
and galleries), and Fifth Avenue (mean-
ing the formal life of “society”). Each
painting is really more devoted to the
celebrants than to the celebrities of the
secular sacrament it anatomizes. “The
Cathedrals of Broadway” is less about
the Broadway stars of the twenties, the
realm of the Lunts and the Ziegfeld Fol-
lies, than it is about the audiences that
took them in. It marks the moment when
talking films were replacing theatre as
the crucial fixture of New York City en-
tertainment: at its center, Stettheimer
has painted a black-and-white newsreel
image of Mayor Jimmy Walker throw-
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ing out the first pitch of the baseball
season. Beneath the screen, a diminu-
tive line of dancers pose and preen. Skat-
ers from an ice show twirl gleamingly
in the middle distance. A gold-clad
greeter, as radiant as a Renaissance saint,
welcomes the spectators, while marquees
of the finest moving-picture palaces—
the Rialto, the Roxy—spin and explode
like fireworks in the night sky. “The Ca-
thedrals of Art” shows us not the artists
but the curators and collectors of the
period. A mock nativity scene domi-
nates the foreground: Baby Art is born
at the foot of the staircase of the Met,
under the flashbulb of a tabloid photog-
rapher instead of the light of a star. (Ac-
tually, the photographer depicted is the
great George Platt Lynes.) Stettheimer
herself poses as a kind of Madonna of
the art world. Above her, the rest of the
art-world figures—all, as Bloemink
shows, caricatural portraits of real peo-
ple—gesticulate and grimace. An art
critic holds “Stop” and “Go” signs; Al-
fred Barr, the once and future king of
MOMA, has retreated into his own in-
stitution to admire a pastiche Picasso.

Seeing the “Cathedrals”united at the
Met reveals them as a not entirely pleas-
ing decorative presence. With their over-
charge of primary color, glaring intense
pinkness, and eruptive scatterings of gilt,
feathers, ribbons, and rays, the paintings
can look more seductive in reproduction
than in situ. There is something just a
touch assaultive about them. The feel-
ing is exactly like that of walking into a
department store and being aggressively
sprayed with clashing perfumes. An el-
ement of the grotesque inflects Stett-
heimer’s version of the American rococo,
and one wonders whether this is part of
its Americanness, connecting her to John
Currin as much as to the nineteenth-cen-
tury circus poster. But the grotesque never
quite resolves into satire. Stettheimer’s
satiric impulses collide with the perpet-
ual predicament of camp, in which the
frivolous, having been made indistin-
guishable from the serious, is then asked
to be serious in Pflicht-ish ways it cant
entirely sustain.

S tettheimer was out of her time, in
the simple sense that she was older
than her apparent contemporaries.
When she died, in 1944, she had out-
lived her period; a child of the Gilded

Age reborn in the twenties culture of
exuberant syncopations, she was out
of step with newer, more ponderous
rhythms. Yet, like most of the great ec-
centrics of art, she seems less eccentric
if we see her sideways, belonging to a
cohort of similar-minded inventors who
have also escaped our attention. The
English engraver William Blake, for ex-
ample, seems to come out of nowhere
but really belonged to a circle of radi-
cal, self-taught visionaries in love with
linear drawing. Stettheimer’s fantasies,
in a similar way, may feel aberrant in
the art world proper, but the view
changes if you glance over at the illus-
trators and designers and costume de-
signers—and even, for that matter, the
restaurant muralists—of her time. Many
of her pictures would have worked as
sublime New Yorker covers. She had a
profound kinship to artists often dis-
missed as “mere” illustrators, including
many women, such as Mary Petty, who
loved the same combination of bright-
hued simplification and unmuddied and
testive delight. Stettheimer was bring-
ing popular magazines and window dis-
plays and musical-comedy manners into
an art that was bound to look frivolous
but that was as purposefully light as a
dirigible, permanently afloat.

In one of her most affecting poems,
Stettheimer defended traits too easily
condescended to as feminine against
what she perceived as the deadening
dullness of men’s power. Men, she wrote,
are “the great earthmoisteners/ The great
mud makers,” but

We are the sunbursts
We turn rain

Into diamond fringes
Black clouds

Into pink tulle

And sparrows

Into birds of Paradise.

Only Stettheimer, of the feminist art-
ists of her time, would have spoken up
so ferociously for the polemical impor-
tance of pink tulle. Hers is the perpet-
ual response of the rococo to the neo-
classical, of Fragonard to David, of
leaping frivolity to restraining solemnity,
of the soap bubble to the boulder. Mud
is what afflicts her; loft is what affects
her. Her art still speaks against man-
made mud and for all bright feathers,
whether found in mattresses, on Ben-
del’s hats, or in flight. ¢
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THE ART WORLD

HEAD ON

The portraits of Hans Holbein the Younger.

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL

here’s a new old painter in town:

Hans Holbein the Younger, the
dazzling Renaissance German specialist
in portraiture, with his first major Amer-
ican show of paintings, “Holbein: Cap-
turing Character,” at the Morgan Li-
brary & Museum. It has been a long wait
since 1543, when the artist died, at about
the age of forty-five (his birth year is un-
certain), probably of the plague, while in
service to England’s Henry VIII. Why?
Holbein is an awkward fit in art history—
overqualified, in a way, for the sixteenth
century’s march of eclectic Mannerist
styles toward the aesthetic revolution of
the Baroque. He is familiar hereabouts
mainly from two portraits in the Frick

Collection: “Sir Thomas More” (1527), a

hands-down masterpiece of the great
humanist whom Henry had recently
appointed the Chancellor of the Duchy
of Lancaster and would soon elevate to
Lord High Chancellor of England, and
“Thomas Cromwell” (1532-33), a rather
sullen depiction of the King’s chief power
broker. (The More is in the Morgan show;
the Cromwell isn't.) That both men would
have their heads lopped off to Henry’s
satisfaction—More’s in 1535, for object-
ing to Henry’s religious policies, and
Cromwell’s in 1540, on rumored suspi-
cions that he was plotting to usurp the
throne—is an incidental piquancy. Those
were treacherous times, fomented by Mar-
tin Luther’s theological revolt, beginning
in 1517, against the universal sway of

Holbein’s masterpiece “Sir Thomas More,” from 1527, shows the great humanist.
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Roman Catholicism in Europe and racked
by sporadic, bloody warfare.

You can’t deduce much about the pe-
riod’s upheavals, except obliquely, from
Holbein’s career as a hired-gun celebrant
of whoever employed him, most deci-
sively Henry. Holbein can appear ideo-
logical only by glancing association with
Christian humanists in the circle of Eras-
mus of Rotterdam, the illegitimate son
of a priest and a towering intellectual
who strove to refine rather than to upend
Catholic doctrine and bitterly contested
the more radical Luther. Testifying to
flexible convictions, the Morgan show
includes a rondel painting by Holbein,
circa 1532, of Erasmus’s thin-faced, pointy-
nosed mien, and also a small portrayal,
circa 1535, of Luther’s most efficacious
disciple, Philipp Melanchthon. Holbein
left no telltale writings and evinced no
view of Henry VIII’s rupture with Rome
and his founding of the Church of En-
gland, with himself as its “Supreme
Head,” in the aftermath of Pope Clem-
ent VIIs refusal to annul his first mar-
riage, to Catherine of Aragon. (It was
never a smart move to exasperate Henry.)

Holbein’s relation to contemporane-
ous religious and political trends might
have developed in any number of ways
after his early years of precocious and
remunerative celebrity in the Swiss city
of Basel, a thriving center of artistic pa-
tronage and publishing. A son of a late-
Gothic painter, he had arrived from his
native Bavaria while a teen-ager. Tan-
talizing hints of unfulfilled potential at-
tend much of his tyro work, notably one
of the most indelibly shocking images
of all time, “The Dead Christ in the
Tomb” (1521-22). The painting, measur-
ing a foot high and six and a half feet
wide, depicts a gruesomely putrefying
corpse that, if unearthed, could present
only a sanitation problem. Famously,
Dostoyevsky’s encounter with the pic-
ture, in 1867, shook his Christian faith
and obsessed him thereafter, figuring as
a philosophical provocation a year or so
later in his novel “The Idiot.” (The work
is not in the Morgan show, but I will
not forget, no matter how hard I try, my
own first look, in the Kuntsmuseum
Basel, at that . . . what? That zhing.) Of
related fascination are “Images of Death,”
gleeful woodcuts that Holbein worked
on in the fifteen-twenties, which illus-
trate all manner of personages being in-

COURTESY THE FRICK COLLECTION



terrupted by skeletons: surprise, surprise.

Holbein left Basel for London in 1532,
likely impelled by a terror of rampaging
iconoclasm—the wholesale destruction
of religious imagery and artifacts by over-
enthusiastic Protestants in the Swiss city.
Might Holbein have continued to evolve
as, temperamentally, a visual bard of mor-
tality had he stayed? Perhaps. But Basel’s
formerly open mind had snapped shut.
A sepulchral penchant resurfaced, briefly,
in “The Ambassadors” (1533), a double
tull-length portrait of French agents with
a horizontal smear across it in white and
gray which, when viewed at angles from
the sides of the work, resolves into the
apparition of a skull. (That marvel hasn't
travelled to the Morgan from its home,
in Britain’s National Gallery.) Such au-
dacities were otherwise quashed in Hol-
bein’s supervening duties to phlegmatic
patrons. He had already spent two pro-
ductive years in London between 1526
and 1528, lodging with Thomas More.
Among his first commissions on his re-
turn were portraits of Hanseatic mer-
chants—contented but hard men (you
would dread having one as your father)
thrust forward from flattish grounds,
often blankly green or blue. Then he be-
came effectively—and soon ofhicially—
the premier artist in Henry VIII’s court.

olbein proved very, very good at
modernizing the kicked-up real-
ism of Northern Renaissance styles, rou-
tinely executed in oils on wood panels,
that dated from Jan van Eyck, a cen-
tury earlier. Consider, and be wowed by,
Holbein’s renderings of skin, reminis-
cent of Hans Memling: aglow with light
that can appear, ambiguously, either to
fall upon or to radiate from within a
subject, if not somehow both at once.
His virtuosity with fabrics and heraldic
ornament stuns, preternaturally. Hol-
bein abridged Netherlandish portrai-
ture’s typically fancy compositions by
centering his sitters, either more or less
head on or in closeup profile. The Mor-
gan show’s proposition that Holbein
“captured character” seems a bit of a
stretch. The subjects register more in
terms of assigned or attained public dis-
tinction than of interior lives. They pro-
ject secular prestige. But their singular
physiognomies go bang at a glance.
The charming subject of the earliest
really striking portrait in the show, “A

Lady with a Squirrel and a Starling” (circa
1526-28), may have been Anne Lovell, the
wealthy wife of a functionary in Henry
VIII’s court. Holbein was sensitive but
cautiously unerotic in picturing women,
who are usually sombre. (You get a sense
that female vivacity was rarely counte-
nanced.) Forensic analysis has revealed
that the pictured animal and bird were
added later, probably as requested sym-
bols of the woman’s family traditions.
Holbein was not averse to pandering.
Eventually, he ran into trouble with Henry
by overdoing it. Ordered, in 1539, to scout
the German Anne of Cleves as a possi-
ble next bride for the King, he produced
a ravishing likeness. Thereby initially ex-
cited, Henry had the consequent mar-
riage annulled in short order. Still, Hol-
bein retained his official position at court.
Are you game for further grisly data?
Two other men, subjects of excellent
Holbein drawings in the show, would
keep appointments with the headsman.
We can only wonder about the artist’s
own fortunes had he survived the three
or so years between his demise and Hen-
ry’s, in 1547. There had been about their
situation a strange symbiosis, I feel, of
royal tyranny and artistic discipline. A
formulaic fealty, enforced by reasonable
jitters, seems to me part of what iso-
lates Holbein in comparison with ran-
gier, more historically mainstream peers
such as Pontormo and Bronzino, in
Medici Florence. Could Holbein have
been a greater artist if he'd been granted
imaginative license? Maybe and maybe
not. He would be different, and we
would both know a lot more about him
as a man and miss the monumentality
of his definitive achievement.
Enriching “Holbein: Capturing Char-
acter” are somewhat less strong though
rather livelier works by his Netherland-
ish near-predecessors Jan Gossaert and
Quentin Matsys. Those artists demon-
strate complexities of busy settings and
picture-window deep space that Hol-
bein eliminated from their shared genre.
In addition, examples of illustration and
decorative design by Holbein and oth-
ers illumine the varied functions of a six-
teenth-century court vocation. The show,
despite not being large, immerses us in
the creative climate of the time, in this
case at its icy English extreme. I came
away at once thrilled and frustrated by
the legacy of a flabbergasting talent. ¢
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THE THEATRE

FINE PRINT

“T'he Merchant of Venice” and “Wolf Play” expose legal fictions.

BY VINSON CUNNINGHAM

he actor John Douglas Thompson,
now legendary among theatre au-
diences for his interpretations of classi-
cal material, is his own philharmonic of
well-tuned instruments. His voice, at a
rumble or a rasp, glides from line to line
and feeling to feeling—he turns Shake-
speare’s flurries and puzzles of language
into seemingly inevitable verbal out-
pourings of unknowable internal pro-
cesses. His face, similarly, is a map of
emotions. Before he speaks, his brows
churn and his mouth searches. What-
ever he says next has been looked for
and, somewhere deep in the soul, found.
But, in a new production of “The

Merchant of Venice” (directed by Arin

Arbus and produced by the Shakespeare
Theatre Company and Theatre for a
New Audience, at the Polonsky Shake-
speare Center), what I noticed most about
Thompson, who plays Shylock, was the
dense force with which he moves—or,
equally affectingly, doesn’t move. He’s an
imposing man, with the bulky grace of
Rodin’s “Adam,” and when he walks his
legs are slightly bowed. When he stands
stock still, it’s hard to imagine knocking
him even an inch off his spot, even in
moments of unbearable emotion. Some
actors are grounded; this guy is roozed.
That’s a fine undercurrent for Shylock,
who, God knows, needs all the deep im-

movability he can muster.

John Douglas Thompson’s Shylock is a man of high principle and long memory.
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In Arbus’s revisionist interpretation,
Shylock is a man of high principle and
long memory. A member of a perse-
cuted religious minority in a multicul-
tural yet vehemently anti-Semitic and
racist polity, he’s a realist when it comes
to his place in society, but also a kind of
judicial-procedural optimist: he really
thinks that the law, rightly divided, will
come to his aid if he’s in the right. All
he has to do is get the proper contract
signed, then stand tall.

When the merchant of the title, An-
tonio (Alfredo Narciso), comes to Shy-
lock looking for a loan—his friend Bas-
sanio needs some quick cash, the better
to woo the highborn Portia (Isabel Ar-
raiza)—you can see Thompson’s body
start to ease. Even as Antonio refuses to
shake hands to seal the deal—Antonio,
putatively the hero of Shakespeare’s com-
edy, is, in this version, at once an enamored
friend and erstwhile lover of Bassanio,
and, to Shylock, a bigoted prick—Shy-
lock knows, or, as it turns out, thinks he
knows, that momentary circumstances
and the eternal verities of the law have
conspired to give him an opportunity.
All he wants, if the deal goes sour, is a
pound of flesh. He figures he’ll get it.

The familiar story plays out against
a stark, solid-looking background: there
are three huge steps, pushed far upstage,
and at the top of them a pair of doors,
which lead into an edifice that looms
hugely and, like the steps, looks to be
made of stone. It suggests antiquity even
as the modern dress of the actors tries
to drag “Merchant”into the present day.
The result is a swirling temporal mish-
mash: nothing else seems quite as real
as Shylock.

If any of the other characters man-
ages to come close to Shylock’s round-
ness and reality, it’s Arraiza’s Portia. One
of the silliest aspects of “Merchant” is
the game that Portia’s suitors have to
play to win her hand: her late father has
left behind three “caskets™—one gold,
one silver, one lead—and the man who
picks the one that contains her picture
gets to marry her. Arraiza survives these
scenes admirably, retaining enough wit
and humanity to pull off the later plot
in which Portia disguises herself as a
young legal whiz who perverts the law
just enough to bring Shylock, at last, to
his knees. Arraiza plays those moments
doubly, summoning cruel logical energy
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even as her face and her bearing betray
a horrified empathy for Shylock.

Portia’s dawning realization is evident
in the way that Arraiza handles Shake-
speare’s language. For much of her time
onstage, she speaks with a clipped mod-
ern cadence, downplaying the poetry of
the iambic pentameter in favor of the
plainer rhythms of each sentence. But,
beginning with the famous “quality of
mercy” courtroom speech—“The qual-
ity of mercy is not strained./ It droppeth
as the gentle rain from heaven/Upon
the place beneath. It is twice blest:/It
blesseth him that gives and him that
takes”—she starts to emphasize the wave-
like music of the lines. By the end, this
newly bold Portia, empowered by im-
posture, is more singer than speaker.

Pop-cultural awareness can be a curse,
and I have to admit that while I watched
Thompson—a Black man taking on the
role of a Jewish moneylender—my
thoughts often strayed to, of all people,
Whoopi Goldberg. She was recently sus-
pended from “The View,”which she co-
hosts, because of an on-air conversation
in which she insisted, misguidedly, that
the Holocaust had nothing to do with
race but, rather, with “man’s inhumanity
to man.” Part of the effect of a Black
Shylock, marked not only by his velvet
kippah but by the color of his skin, is to
emphasize his utter insolubility in the
wider society. (This production features
other Black actors who are not, in the
world of the show, Jewish.) For Shylock,
and for his daughter, Jessica (Danaya Es-
peranza)—who has eloped with Lorenzo,
a friend of Antonio—no simple trick of
costume or marital custom will erase the
fact of their difference.

This is crucial to the dark magic of
race-making: those interested in the ar-
chitecture of exclusion—and, ultimately,
in the atmosphere of death that such
exclusion takes as its necessary tribute—
are always finding new specifics, phre-
nological or coloristic, on which to hang
their terrible claims. Perhaps that’s why
Thompson insists on an odd restraint
at the climax of the play. When Shylock
learns of Jessica’s elopement—and of her
absconding with many of his prize jew-
els—he emotes wildly, shouting reso-
lutely and dissolving into wheezing tears.
He’s been informed by his fellow-Jew
Tubal (Maurice Jones), and therefore
feels free to let loose in mourning “my

ducats, and my daughter.” But among
the Gentiles, where he depends not on
ethnic brotherhood but on the false shel-
ter of the law, he holds back. Thomp-
son delivers even the great Shylock
speech—“I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew
eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, di-
mensions, senses, aftections, passions?”’—
with the kind of steady wariness that
one reserves for mixed company.

Shylock is standing on the law, a field
that, in our time, is troubled by the cul-
ture wars surrounding critical race the-
ory, the much distorted body of aca-
demic thought whose key insight is, in
this production, clear as day: the judi-
ciary is all well and good, until you fig-
ure out that the fix is in.

cholfPIay,” a smart, sweet, sad new
play by Hansol Jung, at SoHo

Rep, is similarly fixated on legal and
theatrical fictions. It starts oft specula-
tively: a performer called Wolf (Mitch-
ell Winter) pops onto a stage overhung
with pulleys and sandbags, reminiscent
of a Rube Goldberg machine still under
construction. He teases and cajoles the
audience, asking a series of questions that
frame the story to come: “What if I said
I am not what you think you see? I am
not an actor human, this floor is forest
earth, and to the left of that glaring exit
light, a river flows, the width and length
and velocity of the Egyptian Nile.”
This abstract speculation gives way
to a concrete tale. Wolf handles a pup-
pet that represents a boy named Jeenu,
who was adopted as a small child and
has essentially been sold, through a
Yahoo message board, by his first adop-
tive family to another. All that makes
the exchange real is a power-of-attor-
ney contract and a heartless-sounding
“affidavit of waiver of interest in child.”
Jeenu’s new parents are Robin (Nicole
Villamil) and Ash (Esco Jouléy, a lovely
study in subtle movement), a queer cou-
ple into whose already strained relation-
ship the troubled kid drops like a bomb.
The play’s sometimes painful suspense
hangs on whether these structures—legal
and loving—can withstand an external
onslaught, embodied by Jeenu’s former
adoptive father, Peter (Aubie Merrylees),
and Robin’s brother, Ryan (Brandon Men-
dez Homer). What if I said that that
question haunts us all? And what if I said
that the answer, all too often, is no> ¢
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ON TELEVISION

THE SHOWMAN

“We Need to Talk About Cosby,” on Showtime.

BY DOREEN ST. FELIX

“We Need to Talk About Cosby,”
a four-part Showtime series
from the director W. Kamau Bell, is
documentary as collage, as editorial, as
attempted community exorcism. In 2018,
Bill Cosby was convicted and impris-
oned for sexual assault, after sixty women
came forward with allegations of abuse,
drugging, and rape against the come-
dian. Bell’s documentary, which pre-
miéred at the end of January, comes
seven months after Cosby’s conviction
was overturned, owing to a legal tech-
nicality. This most recent development,
which, in fiction, one would refer to as
the twist, drapes Bell’s series in a kind
of under-acknowledged despair. Val-

iantly, Bell seeks to puncture the esteem
that Cosby still holds, and to convert
those who are in denial about Cosby’s
character, despite the fact that he has
admitted—under oath—to drugging
and assaulting women. The show pushes
hard against the edifice of conspiracy
that grounds thought and action and
worship in America, and conspiracy
presses its weight right back.

“It feels like we haven’t gotten to
the root of the discussion,” Bell says,
in his narration. Why is it so impor-
tant to get to the root of the discussion
about Cosby? Bell’s focus is distinct
from the exposure of Cosby as a serial
rapist. The documentary gives several

The series argues that Bill 00317)/ tainted us with an inexorable Daddy complex.
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survivors the space to detail their ex-
periences at length, but the project is
not a work of investigative journalism.
Bell is looking to officialize the strong
emotion that Cosby provokes in at least
two generations of the fractured unit
called Black America. The energy is
that of a reckoning around the Race
Man, the prismatic figure through which
the notion of Black identity is formed.
The Cosby of this show is a spectre,
brushing up against every aspect of con-
temporary Black life for the past six de-
cades. Bell has made an ambitious piece
of Black media, addressed explicitly to
a Black audience.

“I am a child of Bill Cosby,” he says,
in voice-over. The director, who was
born in the seventies, was weaned on
Cosby’s animated kids’ programs “Fat
Albert”and “Picture Pages,”before pur-
suing his own career in activist-y com-
edy. Bell bases much of his perspective
on the strata of autobiography, though
he does not apply the same treatment
to Cosby. Bell's Cosby springs into being
tully formed, not as the resultant son
of history, as Ezra Edelman constructed
his subject in “O.J.: Made in America,”
but as a unique colossus—a strapping,
hubristic talent who could not be made
by America but would remake America
in his image. The first hour of the series
covers Cosby’s meteoric rise to national
prominence in the sixties, and the mood
is nostalgic, jaunty. Working as a bar-
tender in his home town of Philadel-
phia, the handsome collegiate charms
patrons with his jokes. The kid makes
it to the clubs in New York City, where
he performs between folk acts, honing
his suave observational comedy. A few
years later, he’s a headliner; by the end
of the decade, he’s crossed the color line
in both television and film.

The broad strokes of Cosby’s early
career are traced by a Greek chorus of
journalists, academics, comedians, the
rare former colleague, and survivors.
With their help, Bell situates Cosby as
an opportunistic genius who played the
anxieties of white and Black America
against each other, in the service of an
initially “raceless” comedy. The enter-
tainer was lauded for his circumvention
of Black stereotypes. “He’s everything
you don’t see in Black characters on
television,” the Boston Globe editor
Renée Graham says, when describing
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Cosby’s secret-agent character in “I Spy.”

As the civil-rights era was ending, Cosby
embraced his African American iden-
tity, growing out an Afro, and hosting
specials about slavery. Then he pivoted
to the embryonic paternalist whom he
would perfect in the eighties. Posing
on the cover of Ebony, with his wife
and their children, Cosby planted the
seeds for “The Cosby Show” and other
family-friendly projects yet to come. A
tealty encircled the entertainer, and kids
began to adore him, to accept him as
an educator, a moral authority. Cosby
became synonymous with racial prog-
ress and uplift.

O ccasionally, Bell will reach a junc-
ture in the evolution of Cosby—
say, the comedian’s role as the titular
villain opposite Elliott Gould in the
much pilloried 1981 film “The Devil
and Max Devlin”—and wonder, What
if the film had been a success, and Cosby
had been typecast as demonic? Would
he still have engendered the good will
that allowed so many to defend him
once the accusations finally took hold?
It’s a kind of naive magical thinking,
tuelled by Bell’s crisis of fanhood and
faith. His documentary seems moti-
vated, in part, by a feeling of guilt that
we all inadvertently provided an alibi
tor a bully who actually despised us.
It probably goes without saying that
Cosby did not grant an interview for
this project. Because the subject is un-
available as a reactive character, the
drama of the show is fomented through
the building of analysis. The series is
especially strong when it dramatizes the
concurrence of Cosby’s increasing pres-
tige with accounts of his predatory be-

havior. Survivors dictate the narrative
in these segments, but Bell does not
identify the women as survivors when
we meet them. They might be mistaken
for cultural critics, and, in a way, that’s
precisely what they are: experts on how
fictional image and the power it pro-
vides can be leveraged to facilitate bad
behavior. Their stories span half a cen-
tury. Victoria Valentino, a former Play-
boy Playmate, describes Cosby drugging
and assaulting her in the late sixties;
Eden Tirl recounts being assaulted while
she guest-starred on “The Cosby Show”
in the eighties. Tirl’s testimony is punc-
tuated with a clip of her on the show,
playing a police officer.

“Bill Cosby, it seems to me, has been
leaving something like bread crumbs all
throughout his career, pointing to his
guilty conscience,” Kierna Mayo, a for-
mer editor-in-chief of Ebony, says, in the
series. Bell conducts a forensic examina-
tion of Cosby’s sets, books, and shows,
for references to “Spanish Fly” and the
like, in order to float the argument that
Cosby, an emboldened agent, conflated
the Heathcliff Huxtable character with
Cosby the man, tainting us all with an
inexorable Daddy complex. There is a
hint of panic in these segments, which
circle around the trite question “Can you
separate the art from the artist?”

Bell inspects the falsities in the Cosby
artistic myth. The comedian was known
for his education, but his credentials
were overblown: he received a bachelor’s
degree despite never having finished col-
lege, and his doctoral thesis, based on
“Fat Albert,” may have been ghostwrit-
ten. Meanwhile, “T'he Cosby Show,”
canonized as the hinge point in so-called
positive Black representation, was a well-

written sitcom that doubled as conser-
vative propaganda for the nuclear Black
family unit. Still, Bell readily accepts
the idea that Cosby was “America’s
Dad,” even as he introduces perspec-
tives that should complicate that as-
sumption. The documentary includes
a clip of Eddie Murphy performing
standup in the eighties, during which
he recalls Cosby chastising him for curs-
ing onstage. Murphy complains to Rich-
ard Pryor, who retorts that hed like to
tell Cosby to “suck my dick.” Cosby
may have been the Black comedian who
“won” in the eyes of the mainstream,
but it was hip-hop, Cosby’s nemesis,
that won in Black America.

I’'m no child of Cosby. I watched “The
Cosby Show,” in syndication, when it
was already a relic, and when Cosby’s
reputation had long soured among the
youth. Bell’s series falls short of ques-
tioning the systems of paternalism that
endowed a serial rapist with so much in-
stitutional control. Sometimes its Black
American audience is rendered as an
impressionable bloc, pinging between
the conspiracies of white supremacy and
that of Black respectability politics.

“We Need to Talk About Cosby” is
most compelling as an honest self-
reflection of Bell himself, both as an
artist and as a Black man invested in
the betterment of his people. By the
end, Bell is exhausted, seemingly ready
to relent. “There were times when 1
was making this that I wanted to quit,”
he admits. “I wanted to hold on to my
memories of Bill Cosby before I knew
about Bill Cosby. I guess I still can. As
long as I admit, as long as we all admit,
that there’s just a Bill Cosby we didn't
know.” Then what? ¢
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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 P C. Vey,
must be received by Sunday, February 27th. The finalists in the February 7th contest appear below.
We will announce the winner, and the finalists in this week’s contest, in the March 14th 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

“l wanted a car that would make me feel young again. 7

Catherine Maleki, Westlake Village, Calif.

My other car is a teacup.” “Ideal for parties with no atmosphere.”

V. P. Walling, New York City Andrew Workman, Renfrew, Scotland

“The dealer said it scored high in crash tests.”
Benjamin Bogard, New York City
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PUZZLES & GAMES DEPT.

THE
CROSSWORD

A challenging puzzle.

15 16

BY ANNA SHECHTMAN

ACROSS
1 All but

9 Most Solomonic

15 Grilled cheese
16 Actresses Dunne and Worth

17 Cheeky reply to “How’d you do that?”

18 Not terrestrial, in a way

19 Exercise device with an infamously
suggestive 2009 infomercial

21 4-Down, zum Beispiel

25 __ : Joseph L. Mankiewicz :: My .
Mother : Pedro Almodévar
26 “Cornflake Girl” singer Tori N
27 One of the four humors
29 Like matte computer monitors 4 Albert Einstein’s birthplace 42 Like Miss Congeniality
31 “De la Politique des ___” (1957 André 5 Its motto is “Semper paratus” 43 Airing after midnight, say
Bazin essay about film criticism) 6 Grant of Hollywood 44 Equilibria
33 Hush-hush document: Abbr. 7 “The Right to Sex” philosopher 45 The one per cent
34 Big name in frozen fish Srinivasan 46 Out of it?
35 Battle of competing soft launches? 8 Disgust 52 Commercial prefix akin to “insta-”

40 Messenger 9 New German Cinema director who 53 “Wallflower at the Orgy” author Ephron

. « < ) .
41 2021 Pulitzer Prize winner for “The advised, “Before you say ‘cut, wait five

Night Watchman” more seconds” 54 “Put ___ Me,” 2001 Ja Rule hit
42 Steep drop 10 “Dies __” 57 Like Vivaldi’s “Spring”
47 Handles 11 First podcast to win a Peabody Award 58 Katka's “°___ Hungerkiinstler”
2015 59 Bar fixt
48 Hardly domestic, for short ( ) ar fixture
12 Head-scratcher 60 Weigh-station wts.

49 Puzzle

13 Mister, in Manaus

50 Classic fruit-flavored sodas o Solution to the previous puzzle:
14 Nagana-carrying insect P P :

51 Director of “Beau Travail” and “White

Material” 20 Goolagong Cawley (winner of seven D|I|C|E|S B|F S M|l |C|A
. Grand Slam singles titles) A|W|A|S|H R|O E/M|[O|D|E|L
55 When Faust meets Mephistopheles, per o m S e S I T TN i T
Goethe 21 Unsolicited texts
o E{LID|O|R|A|D|O S|K|[I|L|L
56 Most eclectic 22 Thanksgiving, for one: Abbr. sIL|YEMw|I|c Oo|E|T
61 Rides into battle? 23 Secondary social-media accounts, S|O0|O|N|E R(L|A|T|E[R
62 Into organizing? familiarly HIOLTIPIOLT 5,10 RO
24 Profound Alv|Oo|I|D V|IE|E|R|S
63 Boston Red Sox anthem updated by the i =i ~Tviclels
Dropkick Murphys in 2004 28 Arnold Schwarzenegger, four times A Tmlely olu . Tals
64 Digressions 30 Gastropod that’s a common pest EIR|G E o Tls|p
DOWN 32 Worked tirelessly (over) LIO|S|E|R M|E T|C|U|T]E
36 Availabl clo|B|B|sS|A|L|A|{DJEW O M|E|N
.. vailable
1 Sashimi staple B|lO|U|T|T|I|M|E A[s|P|E|N
2 Convened 37 Desire BDEEE  BREED  BIRRDE

. . i ?
3 ___ Cup (championship won by New 38 Opening on Broadway: Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at

York City F.C. in 2021) 39 Letters that sound like a flower newyorker.com/crossword
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